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1.1  Setting the scene  

 

Work is usually considered the best protection against poverty by many, including policymakers. 

However, attention for the working poor has been growing in Europe (Frazer & Marlier, 2010). 

People who work, but are unable to make ends meet, are a non-negligible reality in most countries. 

Eurostat statistics for 2014 indicate that on average across Europe 9.6 percent of the workers are at-

risk of poverty, ranging from less than 5 percent in Czech Republic, Finland, Iceland, Belgium, and 

Denmark to more than 12 percent in Spain, Greece, Romania. Moreover, of all individuals at working 

age living in poverty in Europe, about a third of them is in fact working. In other words, a job does 

not offers a guaranteed protection against poverty. According to Airio (2008), the growing attention 

for the working poor phenomenon in Europe is “mainly caused by (new) social risks and the roots of 

the problem can be traced to welfare states’, labour markets’ and families’ decreased ability to secure 

one’s well-being”. In other words, the reality of the working poor phenomenon has to be placed in a 

context of a shifting balance between the triad of labour, family and social protection as producers of 

welfare (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Cantillon, 2001; Fraser, Gutiérrez, & Peña-Casas, 2011).  

 

Three societal transformations are of particular importance to understand the growing consciousness 

of a working poverty problem in Europe. First, deindustrialisation, globalisation and technological 

change have been causing labour demand shifts in favour of more educated workers as of the 

nineteen eighties (Goldin & Katz, 2008). More recent analyses indicate that the loss of middle paid 

routine work has been causing a polarisation between high paid non-routine professional jobs and 

low paid non-routine personal service jobs (Goos, Manning, & Salomons, 2014). These shifts resulted 

in a trade-off between more benefit dependency and more in-work poverty, in particular for the 

lower skilled (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Marx, 2007). These labour demand shocks thus corroded 

the role of both full-employment and economic self-reliance as two core pillars of sustainable 

welfare states. A second transformation has been the substantial increase in female labour market 

participation, often in service sector part-time jobs. More female workers changed the way the 

overall income package at the household level looks like (Rainwater, Rein, & Schwartz, 1986). 

Research has shown that the contribution of women to the overall household income still varies 

considerably across countries (Maître, Whelan, & Nolan, 2003; Stier & Mandel, 2009), but its share in 

total household earnings increased between 1981 and 2005 in most European countries 

(Nieuwenhuis, Need, & Van der Kolk, 2013). The third important transformation is the appearance of 

a greater variety in family configurations. More dual earners, singles and single parents, challenge 
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the adequacy of social protection schemes that were designed to accommodate the needs of male 

breadwinner couples in particular (Orloff, 2002; Sainsbury, 1999).  

 

According to Esping-Andersen (2009) (too) much attention has been paid to the demand shift against 

the less skilled, while the demographic trends have received less attention when studying income 

inequality and poverty (for important exceptions see: Burtless, 2011; Harkness, 2013). Furthermore, 

to some degree the literature on inequalities in labour market outcomes and the literature on overall 

income inequality and poverty have developed separately. One of the major challenges academics 

face in establishing a clear association between individual labour market situations and poverty 

outcomes is the mediating factor of the work-intensity at the household level (Burtless, 2011; Corluy 

& Vandenbroucke, 2014; Grotti & Scherer, 2014; OECD, 2015b). Against this background, the growth 

in part-time employment has been gaining attention as a potential driver of both earnings inequality 

and income inequality. The gradual increase in part-time employment in de last decades also 

exemplifies the shift towards a service-centered economy, where employers have more flexible 

staffing needs in order to cope with irregular demand and flexible opening hours. Moreover, the 

massive increase in female labour market participation has often been in part-time jobs, allowing 

mothers to combine work and caring activities. Especially for single mothers - who have more 

difficulties in reconciling work and family responsibilities - working part-time is often the only 

feasible option. Furthermore, for other groups that are typically underrepresented in the labour 

market, like youngsters and older workers, part-time jobs allow for a more phased transitions in and 

out of the labour market.  

 

The rising share of part-time jobs has an important impact on earnings inequality by definition. 

Earnings inequality should be looked at through the combination of hours worked and hourly wages 

(F. D. Blau & Kahn, 2009; OECD, 2008, 2011a). In addition, part-time employment influences 

household earnings inequality. In the case of dual earnership, part-time earnings are more likely to 

be situated at the upper half of the distribution, whereas for singles it is bound to be at the bottom 

(Salverda & Haas, 2014). As Salverda and Checchi (2015) put it: “The strong shift from single-earner 

to dual-earner households that has come about with the rapid growth of female and in many cases 

part-time employment, and the growing attention paid to the phenomenon of household joblessness 

make this [the integration of the research agenda’s on earnings and income inequality] an important 

lacuna”. This is precisely where research on in-work poverty has an important role to play by 

integrating labour market and poverty research, and paying particular attention to part-time 

employment.  
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In sum, by focusing on the poverty risk of part-time workers, this dissertation contributes to the 

broader question of how the contemporary welfare triad of labour, family and social protection is 

being (re)balanced across Europe. 

 

 

1.2  Part-time employment as a cause or solution of in-work poverty?  

 

Broadly speaking, in-work poverty research aims to grasp why some workers live in a poor household 

(Lohmann, 2016 forthcoming). By now, it is well-established that in-work poverty is a multifaceted 

phenomenon, partially because of how the indicator is constructed (see 1.4 infra for a more detailed 

discussion). Consequently, for understanding the underlying in-work poverty mechanisms we need to 

take into account individual market income, overall household work-intensity and composition, as 

well as income replacement benefits and other government transfers (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; 

Crettaz, 2011; Marx & Nolan, 2014) 1. In other words, what matters is the overall household ‘income 

package’.  

 

The notion of an ‘income package’ originated from early theoretical considerations on the welfare 

state and the income position of individuals and households. At the theoretic level, an ‘income 

package’ results from different types of welfare ‘claims’, or ‘distributional rules’, which can be 

understood as established rights or entitlements. However, at the same time these ‘claims’ are 

subjected to change through social or political pressure and bargaining (Rainwater et al., 1986). 

Referring to one of the most though-provoking statements of Polanyi (1944: 251): “To take labor out 

of the market means a transformation as radical as was the establishment of a competitive labor 

market”, the argument is that with the development of welfare states the living standard of 

individuals no longer solely depends on individuals’ own labour market activities. Government 

transfers and labour market regulations also play a key role in how the fruits of labour and capital are 

distributed in society. The variety of available and obtained income resources becomes even more 

complex if female earnings are introduced (Peattie & Rein, 1983). Coming from a male breadwinner 

norm, the early income packaging literature illustrated that when studying people’s economic well-

being it is crucial to recognise that multiple sources and persons add something to the ove rall 

household income (Rainwater et al., 1986), which now of course appears self-evident2.  

                                                                 
1 Income from capital is usually not considered in research on the working poor  because of data restrictions and because 
people with low earnings are generally not able to accumulate savings (for an exception, see: Rodgers, 2003).  
2 In more recent research, the concept of ‘income packages’ is still used, for example to test the adequacy of welfare regime 
typologies by analysing the mean share of welfare transfers in household’s disposable income across countries (Maître, 
Nolan, & Whelan, 2005). 
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With respect to in-work poverty, the notion of ‘income packages’ is highly relevant when studying 

how workers are able to avoid poverty (Gardiner & Millar, 2006; Strengmann-Kuhn, 2003). In order 

to answer this question, researchers typically divide the household income in three basic 

components: individual earnings, market incomes of other household members, and state transfers. 

The results of these studies indicate that earnings of other household members provide the most 

effective protection against poverty, especially for low paid workers (Gardiner & Millar, 2006). 

Government transfers received at the household level, like child benefits,  and benefits received by 

other - not employed - household members have an important poverty reducing effect for workers 

as well, and contributes to the variation in in-work poverty across countries (Lohmann, 2009). On the 

other hand, in-work poverty can partially be understood as a problem of (temporary) un- or 

underemployment (Halleröd, Ekbrand, & Bengtsson, 2015). Hence, wage supplements and/or 

replacement benefits may also have a substantial poverty reducing capacity for workers themselves, 

especially the case for countries with a large share of singles or single parents (Allègre, 2013). When 

earnings prove to be insufficient and working more hours is not an option government transfers are 

the only way out of poverty for a single (parent). 

 

Existing research on in-work poverty has been focussing mainly on full-year full-time employment 

because it is key to understand why even this group is not protected against poverty (Brady, 

Fullerton, & Cross, 2010; Maitre, Nolan, & Whelan, 2012). However, given the importance of part-

time work in many European countries it is relevant to study the poverty risk of part-timers more 

closely. In recent decades much of the employment growth can be attributed to an increase in part-

time jobs (Eurofound, 2011b; Smith, Fagan, & Rubery, 1998). Currently about one in five jobs is being 

done on a part-time basis in Europe (Eurostat, 2016). Translating the multifaceted nature of in-work 

poverty and the importance of the overall income package to the poverty risk of part-time workers, 

we cannot a-priori expect that part-timers face an increased poverty risk solely because they work 

less than full-timers. In fact, a part-time job may precisely provide the extra income a household 

needs to be lifted above the poverty line. Previous research, however, has shown that the poverty 

risk of part-time workers is on average twice as large as that of full-time workers and that its 

increased poverty risk varies considerably across Europe (OECD, 2010).  

 

This brings us to the two general research questions of the dissertation: 

 

Why do part-time workers face a higher poverty risk compared to full-time 

workers in all countries? And, why does the part-time poverty gap differs 

across countries?  
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Both general questions are to be seen as overarching puzzles that stimulated the more practical 

research questions that are analysed in the different chapters of this doctoral dissertation.  The 

various chapters are thus not to be interpreted as consecutive steps. Instead, this dissertation has to 

be seen as a process of triangulation that answers particular pieces of a multi -dimensional puzzle. In 

that sense, the framework of this doctoral dissertation can be understood by adopti ng the metaphor 

of M.C. Escher his lithography ‘Relativity’. In the picture gravity is working in three different 

directions simultaneously, perpendicularly to one another. If you were to turn the print clockwise, a 

different section appears at the top and we are able to uncover all the difference scenes, but the 

internal logic would remain intact. Enlarging the details of the print also helps to unravel how this 

odd looking world is made possible (Ernst, 1978; Piller, 2014). In a similar way this study triangulates 

the relationship between part-time work and in-work poverty. We look at particular details from 

various angles to better understand an odd looking world. A world where individuals work, but are 

unable to make ends meet, and where some people seem to opt for reduced working hours without 

having secured sufficient income.  

 

 

1.3  Part-time earnings as part of the income package across countries 

 

The emerging working poverty literature in Europe has mainly been analysing which socio-

demographic and job characteristics are associated with an increased in-work poverty risk and how 

these factors vary across countries (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Crettaz, 2013; Fraser et al., 2011). 

This ‘risk-group’ approach is inspired by poverty research in general. The profile characteristics 

associated with a higher poverty risk among workers can be clustered in terms of ‘needs’, ‘resources’ 

and ‘restrictions’ (Lohmann, 2009). Income needs increase with the size of a household and are 

related to the age of its members as age reflects people’s work potential. A high number of 

depended household members can also restrict full labour market participation of workers. 

Resources refer to characteristics associated with an individual’s earnings potential and labour 

market position, including education, age, labour market experience, or occupation. The second 

chapter investigates whether the increased poverty risk of part-time workers can be attributed to 

the fact that they combine different risk factors. Furthermore, it examines whether the reasons for 

working part-time are associated with a higher poverty risk across Europe (chapter 2). In other 

words, chapter 2 looks more closely to what extent demographic and job characteristics - that are 

known to be associated with a higher in-work poverty risk -, characterise part-time workers across 

Europe. The results confirm that the poverty risks of part-timers need to be understood against the 
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background of labour demand and labour supply side mechanisms that shape part-time 

employment. We find that in countries where part-time workers are more likely to combine a 

problematic household composition (high caring needs and low additional resources) with a 

problematic labour market position (low pay and unstable work), part-time work is often an 

involuntary choice and associated with an increased poverty risk. 

 

As the crisis hit many workers and their household income package hard, it can be argued that 

unemployment has become again more of an issue. People should be happy to even have a job. If 

this is the case, one would expect a decrease in in-work poverty, but the figures that assumption 

(Marx & Nolan, 2014). Besides rising unemployment, however, the recent crisis was also 

characterised by a rapid rise in involuntary part-time employment. The share of involuntary part-time 

work increased by more than ten percentage points according to Eurostat’s on-line European Labour 

Force Survey (EU-LFS) statistics. When solutions are sought in flexible employment, the central trade-

off between a high share unemployed poor and high levels of in-work poverty moves again to the 

centre of the social policy debate (Crettaz, 2013). The third chapter of this thesis therefore 

investigates whether the poverty risk of part-timers changed during the crisis, whether this change 

can be attributed to an increase in involuntary part-time work, and whether this change influenced 

overall in-work poverty rates (chapter 3). The results show a mixed picture as indeed the growing 

share and increased poverty risk of involuntary part-time workers contributed to an increase in the 

poverty risk associated with working part-time. Yet, the poverty risk increased for other part-time 

workers as well. The growth of involuntary part-time work and the increased poverty risk of part-

timers in general was not reflected in a marked increase in the overall in-work poverty rates. Full-

time work remains dominant in most countries and the poverty risk of full-time workers did not 

change markedly during the crisis. However, when applying an ‘anchored’ poverty line - a poverty 

line fixed in time, but adjusted for inflation -, the in-work poverty risk did change during the crisis for 

full-time workers in a number of countries. Looking more in detail at the underlying changes, we 

argue that the increase in the poverty risk of female part-time workers in particular can be 

understood by a decrease in dual earnership. Job losses were concentrated among male dominated 

occupations during the crisis. While added worker effects are expected to increase female labour 

supply in these circumstances, empirical evidence suggest that women tend to be highly limited from 

the demand side and are unable to materialise the job search activities in times of economic 

downturns (Bredtmann, Otten, & Rulff, 2014). In addition, male breadwinners become more likely to 

involuntarily accept a part-time job when full-time jobs are not available. Both mechanisms explain 

why we find a positive correlation between a growing concentration of part-time work among single 

earner families and an increase in involuntary part-time work during the recent crisis. 
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The risk group approach adopted in the first chapter typically results in a broad overview of profile 

characteristics associated with working poverty. Crettaz (2013), however, argues that we need to 

look at three specific mechanisms that potentially cause in-work poverty: a low hourly wage, low 

labour force attachment and a large number of dependent children in the household. He argues that 

risk-profiles and mechanisms can be seen as two sides of the same coin. Some risk groups face a 

higher poverty risk because of one or more mechanisms. Marx and Nolan (2014) also include 

inadequate out-of-work benefits and inadequate earnings supplements as potential mechanisms. In 

the fourth chapter we investigate to what extent the part-time poverty gap is indeed attributable to 

the various in-work poverty mechanisms and risk factors. Adopting two complementary approaches, 

this chapter first examines whether known in-work poverty mechanisms are more strongly at work 

for part-timers compared to full-timers. Second, it gauges the relative contribution of typical part-

time profile characteristics to the part-time poverty gap (chapter 4). For the latter, an Oaxaca-

Blinder decomposition is used, which is new to the literature on in-work poverty. Overall, we can 

conclude that introducing the decomposition method proved a fruitful enterprise . The 

decomposition allows to sketch a detailed picture of the relative contributions of the multiple 

underlying sociodemographic characteristics to the difference in the poverty risk between two 

groups of workers. By combining the results of the interaction terms in logistic regression models 

with an Oaxaca-blinder decomposition, this chapter brings a nuanced assessment of the higher 

poverty risk associated with working part-time. While noteworthy differences across countries exist, 

some overall patterns emerge. The logistic models indicate that for full-time workers individual 

earnings are more important than for part-time workers as an underlying mechanism. Low work-

intensity of other household members does not appear problematic for part-timers in particular, 

indicating that the poverty reducing role of other household members is crucial for both part-time 

and full-time workers. The decomposition results show that the part-time earnings gap explains most 

of the poverty gap between part-time and full-time workers. On the other hand, because part-timers 

are more likely to live in households with other (full-time) workers, the expected part-time poverty 

gap is reduced again. The magnitude to which both profile characteristics balance each other out 

varies considerably across countries.  

 

Part-time work and other forms of non-standard employment have long remained under the radar as 

a separate in-work poverty mechanism. The basic question in working poverty research since the 

1990s in Europe has been whether allowing for more low-wage jobs would reduce high 

unemployment rates for the low skilled without severe social costs for workers and non -workers 
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alike (Marx & Verbist, 1998)3. Yet, the trade-off between high unemployment and a large low paid 

labour market segment - as assumed by the ‘unified theory’ (F. D. Blau & Kahn, 2002) - has been 

criticized on both theoretical and empirical grounds (DiPrete, 2005; Maurin & Postel-Vinay, 2005) 4. 

Labour markets adapt in different ways besides wage flexibility. Non-standard employment 

arrangements, with part-time work as its most prevalent form (Schmid, 2010), are key to understand 

how labour markets adapt in a more globalised and technologically advanced world where women 

have entered the labour market. This shifts the attention to relatively unexplored areas regarding the 

translation of labour market inequalities into in-work poverty. It defies the core idea of working 

poverty as a low wage problem and instead emphasises a lack of work as one of the main underlying 

factors (Halleröd et al., 2015). The fifth chapter examines more in detail whether a low wage or a lack 

of work is more important as an in-work poverty mechanism when focussing on non-standard 

workers. It applies a similar approach as the fourth chapter and extends the analysis to a comparison 

between part-time and temporary workers. In other words, this chapter examines the degree to 

which a wage penalty and an incomplete labour market attachment contribute to the poverty gap 

associated with working part-time, and whether these factors contribute to the poverty risk of 

temporary workers to a similar degree (chapter 5). This chapter illustrates the often disregarded 

accumulation of a low wage and an incomplete labour market attachment, which characterises both 

part-time and temporary employment. The basic reason why both part-time and temporary workers 

are poor is because they do not work enough, and in addition face a wage penalty.  The results show 

that the poverty risk of non-standard workers cannot be understood without taking into account 

earnings from other household members or government transfers. Government transfers 

compensate periods out of work for temporary workers, whereas for part-time workers the work-

intensity at the household level provides a strong protection against poverty. The picture is largely 

similar across countries for temporary workers. Yet, the degree to which socio-demographic and job 

characteristics contribute to the difference in the poverty risk between part-time and full-time varies 

more substantially across countries.  

 

Coming from an era where full-time stable (male) breadwinner jobs were assumed to provide for a 

family, non-standard jobs can be seen as various forms of employment that deviate from this 

standard. Hence, in essence non-standard workers fail to realise the basic function of providing 

sufficient income for the household (Bosch, 2006). Nowadays, employment patterns at the 

                                                                 
3 In the US a long tradition exists of monitoring in-work poverty (Danziger & Gottschalk, 1986; Klein & Rones, 1989), 
whereas in Europe its s tatus as an official indicator was developed later (Atkinson et al., 2002 & Bardone and Guio, 2005). 

For a  more detailed overview, see Crettaz (2011 and 2013).  
4 For an overview of the arguments of both the ‘unified theory’ and the ‘theory of generalised inequalities’, see for example 
Debels (2008) 
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household level have changed and dual earnership has become key to understand people’s income 

situation (Airio, 2008). On the other hand, this does not necessarily means that two jobs are enough 

for couples to be protected against poverty. If part-time - or other non-standard - jobs are 

concentrated among certain households, it may explain why in some cases even households with 

multiple earners fail to make ends meet. In the sixth chapter we develop a notion of household non-

standard employment and apply Gregg and Wadsworth (2008) polarisation index to examine the 

distribution of non-standard work over dual earner couples. This index compares the actual rate of 

household non-standard employment with a counterfactual rate when non-standard employment 

would be randomly distributed over households. The question that is answered in this chapter is to 

what extent non-standard employment is concentrated in certain families, whether this happens to 

a similar degree across countries and whether it can be attributed to socio-demographic 

characteristics (chapter 6). The added value is that this paper provides a first step to a better 

understanding of how non-standard employment is concentrated within households in comparison 

to the overall individual non-standard employment rate. Because not full-year and not full-time 

employment - two indications of non-standard employment - are based on different segregation 

mechanisms, the degree of polarisation was found to differ substantially across countries for both 

types. Especially the variability in the gendered nature of part-time work contributes to the variation 

in non-standard employment polarisation. The more gendered, the less likely non-standard 

employment is randomly distributed over dual earner couples. Other socio-demographic 

characteristics, like age and education, which are related to non-standard employment in general, do 

not explain much of the concentration of non-standard jobs within households.   

 

Given the importance of the total household income package, part-time workers are less likely to be 

poor when they are able to count on other income sources (Debels, 2008b; Rodgers, 2003; Shaefer, 

2009). However, given the heterogeneous nature of part-time work across Europe in terms of socio-

demographic profile and job quality in terms of earnings and employment stability (Anxo, Fagan, 

Smith, Letablier, & Perraudin, 2007; Fagan, Norman, Smith, & González Menéndez, 2014; OECD, 

2010; Smith et al., 1998), the degree to which individual earnings, earnings from other household 

members, or government transfers allow part-time workers to avoid poverty is expected to differ 

across countries. Therefore the seventh chapter explores which institutions are related to a higher 

part-time earnings penalty and which institutions help part-time workers to avoid poverty more 

easily by other income sources in the household (chapter 7). In order to grasp which institutional 

characteristics are associated with a higher poverty risk of part-timers compared to full-timers, we 

first look at institutions that affect the earnings gap between both types of workers. In two 

consecutive steps we also examine the poverty reducing capacity of market incomes from other 
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household members and poverty reduction by government benefits. The results indicate that on 

average across Europe full-timers more easily avoid poverty with each step. The degree to which 

part-time workers lag behind in avoiding poverty by their own earnings as well as by other market 

incomes in the household differs substantially across countries. However, similar country-level 

variables are associated with both steps of poverty avoidance. Institutions that narrow the overall 

earnings distribution, that lower occupational segregation of part-time jobs, and that support dual 

earnership, limit the degree to which part-time workers are less likely to avoid poverty by their own 

earnings. At the same time they also reduce the extent to which part-timers are less likely to avoid 

poverty by other market incomes in the household. The degree to which full-timers are more likely to 

avoid poverty by government transfers differs little across countries, and is  in several countries 

negligible. Yet, the results suggest that the degree to which the employment of mothers is supported 

institutional helps part-timers in particular to avoid poverty by government transfers. Conversely, the 

degree to which part-time earnings are combined with a particular benefit tends to be related to 

larger differences in the pre-distribution between part-time and full-time workers. 

 

The total work-intensity at the household level has been shown to be key for understanding the 

higher poverty risk of workers in general (Bardone & Guio, 2005), and of specific groups, like part-

timers (Debels, 2008b; Rodgers, 2003; Shaefer, 2009) or low paid workers (Maitre et al., 2012; Marx 

& Nolan, 2014). Consequently, the availability and affordability of childcare services - which are 

typically expected to increase both the number of working families and the number of earners per 

household - should result in lower in-work poverty rates (Crettaz, 2011; Marx & Verbist, 2008b). In 

the literature, however, there is little consensus regarding the impact of increased childcare 

availability on maternal labour supply (Havnes & Mogstad, 2011). In addition, little empirical 

evidence exists regarding the actual impact of child care services on lower levels of (in-work) poverty 

(Crettaz, 2011; Lohmann, 2009). Consequently, the last chapter investigates under which conditions 

childcare services can indeed be an effective policy instrument in reducing the number of working 

poor (chapter 8). We develop a conceptual overview of the pathways through which childcare 

service use might impact on in-work poverty rates. We also empirically examine the relationship 

between childcare service use and the risk of being working poor, both at the micro-level and macro-

level. Overall, the results suggest an aggregation paradox as we find no relationship at the country 

level, whereas the micro-level relationship confirms that formal childcare use is associated with a 

reduced in-work poverty risk. This relationship at the micro-level is mainly mediated by a higher 

work-intensity at the household level. Because both formally and informally provided care supports 

female employment, we have few a-priori reasons to assume that it matters - from an in-work 

poverty perspective - which type of care is provided. Yet, we do find important differences between 



12 
 

both types of care. The results suggest that a strong reliance on informal care is not compatible with 

attaining full-time, stable jobs and in fact lead to higher in-work poverty rates among parents. Hence, 

we argue that the weak macro level relationship between in-work poverty and formal childcare use 

might be due to the fact that the better-off families are the ones benefiting from childcare service 

availability in the first place. 

 

 

1.4  Facts &  figures: some preliminary considerations5 

 

The results in this dissertation are mainly based on The European Union Statistics on Income and 

Living Conditions (EU-SILC). These data are used as the main source of information for understanding 

social exclusion and inequality across Europe. The reference population includes all private 

households and their current members residing in the territory of the countries at the time of data 

collection. All household members are surveyed, but only those aged 16 and more are interviewed 

(Eurostat, 2010a).  EU-SILC data collection follows a uniform framework with shared guidelines and 

procedures as well as common concepts and classifications aimed at maximising comparability of the 

data (Eurostat, 2011a). Despite this common framework, the comparability of the data across 

countries is not perfect (for a detailled overview of comparability issues, see: Lohmann, 2011; van 

Oorschot, 2013; Van Rie & Marx, 2011).  

 

For defining in-work poverty, a variety of approaches exists to both being ‘in-work’ and ‘poverty’ 

(Crettaz, 2011; Meulders & O'Dorchai, 2013; Thiede, Lichter, & Sanders, 2015) . Throughout this 

dissertation the Eurostat approach of measuring poverty will be used. Someone is considered to be 

at-risk-of-poverty if his or her equivalent disposable household income during the income reference 

period of a year is below the threshold of 60 percent of the national median (Dennis & Guio, 2003). 

The modified-OECD scale6 is used to account for economies of scale in consumption at the household 

level. This threshold reflects the minimum level of income considered necessary to have  an 

acceptable standard of living relative to the society in which a person lives. It describes those below 

relative income thresholds as ‘at-risk of poverty’ rather than ‘poor’ since low household income is 

not the only factor leading to social exclusion (T. Atkinson, Cantillon, Marlier, & Nolan, 2002; 

Decancq, Goedemé, Van den Bosch, & Vanhille, 2014). Given this definition of poverty, the question 

                                                                 
5 This part has  been publishes  as a  part of an ImPRovE discussion paper: Horemans, J. & Marx, I . (2013). In-work poverty in 
times of crisis: do part-timers fare worse? ImProvE Discussion Paper No. 13/14. Antwerp.  
6 The scale gives a weight of 1 for the first adult, other adults correspond get a weight of 0.5, and each child under 14 gets a  
weight of 0.3; the use of an equivalence scale is necessary in order to be able to compare households of various size and 
composition and to account for the economies of scale in multi-person households. 
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is how should we define being in-work, and especially how to make a distinction between working 

part-time and full-time?   

 

How to define part-time work is not just a technical issue, but a matter of substantive importance.  

The Eurostat indicator defines being ‘in-work’ as individuals who declare to have been ‘employed’ for 

more than half the income reference period and work part-time at the time of the interview 

(Ponthieux, 2010). One of the most fundamental critiques on the Eurostat approach is that in times 

of high unemployment and employment flexibility, as we witnessed during the recent  economic 

crisis, setting a threshold of working at least seven months may exclude a large number of potential 

workers (Crettaz, 2011). On the other hand, this approach still allows periods of unemployment or 

inactivity to act as an in-work poverty mechanism. In other words, it distracts us from the real 

problem we are interested in, namely people who work (Halleröd et al., 2015; Halleröd & Larsson, 

2008).  

 

In order to gain a better understanding of the applicabil ity of the Eurostat-definition, we first look at 

the poverty risks by number of months worked in 2010, drawing on EU-SILC 2011 (table 1.1). In this 

dissertation, the attention primarily goes to employees working part-time. Unless stated otherwise, 

the self-employed are excluded because data collection of self-employed incomes is less reliable. 

Moreover, part-time work is often done under different conditions when done as an employee or in 

self-employment. Table 1.1 shows that in most countries being out of work some time, even if this is 

only for one or two months, increases the poverty risk of workers severely (not significant with 

p<0.05 in DE, DK, IE, and PT). In some countries there is also a substantial difference in the poverty 

risks between individuals working two quarters and three quarters of the year (significant with 

p<0.05 in BE, ES, FI, FR, and IT). In some countries the poverty risks of people who did not work at all 

appear lower than for those who worked at least a few months, probably because of the low share of 

people working between one and eleven months. Yet, these differences are not statistically 

significant when taking into account conservatively calculated standard errors and confidence 

intervals (Goedemé, 2013)7. In sum, if we would include workers with a lower labour market 

attachment, poverty risks would be higher. 

  

                                                                 
7 more detailed results on significance tests not shown here, but available upon request 
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Table 1.1 At-risk of poverty rate (%) by number of months worked, age 18-64, 2010 

 
0 months 1_3 months 4_6 months 7_9 months 

10_11 
months 

12 months 

AT 24.5 17.6 17.9 14.1 8.8 3.5 

BE 28.4 24.7 20.6 6.6 8.2 2.8 
DE 37.1 31.8 20.2 16.8 10.3 6.3 
DK 28.6 28.3 31.7 21.2 6.0 4.8 

EL 30.3 33.0 29.5 18.9 29.8 6.0 
ES 33.9 35.2 23.4 12.4 9.4 6.8 
FI 29.6 30.7 24.2 7.2 5.6 1.3 

FR 24.9 24.2 24.7 16.7 11.7 5.4 
IE 26.0 16.1 2.4 10.0 7.7 3.8 
IT 30.4 30.9 30.1 18.4 15.8 8.7 

LU 18.6 37.6 23.0 22.9 20.7 8.5 
NL 24.0 16.8 16.8 7.7 7.9 3.8 
PT 29.1 22.0 21.1 19.0 9.9 6.1 

SE 30.0 27.2 25.6 23.8 15.0 4.8 
UK 32.1 19.4 24.1 17.9 22.6 5.6 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 (IE: EU-SILC 2010) 

 

Table 1.2 gives a more detailed picture regarding the overlap between part-time and full-time work 

and periods out of work for both part-time and full-time workers. We see that an important overlap 

exists between part-time and full-time work during the income reference period of a year. However, 

with the exception of Finland, focussing only on full -year part-timers still allows us to include the 

majority of part-time workers. Looking at full-year part-timers has the advantage that we are 

comparing strict part-timers with strict full-timers. On the other hand, it ignores the inherent less 

stable nature of part-time employment and thus the part-timers with an especially high poverty risk. 

With the reference period of a year, the broadest approach to consider someone as working part-

time is to only look at individual’s current labour market situation. The most rigid definition considers 

only individuals whose main activity during all of the twelve months of the reference period was 

either working part-time or full-time. If we want to study the potential poverty alleviating role of 

income replacement benefits, for example, a broader definition is more appropriate as workers with 

a more unstable labour market attachment are more likely to actually receive income replacement 

benefits.  

 

In sum, the best strategy to define part-time work - when the income reference period is a year - 

depends on the specific research question at hand. In addition, the definition can also be influenced 

by measurement of other variables that are relevant for answering a particular research question. 

These elements are taken into consideration in the various chapters of this dissertation.   
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Table 1.2 Distribution of part-time (PT) and full-time (FT) workers by number of months 
worked part-time and full-time (%), age 18-64, 2010 

 

1_6 months PT 7_11 months PT 12 months PT total 

 
0 month FT > 0 months FT 0 months FT > 0 months FT 0 months FT 

 
AT 13 10 5 3 69 100 
BE 8 8 7 4 73 100 
DE 7 6 3 1 83 100 
DK 10 11 4 1 74 100 
EL 11 12 6 8 62 100 
ES 14 4 8 2 72 100 
FI 30 9 26 9 27 100 
FR 11 9 9 6 66 100 
IE 6 7 3 3 81 100 
IT 9 8 6 3 75 100 
LU 7 6 6 6 76 100 
NL 8 8 3 2 79 100 
PT 9 8 8 3 72 100 
SE 15 5 14 7 59 100 
UK 7 5 5 3 80 100 
 1_6 months FT 7_11 months FT 12 months FT total 

 
0 month PT > 0 months PT 0 months PT > 0 months PT 0 months PT 

 
AT 7 11 2 1 80 100 
BE 7 6 2 1 83 100 
DE 4 4 1 1 90 100 
DK 7 5 1 0 87 100 
EL 6 6 1 0 86 100 
ES 9 5 1 1 84 100 
FI 13 11 4 1 70 100 
FR 7 5 3 1 84 100 
IE 2 4 2 1 94 100 
IT 5 4 1 1 89 100 
LU 6 6 2 1 86 100 
NL 1 4 3 2 90 100 
PT 6 6 1 0 86 100 
SE 7 5 4 2 81 100 
UK 3 3 1 1 91 100 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 (IE: EU-SILC 2010) 
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Chapter 2: Should we care about part-time work from a poverty 

perspective? An analysis for the EU15 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter has been published as a book chapter:  

 

Horemans, J. & Marx, I. (2013). Should We Care about Part-Time Work from a Poverty Perspective? 

An Analysis of the EU-15 Countries. In: M. Koch & M. Fritz (Eds.),  Non-Standard Employment in 

Europe: Paradigms, Prevalence and Policy Responses, Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 169-189. 

 

An extended and updated analysis can be found in an ImPRovE discussion paper 8:  

 

Horemans, J. & Marx, I. (2013). In-work poverty in times of crisis: do part-timers fare worse? ImProvE 

Discussion Paper No. 13/14. Antwerp.  

 

The authors would like to thank colleagues at the Herman Deleeck Centre for Social Policy for 

comments and suggestions during a CSB-seminar in Antwerp, 27th of November 2014 and in 

particularly Wim Van Lancker, Josefine Vanhille, Dieter Vandelannoote, and Karel Van den Bosch for 

comments on previous drafts of the paper. We would also like to express our gratitude to Max Koch 

and Martin Fritz for organising an expert workshop in Cologne to present the paper and for the 

editing work of the book.   

                                                                 
8 The discussion paper provides a more detailed picture regarding by gender differences in the part-time poverty rate and 
includes results for more countries . The main di fference is that the former adopts EU-SILC 2008 data, whereas the latter 

uses  EU-SILC 2011 data. Another di fference is that in the book chapter the focus  is on the poverty risk of part-timers as 
such, whereas the working paper also takes  into account the relative poverty risk of part-timers  compared to that of full-
timers . The results in the book chapter are consistent with the findings in discussion paper. The book chapter is presented 
here as  the scope of the discussion paper is  too broad to include here as a  speci fic paper, but the appendix shows some of 
the more detailed analysis of the working paper.  
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Abstract 
 

Part-time work has become the most pervasive form of ‘non-standard’ work in Europe. As historically 

one of the main functions of a standard full-time (male breadwinner) employment relationship has 

been to provide an adequate living standard to the household, it is highly relevant to examine 

whether part-time jobs are able to accomplish this function.  A priori, the link between part-time 

work and financial poverty is not a clear-cut one. Obviously earnings are lower, but it seems unlikely 

to opt for a part-time job unless income needs are sufficiently met. In effect, part-time work may 

well provide the additional income a household needs to have an income package that exceeds the 

poverty threshold. This paper shows that part-timers typically have a higher poverty risk that varies 

considerably across countries, even more so than for in-work poverty in general. This poverty risk, as 

well as its variation can be understood against the background of labour demand and labour supply 

side mechanisms that shape part-time employment.  In countries where part-time workers are more 

likely to combine a problematic household composition (high caring needs and low additional 

resources) with a problematic labour market position (low pay and unstable work), part-time work is 

often an involuntary choice and associated with an increased poverty risk.  
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2.1  Introduction 

 

Part-time work has become the most pervasive form of ‘non-standard’ work in Europe. In fact, it has 

become so prevalent in some countries that the moniker ‘non-standard’ may be well be out of place 

there (Schmid, 2010). Historically one of the main functions of the ‘standard’ full-time employment 

relationship has been to provide an adequate living standard to the household (Bosch, 2006). Thus it 

is relevant to ask whether part-time work is a problematic form of non-standard employment from 

this perspective. While a vast amount of literature exists on part-time employment, relatively few 

studies have looked in any depth at part-time employment from a poverty point of view (Debels, 

2008b; OECD, 2010; Rodgers, 2003). This chapter aims at deepening our knowledge on the 

prevalence of in-work poverty among part-time workers, taking a comparative perspective and 

focusing on the EU15 countries.  

 

We cannot expect the link between part-time work and financial poverty is to be a clear-cut one. On 

the one hand, reduced working hours generally go together with lower total earnings and thus with a 

higher likelihood of inadequate financial resources at the household level.  On the other hand, 

workers are unlikely to opt for part-time work unless income needs are sufficiently met. In effect, 

part-time work may well provide the additional income a household needs to have total household 

income package that exceeds the poverty threshold. We already know that the relationship between 

individual earnings and household income poverty is not a straightforward one and we expect the 

same to be true as part-time work goes. This chapter argues that the considerable cross-country 

variation in the poverty risk associated with part-time work has to be seen against the background of 

the demand and supply side mechanisms shaping part-time work in each country. Countries where 

part-time work is more often an involuntary choice clearly come out as most problematic from a 

poverty perspective. 

 

The chapter is organized as follows: the next section briefly reviews some conceptual issues. In the 

third section, we consider the institutional factors that may account for varying cross-country 

linkages between part-time work and poverty. The fourth section empirically examines the 

relationship between part-time work and in-work poverty in Europe and links its cross-country 

variation to the composition of part-time employment. A final section concludes. Taken together, we 

bring a nuanced assessment of part-time work, reinforcing, as others have done, the point that part-

time employment in terms is a heterogeneous phenomenon in itself and also in terms of its 

implications for poverty. 
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2.2  Concepts 

 

2.2.1 Part-time employment 

 

While neither consistent statistical definitions nor uniform legal definitions of a part-time job exist 

(Kalleberg, 2000), it is essentially about a reduced number of working hours. A typical starting point is 

the ILO definition which states that “a part-time worker means an employed person whose normal 

hours of work are less than those of comparable full-time workers” (Bollé, 1997). Yet, this definition 

has a number of weaknesses since ‘normal’ is subjected to inter-industry as well as cross-country 

variation (Thurman & Trah, 1990; van Bastelaer, Lemaître, & Marianna, 1997) and inter-temporal 

change (Hedges & Gallogly, 1977). In other words, differences and changes in labour legislation make 

it difficult to grasp what is seen as the ‘standard’ benchmark. Furthermore, it is not always possible 

to find a comparable full-time for job contents specified only for part-timers. Consequently, for the 

empirical operationalization of part-time employment, three options are being used: (1) the use of a 

clear cut-off point, usually 30 or 35 hours (OECD), (2) the qualification by the respondent (Eurostat), 

or (3) a combination of the previous two. An hour cut-off based definition is attractive because it is 

objective, clear-cut and allows for full comparability. Relying on respondents’ answers probably 

allows to grasp the complexity of what constitutes part and full-time work in particular settings and 

professions. On the other hand, this approach tells us nothing about the actual number of hours 

worked. In the empirical part this chapter adopts a 30 hour cut-off, chiefly in function of cross-

country comparability and also because of data restrictions (see below).  

 

During the last decades part-time employment has been gradually increasing. At present, about a 

fifth of all employment in EU-15 is being done on a part-time basis. Despite its growth, not all part-

time work is done voluntarily. In some countries more than a third of all part-timers are ‘looking, but 

unable to find a full-time job’ (Fouarge & Muffels, 2008). Furthermore, considerable variation exists 

in the quality of part-time jobs, across as well as within countries (Blossfeld & Hakim, 1997; O'Reilly & 

Fagan, 1998; OECD, 2010; Yerkes & Visser, 2006). While part-time employment is not homogeneous 

it has several typical characteristics. Firstly, despite recent increases in male part-time employment, 

working part-time remains dominated by women. Men and women tend to work part-time for 

different reasons. In general, women tend to work part-time mostly for the purpose of combining 

work and care, contrasting with a more varied picture for men. If men work part-time, they undergo 

education or training, they are looking for a full-time job or do so for other reasons, but only a 

minority declares to work part-time because of caring activities (Fagan & et al., 2007; Fouarge & 
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Muffels, 2008). Secondly, part-time employment is more common in female dominated service 

sectors such as education, health and social work (Eurofound, 2007, 2011a). Thirdly, even though 

European regulations are in place to improve the quality of part-time work in Europe (O'Connor, 

2013), typically for part-timers, hourly wages are lower, they are ineligible for certain social benefits, 

they have lower job tenure and less schooling opportunities, and their career prospects are more 

limited than for full-time workers (OECD, 2010). These features should be kept in mind when 

considering the poverty risk for part-timers.  

 

2.2.2 In-work poverty  

 

While it is often said that work is the best protection against poverty, research has shown that the 

working poor are a non-negligible phenomenon In Europe (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Fraser et al., 

2011; Frazer & Marlier, 2010). In-work poverty ranges from a low of 4-5 percent of workers in 

Belgium, and the Netherlands, up to around 14 percent in Greece (see also table 12.2 below). 

Looking at the period 2000 to 2010, Marx and Nolan (2014) show that in-work poverty has increased 

by more than one percentage point in Denmark, Germany, Spain, Sweden and the UK, but fell in as 

many countries. There is thus no evidence of an overall increase the last decade. Steady poverty risks 

for workers in the context of rising employment rates, however, do imply an increase in the number 

of working poor individuals.  

 

It is important to note that the literature on the working poor employs a variety of definitions, based 

on different approaches of what is meant by ‘being poor’ and ‘working’ (Crettaz, 2011; Peña-Casas & 

Latta, 2004). The official Eurostat definition for a ‘working poor’ considers people to be poor if their 

equivalent9  disposable household income is below the threshold of 60 percent of the national 

median. Eurostat classifies individuals as ‘working’ according to their most frequent activity status in 

the previous year. Ponthieux (2010) illustrates that this definition effectively emphasizes household 

composition more than aspects of a precarious labour market situation in determining in-work 

poverty. Others argue that it is better to use an even more rigid classification of who is ‘working’, 

that is, to only consider full-year workers because it better describes the problematic situation of 

people who rely entirely on the labour market and are financially poor nonetheless (Halleröd & 

Larsson, 2008). However, this approach ignores periods of unemployment and non-employment. For 

the sake of comparability (Van Lancker, 2013b), we adopt the Eurostat approach in this chapter.  

                                                                 
9
 The equivalence scale used is the OECD modified scale (1 for the first adult, other adults correspond to 0.5 equivalent 

adult, and each child under 14 corresponds to 0.3 equivalent adults in terms of needs); the use of an equivalence scale is 
necessary in order to be able to compare households of various size and composition and to account for the economies of 
sca le in multi-person households.  



22 
 

 

In-work poverty does not lend itself to a simple and uniformly applicable analysis. While in-work 

poverty links to low-paid work, it is crucial to understand that these are essential separate 

phenomena. The vast majority of the low paid are not poor and many of the working poor are not 

below conventional low pay thresholds (Nolan & Marx, 2000). The core of the working poor consists 

of workers who are sole earners and have a family to support. For a sole earner with a family to 

support even a moderately high wage may not suffice. Yet, although single parents (lone mothers) 

are at a high risk of poverty, the majority of the working poor are traditional two adult/single earner 

households. The key fact to keep in mind is that having only one earner in the household and having 

to support a family has become a poverty risk in an era in which the average living standard, and 

hence the relative poverty threshold, is increasingly determined by the living standard of double-

earner households (Airio, 2008). This helps to explain why in-work poverty is pervasive across Europe 

and why its extent does not simply reflect the size of the low-wage sector. Therefore, in order to 

compare in-work poverty across countries one should take into account a multitude  of institutional 

factors that affect not only job quality, but also household labour market participation patterns, 

particularly multi-earnership (Lohmann & Marx, 2008)10.  

 

 

2.3  Institutional determinants 

 

Country specific patterns of in-work poverty are influenced by a whole range of factors, ranging from 

labour market institutions (wage decentralization and coordination, minimum wages), over dual 

earner support arrangements (tax incentives, child care provisions) to the set-up of social security 

systems and direct income transfers. From a multi-level perspective, these institutional differences 

add explanatory power in understanding the drivers of in-work poverty (Lohmann, 2008, 2009; Van 

Lancker, 2012). However, the impact of institutions is complex. Income transfers, for example, have a 

direct effect on poverty reduction, but also influence labour market participation and working hours. 

In this section, we examine how part-time employment is institutionally embedded and related to 

known risk factors of being working poor. Roughly, a distinction can be made between supply and 

demand side factors. While the distinction is not always clear-cut, we will use these headings for the 

clarity of our presentation.  

 

 

                                                                 
10 Of course, besides job characteristics and household composition, individual level predictors such as age, education level 
and origin matter as well, but in this chapter we focus on household and job related factors as they are the most relevant.   
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2.3.1 Supply side factors: incoherent institutional settings 

 

Female overrepresentation has been a central issue in the debate  on part-time work (Blossfeld & 

Hakim, 1997; Ginn & al., 1996; Hakim, 1995; O'Reilly & Fagan, 1998). One of the elements in that 

debate is whether part-time employment is to be seen as a ‘forced’ choice rather than a ‘preferred’ 

situation when alternatives are lacking for combining the demands of childcare with the demands of 

a full-time job (Fagan & Walthery, 2011; Gash, 2008, 2009). Access to affordable childcare reduces 

time and money constraints and this is a particularly acute problem for sole parents (OECD, 2011b). 

However, support for affordable child care does not automatically lead to high levels of take up 

among those who need it the most (Ghysels & Van Lancker, 2011). Family policies also include cash 

benefits or tax deductions that compensate for employment restrictions and higher consumption 

needs due to the presence of children (Korpi, 2000). These may have ambiguous effects on the 

incidence of in-work poverty. While child care benefits increase income and therefore lower the 

poverty risk, there are also potential disincentives for maternal employment, increasing potential 

exposure to financial poverty (Lohmann, 2008). Especially when benefits are associated with parental 

leave, women may be more eager to work less or not at all . 

 

There are important impulses at present for reforming family policies, particularly with the prospect 

of increasing dual earnership. Essentially, family policies are being redesigned to increase gender 

equality, to enable a good ‘work-life balance’, but most importantly, to encourage employment of 

mothers (Daly, 2010). For example, the 2002 Barcelona targets11 on childcare provisions were made a 

case for by the argument that ”Member States should remove disincentives to female labour force 

participation” (European Council, 2002). Changes appear to have most impact in countries with 

traditionally less extensive formal childcare provisions, like Spain (Valiente, 2010). However, 

transformations are also constrained by tight public budgets and cultural factors (Plantenga & 

Remery, 2009).  

 

Table 2.1 indicates that the participation rate of children below three in formal childcare ranges from 

12 percent in Austria to 66 percent in Denmark in 2008. This variation is caused by country specific 

and historically shaped systems of formal childcare, flanked to varying degree by alternative 

arrangements such as parental leave or informal childcare (for an overview see: Plantenga & Remery, 

2009). We also see from table 2.1 that average hours attended in formal childcare also differ 

                                                                 
11 The Barcelona targets have set the goal that by 2010 at least 90% of the children between 3 -6 and at least 33 percent of 
chi ldren un 3 years of age should have been in formal childcare. 
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substantially across countries. Low number of hours attended in the UK, Austria, the Netherlands, 

Germany and Ireland indicate that opening hours of childcare services are not compatible with a full-

time working week. Another explanation could be the high cost associated with private childcare 

(OECD, 2011b). Danish childcare coverage is high and there are long opening hours, expanding the 

scope for parents to work their preferred number of hours (Gash, 2008). In Sweden, the combination 

of working time and leave policies allows parents to take part-time parental leave at a pro-rated pay. 

Furthermore, the transfers included in the Swedish parental leave system compensate more than in 

other countries the shortfall in earnings (Anxo & Boulin, 2006). Another way of addressing caring and 

financial needs are ‘new familialism’ (Mahon, 2002) or ‘optional familialism’ (Leitner, 2003) strategies 

as these can be found in Belgium, France and Finland. In these countries parental as well as non-

parental care are supported, financially allowing mothers a free ‘choice’. Yet, due to contradictory 

logics in these systems, Daune-Richard (1998) argues that, at least in the case of France, two groups 

of women have emerged with an important social division between voluntary good quality and 

involuntary precarious part-time workers. In Southern countries, with low public spending on family 

benefits, family and intergenerational solidarity continue to play an important role in providing 

protection against social risks (Aizenstadt & Gal, 2010; Naldini, 2003). The lack of public transfers also 

has important labour supply consequences as the financial burdens associated with having children 

are poorly compensated for (Corak, Lietz, & Sutherland, 2005). As the OECD (2004a) indicates for 

Portugal, working time reductions are not an option as parents cannot afford the equivalent loss of 

earnings.  At the same time, provisions for supporting full -time work are either lacking or inadequate. 

Family support tends to be an imperfect substitute as this is rarely available full-week, full-time. 

 

Tax measures are also known to affect labour supply (De Henau, Meulders, & O'Dorchai, 2007). 

These sometimes reduce the incentive to move from part-time to full-time employment, especially in 

the case of sole parents (OECD, 2010, 2011b). Tomlinson (2006), for example, illustrates how the UK 

Child and Working Tax Credit system provides single mothers with an incentives to work part-time 

(over 16 hours to become eligible for the tax credit), but reduces the net gain from a full-time job. 

This is what we also see in the fourth column in table 2.1. Conversely, in Spain and other Southern 

European countries incentives for part-time workers to look for a full-time job are relatively strong. 

In some countries, including the UK and Ireland, but also in Finland and Denmark, it pays more to 

move to a full-time job when there is already another earner in the family. As a consequence, sole 

part-time earners are, relatively speaking, even worse off.  
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Table 2.1  Indicators of labour supply constraints and incentives  

  

Participation in formal 
childcare (< 3 years)   

Public spending 
on family 

benefits in cash 
 

Marginal Effective Tax Rates when 
moving from part-time to full-time 

employment (%) 

  

% of 

children 

Average 
hours 

attended 
 

% of GDP 
 

Sole 

parent 

One-earner 
married 
couple 

Two-earner 
married 
couple 

Austria 12 19 
 

2.15 
 

45 45 45 

Belgium 48 29 
 

1.60 
 

61 54 57 
Denmark 66 34 

 
1.48 

 
55 94 47 

Finland 29 34 
 

1.48 
 

58 72 41 

France 42 31 
 

1.33 
 

44 43 35 
Germany 18 23 

 
1.09 

 
64 60 51 

Greece 16 30 
 

0.69 
 

46 46 33 

Ireland 31 25 
 

2.32 
 

65 49 28 
Italy 29 29 

 
0.65 

 
36 32 43 

Luxembourg 39 30 
 

2.66 
 

40 57 35 

Netherlands 56 19 
 

0.61 
 

62 68 47 
Portugal 47 38 

 
0.71 

 
31 28 32 

Spain 37 28 
 

0.52 
 

24 22 28 

Sweden 47 33 
 

1.49 
 

47 43 32 
United Kingdom 41 16 

 
2.13 

 
72 75 33 

Source (by column):  OECD Family Database: data for 2008 (1, 2), OECD Family Database: data for 
2007 (3), OECD (2011): data for 2008  (4,5,6). 
Note: The Marginal Effective Tax Rates measure the degree to which any additional income would be 
‘taxed away’  
 

 

In sum, institutional and policy differences may produce strongly varying and even conflicting labour 

supply incentives, especially as women and mothers are concerned. For example in Southern Europe, 

limited public spending on family benefits may increase the need to work full-time, while limited 

spending on care puts a constraint on the ability to do so, making part-time work more of an 

imposed choice. In the Netherlands, the classical example of a part-time economy, part-time work is 

said to be the preferred situation (Booth & van Ours, 2013) because it was ‘standardised’ by unions, 

employers and governments through a narrowing of differences in rights, benefits and earnings with 

full-time work (Visser, 2002). This points to the fact that the prevalence and quality of part-time work 

also depends on the views of organizations and producers, in additional to societal views (Fagan & 

Walthery, 2011; Ibañez, 2011). Thus we now turn to demand side factors shaping part-time work.  

 

2.3.2 Demand side factors: establishment needs vs employee wishes 

 

Employers shape working-time options open to individuals. Part-time work has long been identified 

as a form of ‘internal numerical flexibility’ (J. Atkinson, 1984), allowing employers a better match 

between hours worked and demand fluctuations. Especially in labour intensive service sectors, 
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efficient work scheduling increase productivity. Besides staffing or scheduling needs, other 

establishment reasons for using part-time work are screening candidates and cost advantages in 

terms of wages and/or benefits  (Allaart & Bellmann, 2007; Houseman, 2001; M. Kauhanen, 2008). 

However, not only establishment needs matter. Employee wishes may also be an important driver 

(Delsen, 1995; Fagan & al., 2007). Whether establishment needs or employee wishes prevail appears 

to vary across countries. Comparing ESWT-2004 data of Fagan et al. (2007) with the 1990 data of 

Delsen (1995), we see that countries like Finland, Germany, Greece, Portugal, Spain and the UK have 

a relative high share of companies indicating that mainly establishment needs matter in shaping part-

time work.  

 

Employer strategies appear to have important consequences for the quality of part-time work. 

Allaart & Bellman (2007) indicate that small part-time jobs point towards employer motives, whereas 

longer part-time jobs are more related to preferences of workers, confirming previous findings by 

Delsen (1995). Fagan et al. (2007) show that in firms where part-time work is motivated by 

establishment needs, the incidence of night, weekend and shift work is more common and the daily, 

weekly and seasonal workload variation is higher. Employer demand for part-time work is also 

shaped by regulatory factors (Smith et al., 1998). Buddelmeyer, Mourre, and Ward (2004), for 

example, shows a positive relationship between the level of employment protection for permanent 

contracts and the use of part-time employment, indicating that part-time work enhances flexibility in 

rigid labour markets. Changes in labour regulations also influence employers strategies. Fernádez-

Kranz and Rodríguez-Planas (2011) indicate for Spain that after introducing the right to request part-

time work when having children below the age of seven, more women were hired on a temporary 

basis, leading to an increase in employment insecurity. Furthermore, part-time work in Southern 

Europe goes accompanied with reduced overall job satisfaction and satisfaction with earnings 

(Petrongolo, 2004). The key element to take from this section is that where employer needs are the 

main driver, part-time jobs appear to be of worse quality.  

 

 

2.4  Part-time work and poverty empirically 

 

While a considerable literature exists on part-time work and in-work poverty separately, the link 

between the two has received relatively little attention. Yet, as historically one of the functions of 

standard full-time work has been to provide an adequate living standard, this is clearly a relevant 

issue. Having sketched the conceptual background of part-time work and in-work poverty, we now 
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turn to the empirical relationship between both. In what follows we draw on data from EU-SILC 2008, 

containing income data for the year 2007. We adopt the Eurostat definition of in-work poverty (see 

above). As regard part-time, we adopt a thirty hour cut-off point (see above). Because financial 

poverty is based on yearly income, we only select respondents whose most frequent activity status 

during the income reference period was working. We also focus on people between 18 and 64 years 

old. 

  

Based on the literature, we should expect mixed results. Because sole-earnership is associated with 

an increased poverty risk, this is clearly also the case when a household’s main income is from a part-

time job. Evidence for Australia highlights the high poverty risks facing part-timers who are sole 

earners (Rodgers, 2003). The OECD (2010) shows that poverty among part-timers is particularly large 

in countries where more part-time workers provide the main source of income. On the other hand, 

part-time work may serve as a protection against poverty as it is often a secondary income source 

(Tijdens, 2002). By supplementing the main breadwinner’s earnings, it may (just) lift the family 

income above the poverty threshold and not merely serve as ‘pin money’ for  incidental expenses 

(Deriviere, 2007; Harkness, Machin, & Waldfogel, 1997). However, even when providing an 

additional income, part-time work may still be associated with a higher poverty risk when it is poorly 

paid (OECD, 2010) and/or because household income needs are higher still.  

 

Appendix 2.1 shows part-time and involuntary part-time work rates based on EU-SILC data. The 

typical picture emerges. It confirms that part-time remains far more prevalent among women. Yet 

involuntary part-time work is more prevalent among men. As usual, the Netherlands stand out as a 

‘part-time economy’. The Southern European countries still have relatively low part-time rates 

although female part-time employment has increased there substantially, especially in Spain and 

Italy (González, 2006). The southern European countries also stand out in having the highest 

incidences of involuntary part-time work. Finland is notable in that the incidence of part-time 

employment is relatively low there, certainly when compared to the other Northern-European 

countries. This could be explained by the cultural tradition of women’ full-time participation (Birgit 

Pfau-Effinger, 1998). According to Kauhanen (2008) the more recent growth in the part-time rate in 

Finland is mainly caused by students and part-time pensioners.  

 

Table 2.2 shows poverty rates among part-time workers, with the rates for the total active age 

population and for all workers added for reference. In view of the highly gendered nature of part-

time employment, we present the in-work poverty risks for men and women separately. 

Unfortunately no data were available for France. We calculate confidence intervals and standard 
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errors conservatively, taking into account the survey design (Goedemé, 2011). The differences in 

poverty risks between full-timers and part-timers are robust for women in all countries. Looking at 

men separately, poverty risks for part-time workers are not significantly different from those for full-

time workers in Austria, Denmark, Spain, Greece, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden. This 

could be due to the relatively low number of men working part-time, especially in Southern 

European countries. If we compare men and women, we see that male part-times tend to face a 

higher poverty risk than female part-time workers. Also, when women work full-time, they are less 

likely to be at risk of being poor than full-time working men. This positive gender story as concerns 

poverty risks for workers does not compensate for the  less favourable position of women in the 

labour market. Peña-Casas and Ghailani (2011) argue that this paradoxical situation can be explained 

by the construction of the at-risk of in-work poverty indicator. Because the definition of in-work 

poverty is based on disposable household income, it places relatively much explanatory weight to 

household composition and the number of earners in a family. However, while multiple earners may 

moderate the poverty effect of having low earnings, we do find that female part-time work is 

generally associated with a higher poverty risk.  

 

Table 2.2 At-risk of poverty rate (in %) total population and in-work at-risk of poverty rate 
(IWP) (in %) age 18-64: all workers, full-time workers and part-time workers 

  
  

Total   
 

Men 
 

  Women  

  
Total population 

 
IWP   

 
IWP FT IWP PT 

 
  IWP FT IWP PT  

AT 
 

12.4 
 

6.4   
 

6.1 9.7 
 

  4.8 7.4 * 
BE 

 

14.7 
 

4.7   
 

3.5 18.7 ***   3.1 7.5 *** 

DE 
 

15.3 
 

6.7   
 

4.8 23.4 ***   5.6 11.0 *** 
DK 

 
11.8 

 
5.0   

 
5.2 17.2 

 
  3.4 7.8 (*) 

ES 

 

19.7 
 

10.6   
 

11.0 9.0 
 

  7.0 13.9 *** 

FI 
 

13.6 
 

4.9   
 

4.2 16.5 ***   3.5 13.3 *** 
GR 

 
20.1 

 
14.2   

 
15.7 14.8 

 
  11.2 16.9 * 

IE 

 

15.5 
 

6.1   
 

5.1 18.5 ***   2.2 9.1 *** 

IT 
 

18.7 
 

9.0   
 

10.0 21.2 ***   5.7 8.5 ** 
LU 

 
13.4 

 
9.4   

 
9.0 10.7 

 
  7.6 15.5 ** 

NL 

 

10.6 
 

4.7   
 

4.3 6.5 
 

  3.1 5.2 (*) 

PT 
 

18.5 
 

11.2   
 

10.3 8.0 
 

  7.4 22.4 *** 
SE 

 
12.3 

 
6.7   

 
6.1 9.3 

 
  4.7 7.8 ** 

UK 

 

19.0 
 

8.1   
 

5.5 16.0 ***   5.0 11.6 *** 

Source: EU-SILC 2008 income year 2007, own calculation 
Note: t-test significance levels H0: IWP FT = IWP PT: (*)  p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p<0.001 
 

 

There are several possible explanations for this finding. The nature of part-time work itself may play 

an important role if part-time jobs are precarious and low paid. But rather than the nature of part-

time work itself it may be the household context in which part-time tends to occur that accounts for 

their higher poverty exposure. It may be the case, for example, that part-timers are more likely to 

have dependent children that create additional income needs. Because of these potentially 
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counteracting forces, no simple reasoning is likely to account for the higher risk of being poor when 

working part-time. Furthermore, the determinants of in-work poverty are not mutually exclusive. On 

the contrary, as we will argue below it is especially the overlap between demand and supply induced 

risk factors that determines the poverty risk for part-timers. Before examining the drivers of in-work 

poverty among part-timers across countries more in detail, we first consider the question: why would 

someone work part-time if this does not provide an adequate standard of living? 

 

2.4.1 Is involuntary part-time what we should worry about? 

 

In this section we look more in detail at the poverty risk associated with different reason for working 

part-time. In table 2.3 we adopt the same definition for part-timers and being at-risk of poverty as in 

table 2.2. Regarding the reasons for working part-time, four categories are distinguished: (1) 

involuntary part-time workers who are looking for a full-time job, (2) voluntary part-timers who do 

not want to work more hours and (3) part-timers because caring activities: ‘housework, looking after 

children or other persons’. We also include a rest-category of (4) other reasons which consists of 

people working part-time because they are sick, undergoing education or other not further specified 

reasons. Respondents stating that they work less than thirty hours, but explicitly report that it is a 

full-time job, are excluded. Because of data limitations, Denmark and the United Kingdom are not 

included in the analysis12. Furthermore, because of sample size restrictions, we only show results for 

women13. Despite these limitations, table 2.3 indicates that the poverty risk is especially high for 

women who are looking for a full-time job. Because of relatively low n-values results are not 

significant everywhere but the overall pattern is clear. The results confirm earlier research showing 

that especially involuntary part-time work is associated with adverse income outcomes (Wilkins, 

2007). The Netherlands where voluntary part-timers and Greece where ‘other’ part-timers have the 

highest poverty risk tend to be an exception (not significant). Furthermore, we can see that the 

problem of in-work poverty is not solely confined to involuntary part-time workers. In countries like 

Spain, Finland and Greece, we see comparatively high poverty risks across all categories. To what 

extent part-time work done for stated ‘care’ reasons is to be considered as voluntary is debatable of 

course. Clearly, in a number of countries, part-time workers for care reasons face quite substantial 

poverty risks.  

 

 

                                                                 
12

 In Finland, the Netherlands and Sweden, administrative data are used and not a ll household members were selected to 

answer the question regarding the reason for working less than thirty hours, yet a  substantial amount of cases remained. 
13 When we include men in the analysis, the results are even more pronounced as men work frequently part-time 
involuntarily and have a  high poverty ri sk when working part-time.    
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Table 2.3 Poverty risk (%) by reason for working part-time (women, 18-64) 

  
Involuntary 
(reference) 

Voluntary Caring Other n-value 

AT 12.2 3.4 * 5.1 (*) 21.0     660 

BE 16.4 6.5 * 5.3 ** 7.6 (*) 
 

677 
DE 22.3 6.9 *** 5.9 *** 14.2 * 

 
1698 

ES 19.1 16.3  12.2 (*) 11.7 (*) 

 

864 

FI 30.3 10.0 * 25.3  19.8  
 

289 
GR 22.6 16.5  26.4  36.5  

 
289 

IE 22.9 9.0  4.2 (*) 19.2  

 

715 

IT 16.4 3.6 *** 5.4 ** 6.7 ** 
 

1241 
LU 43.0 6.9 ** 14.3 ** 9.9 ** 

 
390 

NL 8.5 9.4  5.8  3.9 
 

 

1450 

PT 28.9 5.6 ** 14.2 (*) 24.9 
 

 
199 

SE 10.8 8.2   5.7   7.0     514 

Source: EU-SILC 2008 income year 2007, own calculation 
Note: t-test significance levels: H0: no difference: (*)  p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p<0.001 
 

 

Despite the fact that financial poverty occurs across all categories of part-time workers listed here, 

the category that emerges as most consistently problematic are involuntary part-time workers. 

Figure 2.1 (see also appendix 2.2) shows the relationship across countries between the incidence of 

involuntary part-time work among women and the incidence of relative poverty among part-timers. 

Clearly, this relationship is positive and reasonably consistent. 

 

Figure 2.1 Incidence of involuntary part-time work and the poverty rate of part-timers (women) 

 

Source: EU-SILC 2008 income year 2007, own calculation 
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We should add nuance to this in that in countries with more involuntary part-timers, the overall part-

time rate is usually lower (Booth & van Ours, 2013; Buddelmeyer et al., 2004; OECD, 1999) . This 

appears to indicate that part-time work grows only when it is sufficiently attractive, financially or 

otherwise. Despite the fact that involuntary part-time workers are more at risk of being poor than 

other part-time workers, the poverty risk for part-timers in general and involuntary part-timers in 

particular varies considerably across countries. In the next section we turn to a better understanding 

this variation by looking at the factors that may increase their poverty risk. 

 

2.4.2 Poverty among part-timers  because of accumulated risk-factors? 

 

Several factors may account for the higher poverty risk of part-time workers, especially involuntary 

part-timers. The characteristics of the job itself may influence the propensity for a part-time worker 

to be poor, particularly the level of pay and the level of income continuity offered by that job. These 

factors are strongly demand driven. Household level factors are also known to be important, 

particularly the number of workers and the presence of dependent children, especially when they 

are of pre-school age. The main impact of these factors is on the labour supply of workers, but the 

factor dependent children and others also affects the income needs to be fulfilled at the household 

level. 

 

In table 2.4, we focus on a specific set of characteristics that are known to be associated with a 

higher risk of being working poor (Fraser et al., 2011; Lohmann, 2009). We include sole earnership, 

the presence of dependent children, the temporary nature of the job and low pay. The first two are 

mainly supply side associated, whereas the latter two are more demand side related. A child is 

defined as an individual younger than 25 years who has no labour income and is not the head of the 

family. Someone is a sole earner if she is the only person in the household whose main activity during 

the income reference period was working. Being low paid is defined as having an hourly income 

below 2/3 of the median hourly earnings. Hourly earnings is constructed in a similar way as other 

studies have done so as to ensure comparability (Goerne, 2011). A temporary contract refers to a 

contract of limited duration.  

 

From table 2.4 (see also appendix 2.3 and 2.4) we see that the risk factors associated with in-work 

poverty are generally more frequently found among involuntary part-timers than among part-timers 

in general or full-time workers. Note also that in effect most cross-country variation is to be seen on 

the two demand side related risk factors: low pay and having a temporary contract. Part-time 

workers’ relative risk of being in low paid precarious work is exceptionally high in the southern 
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European countries. Also Germany too stands out in this respect, as does Ireland. By contrast, the 

extent of cross-country variation is less poignant when we look at the supply side factors we consider 

here. Importantly, part-time working women looking for a full-time job have children less often 

compared to other part-timers, but still a vast amount does. For these women it may be difficult to 

find a suitable full-time job in order to make ends meet because of caring responsibilities. 

Interestingly, in Finland, Ireland, Sweden and to some extent the Netherlands (involuntary) part-time 

workers are more likely to be sole earners. This may be related to the intensity of work activation 

efforts in these countries, also encompassing sole parents.  

 

Table 2.4 Incidence of risk factors in percent (low pay, temporary employment, sole earnership 
and having children) among full-time, part-time and involuntary part-time working 
women (18-64) 

 
low pay 

 
temporary contract 

  
Full-time Part-time 

Involuntary 
part-time 

  Full-time Part-time 
Involuntary 

part-time 

AT 23.39 27.15 35.08 
 

5.64 5.21 9.77 
BE 17.02 15.51 31.08 

 
9.80 9.30 19.66 

DE 28.61 38.49 53.47 
 

8.93 8.27 19.16 
ES 23.50 23.23 35.89 

 
22.28 27.12 61.33 

FI 15.74 19.77 30.77 
 

15.45 25.88 37.40 

GR 22.83 27.61 44.40 
 

18.36 24.13 63.44 
IE 18.67 34.01 50.65 

 
6.60 11.00 32.36 

IT 18.08 17.03 34.46 
 

12.78 14.46 36.32 

LU 31.90 31.13 77.78 
 

6.51 4.26 18.29 
NL 22.60 20.34 31.29 

 
18.12 10.54 22.18 

PT 24.86 26.06 35.87 
 

14.96 30.75 40.42 

SE 23.19 13.31 32.10   10.22 10.13 33.06 

 

sole earnership 
 

children 

  
Full-time Part-time 

Involuntary 

part-time 
  Full-time Part-time 

Involuntary 

part-time 

AT 33.61 17.72 31.73 
 

29.77 61.87 25.59 
BE 29.74 21.17 35.03 

 
48.92 60.35 51.21 

DE 42.03 22.24 45.92 
 

26.27 60.05 38.65 

ES 20.19 12.13 22.84 
 

43.87 67.06 44.32 
FI 34.75 53.69 47.01 

 
36.69 18.42 40.14 

GR 22.70 12.49 25.23 
 

44.10 56.19 42.04 

IE 22.96 25.80 50.10 
 

48.63 68.22 52.62 
IT 32.31 17.83 26.71 

 
44.56 66.03 52.36 

LU 31.82 20.19 19.70 
 

46.04 72.96 63.52 

NL 34.27 20.40 43.10 
 

24.79 62.29 27.71 
PT 20.30 29.15 25.85 

 
57.56 46.35 49.48 

SE 31.85 39.21 45.89   39.68 44.48 40.17 

Source: EU-SILC, 2008, own calculations 
 

 

Also, across countries, the poverty risk for part-timers tends to be the highest in countries where risk 

factors accumulate. Respectively for involuntary part-timers, all part-timers and full-timers, we find 

Pearson correlations (n = 12) of 0.46 (n.s.) , 0.44 (n.s.) and 0.70 (p < 0.05),  between the poverty 

incidence and the incidence of accumulating more than one risk factor. Furthermore, from table 12.5 
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(see also appendix 2.5), we learn that especially involuntary part-timers accumulate more than two 

risk factors. The relationship between the overlap of risk factors and the effective poverty risk is, 

however, not a pattern that fits universally. While in Greece the poverty risk for part-timers is high, 

the overlap between risk factors is not especially high among part-timers. This could be explained by 

the fact that social spending is relatively low and performs weakly in terms of poverty reduction 

(Matsaganis, et al.2003; 2006). In Ireland, on the other hand, in-work poverty is relatively low despite 

the fact that many part-time workers accumulate risk factors. This points to the potential role of 

social transfers in countering the impact of job and household circumstances that generally make 

workers more prone to being financially poor (Russell, Maître, & Nolan, 2010).  

 

Table 2.5 Incidence of having more than two risk-factors among full-time, part-time and 
involuntary part-time women (18-64) 

  
Full-time Part-time 

Involuntary  

part-time 

 

AT 2.42 3.86 5.04  
BE 4.12 4.64 10.66  
DE 5.04 6.6 15.35  

ES 6.55 6.32 21.39  
FI 6.28 11.96 21.02  
GR 5.55 3.77 22.26  

IE 4.05 10.91 26.26  
IT 4.86 4.51 12.57  
LU 5.52 4.93 11.75  

NL 5.42 5.52 14.51  
PT 6.59 5.29 11.69  
SE 6.78 4.33 16.08  

Source: EU-SILC, 2008, own calculations 
 

 

2.5  Conclusion  
 

It is well established that the nature and quality of part-time employment varies considerably across 

countries. The chapter has demonstrated that this also holds when part-time work is compared 

across countries from a financial poverty perspective. Part-time workers generally face significantly 

higher relative poverty risks compared to full-time workers. This is especially the case for men, but of 

course the number of part-time working men remains much smaller than the number of part-time 

working women. This chapter has demonstrated that involuntary part-timer workers, those desiring 

a full-time job but working part-time out of necessity, face particularly high poverty risks. While 

involuntary part-time work is highly problematic in many countries, the problem of in-work poverty 

among part-timers is not confined to this segment; it is also substantial among those who work part-

time for care reasons and other motives.   
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Focusing on in more detail on in-work poverty among female part-time workers, we have argued that 

this should be understood by the fact that part-time working women - particularly involuntary part-

timers - are comparatively more likely to have jobs that increase their in-work poverty risk while at 

the same living in household settings that increase that risk. In other words, they are more likely to 

accumulate characteristics and circumstances that increase their poverty risk. Overall, female part-

time employment is characterised by a situation where financial needs are higher because of the 

presence of dependent persons, particularly children, but where earned income is lower due to part-

time work. Compounding this, part-timers are more likely to be relatively low-paid or to be in 

temporary work, especially in countries where part-time work is driven by employer needs. In these 

countries, demand and supply related risk factors ‘reinforce’ each other, making part-time 

employment highly problematic.  

 

From a poverty perspective, part-time work, as the most prevalent form of non-standard work in 

Europe, is not universally to be seen as problematic, although it may from other angles, such as 

gender equality. In view of the extent to which in-work poverty is concentrated among sole 

breadwinner type households it is important to recognize that part-time work can contribute 

significantly to reducing in-work poverty. The Dutch example shows that a model in which part-time 

work is popular among men and women alike is actually possible and workable. The Netherlands is 

the best performing country in this study, boasting the lowest poverty rates for part-time working 

men and women. This requires, however, that part-time work is a free choice and that part-time jobs 

are substantial in terms of working hours and that these come with full social rights. Finally, and we 

have not addressed this issue in this chapter in much detail because of space constraints, but we 

know from a large body of research that adequate social transfers have a strong and direct effect on 

poverty, including among workers (Immervoll & Pearson, 2009; Lohmann, 2009; Longford & 

Nicodemo, 2010; Russell et al., 2010). Social transfers may well account for much of the cross-

country variation in poverty risks for part-time workers documented in this chapter. This, however, 

remains to be clarified in future work.  
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Appendix  

Appendix 2.1 Incidence of part-time employment (% of employed) and involuntary part-time 
employment (% of part-time), men and women (18-64) 

  

Part-time 
 

Involuntary Part-time 

    Men Women 
 

Men Women 

Austria 
 

3.0 27.3 
 

21.5 11.2 

Belgium 
 

4.8 28.9 
 

27.0 18.2 
Denmark 

 
2.3 10.6 

 
18.3 7.0 

Finland 
 

5.4 11.8 
 

27.1 22.5 

Germany  
 

3.4 32.7 
 

18.8 14.6 
Greece 

 
4.4 18.0 

 
70.9 58.4 

Ireland 
 

9.5 40.4 
 

36.4 8.4 

Italy 
 

4.4 24.5 
 

54.1 37.7 
Luxembourg 

 
2.3 28.4 

 
11.5 14.0 

Netherlands 
 

4.2 52.3 
 

13.4 6.6 

Portugal 
 

2.2 10.2 
 

37.8 38.2 
Spain 

 
2.5 16.4 

 
30.1 27.2 

Sweden 
 

6.5 33.3 
 

25.3 18.1 

United Kingdom 
 

6.7 35.1 
   

Source:  EU-SILC 2008, income year 2007 
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Appendix 2.2 Incidence of involuntary part-time work and the poverty rate of part-timers, 2010 

 
   WOMEN     MEN 

 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 (IE: EU-SILC 2010), for more information, see Horemans and Marx (2013a) 
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Appendix 2.3 Relative poverty rate of part-time working women and the relative incidence of risk 

factors among part-time working women, 2010 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2011 (IE: EU-SILC 2010), for more information, see Horemans and Marx (2013a) 
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Appendix 2.4 Relative poverty rate of part-time working men and the relative incidence of risk 
factors among part-time working men, 2010 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 (IE: EU-SILC 2010), for more information, see Horemans and Marx (2013a) 
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Appendix 2.5 Relative poverty rate of part-time working men and women and the relative 
incidence of the accumulating of more than two risk factors, 2010 

 

 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 (IE: EU-SILC 2010), for more information, see Horemans and Marx (2013a) 
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Chapter 3: Hanging in, but only just: Part-time employment and in-

work poverty throughout the crisis 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter has been published in the IZA Journal of European Labor Studies:  

 

Horemans, J., Marx, I., & Nolan, B. (2016). Hanging in, but only just: part-time employment and in-

work poverty throughout the crisis. IZA Journal of European Labor Studies. 

 

The authors would like to thank participants of the FISS 2015 Conference (7-9 June 2015, Hong 

Kong), and in particular Dieter Vandelannoote and Sarah Marchal for useful comments on previous 

drafts. 
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Abstract 

 

The crisis has deepened pre-existing concerns regarding low wage and non-standard employment. 

Countries where unemployment increased most strongly during the crisis period also saw part-time 

employment increasing, particularly involuntary part-time work. With involuntary part-time workers, 

as a particular group of underemployed, facing especially high poverty rates, this was accompanied 

by an increase, on average, in the poverty risk associated with working part-time. However, this was 

not reflected in a marked increase in the overall in-work poverty rate because full-time work remains 

dominant and its poverty risk did not change markedly. Overall, the household context is of the 

essence when considering policy implications.  
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3.1  Introduction 

 

The global financial crisis has had important effects on work inequalities in Europe. Unemployment 

increased, in some cases dramatically, and even those countries that avoided widespread lay -offs 

through short-time working or partial unemployment schemes now face greater labour market 

segmentation. Non-standard employment has become more important, with temporary jobs 

sometimes the first to go when the crisis hit, but more common among those then created, and with 

part-time employment growing throughout the crisis (Leschke, 2012). Net job destruction coincided 

with an increase in precarious employment, especially involuntary part-time work (European 

Commission, 2013a, 2014). However, to date concern about these developments has focused 

primarily on the implications for the individual in the labour market, both in terms of current pay 

penalty and chances of progressing in the future. The impact on poverty affecting their households 

has received little attention, even though part-time workers are known to be more likely than full-

timers to be poor, especially when involuntarily working part-time (Horemans & Marx, 2013b). This 

neglect is perhaps linked to the fact that in-work poverty as a whole has not generally risen during 

the crisis (Marx & Nolan, 2014). That is the gap this paper seeks to fill, by reviewing what happened 

to the extent of part-time work, and particularly involuntary part-time, across EU member states and 

investigating its impact on poverty for those affected and on the extent of in-work poverty more 

broadly.  

 

The paper is organized as follows: we first consider the complex nature of in-work poverty and 

examine why part-time workers are more likely to be poor. The next section empirically assesses the 

link between part-time employment and in-work poverty and how this was affected by the crisis. The 

final section concludes and discusses the implications for both policy and future research.  

 

 

3.2  Part-time work, in-work poverty and the crisis: what would one  

expect to see? 

 

It is worth noting at the outset that there is considerable uncertainty, from a theoretical perspective, 

about how one might expect part-time work to be affected by recession, and how that might then 

feed through to in-work poverty. Depending on the nature of the recession and the sectors most 

affected, but also on how part-time work is structured and the role it plays in the country in 

question, part-time workers may be more or less vulnerable to job loss in a crisis than full-timers. 
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One might expect the involuntary element of part-time employment to increase and act as a buffer 

during economic downturns  and that may be more pronounced for insecure secondary jobs, but the 

extent to which employers can and will avail of this buffer rather than simply lay off workers fully 

depends on the institutional setting and varies widely across countries (Buddelmeyer et al., 2004).  

 

The distinction between full-time and part-time work is of course itself not completely clear-cut, with 

an hours cut-off such as 30 or 35 hours per week sometimes being used, but more often based on 

what the individual respondent in a survey considers to be the case. In a similar fashion, the 

distinction between voluntary and involuntary part-time work is not straightforward (OECD, 2010). In 

practice, involuntary part-time workers are measured as those who say they would like but are 

unable to find a full-time job, without a further specification of the number of hours worked. There is 

particular debate about how to treat those combining part-time work with caring (Gash, 2008; 

jaumotte, 2003; Mayard, Thorsteinson, & Parfyonova, 2006; McRae, 1993, 2003; Perrons & al., 

2007), since they may not be available to work more hours in the absence of supports but might 

respond differently in a more supportive institutional setting (Wilkins, 2006, 2007). 

 

As far as the impact of increasing part-time work on poverty is concerned, part-time workers face a 

higher poverty risk than full-timers on average, but that hides substantial variation among part-time 

workers and across countries (Horemans & Marx, 2013b). Part-time workers obviously earn less 

annually because they work less, but in addition they often face a pay penalty that is largely driven by 

occupational segmentation, or a concentration of part-time jobs in particular occupations (Bardasi & 

Gornick, 2008; O'Dorchai, Plasman, & Rycx, 2007). Involuntary part-time workers in particular can be 

placed in between the unemployed and ‘voluntary’ part-timers for a number of characteristics that 

determine their lower level of earnings, including human capital indicators like skills and labour 

market history (Wilkins, 2006; Wilkins & Wooden, 2011), and job characteristics like occupation and 

local labour market conditions (Barrett & Doiron, 2001). Hence, limited earnings are a first reason 

why the poverty risk of part-time workers in general and involuntary part-timers in particular is 

higher. 

 

While low individual earnings are an important part of the story, most low paid individuals are not 

poor, essentially because poverty is (conventionally) assessed at the level of the household (Marx & 

Nolan, 2014). The majority of the working poor are single earner households, whereas many part-

time workers are in dual earner households. The poverty risk of part-time workers thus depends on 

the household context and varies widely across individuals for that reason, but also across countries 

reflecting the differing roles that part-time work plays in the household income ‘package’ (Debels, 
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2008b; Horemans & Marx, 2013a; Rodgers, 2003). The fact that part-time jobs are often 

concentrated among women with caring responsibilities also means that the households affected are 

more likely to include child and elderly dependants, which also affects their poverty risk since 

household income will be adjusted to take the number of persons relying on it. The final element in 

understanding the poverty risk for part-timers is social protection, and here limited entitlements for 

part-timers to benefits may play an important role. Hours and/or earnings thresholds restrict access 

to unemployment benefits for part-time workers, especially for those in marginal or few hours part-

time jobs (Leschke, 2007; OECD, 2010). For other type of benefits like pensions and sickness there 

may be restrictions as well (Buschoff & Protsch, 2008). On the other hand, especially in countries 

where ‘making work pay’ has been prominent (Immervoll & Pearson, 2009; Marchal & Marx, 2015; 

Marx & Verbist, 2008a), there may be supports directed at part-time and other low-paid workers to 

maintain their link with the labour market (European Commission, 2011). In the economic crisis, 

short time work schemes to keep unemployment down have involved benefits (Hijzen & Venn, 2011). 

  

So the impact of an increase in the prevalence of part-time work on poverty will depend on how 

these key determinants of poverty risks for part-timer are affected. The wages of part-timers may 

have decreased or gone up during the crisis, depending on which jobs became redundant and which 

were created. The most insecure low paid jobs are usually the first to go during the recession, but at 

the same time, labour law reforms allowed precisely more insecure low level part-time jobs to be 

created (Lang, Schömann, & Clauwaert, 2013). On the other hand, the poverty risk for some part-

time workers may have been limited with the expansion of short-time work schemes (Hijzen & Venn, 

2011; Leschke, 2012). 

 

 The way household employment patterns changed may be even more important. In the initial phase 

of the crisis a shift took place from dual to female breadwinner couples, which was more pronounced 

in countries that were hit the hardest (Bettio & et al., 2013). A number of studies looking at the 

added worker effect during the recent crisis have found strongly variable patterns across Europe  

(Cho & Newhouse, 2013; Ghignoni & Verashchagina, 2012; Khitarsishvili, 2013) . An increase in male 

involuntary part-time employment may indicate short-time working to avoid lay-offs, a substantial 

increase in the numbers of involuntary female part-timers may suggest incomplete added worker 

effects (Bettio & et al., 2013). This can explain why during the crisis the share of labour income 

obtained from part-time workers increased for households in the bottom quintiles (Bazen, 2015). 
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3.3  What happened to part-time work in the crisis? 

 

We now look at what actually happened to the prevalence of part-time work and involuntary part-

time in particular, across countries over the crisis. Table 3.1 illustrates the large variation in the levels 

as well as the evolutions of part-time employment, and of the share that is done involuntarily. Data 

are taken from the Eurostat and based on the EU-LFS data1.  The distinction between part-time and 

full-time employment, and between involuntary and voluntary part-time, is based on the 

respondent’s own description.  

 

We see from table 3.1 that involuntary part-time employment increased in most countries during the 

crisis, in several countries rising by more than ten percentage points. Countries with a very large 

increase in involuntary part-time jobs, in particular Southern European countries, had in 2007 a 

below average part-time rate, but already had an above average involuntary part-time rate.  

 

Table 3.1  Incidence and evolution part-time (PT) employment (% of total employment) and 
involuntary part-time (IVP) (% of part-time employment), age 15-64.  

 Part-time employment  Involuntary part-time employment 

 
2007 2010 2013  2007 2010 2013 

AT 22.0 24.4 26.0  12.2 11.5 11.7 
BE 21.9 23.7 24.3  14.8 11.4 9.5 

BG 1.5 2.2 2.5  60.6 54.4 61.8 
CY 6.4 8.3 11.9  30.7 34.7 55.8 
CZ 4.4 5.1 5.8  14.8 15.8 16.9 

DE 25.4 25.5 26.7  22.6 21.9 15.6 
DK 23.0 25.6 24.7  13.4 15.6 18.3 
EE 7.1 9.8 8.9  15.7 22.1 18.5 

ES 11.4 12.9 15.7  33.3 50.1 63.3 
FI 13.4 13.9 14.0  25.2 27.9 26.1 
FR 17.2 17.6 18.1  31.5 31.7 39.3 

GR 5.4 6.3 8.4  45.1 54.7 68.2 
HU 3.9 5.5 6.4  28.0 35.8 43.2 
IE 17.4 22.2 23.5  10.9 32.5 43.1 

IS 21.1 22.4 20.8  5.5 21.7 17.6 
IT 13.4 14.8 17.6  39.5 50.5 63.0 
LT 8.6 7.8 8.4  28.1 39.2 32.7 

LU 17.8 17.5 18.7  5.2 7.9 10.6 
LV 5.6 9.4 7.5  25.6 42.3 40.7 
MT 10.6 11.6 14.2  16.7 19.6 16.0 

NL 46.3 48.3 49.8  5.1 5.7 9.9 
PL 8.5 7.7 7.1  23.6 21.7 30.9 
PT 8.9 8.5 11.1  38.6 42.1 48.8 

RO 8.6 9.9 9.0  53.1 54.4 57.6 
SE 24.2 25.8 24.7  25.8 28.1 29.7 
SK 2.5 3.8 4.5  13.4 27.7 32.4 

SL 8.1 10.3 9.3  5.8 7.5 10.6 
UK 24.1 25.7 25.6  10.6 

 
20.3 

EU-15 20.3 21.4 22.9  21.6 26.1 28.6 
EU-27 17.6 18.6 19.7  22.4 26.7 29.4 

Source: Eurostat: EU-LFS  
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The rise in involuntary part-time employment coincided with an above average growth in part-time 

work in Italy, Cyprus, Spain, and Ireland. However, an increase in part-time work over the crisis 

period was not necessarily involuntary as figures for Malta, Austria and the Netherlands indicate. 

Only in Germany and Belgium involuntary part-time employment decreased (table 3.1). Especially 

countries that suffered most in the initial phase of employment slack after the financial crisis 

(Southern European countries, the Baltic States and Ireland), witnessed a substantial growth in 

involuntary part-time employment (Leschke, 2012) The timing and duration of the crisis also matters. 

For example, table 3.1 indicates that in the Baltic States the increase in involuntary part-time 

employment is concentrated between 2007 and 2010 but then the overall economic situation 

ameliorated and we see that between 2010 and 2013 the share of involuntary part-time work 

stabilised. In Spain and Greece on the other hand, involuntary part-time employment continued to 

grow. 

 

Figure 3.1 demonstrates the strong relationship between the recent increase in unemployment and 

involuntary part-time employment. A countercyclical outcome in (involuntary) part-time 

employment, comparable to unemployment, has been found in earlier research as well. When 

unemployment rises, people may be more willing to accept a part-time job while preferring a full-

time job (Buddelmeyer et al., 2004). Comparative data also indicates that in less wealthy countries 

and in countries with more inequality, dissatisfaction with low working hours is higher (Stier & Lewin-

Epstein, 2003). This countercyclical growth of (involuntary) part-time employment raises concerns 

about an increase in in-work poverty because (involuntary) part-time workers are more likely to be 

poor. 

 

Figure 3.1  Trends in unemployment and involuntary part-time employment, Europe, 2007-2013.  

 
Source: Eurostat: EU-LFS 
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3.4  Poverty and Part-time work: data, definitions and method 

 

In studying the evolution of poverty for part-time workers over the crisis we draw on data from EU-

SILC 2008 and 2012. With the exception of Ireland and the UK, the income reference period is the 

previous calendar year. In Ireland it is the year prior to the survey and in the UK current income is 

annualized (Eurostat, 2011a). These data are used as the main source of information for 

understanding social exclusion and inequality across Europe. The reference population includes all 

private households and their current members residing in the territory of the countries at the time of 

data collection. All household members are surveyed, but only those aged 16 and more are 

interviewed (Eurostat, 2010a).  EU-SILC data collection follows a uniform framework with shared 

guidelines and procedures as well as common concepts and classifications aimed at maximising 

comparability of the data (for an overview of potential problems, see:Eurostat, 2011a; Lohmann, 

2011; Van Rie & Marx, 2011). 

 

The complexity of the working poor phenomenon can partially be traced back its multi -layered 

definition and therefore deserves some attention. At the outset, research on in-work poverty in 

Europe employed a variety of definitions, based on different approaches of what was meant by 

‘being poor’ and ‘working’ (Crettaz, 2011). Both concepts come from different research traditions 

with different units of analysis and reference periods. Employment refers to individual’s current 

labour market situations (ILO, 1982), whereas the commonly adopted indicator for financial poverty 

in Europe is based on yearly disposable household income (T. Atkinson et al., 2002; Dennis & Guio, 

2003). EU-wide data development has stimulated the development of common indicators to 

measure social progress and also to the adoption of a standardized measurement of in-work poverty 

based on EU-SILC data, often referred to as the ‘Eurostat definition’. Probably because the at-risk-of 

poverty indicator was adopted as early as 2001 at the Leaken Council as a key indicator to monitor 

social inclusion (T. Atkinson et al., 2002), most of the critiques challenge the approach to measuring 

being ‘in-work’2. Definitions of who is ‘in-work’ may cover a broad spectrum of how much individuals 

actually work during the income reference period. 

 

The Eurostat indicator classifies individuals as employed according to their (Bardone & Guio, 2005) 

most frequent activity status, i.e. working at least 7 months during the income reference period of a 

year . The Eurostat approach has some major advantages, but also comes with some problems 

inherent to the combination of the two levels of analysis (Ponthieux, 2010). Including periods of 

unemployment or inactivity may distract us from the real problem we are interested in (Halleröd & 
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Larsson, 2008). By focussing on full-year workers we can ignore ‘workers’ who are poor because they 

did not work. Furthermore, focussing only on  full-time full-year workers excludes the effect of low 

working hours on low income and from a policy perspective it is especially interesting to know why 

even working full-year full-time does not allow some individuals to avoid poverty (Maitre et al., 

2012). The drawback of this approach is of course that a group of workers who is often most likely to 

have low earnings and experience difficulties in making ends meet is excluded from the analysis. 

Crettaz (2011) therefore proposes to adopt the ILO definition of ‘working’, entailing having worked at 

least one hour in the week of the interview. This approach does not exclude a specific group of 

workers with weak labour market attachments. 

 

In the empirical part, we adopt the common at-risk-of-poverty indicator. That is, someone is 

considered poor if her/his equivalent yearly disposable household income is below 60% of the 

national median level. The modified-OECD scale3 is used to account for economies of scale in 

consumption at the household level. This threshold reflects the minimum level of income considered 

necessary to have an acceptable standard of living relative to the society in which a person lives. It 

describes those below relative income thresholds as ‘at-risk of poverty’ rather than ‘poor’ since low 

household income is not the only factor leading to social exclusion.  

 

Because we do not want to exclude workers with weak labour market attachments, we consider 

people to be ‘working’ if they indicate that this was their main activity status at the time of the 

interview. The analysis is limited to employees of working age (20 to 64 years). To define part-time 

employment we adopt a cut-off of usually working less than 30 hours. We exclude the self -employed 

because data collection of their incomes is less reliable and part-time work seems a different 

condition than for employees.  

 

EU-SILC data questions ‘the reason for working less than 30 hours (in main and other jobs)’ 

(European Commission, 2012). This is used to make a distinction between voluntary and involuntary 

part-time workers. Involuntary part-time employment based on EU-SILC data can be seen as a 

synonym for underemployment where the employee ‘wants to work more hours but cannot find a 

job(s) or work(s) of more hours’ (Haataja, Kauhanen, & Nätti, 2011). This contrasts the idea of 

involuntary part-time workers who are working part-time because they are merely ‘unable to find a 

full-time job’, without a further specification of the number of hours worked, as Eurostat figures 

based on EU-LFS data usually show (European Commission, 2013b)4. The next section examines the 

incidence and evolution of the poverty risk of part-time and full-time workers empirically. By 
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adopting a straightforward decomposition in a similar way as De Beer (2007) and Corluy and 

Vandenbroucke (2014), we examine the change in in-work poverty.  

 

Δ IWP = PT̅̅̅̅   * Δ IWPpt+ FT̅̅̅̅  * Δ IWPft  + (IWPpt 
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  - IWPft 

̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  ) * Δ PT    (1) 

Δ IWPpt = PT̅̅̅̅
invol  * Δ IWPinvol + PT̅̅̅̅

vol  * Δ  IWPvol  + (IWPinvol 
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  - IWPvol 

̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  ) * Δ PTinvol (2) 

 

The overall change in in-work poverty is attributed to the relative contribution of the change in the 

part-time poverty risk, the change in the full-time poverty risk and the change in the share of part-

time workers to (equation 1).  In addition, we also look at how the poverty rate of part-time workers 

changed by the share of involuntary part-timers and the changes in the poverty risk of voluntary and 

involuntary part-time workers (equation 2). Lastly, we apply a probit model, controlling for the 

typical in-work poverty mechanisms (Goerne, 2011; Lohmann, 2009) and including time dummies to 

gain a more fine grained perspective on the changes in in-work poverty in general and whether and 

why part-time employment became more problematic in Europe.  

 

 

3.5  Poverty risk for part-time versus full-time workers 

 

Turning to the empirical results, we first look at the level and evolution of the poverty risk of part-

time and full-time workers. The figures may differ from the Eurostat figures, as we adopt an 

alternative definition because we do not want to exclude a priori the most precarious worker. A first 

observation from figures 3.2 and 3.3 is that poverty risks vary considerably more across countries for 

part-timers than full-timers. The part-time poverty rate is especially high in Southern and Eastern 

European countries, while it does not differ much from that of full-time workers in the Netherlands, 

Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and Czech Republic. Adopting a poverty threshold of half the median 

household disposable income, OECD (2010) figures for 2005-2007 show that the depth of poverty is 

also more severe for part-timers in some Mediterranean and eastern European countries . As with 

overall in-work poverty (Marx & Nolan, 2014), no clear trend is seen over the crisis for poverty 

among full-time workers. For part-time workers, however, overall there is an increasing poverty rate 

between 2007 and 2011. 
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Figure 3.2 Poverty rate 2007 and change in poverty rate 2007-2011 (in percentage points), full-
time workers.  

 
 
Source: EU-SILC 2008 and 2012  
 

 

Figures 3.2 and 3.3 also show the trends with a fixed or ‘anchored’ poverty threshold, where the 

2007 threshold adjusted for inflation is applied in 2011; where median income has actually fallen 

during the crisis, the relative poverty threshold will also have done so. The (higher) fixed poverty line 

is a valuable complement providing a more comprehensive picture. For full -timers we now see that 

in the countries hit hardest by the crisis poverty now goes up with the fixed poverty line, while for 

part-timers an even stronger increase in the poverty risk than with the relative thresholds is seen.   

 

Figure 3.3  Poverty rate 2007 and change in poverty rate 2007-2011 (in percentage points), part-
time workers.  

 
 
Source: EU-SILC 2008 and 2012 
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Because in most countries both the share of part-time jobs and their poverty risk increased during 

the crisis, that may have had important consequences for the overall in-work poverty rate. In figure 

3.4 we examine the respective contributions with a simple decomposition analysis similar to De Beer 

(2007). The overall change in in-work poverty is attributed to (1) the contribution of the change in 

the at-risk of poverty rate of full-time workers (change pov FT), (2) the contribution of the change in 

the at-risk of poverty rate of part-time workers (change pov PT), and (3) the contribution of the 

change in the share of part-time workers (share PT).  Of course this mechanical accounting approach 

should be interpreted with caution and as underlying causal mechanisms are more complex and 

interrelated (De Beer, 2007). The evolution of the poverty risk of full-time workers therefore mainly 

drives the overall change in in-work poverty, because in most countries, full -time employment 

remains the dominant form despite an increase in the share of part-time employment. In the UK, 

Sweden, Greece, Cyprus, Italy, and Spain, however, the increase in the poverty risk of part -time 

workers does appears to have contributed significantly to the change in in-work poverty. An 

increasing share in part-time employment was a significant factor in a rising overall in-work poverty 

rate in Latvia, Ireland and Greece. Sweden appears an odd case, but there seems to be a problem 

with the data because for Sweden the data suggest a the strong decline in the share in part-time 

employment, which contrasts what we know from other data sources, like EU-LFS (see for example 

table 3.1).  

 

Figure 3.4  Decomposition of changes in in-work poverty, 2007-2011.  

 
 
Source: EU-SILC 2008 and 2012 
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While overall the poverty risk of part-time workers increased across Europe, it did not necessarily 

lead to an increased overall in-work poverty risk. To further examine how the typical individual and 

household related characteristics responsible for an increased in-work poverty risk changed during 

the crisis period, we estimate a probit model where the dependent variable is poverty status  and the 

explanatory variables include a set of country dummies (with the Netherlands as omitted reference 

category and estimated coefficients available upon request) and a range of individual, household, 

and job characteristics (for an overview of the descriptive statistics, see appendix 3.1). We focus in 

particular how the effect of working part-time changes vis a vis other changes in other covariates. 

 

The results are given in table 3.2. The models in table 3.2 conceal substantial cross national 

differences in the degree and drivers of in-work poverty, yet, overall, they consistently indicate that 

part-time workers are indeed more likely to be poor than full-time employees in both years (as 

indicated by the significant positive coefficient on the dummy for part-time) and that this gap 

increased during the crisis (as indicated by the significant positive coefficient on the  interaction 

between that dummy and the later year). 

 

As regards individual level characteristics we control for in model 2, we see that women, low skilled, 

youngsters and people not born in the country are more likely to be poor when working, confirming 

previous research (Goerne, 2011; Lohmann, 2009). As also expected from previous studies, overall 

resources and needs at the household level matter greatly for understanding in-work poverty.  The 

poverty risk increases with the number of children, while it decreases with work intensity of other 

household members5. Personal resources matter as well. Managers and professionals, who are more 

likely to earn more, and people with stable jobs have a lower poverty risk.  From table 3.2 we also 

see that workers who received some kind of unemployment benefit during the income reference 

period,  indicating an insecure labour market attachment, are more likely to be poor than other 

workers.  Yet, if we control for all possible types of benefits, in-work poverty tends to be lower for 

those combining work and benefits. Hence, it clearly matters how work and welfare is combined.  

 

Adding control variables and interactions, first without and then with a time dummy in columns 2 

and 3 respectively, the estimated impact of part-time working per se diminishes and the interaction 

between part-time and year is no longer strongly significant. This suggests that the composition of 

part-time workers contributes to their enhanced poverty risk and that changes in composition 

contributed to its increase, although care must be exercised in interpreting the interaction terms in 

these kinds of nonlinear models (Ai & Norton, 2003; Norton, Wang, & Ai, 2004). 
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Table 3.2  Probit models for in-work poverty in Europe (n=355 724) 

 
model 1 

 
model 2 

 
model 3 

 part-time 0.40 *** 0.39 *** 0.40 *** 
D_2011 -0.03 *** -0.05 *** 0.05 (*) 

part-time * D_2011 0.10 *** 0.07 ** 0.04 * 
       
women 

  

0.10 *** 0.10 *** 

middle skilled 
  

-0.22 *** -0.22 *** 
high skilled 

  
-0.40 *** -0.40 *** 

age 30_49 

  

-0.15 *** -0.13 *** 

age 50_64 
  

-0.23 *** -0.21 *** 
not born in country 

  
0.42 *** 0.42 *** 

fam type: couple 

  

-0.01 

 

0.01 

 fam type: other 
  

-0.09 *** -0.03 * 
WI other HH members 

  
-1.23 *** -1.30 *** 

1 child 

  

0.25 *** 0.29 *** 

2 children 
  

0.45 *** 0.47 *** 
> 2 children 

  
0.72 *** 0.76 *** 

ISCO = 3 

  

0.14 *** 0.14 *** 

ISCO = 4 
  

0.28 *** 0.28 *** 
ISCO = 5 

  
0.54 *** 0.54 *** 

ISCO = 6, 7, or 8  

  

0.51 *** 0.51 *** 

ISCO = 9 
  

0.75 *** 0.75 *** 
full year working 

  
-0.76 *** -0.76 *** 

UNEMPL benefit 

  

0.23 *** 0.20 *** 

Benefit 
  

-0.30 *** -0.31 *** 
       
age 30_49 * D_2011 

    

-0.05 * 

age 50_64 * D_2011 
    

-0.05 *** 
       
couple * D_2011 

    

-0.03 

 other * D_2011 
    

-0.13 * 
      
WI other HH members * D_2011 

   

0.14 *** 

       
1 child * D_2011 

    
-0.08 *** 

2 children * D_2011 

    

-0.03 

 > 2 children * D_2011 
    

-0.07 * 
       
UNEMPL benefit * D_2011 

    

0.05 * 

Pseudo R²  0.0419 
 

0.2532 
 

0.2538 

 Source: EU-SILC 2008 and 2012, all models control for country dummies 
Note:  Significance levels: (*) p<0.1, * p< 0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001; reference: full-time, D_2007, 
men, low skilled, age 20_29, born in country, fam type: single, 0 children, ISCO 1 or 2, not full year 
working, no UNEMPL benefit, no benefit.  
 

 

3.6  Involuntary part-time and in-work poverty 

 

To investigate the implications of the heterogeneous nature of part-time employment for poverty 

risk, we now distinguish between voluntary and involuntary part-time employment. As indicated 

earlier, involuntary part-time employment as captured in EU-SILC is more an indication of 

underemployment as it only considers people working less than thirty hours.  Involuntary part-time 
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workers stated to be looking for a full-time job or to work more hours, whereas voluntary part-timers 

indicated that they do not want to work more hours, work part-timers because of caring activities, 

sickness, disability, education, or other not further specified reasons. To what extent part-time work 

is done for ‘care’ reasons is to be considered as an entirely voluntary choice is of course debatable 

(OECD, 2010). Respondents stating that they work less than thirty hours, but explicitly report that it is 

a full-time job are excluded in figures that make a distinction between voluntary and involuntary 

part-timers.  

 

Table 3.3 looks at the poverty risk associated with working part-time involuntarily, compared with 

voluntary part-timers, full-timers and the unemployed. It confirms earlier figures showing that 

involuntary part-time work is particularly associated with problematic living standards (OECD, 2010; 

Wilkins, 2007). The difference in the poverty risk between unemployed and involuntary part-time 

workers is in a number of countries not statistically significant. Compared to voluntary part -time 

workers, involuntary part-time workers are more likely to be poor in most countries. However, we 

also see that the problem of in-work poverty among part-time workers is not solely confined to those 

working part-time involuntarily. Indeed, Denmark, Greece, Iceland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 

Poland, Portugal, and Slovenia are the only countries where the poverty risk of voluntary part -time 

workers is not significantly higher than full-time workers.  
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Table 3.3 Poverty risk of involuntary part-time workers, voluntary part-time workers, full-time  
   workers and unemployed 
 
 

Involuntary 
part-time 

Voluntary 
part-time 

Full-time Unemployed 

AT 31.2 

 

10.0 ** 7.1 ** [*] 40.3 

 BE 31.5 
 

8.4 *** 3.3 *** [**] 38.3 
 CY 23.9 

 
14.3 (*) 8.3 ** [(*)] 21.2 

 CZ 37.2 

 

9.6 ** 3.9 *** [(*)] 41.0 

 DE 37.7 
 

10.7 *** 6.5 *** [***] 66.3 *** 
DK 38.0 

 
18.1  5.5 * [ ] 28.7 

 EE 39.3 

 

16.4 ** 7.8 *** [(*)]  44.5 

 ES 27.5 
 

16.0 *** 7.6 *** [***] 40.2 *** 
FI 24.2 

 
11.8 (*) 2.3 *** [**] 38.8 * 

FR 29.1 

 

12.8 *** 6.2 *** [***] 30.7 

 GR 28.4 
 

21.8  7.9 *** [ ] 43.1 ** 
HU 22.3 

 
12.0 * 6.1 *** [*] 42.6 *** 

IE 10.7 

 

8.1  1.6 ** [***] 32.2 *** 

IS 16.1 
 

4.2  3.4   [ ] 19.4 
 IT 24.5 

 
11.0 *** 8.4 *** [ ] 40.1 *** 

LT 34.0 

 

12.3 ** 7.0 *** [ ] 52.6 * 

LU 37.8 
 

11.5 ** 9.6 ** [ ] 45.3 
 LV 38.8 

 
17.3 *** 9.2 *** [*]  45.6 

 NL 22.7 

 

4.4 *** 3.3 *** [ ] 23.1 

 NO 19.1 
 

9.0  4.8 * [(*)] 32.1 (*) 
PL 23.2 

 
7.8 *** 7.7 *** [ ] 36.4 ** 

PT 29.0 

 

12.2 ** 6.4 *** [ ] 32.8 

 SE 30.1 
 

15.6 * 5.4 *** [**] 33.7 
 SI 30.0 

 
7.3 ** 4.2 *** [ ] 37.0 

 SK 24.5 

 

15.5  4.7 ** [*] 41.3 * 

UK 27.1 
 

12.4 *** 3.5 *** [***] 53.2 *** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
Note:  Significantly different from involuntary part-time: (*) p<0.1, * p< 0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001; 
significantly different from voluntary part-time employment,  [similar significance levels] 
 

 

Focusing on what happened with the part-time poverty rate during the crisis, we decompose the 

overall change into the changes in risk for voluntary and involuntary part-timers and the share of 

involuntary part-time work (figure 3.5), as before. In figure 3.5, no clear overall picture arises. The 

changes in the poverty risk of part-time workers are also not solely driven by the poverty risk 

associated with involuntary part-time work. However, there are indications that the increase in the 

share of involuntary part-time employment went hand in hand with an increase in poverty among 

part-time workers, as figure 3.6 brings out.  
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Figure 3.5 Decomposition of change in in-work poverty among part-time workers, 2007-2011.  

 
 
Source: EU-SILC 2008 (2007 for UK) and 2012 
 
 
Figure 3.6  Trends in involuntary part-time employment and the poverty risk of part-time 

workers in Europe (r=0.48), 2007-2011.  
 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2008 (2007 for UK)  and 2012 
 

 

Looking more closely at the covariates associated with poverty risk for part-time workers, the probit 

models estimated for these workers only are presented in table 3.4. Table 3.4 shows that working 

part-time voluntarily is associated with a lower risk of being poor in both years, though that gap does 

not widen over the period despite the overall increase in risk associated with working part-time. For 

an overview of the descriptive statistics, see appendix 3.1. 
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Table 3.4 Probit models for in-work poverty among part-time workers in Europe (n=27 364) 

 
model 1 

 
model 2 

 
model 3 

 voluntary part-time -0.57 *** -0.32 *** -0.32 *** 
D_2011 0.03 

 

-0.04 

 

-0.07 

 voluntary part-time * D_2011 -0.05 
 

-0.01 
 

-0.02 
        

women 

  

-0.16 *** -0.24 *** 

middle skilled 
  

-0.18 *** -0.18 *** 
high skilled 

  
-0.32 *** -0.31 *** 

age 30_49 

  

-0.02 

 

-0.03 

 age 50_64 
  

-0.24 *** -0.24 *** 
not born in country 

  
0.34 *** 0.41 *** 

fam type: couple 

  

-0.33 *** -0.33 *** 

fam type: other 
  

-0.49 *** -0.49 *** 
WI other HH members 

  
-1.25 *** -1.25 *** 

1 child 

  

0.18 *** 0.27 *** 

2 children 
  

0.35 *** 0.40 *** 
> 2 children 

  
0.54 *** 0.52 *** 

ISCO = 3 

  

-0.04 

 

-0.04 

 ISCO = 4 
  

0.19 *** 0.19 *** 
ISCO = 5 

  
0.35 *** 0.35 *** 

ISCO = 6, 7, or 8  

  

0.37 *** 0.37 *** 

ISCO = 9 
  

0.55 *** 0.55 *** 
FY working 

  
-0.51 *** -0.51 *** 

UNEMPL benefit 

  

0.31 *** 0.31 *** 

benefit 
  

-0.57 *** -0.58 *** 
       
women * D_2011 

    

0.14 * 

       
not born in country * D_2011 

    
-0.12 * 

       

1 child * D_2011 
    

-0.16 ** 
2 children * D_2011 

    
-0.09 

 > 2 children * D_2011 

    

0.00 

 Pseudo R²  0.0305 

 

0.2670 

 

0.2678 

 Source: EU-SILC 2008 and 2012, all models  control for country dummies (UK not included) 
Note:  Significance levels: (*) p<0.1, * p< 0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
reference: involuntary part-time, D_2007, men, low skilled, age 20_29, born in country, fam type: 
single, 0 children, ISCO 1 or 2, not full year working, no UNEMPL benefit, no benefit  
 

 

If the increase in the poverty risk of part-time workers tends to be associated with the growing share 

of part-time workers who do so involuntarily, why did that share increase during the crisis? Earlier 

research mentions specifically gaps in job quality and pay levels between voluntary and involuntary 

part-timers as potential drivers of involuntary part-time employment (Veliziotis, Matsaganis, & 

Karakitsios, 2015). On the other hand, as many countries increased their short time work schemes 

and partial unemployment schemes (Hijzen & Venn, 2011; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2012), involuntary 

part-time rate may have increased more in countries where part-timers became more likely to 

receive additional unemployment benefits. Yet, as part-time employment often serves as a 

secondary income provided by women, the poverty risk is likely to be higher if men work part-time as 

primary earners. 
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Hence, the increase in the poverty risk of female part-time workers can be understood by a decrease 

in dual earnership since especially male employment decreased during the crisis. Added worker 

effects are expected to increase female labour supply in these circumstances. However, empirical 

evidence suggest that women tend to be highly limited from the demand side and are unable to 

materialise the job search activities (Bredtmann et al., 2014). Therefore the causes of the increase in 

involuntary part-time work should not merely sought in individual precarious labour market 

situations of low pay or unstable employment, but with the overall realisation of the household work 

potential that enables workers to provide a decent living standard. As figure 3.7 demonstrates, an 

increase in the proportion of part-timers who are the only earner in the household is strongly 

associated with increasing share of involuntary part-time workers.  

 

Figure 3.7 Trends in involuntary part-time employment and single earnership among part-time 
workers in Europe (r=0.63), 2007-2011.  

 

 
 
Source: EU-SILC 2008 (2007 for UK) and 2012  
 

 

3.7  Conclusions and policy implications 

 

The crisis deepened pre-existing concerns regarding work inequalities in Europe, especially those 

arising from the growth in low wage and non-standard employment. Countries where unemployment 

increased most strongly during the crisis period also saw part-time employment increasing, in 

particular involuntary part-time work. This growth in part-time jobs was accompanied by an increase, 
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on average, in the poverty risk associated with working part-time. This was not reflected in a marked 

increase in the overall in-work poverty rate because full-time work remains dominant and its poverty 

risk did not change markedly. In a situation where median incomes – and relative thresholds derived 

from them – have fallen, it is important to also look at poverty vis-à-vis thresholds held fixed in 

purchasing power terms. These show an increase in the poverty risk for both full -time and part-time 

workers in a number of Southern and Eastern European countries during the crisis. Involuntary part-

time employment, as a specific form of underemployment, is associated with particularly high 

poverty rates, and ones which rose in many countries during the crisis.  

 

As far as policy responses are concerned, because household work intensity takes a central place in 

the variety of drivers of in-work poverty in Europe, this should also be central in the debate when 

considering policy options to tackle in-work poverty in general, and also when focussing on a specific 

group workers with low earnings. Broadly speaking, we can make a distinction between direct and 

indirect income support on the one hand, and ‘incremental’ (augmenting existing provisions) and 

‘new’ (which replace or complement existing provisions) policy options on the other (Marx & Nolan, 

2014). As regards involuntary part-time workers in particular, indirect income support through a 

facilitation of full-time participation appears a straightforward option. However, given the scarcity of 

work in times of crisis, this is perhaps in the short run not feasible. Furthermore, even for full -time 

full-year workers, single earnership is problematic from a poverty perspective if it has to cover the 

needs for an entire household with other non-working household members (Maitre et al., 2012). 

From a short term income protection objective, especially in times of crisis, direct income support 

through child benefits, substantial replacement income for unemployed adults, and/or in-work 

benefits appear the way forward.  

 

In-work benefits are one of ‘new’ policy options attracting much interest in the public debate and in 

the academic literature (Allègre & Jaehrling, 2011; Crettaz, 2011; Kenworthy, 2011; Marx, Vanhille, & 

Verbist, 2012). Anglo-Saxon-type of tax credits, clearly have their merits in making work pay, but also 

have some serious limitation as regard the universal applicability as they are only effective in 

particular socio-demographic and economic settings and for particular groups (Marx & Nolan, 2014). 

 

Interestingly, we found that workers who are combining their earnings with unemployment benefits 

during the income reference period -indicating an unstable work attachment-  tend to have a higher 

poverty risk while workers who combine it with other types of benefit are less likely to be poor.  

Generally speaking, however, in-work poverty tends to be lower for those combining work and 

benefits. Hence, it clearly matters how work and welfare is combined. These combinations of work 
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and welfare should be explored further as they possibly mask existing in-work benefits that have 

remained under the radar of the debate. Unfortunately, EU-SILC data does not allow a detailed 

analysis, so country-specific, preferably administrative, data are needed to analyse whether these 

benefits are associated with very short periods of full unemployment, involuntary short-time work, 

voluntary types of leave, or a compensation for other specific circumstances.  
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Appendix 

 
Appendix 3.1 Overview of descriptive statistics for table 3.2 and table 3.4 (in %). 
 
 All workers  Part-time workers 

 
2008 2012 

 
2008 2012 

part-time 11.2 11.0 
   

 
   

  
involuntary part-time 

   
22.1 29.4 

      
women 48.4 49.8 

 
85.3 83.1 

      

low skilled 17.6 14.9 
 

24.5 21.5 
Middle skilled 52.1 50.2 

 
50.4 51.2 

High skilled 30.3 34.9 
 

25.1 27.3 

      
age 20_29 18.5 16.0 

 
15.0 15.6 

age 30_49 55.9 54.8 
 

56.0 53.2 

age 50_64 25.6 29.2 
 

29.0 31.2 
not born in country 8.3 9.3 

 
10.2 13.2 

      

single 9.4 12.0 
 

10.7 13.2 
couple 42.2 54.3 

 
49.1 55.9 

other 48.4 33.7 
 

40.2 31.0 

WI other HH members  
average (and variance)  

0.51  
(0.16) 

55.8  
(0.19)  

0.57  
(0.17) 

0.57  
(0.19) 

      

0 children 59.4 47.3 
 

52.7 43.5 
1 child 21.0 24.6 

 
21.1 25.0 

2 children 15.4 21.3 
 

20.4 22.9 

> 2 children 4.2 6.8 
 

5.8 8.7 
      
ISCO =1 or 2 22.8 26.9 

 
14.7 17.1 

ISCO = 3 18.6 16.9 
 

18.4 14.4 
ISCO = 4 11.7 10.8 

 
16.8 15.1 

ISCO = 5 13.5 15.2 
 

23.2 23.8 

ISCO = 6, 7, or 8  24.2 21.4 
 

7.7 10.3 
ISCO = 9 9.4 8.8 

 
19.3 19.3 

      

Full Year working 90.8 90.9 
 

81.4 81.8 
      
UNEMPL benefit 5.9 6.3 

 
10.6 11.7 

      
benefit 17.0 16.9 

 
26.6 25.5 

Total n-values 181657 174067 
 

13653 13711 

Source: EU-SILC 2008 and 2012 
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Chapter 4:  The poverty risk of part-time workers compared to full-

time workers: low wages or simply not working enough? 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter has been submitted to ‘Work and Occupation’ and is currently under review there. I 

would like to thank participants of CSB-seminar in Antwerp, 8th of January 2016 for their useful 

comments on a previous draft of this paper. I am in particular indebted to Ive Marx, Koen Decancq, 

Annemie Nys, and Sarah Marchal for their time to discuss previous drafts in detail. I am highly 

indebted to Vincent Corluy for patiently explaining me some of the wonders of Stata programming 

and discussing preliminary results. 
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Abstract 

 

The working poor are no longer solely an American phenomenon, but have become equally 

widespread across Europe. Previous research suggest that incomplete labour market attachment is 

associated with an increased poverty risk. This article quantitatively assesses to what extent the part-

time poverty penalty is indeed attributable to an incomplete labour market involvement. Adopting 

two complementary approaches, this article first examines whether known in-work poverty 

mechanisms are more strongly at work for part-timers. Second, this article gauges the relative 

contribution of part-time profile characteristics in an Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition. The results 

indicate that wage levels are more important for full-timers as an in-work poverty mechanism, but 

also show that the part-time poverty gap is largely associated with the part-time wage penalty. These 

apparently contradictory findings can be attributed to the household work intensity. Overall across 

the countries studied, between 23 and 65 percent of the part-time poverty gap can be attributed to 

observed sociodemographic characteristics, that is, irrespective of the fact that part-timers by 

definition work less in all countries. 
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4.1  Introduction  

 

While in work-poverty has long been a typical American phenomenon, Europe has long faced an 

extensive unemployment problem. Looking at the American case, increasing labour market flexibility 

as an antidote for high unemployment as well as severe public debts have stimulated the scientific 

and policy debate on the working poor in Europe since the end of the nineteen nineties (Andress & 

Lohmann, 2008; Frazer & Marlier, 2010; Marx & Verbist, 1998).  In light of the recent crisis the trade-

offs between out of work for in-work poverty are again high on the social policy agenda as low wage 

jobs or non-standard employment are being debated as part of the solution (Crettaz, 2013). While in 

the past much attention went to the overlap between low pay and in-work poverty, part-time and 

other forms of non-standard employment were often neglected. Full-year full-time workers who are 

unable to avoid poverty “constitute a group of particular interest and concern” (Maitre et al., 2012). 

However, part-time employment has become highly relevant as it currently presents about a fifth of 

all employment in Europe (Eurostat, 2015) and according to the OECD (2010) part-time workers are 

on average twice as likely to be poor compared to full-time workers. Therefore, in this chapter I 

examine why part-timers face a higher poverty risk compared to full-timers, focussing in particular on 

whether low wages can be seen as a key factor. As such, we contribute to the debate whether in-

work poverty is a problem of either low wages or not working enough (Halleröd et al., 2015), which 

has important consequences when considering policy options. 

 

A straightforward explanation for the higher poverty risk of part-timers could be that they work less 

compared to full-timers. However, one is also less likely to opt for a part-time job unless income 

needs are met (Debels, 2008b). Indeed, the poverty risk of involuntary part-time workers tends to be 

especially high, but it is still higher for voluntary part-time workers than for full-time workers 

(Horemans, Marx, & Nolan, 2016). Hence, other elements are likely to play a role. Studies have 

hinted that single earnership is especially problematic for part-time workers (Debels, 2008b; Rodgers, 

2003; Shaefer, 2009). Examining the increase in the in-work poverty rate in the Netherlands between 

1985 and 2001, Snel, de Boom, and Engbersen (2008) also argue that this is attributable to part-time 

work only to the extent that it is related the inability of income pooling at the household level. Their 

argument is that the causes of the increase in in-work poverty should be derived from the activation 

of vulnerable groups, like single parent and low skilled, who are also more likely to work part-time. In 

other words, the specific profile characteristics of part-timers should help us to understand why they 

are more at-risk of poverty compared to full-timers.  

 



66 
 

The question why part-timers are more likely to be poor can thus be formulated in two ways: (1) Are 

the existing in-work poverty mechanisms (like single earnership) more strongly at work for part-

timers? (2) Taking the existing mechanisms as given, which typical profile characteristics of part-time 

workers contribute to the part-time poverty penalty? This article answers the first question by 

introducing various interactions in a logistic regression approach. In order to examine the second 

question, I adopt an Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition for binary response models (Fairlie, 2005). This 

method is new to the literature on in-work poverty, but is commonly used in labour market research 

(for an overview of examples, see: Fortin, Lemieux, & Firpo, 2010) . The decomposition allows us to 

attribute the part-time poverty gap, at least partially, to differences in sociodemographic 

characteristics. We apply this approach to ten European countries as differences in the nature of 

part-time work across countries are expected to yield different results regarding the magnitude of 

the sociodemographic characteristics.  

 

The next section describes the theoretical framework and the multifaceted nature of in-work 

poverty. Subsequently we examine whether the typical mechanisms leading to a higher in-work 

poverty risk are more problematic for part-timers in particular. The third section links the 

mechanisms with the differences in the socio-demographic profile between part-timers and full-

timers. In the fourth section, we discuss the data, variables and the decomposition method more in 

detail. Subsequently, the empirical part presents the characteristics of part-time workers, a logit 

model of the drivers of in-work poverty, and the decomposition analysis for the different countries. 

The last section discusses the findings and concludes.    

 

 

4.2  The multifaceted nature of in-work poverty  

 

In-work poverty is a hybrid concept that combines insights from labour market research as well as 

poverty research. Both research traditions developed their own conceptual and analytical framework 

as it was long assumed that a job is the best protection against poverty, leading to a malignant 

growth of approaches to measure it in scientific and policy circles (Airio, 2008; Crettaz, 2011). It is 

well documented now that different definitions result in an equally diverse magnitude in in-work 

poverty (Ponthieux, 2010; Thiede et al., 2015). The way in-work poverty is measured as a social 

indicator by Eurostat has become standard practice at the European level (Bardone & Guio, 2005), 

but identifying the underlying mechanisms with this definition remain challenging.  
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According to the official Eurostat indicator, someone is considered poor if (s)he lives in a household 

with and annual equivalent disposable household below 60% of the country’s median. Hence, 

because in-work poverty combines two levels of analysis, the question is not solely whether 

someone is ‘working’, but how much someone has been working during the income reference 

period. As a result, the question of responsible underlying mechanisms as well as potential policy 

failures or solutions are not easily confined to a simple uniform answer like a low wage (Marx & 

Nolan, 2014). Halleröd et al. (2015), even claim that “in-work poverty is mainly an unemployment 

problem, not a low-wage problem” as they find a strong relationship with an unstable labour market 

attachment (Halleröd et al., 2015). However, they do not explicitly gauge the relative magnitude vis a 

vis low wage employment. Overall, it is well established that in-work poverty in Europe is a 

multifaceted phenomenon that besides people’s labour market positions is shaped by the household 

composition as well as the institutional context (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Fraser et al., 2011; Van 

Lancker, 2012).  

 

Despite the multitude of underlying factors, attempt have been made to clusters various aspects that 

help us to better understand the inherently hybrid concept of in-work poverty. Crettaz (2011, 2013), 

for example, distinguishes between a low hourly wage, low labour force attachment and a large 

number of dependent children in the household as distinct mechanisms leading to in-work poverty. 

Marx and Nolan (2014) point to similar mechanisms, but add social policy elements, like inadequate 

out-of-work benefits and inadequate earnings supplements. These mechanisms can be seen as the 

explanation for the sociodemographic profile often found in a risk-group analysis showing which 

workers face the highest poverty risk. Alternatively, one can cluster the profile characteristics in 

terms of ‘needs’ and ‘resources’ (Lohmann, 2009). Incomes needs increase with the size of a 

household and are related to the age of its members since age reflects people’s work potential. The 

magnitude of these increased needs of course depends strongly on the adopted equivalence scale to 

measure poverty (see below). Resources refer to characteristics associated with the labour market 

position, including education, age, labour market experience, or occupation and determine the 

earnings potential of a worker. The mechanisms and risk-profiles can be seen as two sides of the 

same coin (Crettaz, 2013). Some risk groups can be poor because of more than one mechanism. In 

the subsequent section we first look at the existing in-work poverty mechanisms more in detail and 

examine whether they are more relevant for part-timers than for full-timers, or vice versa. 

Subsequently, we explore the relationship between the existing mechanisms and the differences in 

sociodemographic characteristics between part-timers from full-timers.  
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4.3  Factors underlying in-work poverty: different for part-timers?  

 

Does a part-time pay penalty strengthen the relationship between low pay and in-work poverty?  

A first mechanism that contributes to our understanding of the poverty risk of workers is the wage 

level. In the literature on the ‘working poor’ phenomenon, the relationship between low pay and in-

work poverty takes a central place. At the outset it is important to note that low pay is not a 

sufficient condition for in-work poverty because the overlap between both is rather limited and thus 

the two should be understood as distinct phenomena (Marx & Nolan, 2014; Marx & Verbist, 1998). 

On the other hand, low earnings do increase the risk of poverty among workers. Looking at full-year 

full-time dependent employees, Maitre et al. (2012) find that the poverty risk is at least four or five 

times higher for employees with low earnings, defined as less than two-thirds of the median 

earnings. Other definitions of a low wage, like less than two-thirds of the median hourly wage 

(Goerne, 2011) or earnings less than half of the median of a hypothetical full-time full-year 

equivalent earnings (Crettaz, 2011), confirm its relationship to an increased poverty risk. Translating 

this finding to the problem of why part-timers face a poverty penalty, the question becomes whether 

low wages are more strongly associated with an increased poverty risk for part-timers compared to 

full-timers.  

 

We know that part-timers obviously have lower earnings because they work less. Yet, in addition, 

part-timers face an hourly wage penalty in most countries (Bardasi & Gornick, 2008; Fernádez-Kranz 

& Rodríguez-Planas, 2011; Manning & Petrongolo, 2005; O'Dorchai et al., 2007). Because part-time 

and full-time jobs differ substantially, the part-time pay penalty does not simply reflect what would 

happen if someone switched from full-time to part-time or vice versa (Manning & Petrongolo, 2005). 

Full-time jobs require different skills and have a different return to human capital. Long-hour 

cultures, for example, exclude part-time workers from certain jobs and career advancement (Webber 

& Williams, 2008). Furthermore, switching to part-time working hours around childbirth is not 

necessarily possible in the same job and is therefore often associated with occupational downgrading 

(Connolly & Gregory, 2009). In most studies much of the part-time wage penalty disappears after 

controlling for job related variables, like occupation or hierarchical position (Fernádez-Kranz & 

Rodríguez-Planas, 2011). In sum, the causes of a part-time pay gap can be found in horizontal and 

vertical segmentation processes in the labour market, which vary across countries (Matteazzi, Pailhé, 

& Solaz, 2012). 
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Extending the income reference period inflates the pay differences between part-timers and full-

timers, first, obviously, because we multiply by weekly working hours, and second, because part-time 

employment is less stable on average (OECD, 2010). EU-SILC data for 2010, for example, indicate for 

most countries that in a reference period of a year, working twelve months part-time is less common 

than working full-year full-time (Horemans & Marx, 2013a). Part-time workers thus earn less annually 

because they work less hours, but also because they face an hourly pay gap and have a higher degree 

of job instability. Hence, in order to examine whether low wages are more strongly at work as an in-

work poverty mechanism for part-time workers, we will, as proposed by Crettaz (2011), calculate a 

hypothetical full-year full-time earnings that allows us to see whether the poverty risk is due to a low 

wage rate or the mere fact that someone works part-time (see below).  

 

A priori, we cannot simply expect low wages, and in extension lower earning, to result in a higher 

poverty risk for part-timers in particular. Debels (2008b) indicates for Belgium that part-timers are 

more likely to have poverty earnings compared to full-timers. That is, relying solely on their own 

earning they are less likely to make ends meet for only themselves. Indeed, from a merely individual 

perspective, one may expect that an additional euro will benefit part-timers more than full-timers as 

the former are bound to be concentrated on the left hand side of the earnings distribution. Yet, she 

also shows that part-timers with poverty earnings are less likely to end up in poverty compared to 

full-timers with poverty earnings because part-timers are less likely to be the sole providers in the 

household (Debels, 2008b). In other words, “it is indeed the role which the earnings of the low-paid 

individual play in the household that is critical in determining whether low pay is associated with 

household poverty” (Maitre et al., 2012: 110). Hence, overall, we expect that wages are inversely 

related to in-work poverty (hypothesis 1a), but we expect this relationship to be less strong for part-

time workers (hypothesis 1b). 

  

Benefits as a poverty alleviating mechanism for part-timers in particular? 

Besides earnings, welfare state generosity plays an important poverty alleviating role, also for 

workers (Allègre, 2013; Brady et al., 2010; Lohmann, 2009). Broadly speaking, earnings can be 

combined with three types of benefits at the household level: (1) benefits that can be combined with 

(part-time) earnings, such as partial unemployment or short-time work schemes, or country specific 

benefits related to invalidity, sickness, work-life balance compensations, or pension; (2) income 

replacement benefits provided to non-working household members; (3) household income 

supplements, usually to compensate for the cost of children or housing. Especially regarding the first 

category it is important to note that part-time workers are entitled to benefits specifically provided 

to them because of their part-time status (Horemans & Marx, 2013a). On the other hand, part-timers 
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may have limited entitlements to the second type of benefits precisely because of their part -time 

status. If this is the case, the part-time income ‘penalty’ is said to be ‘double’ (OECD, 2010). Hours 

and/or earnings thresholds restrict part-timers to meet the eligibility criteria for income replacement 

schemes (Buschoff & Protsch, 2008; Leschke, 2007; OECD, 2010). 

 

The second and third benefit type are perhaps more strongly related to poverty reduction as they 

compensate for non-working household members (we come back to this in the following sections) 

and are an important driver of cross-national differences in in-work poverty (Brady et al., 2010). 

However, in this article we are mainly interested in whether the first type of benefits is a potential 

poverty reducing mechanism for part-time workers in particular. Because ceteris paribus receiving 

benefits increases the household income as an additional resource, we expect that workers who 

augment their earnings with welfare payments have a lower poverty risk (hypothesis 2a). Referring 

to the literature on information deficits, level of expected entitlements and the cost in terms of time 

and stigma, Lohmann (2009) argues that not all employed people are equally likely to claim benefits. 

If someone combines full-year full-time work and receives a particular type of benefit this is 

attributable to the fact that this person has been out of work for one or several very short periods of 

time or that compensations are small because (s)he is working full -year full-time.  On the other hand, 

for part-timers additional income may exactly be the reason why they work part-time in the first 

place. While much variation exists across countries, several benefits allows a (voluntary) reduction in 

working hours with moderated income consequences, for example, to combine work with care, 

phased pensioning or other work-life balance reasons. Hence, we expect that additional welfare 

income is expected to serve as a better protection against poverty for part-timers in particular 

(hypothesis 2b).  

 

Low household work-intensity more problematic for part-timers? 

While earnings are an obvious first candidate to understand in-work poverty, overall household 

work-intensity is another element. Crettaz (2011) finds for household heads (and their partner) for a 

0.1 increase in the share labour potential realised, a reduction in the odds of being poor of about 30 

percent in Sweden, Germany, Spain and US. Lohmann (2008) shows that additional workers in the 

household are strongly related to a reduced pre-transfer poverty risk, especially if the additional 

worker is a full-time worker. On average across 13 Western European countries an additional full-

time and part-time worker reduced the odds of poverty with 70 percent and 46 percent respectively 

(Lohmann, 2008). In another study with 20 countries, he finds that in a pre-post transfer framework 

that poverty reduction through welfare transfers is lower in families with another worker, again with 

the results being stronger for full-timers (Lohmann, 2009). In other words, the second type of 
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benefits discussed above indeed appears to compensate, at least partially, the inactivity or 

incomplete labour market attachment of other adults in the household and contributes to the 

variation in in-work poverty found across countries (Brady et al., 2010; Lohmann, 2009). 

 

Because single adults only have one potential earner and lack compensation for other non-working 

adults, they are expected to have a higher poverty risk (hypothesis 3a). Moreover, as part-time work 

is by definition associated with lower work intensity, we expect the poverty risk of singles to be 

especially high for part-time workers (hypothesis 3b). Providing an additional income source, we 

expect that a higher work-intensity of other working age adults in the household is associated with a 

lower in-work poverty risk (hypothesis 4a). Because part-timers are more likely to live with another 

full-time worker (Horemans, 2016) and another full-time worker more strongly reduces the odds 

ending op in poverty, we expect that the work-intensity of other household members is more 

strongly associated with a reduced poverty risk for part-timers (hypothesis 4b). 

 

Are children more problematic for part-timers?  

While a low work-intensity of other adults is associated with an increased poverty risk, a more 

general approach is to attribute an increased poverty risk to a disproportionate ratio of dependents 

to earners (Brady et al., 2010; Crettaz, 2013). Therefore, a last element we take into account is that 

an increased poverty risk of workers can be attributed to the presence of children in the household 

(hypothesis 5a). Because children increase income needs , but do not contribute to the household 

income and because they constrain full labour market attachments, children are typically found to be 

associated with an increased (in-work) poverty risk (Spannagel, 2013). Yet, again, transfers, child 

benefits in this case, may compensate these additional income needs (Strengmann-Kuhn, 2003). The 

extent to which they compensate, however, varies with the amount of spending on family benefits 

across countries (Lohmann, 2009).  

 

Part-time workers are potentially more likely to face higher poverty risks depending on the way they 

are able to cope with the additional caring needs. Especially single parents, who have less alternative 

choices for reconciling work and care, working part-time is associated with a lower household work 

intensity. Furthermore, the part-time pay penalty can be linked to occupational downgrading to a 

part-time job because of children (Manning & Petrongolo, 2008) and the perception of low employee 

commitment by employers may reinforce the low remuneration rates of part-time working mothers 

in particular (Messenger & Ray, 2015). In sum, while children increase the poverty risk of workers, we 

expect that the children are more strongly related to a higher poverty risk for part-timers compared 

to full-timers (hypothesis 5b).  
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4.4  In-work poverty and the sociodemographic profile of  part-timers  

 

In the previous section we looked at the mechanisms typically found to be associated with an 

increased poverty risk among workers and considered whether part-time and full-time workers are 

subjected the same degree to the underlying mechanisms. Now we turn to the other side of the coin. 

Given the underlying in-work poverty mechanisms, we argue that typical profile of part-timers is 

strongly aligned with these mechanisms. Hence not the mechanisms as such are the central question 

here. Instead, we examine which and how profile characteristics of part-timers contribute to the 

difference in the poverty risk between part-time and full-time workers.  

 

First, low wages are related to a higher in-work poverty risk. Hence, because part-timers have lower 

wages on average, their poverty risk will be higher. In other words, if they would have the same 

wages as full-time workers, their poverty risk is expected be lower (hypothesis 6a). Furthermore, as 

occupational segmentations plays an important role in understanding the part-time pay penalty 

(Matteazzi et al., 2012), we expect occupation to contribute to the part-time poverty gap as well 

(hypothesis 6b). Second, because part-timers are more likely to receive additional benefits, as 

indicated above, but benefits are expected to be associated with a lower poverty risk, the part-time 

poverty gap would be larger if part-timers and full-timers would be equally likely to receive benefits 

(hypothesis 6c).  Third, as regard household level characteristics, it is well documented that part-time 

work is more common among couples as a second income source, when there are children. 

According to Debels (2008b) part-time work tends to be more common among families with other 

earners because people (women) take on a part-time job if it is financially feasible. That is, when 

there is already another earner in the family. Put differently, the work-intensity of other household 

members is expected to moderate the effect on the part-time poverty gap (hypothesis 6d). The 

empirical question remains whether it is enough to fully compensate the effect of the part-time wage 

penalty. Lastly, it is well documented that female labour supply differs substantially across countries 

due to different gender roles which are country specific and may differ across social classes within 

countries (Blossfeld & Drobnic, 2001; Haas, Steiber, Hartel, & Wallace, 2006; Matsyiak & Steinmetz, 

2008; O'Reilly & Fagan, 1998; Stieber & Haas, 2012). Hence, the magnitude of the contribution of the 

different characteristics in explaining the part-time poverty gap is bound to differ across countries, as 

it reflects the institutional context and country specific regulations.   

 

It should be clear by now that a variety of mechanisms, potentially with inconsistent results, are 

responsible for the oxymoron of in-work poverty. Overall, they appear less beneficial for part-time 
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workers, given the typical characteristics of part-time workers and their jobs. Therefore the 

composition may explain the difference in the poverty risk between part-time and full-time workers. 

Not only do part-timers are more likely to have children, they usually face a pay penalty. Yet, on the 

other hand, additional government transfers and multi-earnership potentially protect part-time 

workers in particular from falling into poverty. The next section discusses how we can decompose 

the relative contribution of these different elements.  

 

 

4.5  Data, definitions and method 

 

This article uses EU-SILC 2012 data, referring to income year 2011. These data are used as the main 

source of information for understanding social exclusion and inequality in Europe. The reference 

population includes all private households and their current members residing in the territory of the 

countries at the time of data collection. All household members are surveyed, but only those aged 16 

and older are interviewed (Eurostat, 2010b). EU-SILC data collection follows a uniform framework 

with shared guidelines and procedures as well as common concepts and classificati ons aimed at 

maximising comparability of the data (Eurostat, 2011b). 

 

At the outset, research on in-work poverty in Europe employed a variety of definitions regarding 

‘being poor’ and ‘working’ (for an overview see: Crettaz & Bonoli, 2010). In this article, we apply the 

Eurostat approach to calculate income poverty (T. Atkinson et al., 2002; Dennis & Guio, 2003). 

Someone is considered at-risk-of-poverty if his/her equivalent disposable household income during 

the income reference period14 is below the threshold of 60 percent of the national median. The 

modified-OECD scale15 is used to account for economies of scale. This threshold is defined as the 

minimum level of income considered necessary to have an acceptable standard of living relative to 

the society in which a person lives.  

 

Definitions of who is ‘in-work’ cover a spectrum of how much individuals work during the income 

reference period and may influence our understanding of the working poor in general and part-time 

workers in particular (Crettaz, 2011; Horemans & Marx, 2013a; Ponthieux, 2010). In order to assess 

the problem at hand in here and because of the inconsistency between current labour market 
                                                                 
14 With the exception of Ireland and the UK, the income reference period is the previous calendar year. In Ireland it i s the 
year prior to the survey and in the UK current income is annualized (Eurostat, 2011b). 
15

 The equivalence scale used is the OECD modified scale (1 for the first adult, other adults correspond to 0.5 equivalent 

adult, and each child under 14 corresponds to 0.3 equivalent adults in terms of needs); the use of an equivalence scale is 
necessary in order to be able to compare households of various size and composition and to account for the econom ies of 
sca le in multi-person households.  
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situations and annual earnings to measure the part-time pay penalty, we look at the employment 

status during the entire income reference period. Someone works part-time or full-time if (s)he did 

so consistently at the time of the interview and during all months of the income reference period16. 

Respondents between 20 and 64 years are included. People receiving income from self -employed are 

excluded because data collection of their incomes is less reliable  and part-time work usually happens 

under different condition for self-employed than for employees.  

  

Hourly earnings are not readily available and thus ‘full-time equivalent earnings’ are calculated to 

allows a better distinction between low earnings and low labour force attachment as different 

mechanisms leading to poverty (Crettaz, 2011). That is, the earnings of part-timers are multiplied 

according to their share of working hours of an average full -time job in a particular country. 

Moreover, some observations have been dropped to enhance the link between annual earnings and 

weekly working hours further17. A dummy variable indicates whether someone also received 

additional resources, either unemployment, sickness, invalidity, old age, or survival be nefits while 

working. At the household level a dummy controls for the presence of children in the household, 

three categories of household composition are adopted: single, couple and ‘other’18. The work 

intensity of other household members (WI other HHmembers) is calculated by subtracting people’s 

own work intensity from the Eurostat definition of work intensity at the household level19. We also 

include gender, age, education and occupation as control variables.  

  

The empirical part shows the results for ten countries which were selected on the basis of data 

availability to perform a detailed analysis and to allow for some institutional variation: Austria, 

Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Poland, Sweden and the UK. The empirical 

part first presents the profile of part-time workers. Subsequently, logit models empirically show the 

relationship between individual, household and job characteristics and the risk of in-work poverty. In 

a second step, interaction effects are added to examine whether the relationship differs between 

part-time and full-time workers. Lastly, the Oaxaca (1973) - Blinder (1973) decomposition digs deeper 

below the surface. Basically this decomposition combines the difference in the profile characteristics 

                                                                 
16

 Hence we potentially underestimate the part-time pay penalty as i t is aggravated when looking in particular at unstable 
temporary workers (Fernádez-Kranz & Rodríguez-Planas, 2011). 
17 We only take into account full-year workers, who did not change their job and who only have one job. I a lso dropped the 
top and bottom 1 percent extreme observation of the wage distribution. Furthermore, part-timers who worked more than 
36 hours  and full-timers working less than 30 hours or more than 70 hours are dropped. See Matteazzi, Pailhé, and Solaz 
(2013) for a  more detailed discussion on potential problems with calculating hourly wages with EU-SILC.  
18 The category ‘other’ households also includes among many other living arrangements households with dependent 
elderly. I  did not control for this group specifically as their share proved too small in most countries. 
19  We extended the working age applied in the Eurostat approach to 64 as suggested by Ward and Ozdemir (2013). 
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with the coefficients found in the logit models to assess how much can be explained of the poverty 

gap between part-time and full-time workers by the various covariates.  

 

In a standard Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition the estimated 𝛽’s and mean values of the 𝑋’s can easily 

be added and subtracted, but in a non-linear model this is more complex (Fortin et al., 2010). The 

counterfactual conditional expectation of the poverty risk for part-timers that would prevail if the 

coefficients of the determinants of the poverty risk for part-timers were similar as those for full-

timers in a non-linear model can be written as: E(𝑌𝑝𝑡|𝐷𝑓𝑡 = 1) = E[𝐺(𝑋;  𝛽𝑝𝑡)|𝐷𝑓𝑡 = 1)] . 

Consequently, predicted values need to be computed based on the estimated model for part-

timers, 𝐺(𝑋; 𝛽𝑝𝑡  ), over all observations of full-timers and averaging over these predicted values. 

Consequently, following Fortin et al. (2010) the mean gap in at-risk of poverty between part-timers 

and full-timers in a non-linear models can be expressed as follows:  

 

∆𝑃𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑦
𝜇

 = 𝐸 (𝑌𝑝𝑡|𝐷𝑝𝑡 = 1) −  𝐸 (𝑌𝑓𝑡|𝐷𝑓𝑡 = 1)  

  =  𝐸 [𝐺(𝑋; 𝛽𝑝𝑡  )|𝐷𝑝𝑡 = 1] −  𝐸 [𝐺(𝑋; 𝛽𝑓𝑡  )|𝐷𝑓𝑡 = 1]  

  = 𝐸 [𝐺(𝑋; 𝛽𝑝𝑡  )|𝐷𝑝𝑡 = 1] −  𝐸 [𝐺(𝑋; 𝛽𝑓𝑡  )|𝐷𝑝𝑡 = 1] 

+ 𝐸 [𝐺(𝑋; 𝛽𝑓𝑡 )|𝐷𝑝𝑡 = 1] −  𝐸 [𝐺(𝑋; 𝛽𝑓𝑡  )|𝐷𝑓𝑡 = 1] 

  =  ∆𝑐𝑜𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠
𝜇

 + ∆𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑠 
𝜇

 

 

The first term indicates the ‘unexplained’ gap due to unobserved or unobservable differences. The 

second term is the ‘explained’ gap due to differences in observed characteristics . Because overall 

differences in composition (observed characteristics) as well as differences in (estimated) coefficients 

matter to understand the overall gap, the choice of the reference group is important. This is 

commonly known as the ‘index number problem’ and different solutions to the index problem may 

yield different results (Oaxaca & Ransom, 1994). D. Neumark (1988) provides an alternative by using 

coefficient estimates from a pooled sample as weights for the group differences in distributions of 

the independent variables. Adopting this approach, the decomposition answers the question: what 

would the poverty structure be if part-time and full-time work is ‘valued’ similarly in society with 

respect to the underlying covariates?  

 

Fortin et al. (2010) also point out that the contributions of separate variables do not add up to the 

total in non-linear models. As a solution, we adopt the pooled approach implemented by Fairlie 

(2005) where the coefficient of each variable is switched to the reference group values in sequence. 

This approach, however, yield a problem in terms of assessing the individual contributions of 
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different variables because the results are sensitive to the ordering of the variables. Therefore, we 

randomized the ordering of the variables as recommended by Jann (2006) and show the results of 

1000 repeated estimations.  

 

 

4.6  Results  

4.6.1 Characteristics of part-time workers 

 

In this section we look at the incidence of part-time employment by different individual, household 

and job related features. Table 4.1 confirms the typical gendered profile of part-time employment 

and largely confirms the idea that part-time employment is more common among couples with 

children. Yet, we also find some notable exceptions.  

 

Only in Poland is the gendered nature less pronounced, probably because dual full-time earnership 

has since long been a tradition countries and many women need to work full-time out of economic 

necessity in Eastern European countries (Haas et al., 2006). This also explains why only in Poland we 

find that part-time work is less common for families with children. Consistently across countries, we 

see that the part-time rate is higher for low educated. Table 4.1 shows some remarkable differences 

in the age profile of part-time employment across countries. The part-time rate is, for example, 

higher for people in their twenties in France and Spain, whereas in several countries is the highest for 

people over fifty, especially in Belgium. This contrasts the widespread idea that part-time work is 

most common for prime aged women around childbirth. A possible explanation is that the female 

part-time work role is institutionalised, irrespective of caring responsibilities (Yerkes, 2009). For the 

Belgium case, this age profile can be linked to the generous ‘time -credit system’ for elderly workers 

who partially retire (De Lathouwer, Debacker, & Bogaerts, 2006), which also explains why part-time 

work is not necessarily associated with having children in Belgium. Regarding the number of adults, 

we find for Poland and the UK that the part-time rate tends to be higher among singles. More 

detailed analysis indicates that this can be attributed to an exceptionally high part-time rate of 48.9 

percent among single parents in the UK (results not shown, but available upon request). Consistent 

with the idea that part-time jobs function as an element of internal flexibility to meet costumers’ 

needs (Hipp, Bernhardt, & Allmendinger, 2015), table 3.1 indicates that part-time jobs are more used 

in service sector jobs like administrations, sales and services, and elementary occupations. Lastly, 

confirming previous research, we see that the part-time rate is usually higher among workers that do 

not merely rely on their earnings, but combine it with additional government benefits (table 4.1). 
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Table 4.1  Incidence of part-time employment by individual, household and job characteristics 

 
AT BE DE ES FR IT NL PL SE UK 

total 19.6 23.9 25.7 10.6 14.8 13.2 45.1 4.7 18.0 20.4 

       
 

   
gender *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 
men 2.4 6.7 3.3 3.0 3.0 3.7 10.5 3.1 5.4 5.3 
women 39.6 41.8 49.9 19.1 27.5 24.5 80.6 6.4 30.0 34.4 

       
 

   
education *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** ** *** 
low 28.5 28.7 41.9 13.7 20.7 15.4 41.9 7.1 21.1 31.0 

middle 20.3 27.8 28.9 11.3 14.5 13.7 48.6 4.9 19.4 22.9 
high 12.5 19.3 19.3 7.7 13.0 8.4 42.6 3.6 15.4 15.6 

       
 

   
age *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** (*) * 
20-29 7.6 12.8 11.6 15.2 20.6 9.5 34.3 6.3 17.5 18.7 
30-49 22.6 22.0 27.3 11.6 15.2 14.1 47.0 2.6 16.9 19.8 

50-64 19.6 33.8 27.2 6.7 16.1 13.7 45.1 7.6 19.7 22.6 

       
 

   
household type ** 

 
*** * ** *** *** *** * (*) 

single 15.7 21.8 18.6 8.3 12.3 9.5 39.2 5.9 14.0 21.1 
couple 21.9 24.0 27.8 10.4 14.8 14.1 47.0 3.9 18.4 19.5 
other 17.5 25.3 26.2 11.5 17.3 13.7 40.5 5.3 17.6 22.5 

       
 

   
children *** 

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

 
*** 

no child 12.2 23.7 19.3 8.7 12.8 10.4 38.7 5.8 18.4 15.5 

yes child(ren) 29.3 24.1 34.9 12.2 16.5 15.9 50.3 3.8 17.6 26.4 
           
occupation (ISCO) *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 

managers and intellectuals 11.4 17.4 17.6 5.8 9.4 6.4 37.7 3.0 13.5 12.1 
technicians 18.2 18.4 25.4 6.1 10.4 8.4 47.7 3.8 12.9 15.0 
administration 26.6 27.5 34.2 9.9 20.6 16.0 63.6 6.8 23.8 28.3 

services and sales 38.0 45.7 46.5 19.4 23.1 26.4 72.7 9.1 39.5 39.5 
archiculture, crafts and machines 4.1 7.8 13.8 2.8 3.8 6.0 11.6 1.9 4.0 6.3 
elementary occupations 35.7 51.4 47.8 27.6 37.2 28.2 57.8 12.2 36.6 37.4 

       
 

   
benefit 

 
*** *** *** *** (*) *** *** *** *** 

no 19.5 20.2 24.7 10.1 13.4 13.0 44.3 3.3 12.2 19.1 

yes 20.7 76.2 42.7 26.0 30.6 14.4 53.6 37.1 29.0 37.1 

n-values 3248 3506 8142 7033 7658 10332 7066 7639 4972 5829 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
(*): p < 0.1, *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01 , and *** p < 0.001 
 

Table 4.2 looks more closely at the work-intensity of other household members by working time and 

also shows the part-time pay penalty in terms of equivalent full-year full-time earnings. Again, it 

largely confirms the typical picture that the work intensity of other household members is on 

average higher for part-timers and that part-timers face a pay penalty in all countries.  
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Table 4.2  Work-intensity of other household members and earnings levels, by working time  

 
AT BE DE ES FR IT NL PL SE UK 

work-intensity  
other HH members 

(a)
 

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

(*) 

part-time 71.8 63.4 70.6 61.9 66.5 62.3 73.9 57.3 71.6 64.1 
full-time 53.7 59.1 50.6 53.2 63.1 48.3 52.7 63.5 71.9 62.2 
           

Equivalent full-year 
full-time earnings 

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

part-time (PT) 31251 36560 26385 17051 25994 20991 41859 7813 31218 26071 

pull-time (FT) 40970 40739 39638 23280 30851 28465 51195 8793 39735 36709 
FT-PT/FT 0,24 0,10 0,33 0,27 0,16 0,26 0,18 0,11 0,21 0,29 

n-values 3248 3506 8142 7033 7658 10332 7066 7639 4972 5829 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
(*): p < 0.1, *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01 , and *** p < 0.001  
(a) expressed as a percentage of full work intensity.  
 

 

4.6.2 Results part 1: in-work poverty mechanisms for part-timers and full-timers 

 

In order to examine which in-work poverty mechanisms are more strongly at work for part-timers, 

we first provide an overview of the individual, household and job characteristics associated with a 

higher poverty risk. We show the log odds for the risk of being poor for the different countries in 

table 4.3. From table 4.3, we see that as the poverty risk of part-time workers is consistently higher 

in all countries. As expected from the in-work poverty mechanisms outlined in the theoretical part 

above, higher wages, receiving benefit and higher work intensity of other household members are 

related to a reduced in-work poverty risk in general. On the other hand, the presence of children 

indeed appears to be associated with an increased poverty risk for workers. The results of other 

individual and household characteristics, however, tend to vary across countries. Previous studies 

have documented for a number of countries how these differences can be understood within 

national specific institutional contexts (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Fraser et al., 2011). For example, 

the negative effect of age on the risk of in-work poverty in Sweden can be understood by the high 

degree of young single adult households (Halleröd & Larsson, 2008), whereas for Southern European 

countries the argument can be made that pooling of different household incomes protect young 

workers in particular (Marx & Lohmann, 2008).  

 

The models shown in table 4.3 seem to contradict for some countries previous findings that usually 

singles are found to have an increased poverty risk (Goerne, 2011). This is due to the fact that we 

control for work intensity of other household members, which takes up much of the variance 

between singles and couples.  
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Table 4.3  Coefficients (log odds) of logit models on the risk of in-work poverty 

 
AT 

 
BE 

 
DE 

 
ES 

 
FR 

 
IT 

 
NL  PL 

 
SE 

 
UK 

 
full-time (ref.: part-time) -0.68 * -2.17 *** -0.77 *** -1.17 *** -1.21 *** -1.06 *** -0.82 * -0.78 ** -1.19 *** -1.32 *** 

 
                    

women (ref.: men) -0.17  -1.15 *** -0.55 ** -0.04  -0.86 *** -0.32 ** -0.39  -0.46 ** -0.02  -0.02  

 
                    

age (ref.: 20-29)                     
30-49 -0.44  -0.03  0.13  0.07  0.11  -0.23  0.45  0.46 ** 0.37  0.14  
50-64 -0.99 * 0.05  0.00  0.17  -0.11  -0.08  -0.07  0.33  -1.01 ** 0.40 (*) 
                     
edu (ref.: low)                     
Middle -0.23  -0.67 * -0.12  -0.25 (*) -0.48 ** -0.48 *** -0.19  -0.21 *** -0.19  -0.10  
High -0.31  0.16  -0.01  -0.74 *** -0.60 ** -0.45 * 0.14  -0.45 ** -0.01  0.22  
                     
fam type (ref.: single)                     
couple 0.62 * 1.34 *** -0.50 ** 0.89 *** 0.00  0.13  -0.09  1.39 *** 0.21  1.21 *** 
other 0.27  1.62 *** -0.85 *** 0.82 ** -0.11  -0.14  -0.11  0.83 *** 0.69 * 0.92 *** 

 
                    

WI other HHmembers -2.77 *** -5.56 *** -3.16 *** -2.31 *** -3.13 *** -3.73 *** -2.78 *** -3.19 *** -3.05 *** -2.52 *** 

 
                    

children (ref.: no) 0.56 * 1.96 *** 0.90 *** 1.59 *** 1.69 *** 1.58 *** 1.98 *** 1.36 *** 0.73 *** 0.52 ** 

 
                    

ln FTE earnings -2.35 *** -3.30 *** -2.47 *** -1.60 *** -1.83 *** -2.39 *** -2.00 *** -2.94 *** -1.27 *** -2.29 *** 

 
                    

occupation (ref.: ISCO 1 and 2) 
(a)

                     
ISCO 3 -0.17  -0.06  -0.04  0.52  0.35  0.48  -0.05  0.54  -0.49  0.06  
ISCO 4 1.22 * 1.23 * 0.28 * 0.35  0.89 * 0.69 * 0.30  0.33  -0.15  0.37  
ISCO 5 0.84  1.32 * 0.60 * 0.78 * 1.18 ** 1.35 *** 0.68  0.54 (*) 0.27  0.07  
ISCO 6 + 7 + 8 1.00 (*) 1.18 * 0.71 ** 0.97 ** 1.55 *** 1.28 *** 1.04 * 0.93 ** -0.06  0.79 ** 
ISCO 9 0.32  1.21 * 0.77 * 1.06 ** 1.54 *** 1.86 *** 0.50  1.20 *** 0.84 * 0.83 ** 

 
                    

benefit (ref.:no) -0.96 ** -0.83 * -0.50 * -0.70 * -0.54 ** -0.66 *** -1.00 (*) -2.90 *** -0.51 *** -1.68 *** 

 
                    

Constant 21.80 *** 31.11 *** 23.45 *** 12.19 *** 16.25 *** 21.49 *** 16.76 *** 22.56 *** 11.41 *** 20.35 *** 

Pseudo R² 0.348 
 

0.463 
 

0.368 
 

0.284 
 

0.359 
 

0.422 
 

0.240  0.356 
 

0.321 
 

0.308 
 n-values 3248 

 
3506 

 
8142 

 
7033 

 
7658 

 
10333 

 
7066  7639 

 
4972 

 
5829 

 Source: EU-SILC 2012 
(*): p < 0.1, *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01 , and *** p < 0.001 
(a) ISCO 1 + 2 = managers and intellectuals, ISCO 3 = technicians, ISCO 4 = administration, ISCO 5 = services and sales, ISCO 6 + 7 + 8 = archiculture, crafts and 
machines, ISCO 9 = elementary occupations.  
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Hence, the results in table 4.3 for family type indicate for most countries single earnership among 

couples and other multi-adult households is more problematic than for single adults in terms of an 

increased poverty risk. This can be explained by the additional needs induced by other dependent 

household members. Only in Germany being a single earner in a multi-adults household appear to be 

better protected against poverty than singles. This can potentially be explained by the joint tax 

system in combination with the large share of single part-time working mothers vis a vis male full-

time breadwinners (Gieselmann & Lohmann, 2008).  

 

Table 4.4 gives an overview of the same models as presented in table 4.3 and includes interaction 

terms with full-time employment. With the exception of Belgium and Poland that have a fairly low 

part-time wage gap (see table 4.1), low wages seem especially problematic for full -time workers, as 

expected. Regarding the poverty reducing capacity of combining earnings with benefits, we see that 

in Austria, Belgium, France and Sweden this effect remains restricted to part-timers as the effect 

tends to disappear almost entirely for full-timers. The results for family characteristics are less 

consistent across countries. Only in Austria, Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden, 

being single is indeed strongly associated with a higher poverty risk for part-timers in particular. 

Conversely, being a single adult is not more likely to be poor when working full-time. On the 

contrary, we see that in most countries full-timers have higher poverty risks when they are in a 

couple, that is of course, when comparing singles with single earner couples. The protective power of 

other working adults proved only significantly stronger for part-time workers in Austria, Germany, 

and Spain. The increased poverty risk associated with the caring needs did not prove especially 

problematic for part-time workers. On the contrary, for the UK and the Netherlands, we find that 

children have a stronger effect among full-time workers. This contra-intuitive finding could be 

explained by the Working-Tax credit system in the UK that compensates the additional income needs 

more strongly for part-time working parents. For the Netherlands this is attributable to the 

difference between part-time and full-time workers in overall work-intensity of households with 

children. We find that among full-timers 53 percent of the families with children only have one 

earner, compared to 26 percent among part-timers, whereas in Belgium this is for example 

respectively 29 and 34 percent (results not shown, but available upon request).  
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Table 4.4  base and interactions effects (log odds) of logit models on the risk of in-work poverty (a) 

 
AT   BE   DE   ES   FR   IT   NL  PL   SE   UK   

full-time (ref.: part-time) 13.92 *** -0.74  12.21 *** 5.84 * 7.09 ** 10.44 *** 12.16 * 1.22  2.63  12.55 *** 
ln FTE earnings -1.48 *** -3.24 *** -1.76 *** -1.04 *** -1.21 *** -1.48 *** -1.69 *** -2.72 *** -0.99 *** -1.35 *** 

full-time * ln w age -1.48 *** -0.14  -1.32 *** -0.74 ** -0.85 *** -1.20 *** -1.25 * -0.24  -0.39 (*) -1.42 *** 

 

AT   BE   DE   ES   FR   IT   NL(b)  PL   SE   UK   

full-time (ref.: part-time) -0.84 ** -2.31 *** -0.72 *** -1.20 *** -1.36 *** -1.03 ***   -0.83 *** -1.63 *** -1.32 *** 

benefit (ref.: no) -2.03 ** -1.27 ** -0.36  -1.07 (*) -1.11 ** -0.59 *   -3.51 *** -1.19 *** -1.66 *** 
full-time * benefit 1.46 (*) 2.22 * -0.38  0.59  0.91 * -0.10    1.03  1.13 ** -0.06  

  AT   BE   DE   ES   FR   IT   NL  PL   SE   UK   

full-time (ref.: part-time) -1.70 *** -2.96 *** -1.55 *** -2.00 *** -1.79 *** -1.83 *** -2.40 ** -0.65  -1.96 *** -1.46 *** 
fam type (ref.: single)                     
couple -0.76  0.82 (*) -1.48 *** 0.35  -0.72 * -0.30  -0.62  1.13  -0.51  1.04 *** 

other -0.37  1.46 ** -1.45 *** 0.12  -0.55 (*) -1.14 *** -0.71  1.20  0.18  0.94 ** 
full-time * fam type                     
couple 2.05 *** 1.28  1.59 *** 0.81  1.00 ** 0.63 * 2.09 * 0.28  1.10 * 0.33  
other 0.93  0.65  0.8 (*) 1.03 * 0.63  -1.14 *** 2.21 * -0.40  0.78  -0.06  

 AT   BE   DE   ES   FR   IT   NL  PL   SE   UK   

full-time (ref.: part-time) 1.02 ** -2.06 *** -0.95 *** -1.49 *** -1.12 *** -1.10 *** -0.75 (*) -0.66 (*) -1.48 *** -1.51 *** 

WI other HHmembers -3.45 *** -5.23 *** -3.55 *** -2.9 *** -2.90 *** -3.83 *** -2.68 *** -2.97 *** -3.5 *** -2.78 *** 
full-time * WI others 1.11 (*) -0.98  0.90 * 0.84 * -0.33  0.14  -0.28  -0.23  0.73  0.52  

 AT   BE   DE   ES   FR   IT   NL  PL   SE   UK   

full-time (ref.: part-time) -0.93 * -2.10 *** -0.96 *** -1.39 *** -1.41 *** -0.96 *** -2.17 ** -1.11 ** -1.41 *** -1.92 *** 
children (ref.: no) 0.24  2.02 *** 0.65 ** 1.36 *** 1.46 *** -0.18  1.34 *** 0.84 * 0.51  -0.07 *** 
full-time * children 0.44  -0.10  0.42  0.31  0.32  -2.38 *** -1.76 * 0.57  0.35  1.12 *** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
(*): p < 0.1, *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01 , and *** p < 0.001 
(a) Each model also controls for the variables in table 2. (b) not possible to estimate interaction effect due to perfect failure prediction. 
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4.6.3 Results part 2: relation between part-time profile and in-work poverty 

mechanisms  

 

In this section we address the question whether the increased poverty risk of part-time workers is 

related to their typical sociodemographic features. Table 4.5 reports the estimates from the Fairlie 

(2005) decomposition. It shows the calculated ‘expected’ part-time poverty gap based on the 

difference in the profile of part-time and full-time workers at the average returns for part-time and 

full-timers. This expected part-time poverty gap should be compared with the observed gap in order 

to assess the share that is attributable to the different characteristics. The unexplained part is 

attributable to unmeasurable differences and the mere fact that part-time workers earn less annually 

because of their part-time status, irrespective of the hourly pay penalty.  

 

The total and separate contributions from the difference in the characteristics of part-time and full-

time workers are reported in table 4.5 as well as the observed difference in the poverty risk between 

part-timers and full-timers. Table 4.5 shows that the part-time poverty gap ranges from a small 0.7 

percentage points in the Netherlands to a quite substantial 11.2 percentage points in Spain. The 

sociodemographic characteristics are able to explain a substantial share of the poverty gap between 

part-time and full-time workers in all countries, ranging from 22,7 percent in Belgium up to 64.6 

percent in Germany. Individual level differences in terms of sex, education and age tend be of little 

importance for understanding the poverty gap between part-time and full-time workers.  

 

From table 4.5 we clearly see that the part-time pay penalty is the most important contributor to the 

part-time poverty gap. In Austria, Germany, Poland and Netherlands lower wages explains the entire 

difference in the poverty risk between part-timers and full-timers entirely. As expected, we also find 

than occupational sementation, as a cause of part-time wage penalty, contributes as well to part-

time poverty gap the in most several other countries, in particular Belgium, Spain, France, Italy and 

Sweden.  

 

On average across countries the second most important contributor in the decomposition is the work 

intensity of other household members. The negative sign indicates that, instead of part-timers, we 

would expect full-time workers to face a poverty penalty, given a similar the valuation of the work-

intensity of other household members on the poverty risk. In other words, the work intensity of 

other household members counterbalances the lower earnings of part-time workers. In the 

Netherlands the resources of other workers almost outweigh the pay penalty entirely. In Austria, 

Belgium, Germany, Spain, and Italy at about halve the effect of the pay penalty of part-time workers 
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is not translated into a higher in-work poverty because other household members provide additional 

labour income, whereas in France, Poland and the UK, the compensati on remains marginal.  

 

Because part-time workers are more likely to receive additional benefits because of their part-time 

status, we expected that these additional resources could compensate the wage penalty of part-time 

workers. While table 4.5 indicates that in most countries the sign of the effect of benefit is indeed 

negative, the impact on the difference between part-time and full-time workers is small. Yet, these 

results do not show what the situation would be in the absence of these benefits. Hence,  while 

benefits do protect part-timers in particular (table 4.4), the lower earnings of part-time workers are 

not strongly ‘over-compensated’ by the fact that they are more likely to receive additional benefits.  

 

Lastly, table 4.5 shows that children, which are expected to increase the income needs and thus the 

poverty risk of part-time workers in particular, have a mixed effect in explaining the part-time 

poverty gap across countries. In Austria, Germany, Spain, Italy, and the UK the presence of children 

contributes to a positive part-time poverty gap, the explanatory power ranges from a low 3.3 % to a 

more substantial 13.5 % of the part-time poverty gap. In France, Belgium and Sweden the effect is 

insignificant, while for Poland the results suggest that if  part-time and full-time workers would be 

equally likely to have children, the difference in the poverty risk would be larger. This can be 

attributed to the finding that part-time work is not necessarily more common in families with 

children in Poland (see table 4.1)  
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Table 4.5 Relative contribution of sociodemographic profile characteristics to the observed difference in the part-time full-time poverty gaps (a)  

 
AT  

 
BE  

 
DE  

 
ES  

 
FR  

 
poverty rate part-time 0.069  

 
0.063  

 
0.085  

 
0.153  

 
0.101  

 
poverty rate full-time 0.030  

 
0.021  

 
0.034  

 
0.042  

 
0.039  

 
difference in poverty rate 0.039  

 
0.042  

 
0.051  

 
0.112  

 
0.062  

 
 

coefficient  % coefficient  % coefficient  % coefficient  % coefficient  % 
sex (ref.: men) 0.001  1.7 -0.003  -8.2 -0.005  -10.1 0.006  5.2 -0.009 ** -14.7 
edu (ref.: low) 0.000  1.0 0.000  0.5 0.000  -0.1 0.003 ** 2.8 0.002 * 3.9 
age (ref.: 20-29) -0.002  -4.8 0.001  2.1 0.001  1.7 0.000  -0.2 -0.001  -1.1 
famtype (ref.: single) 0.001  1.8 -0.002  -4.0 -0.002  -3.1 0.000  0.1 0.000  -0.4 
WI others -0.018 *** -46.3 -0.008 * -20.2 -0.027 *** -52.9 -0.014 *** -12.4 0.000  -0.2 
children (ref.: no) 0.005 * 13.5 -0.003  -7.4 0.005 *** 10.0 0.006 *** 5.7 -0.001  -2.0 
ln FTE earnings 0.036 *** 92.6 0.017 *** 40.3 0.059 *** 115.5 0.035 *** 31.6 0.022 *** 36.1 
occupation (ref.: ISCO 1 + 2) 0.002  4.4 0.008 * 18.1 0.004 (*) 7.6 0.010 ** 9.1 0.009 ** 13.8 
benefit (ref.: no) -0.001  -2.2 0.001  1.6 -0.002 * -4.0 -0.001  -0.7 -0.002 * -3.3 
                
total explained 0.024  61.7 0.009  22.7 0.033  64.6 0.046  41.3 0.020  32.0 

n-values 3248  
 

3506  
 

8142  
 

7033  
 

7658  
 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 

(*): p < 0.1, *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01 , and *** p < 0.001 
(a)

 the regression specifications are the same as those in table 3. 
(b)

 this variable was left out the decomposition because limited cases in the number of workers that receive 
a benefit rendered the results unreliable.

 IT   NL   PL  
 

SE  
 

UK  
 

poverty rate part-time 0.145   0.017   0.113  
 

0.073  
 

0.126  
 

poverty rate full-time 0.057   0.010   0.061  
 

0.021  
 

0.027  
 

difference in poverty rate 0.088   0.007   0.051  
 

0.052  
 

0.099  
 

 coefficient  % coefficient  % coefficient  % coefficient  % coefficient  % 
sex (ref.: men) -0.001  -0.7 0.002  31.4 -0,004 * -8,3 0.003  5.1 0.007 * 7.2 
edu (ref.: low) 0.001 * 1.5 0.000  -4.2 0,001  2,0 -0.001  -1.0 -0.001  -1.1 
age (ref.: 20-29) 0.000  0.2 0.000  3.2 -0,003  -4,9 -0.003 (*) -6.5 0.000  0.0 
famtype (ref.: single) -0.001  -1.0 0.000  1.4 -0,002 * -4,1 0.001  2.4 -0.004 * -3.7 
WI others -0.027 *** -31.0 -0.010 *** -144.9 0,000  0,2 -0.005 (*) -9.5 0.000  0.1 
children (ref.: no) 0.003 * 3.3 0.003  39.5 -0,012 *** -22,8 0.000  -0.5 0.004 *** 4.2 
ln FTE earnings 0.046 *** 52.4 0.010 *** 147.1 0,047 *** 91,7 0.016 *** 31.5 0.039 *** 39.0 
occupation (ref.: ISCO 1 + 2) 0.014 *** 16.4 -0.002  -23.8 0,001  2,8 0.011 *** 20.6 0.005  5.0 
benefit (ref.: no) 0.000  0.3 -0.000  -2.1 

(b) 
 

 
-0.002  -3.0 -0.004 *** -3.9 

                
total explained 0.036  41.3 0.003  47.5 0,029  57,1 0.020  39.3 0.046  46.6 

n-values 10333   7066   7639  
 

4972  
 

5829  
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4.7  Conclusion and discussion  

 

The growth in part-time employment is a long term structural shift that allowed labour markets to 

absorb much of the increase in female labour market participation and provided an answer for 

employers’ flexible staffing needs in a service based economy. The recent crisis accelerated the long 

term growth in part-time employment in a number of European countries. Yet, this recent growth 

also went hand in hand with an increase in part-time workers who could not find a full-time job 

(Ozdemir, Sanoussi, & Ward, 2014) and who face substantial poverty risks (Horemans et al., 2016).  

 

Combining the results of logistic regression models to understand the individual, household and job 

characteristics associated with an increased in-work poverty risk with an Oaxaca-blinder 

decomposition approach, this article brings a nuanced assessment of why part-time workers are in 

fact more likely to be poor. By introducing interaction terms in the logistic models we examined 

whether part-time and full-time workers are equally likely to have an increased poverty risk because 

of particular in-work poverty mechanisms. While for some mechanisms we found interaction effects 

to be significant only in a minority of countries, the main hypotheses, that for full -time workers 

individual earnings are more important to understand their poverty risk can be  confirmed. Overall, 

this article found little evidence to confirm the idea that a low work-intensity of other household 

members is problematic for part-timers in particular. That is not to say that the findings are in 

contrast with previous research showing that work-intensity of other household members plays an 

important role for part-time workers to be protected against poverty (Debels, 2008b; Rodgers, 2003). 

It merely indicates that the poverty reducing role appears of a similar magnitude for both part-time 

and full-time workers.  

 

The decomposition results indicated that the part-time earnings penalty explains most of the poverty 

gap between part-time and full-time workers. Hence, because part-time workers earn less on 

average, they have a higher poverty risk. In some countries a large unexplained gap remains which is 

attributable to the fact that part-timers work less or because of other unobserved characteristics. On 

the other hand, because part-timers are more likely to live in households with other (full-time) 

workers, their pay penalty is compensated largely. That part-time work is associated with caring 

activities and thus higher household needs did not contribute much to our understanding of the part-

time poverty gap. Overall, we can conclude that introducing the decomposition method proved a 

fruitful enterprise that allows a clear examination of the relative magnitude of how dif ferent 

underlying sociodemographic characteristics contribute to the difference in the poverty risk between 
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two groups of workers. Of course, this is no causal analysis, but it does inform the debate on how to 

tackle in-work poverty for a specific group of workers, like part-timers.  

 

Overall, this article contributes to the growing evidence that the relationship between employment 

and poverty should take into account the work-intensity at the household level (Cantillon & 

Vandenbroucke, 2014). In a dual-earner era, having a job is no longer a sufficient condition to be 

protected against poverty. In-work poverty should be understood as a multi -faceted problem that 

exists in very diverse institutional settings (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Fraser et al., 2011). Coming 

from a male-breadwinner tradition in most developed countries, the relationship between individual 

earnings, government transfers and overall household income has gained a level of complexity. The 

division of labour at the household level and multi-earnership have become a key driver of income 

packaging at the household level.  It is in this light that we should study the potentially problematic 

nature of part-time and other forms of non-standard employment (Grotti & Scherer, 2014; 

Horemans, 2016). In other words, household level employment structures strongly moderate the 

social consequences of non-standard employment. Lastly, this article indicated some noteworthy - 

but not necessarily systematic - differences across countries in the moderating role of household 

employment structures for the poverty risk of workers in general and part-timers in particular. I leave 

this for future research.  
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Chapter 5: Non-standard employment and in-work poverty: a different 

story for part-time workers and temporary workers 
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Abstract 

Both part-time and temporary employment have been shown to be associated with particular high 

at-risk of poverty rates across Europe. Most studies on in-work poverty control for job characteristics 

when addressing the profile of the working poor, but the theoretical arguments as to why non-

standard workers in particular are more likely to be poor remain scarce. This critique applies to in-

work poverty research in general. Given the multifaceted nature of in-work poverty, the main aim of 

this chapter is unravel the different mechanisms that either cause, or potentially limit the poverty 

risk of non-standard workers in particular. The results indicate that part-time as well as temporary 

workers have an increased poverty risk across Europe. They both are unable to secure a decent 

income to maintain themselves, not to mention their inability to sustain a family. Hence, they are 

protected by income resources from other families. The basic reason why both part-time and 

temporary workers are poor is because they do not work enough. Government transfers are found to 

partially compensate this for temporary workers, while for part-time workers the work-intensity at 

the household level helps them to avoid poverty, but with important differences across countries.  
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5.1  Introduction 

 

This chapter bridges the literature on non-standard employment with in-work poverty research. 

‘Standard’ employment is historically rooted in a Fordist employment system where stable  full-time 

male breadwinner jobs provided enough income to support a family (Bosch, 2006). Hence, jobs that 

deviate from this standard are implicitly assumed to be unable to fulfil this basic function. While 

various deviations of the ‘standard’ are possible (Koch & Fritz, 2013), this chapter focuses on part-

time and temporary employment. Both types are particularly interesting from an in-work poverty 

perspective because they are characterised by an incomplete labour market attachment (Crettaz, 

2013).  

 

The problematic income position of part-time and temporary workers is highly relevant against the 

contemporary background of slow economic growth, high unemployment rates and pressures of 

international competition. These contextual features brought non-standard employment back on the 

table as one of the highly debatable solutions to restore, or at least maintain, overall employment 

rates (Lang et al., 2013; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2012). New types of contracts that deregulate working 

time and employment stability have become increasingly popular, like zero-hour contracts and mini-

jobs. Yet, they contrast the former European objectives to regulate non-standard forms of 

employment to reduce labour market segmentation (Lang et al., 2013; O'Connor, 2013). 

Consequently the fear revives that more non-standard jobs come with the danger of ending up in a 

similar situation as the USA, that is: “a situation where labour force participation increases but at the 

same time poverty stays unaffected. In other words, unemployed poor just shift into working poor” 

(Airio, 2008: 34). 

 

These fears are not unwarranted as both part-time and temporary employment have been shown to 

be associated with substantially higher at-risk of poverty rates across Europe (Horemans & Marx, 

2013b; Van Lancker, 2013b). Most studies on in-work poverty control for job characteristics when 

addressing the profile of the working poor, but the theoretical arguments as to why non-standard 

workers face an increased poverty risk remain scarce (Crettaz, 2013; Kalugina, 2013). This can 

partially be attributed to the multifaceted nature of in-work poverty and the indirect relationship 

between individual earnings and household income (Andress & Lohmann, 2008). Hence, the main 

aim of this chapter is unravel (1) how non-standard workers, who typically have lower earnings, 

avoid poverty, (2) how differences in profile characteristics between standard and non-standard 
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workers contribute a higher poverty risk, and (3) whether the narrative is similar for part-time and 

temporary workers.  

 

The next section provides an overview of the theoretical arguments by incorporating theoretical 

considerations from both research on non-standard employment and in-work poverty. The third part 

provides an overview of the incidence and evolution of the poverty risk of part-time and temporary 

workers. Next, we empirically show how both types of non-standard workers are protected against 

poverty by looking at particular income components. The fifth section examine more closely how 

differences in characteristics contribute to the difference in poverty risks between standard and non-

standard workers. The last part concludes and suggests pathways for future research.  

 

 

5.2  Non-standard jobs and in-work poverty: unravelling the historical   

overlap  

 

This part of the chapter highlights the aspects of the research on non-standard employment that are 

relevant from an in-work poverty perspective (for an extensive overview of the recent literature on 

non-standard employment see: Eichhorst & Marx, 2015; Hipp et al., 2015; Koch & Fritz, 2013; 

Schmid, 2010). ‘Non-standard’, ‘atypical’, ‘flexible’, or ‘precarious’ employment are often used as 

substitutes in international literature, but originated in country specific circumstances and have a 

inherent socio-political interpretation (Barbier, 2013). ‘Atypical’ and ‘non-standard’ are commonly 

used as less value-loaded terms. Because ‘atypical’ employment has a more statistical connotation, 

this chapter adopts the notion of non-standard employment. Yet, in essence both terms summarise 

similar deviations from a particular historical employment relationship that is characterised by a full-

time job of unlimited duration where labour is performed at the employer’s place of business under 

the employer’s discretion (Kalleberg, 2000). The dominance and persistence of this standard stems 

from its importance as a normative reference during the development of contemporary Western 

welfare states. In this context stable full-time (male breadwinner) jobs had the central function of 

providing an adequate living standard for the household (Bosch, 2006). In other words, non-standard 

work is from an historical perspective implicitly assumed to go hand in hand with working poverty. 

This chapter focusses on two specific types of non-standard work: temporary and part-time 

employment. Both may lead to an increased in-work poverty risk as they indicate an incomplete 

actualisation of individuals’ full work potential (Airio, 2008; Crettaz, 2013).  
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The first type, temporary employment, is non-standard because workers are only hired as dependent 

workers for a specific period of time. Fixed-term contracts are the most common form and are 

regulated by specific legal provisions regarding, among other things, the maximum duration of the 

contract and the number of renewals (ILO, 2015). The key point is that some jobs do not offer 

workers the prospect of a long lasting employment relationship. In reality a variety of country specific 

practices exist, like fixed-term, project, task-based or replacement contracts, as well as seasonal, on 

call or casual work, or even trainees and persons in job creation schemes (OECD, 2002)20.  

 

The second type, part-time employment, is characterised by an employment relation where the 

normal hours of work are less than those of a comparable full-time worker (Bollé, 1997). As ‘normal’ 

and ‘comparable’ vary across jobs, sectors and countries three options are used to define part -time 

work in empirical research: (1) the use of a clear cut-off point, usually 30 or 35 hours (OECD), (2) the 

qualification by the respondent (Eurostat), or (3) a combination of the previous two (van Bastelaer et 

al., 1997). Relying on respondents’ spontaneous answers takes into account the complexity of part-

time work in a particular setting, whereas an hour cut-off allows clear comparability. Moreover, the 

latter approach makes a more nuanced assessment possible regarding the non-standard nature as 

shown by studies on ‘marginal’ or ‘small’ part-time jobs (Messenger & Wallot, 2015).  

 

Both forms of non-standard employment have become more common as of the nineteen eighties 

across Europe21. On-line available Eurostat figures indicate that in 2014 on average about fourteen 

percent of the employees had a temporary job, with the rate for women only a little higher than for 

men. Temporary employment ranges from below five percent in Estonia, Romania, Latvia, and 

Lithuania to more than one in five jobs in Spain, the Netherlands, Poland and Portugal. Part -time 

work is more gendered and varies more substantially across countries. The male part-time rate in 

2014 was on average 8.8 percent in Europe, ranging from 2.2 percent in Bulgaria to with 26.1 percent 

in the Netherlands. For women the average part-time rate was 32.2 percent and varied from 2.8 

percent in Bulgaria to 76.7 percent in the Netherlands (Eurostat, 2016c). 

 

Overall, the evolution and cross-country variation in non-standard employment resulted from 

profound social changes, like globalisation, routinisation of labour and the feminisation of the labour 

force in more service oriented economies. These changes not only resulted in the creation of a low 

                                                                 
20 Temporary work is not the same as temporary help agency work as in other countries workers may have a  permanent 
contract with the agency (OECD, 2002). The typical characteristic of the latter is that multiple parties are involved 

(Ka l leberg, 2000). 
21 For a  general overview of the literature as well as figures on the evolution and variation in temporary and part -time 
employment, see: Eurofound (2015) and Eurofound (2011b). 
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paid labour market segment (DiPrete, 2005; DiPrete, Goux, Maurin, & Quesnel-Vallee, 2006). In some 

countries employment insecurity increased for all (low skilled) workers. In other countries, especially 

in conservative-corporatist countries, non-standard jobs have become concentrated among specific 

groups that do not belong to the core workforce (Prosser, 2015). Yet, even in the cluster of 

continental European countries, creative strategies of economic actors and policy makers resulted in 

a different dissemination of specific types of non-standard jobs (Eichhorst & Marx, 2012; Yerkes & 

Visser, 2006). Hipp et al. (2015) give an overview of how legal regulations, industrial relations, 

taxation, and social policies affect the long term evolution and variation in both part-time and 

temporary employment. Because the creation of non-standard employment is to some degree 

context specific, we can expect the same for the degree to which incomplete labour market 

attachments are translated in an increased poverty risk. In this chapter, however, the main aim to 

discover the common patterns why non-standard workers are more likely to end up in poverty in all 

countries.  

 

5.2.1 How non-standard workers avoid in-work poverty  

 

As the very nature of non-standard employment leads to lower annual earnings, non-standard 

workers potentially face an increased poverty risk. However, low earnings and working poverty are 

inherently different concepts (Marx & Nolan, 2014). Hence, some overlap exists with what we know 

from the fuzzy relationship between low pay and in-work poverty (Maitre et al., 2012). Indeed, the 

scarce literature on the poverty risk of non-standard workers indicates that problematic earnings are 

not the only factor that we need to look at. 

 

Van Lancker (2012, 2013b) argues that controlling for wages reduces the poverty gap between 

temporary and permanent workers considerably, but at the same time shows that the risk-factors 

associated with in-work poverty do not differ much between temporary and permanent workers. 

Amuedo-Dorantes and Serrano-Padial (2010) indicate for the Spanish case that especially a 

problematic work attachment in very short-term temporary contracts is associated with an increased 

poverty risk. Furthermore, they highlight that when temporary work does not act as a ste pping-stone 

to more stable employment, it is more strongly related to poverty. Transitions from a temporary to a 

permanent job, however, do not necessarily decrease the poverty risk because “even significant 

wage increases are sometimes not enough to escape poverty” (European Commission, 2013a: 160). 

For multi-earner families, Debels (2008a), indicates that changing from a temporary to a permanent 

contract has very little or no effect in most EU-15 countries. Only, for Southern European countries 
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and Ireland she finds evidence that switching to a permanent contract does help to avoid poverty for 

families with multiple (low wage) earners (Debels, 2008a).  

 

Regarding the poverty risk of part-timers, studies indicate that the presence of other workers in the 

household reduce the poverty risk of part-timers substantially (Debels, 2008b; Rodgers, 2003; 

Shaefer, 2009). OECD (2010) findings suggest that dual earnership among part-time workers tends to 

be higher in countries with more part-time workers, which at the same time is associated with a 

reduced relative poverty risk of part-timers in those countries. Overall, part-timers, and in particular 

involuntary part-timers, have a higher poverty risk in countries where they combine different risk 

factors, including a low wage, unstable jobs, single earnership and dependent household membe rs 

(Horemans & Marx, 2013b). Also regarding part-time work, the degree to which jobs differ from the 

standard matter. The smaller the part-time job, the more likely these workers end op in poverty (Snel 

et al., 2008).  

 

In sum, because non-standard workers do not realise their full work potential, they are less likely to 

be able to provide for a family. The earnings (or income replacement benefits) of other household 

members are typically found to help workers to avoid poverty when their individual earnings are 

insufficient for the entire family (Gardiner & Millar, 2006). Non-standard workers, however, are also 

more likely to combine earnings and benefits themselves because of their incomplete labour market 

attachment (Horemans & Marx, 2013a). There are thus good reasons to expect that other 

households income sources as well as individually received benefits are more important as a poverty 

reducing mechanism for non-standard workers compared to standard workers. The fourth section 

examines this assumption empirically. 

 

5.2.2 Non-standard employment: low wage or not working enough? 

 

Temporary and part-time workers do not only face an increased poverty risk because of an 

incomplete actualisation of their work potential. In addition, an overlap exists with low wage jobs. 

Similar debates exist regarding the extent to which both types of jobs act either as a ‘stepping-stone’ 

towards stable and full-time employment, or lead to an insecure ‘dead-end’ jobs with a higher risk of 

unemployment and/or a low wage. This ambivalent nature is rooted in hiring practices of employers 

(Blossfeld & Hakim, 1997; Bollé, 1997; Debels, 2008c; Fagan et al., 2014; Gebel, 2013; Houseman, 

2001; O'Reilly & Fagan, 1998; Tam, 1997; Tilly, 1996).  
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Non-standard jobs are typically associated with lower wages when employers use them as a flexible 

staffing strategy. Because part-time and temporary jobs usually do not belong to the core workforce, 

people occupying them have less bargaining power, are less likely to receive additional training, are 

more likely to experience recurrent unemployment spells, and hence signal to have lower human 

capital. In turn, this limits future employment opportunities and earnings potential (Debels, 2008c; 

European Commission, 2014; Giesecke & Gross, 2003; Manning & Petrongolo, 2005; Matteazzi et al., 

2012; Messenger & Ray, 2015; Webber & Williams, 2008). Moreover, the recent crisis has further 

intensified the wage difference between standard and non-standard jobs. Full-time permanent 

employment increased in the top wage quintile and decreased in all other quintiles, while non-

standard jobs increased gradually across the wage distribution, including the bottom part 

(Eurofound, 2015).  

 

Thus, an incomplete labour force attachment as well as a wage penalty lead to an increased poverty 

risk for non-standard workers. The relative magnitude of both factors, however, remains the subject 

of empirical debate, but has important policy consequences (Halleröd et al., 2015). The fifth section 

of this chapter contributes to this question by decomposing the poverty difference between standard 

and non-standard workers in differences in profile characteristics.  

 

5.2.3 Part-time and temporary employment: no one size fits all story 

 

Individual labour market outcomes are not necessarily the same for part-time and temporary jobs. 

Research that compares both types indicates that the situation of temporary workers is more 

problematic in terms of wages and employment stability (De Grip, Hoevenberg, & Willems, 1997; 

Giesecke, 2009). This may also explain why a vast and stable majority of temporary workers are 

unable to find a permanent job, about 60 percent on average in Europe, but ‘only’ about 30 percent 

of the part-timers is unable to find a full-time job (European Commission, 2014)22. Temporary 

employment is mainly created to increase flexibility of employers, whereas a substantial share of 

part-time jobs are created as a retention strategy to accommodate to the wishes of employees in the 

internal labour market (Delsen, 1995; Fagan & et al., 2007; Tilly, 1996). As a work-family 

reconciliation strategy, part-time employment can be relatively stable in high level jobs. However, 

switching to a part-time job may, depending on the institutional context, come with an important 

wage penalty due to occupational downgrading (Connolly & Gregory, 2009). The labour market 

outcomes of working part-time are thus less determined solely by the employer-employee 

                                                                 
22 Before the crisis the share of involuntary part-time employment was even lower, 22.4 percent in 2007. Involuntary 
temporary employment changed little during the crisis (European Commission, 2014). 
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relationship, but also related to the gendered division of labour within households which is 

influenced by the institutional and cultural support for working mothers (Haas et al., 2006; O'Reilly & 

Fagan, 1998).  

 

Given the growing importance of household income patterns to understand poverty, working 

poverty is no longer merely a situation where a working household head is unable to provide for his 

family (Airio, 2008). The household level, however, is usually not addressed in research on non-

standard employment because theories for understanding labour market outcomes typically take the 

employment relationship between employers and employees as their primary lens (Kalleberg, 2009). 

Given the importance of household-level employment for understanding social inequalities, recent 

studies have tried to redefine non-standard employment at the household level (Grotti & Scherer, 

2014; Horemans, 2016; OECD, 2015b). According to the OECD (2015b), non-standard employment 

has an impact on income inequality and poverty, mainly through the increase in households where 

all workers do so non-standard. However, it is important to note that income problems at the 

household level do not only happen through non-standard employment alone, but also through a 

combination of non-standard and non-employment (Grotti & Scherer, 2014). Furthermore, the 

patterns of concentration of incomplete work histories within households differ considerably across 

countries by the type of non-standard work (Horemans, 2016). Because of its gendered nature, part-

timers typically have another full-time earner in the household, while temporary workers cannot 

necessarily count on another permanent worker.  

 

In sum, because the labour market situation of temporary workers is more problematic in terms of 

wages and job stability, we expect their poverty risk to be more strongly related to job characteristics 

and more severe on average compared to part-time workers. Furthermore, the gendered nature of 

part-time employment indicates that it is more likely to serve as a secondary income (Airio, 2008). 

Consequently, part-time workers are expected to be less able to provide for the household compared 

to temporary workers, but at the same time are more likely to contribute to the household and 

hence be protected against poverty when all income sources are taken into account.  

 

 

5.3  The poverty risk of non-standard workers empirically 

 

Turning to the poverty risk of non-standard workers empirically, this section first provides an 

overview drawing on the readily available statistics reported on the Eurostat website (table 4.1). 
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These figures are based on the EU-Statistics on Income and Living Conditions survey (EU-SILC), the 

main source to monitor income poverty across Europe. The reference population includes all private 

households and their current members. All household members are surveyed, but only those aged 16 

and more are interviewed. The data collection follows a uniform framework with shared guidelines 

and procedures as well as common concepts and classifications aimed at maximising comparability of 

the data23 .  

 

The Eurostat definition of being ‘in-work’ and being ‘poor’ is used here (Bardone & Guio, 2005). The 

distinction between standard and non-standard workers is based on the labour market situation at 

the time of the interview. Three main conclusions can be drawn from table 5.1. First, the poverty risk 

of part-time and temporary workers are substantial ly higher compared to that of full-time and 

permanent workers respectively. Second, the difference in the at-risk of poverty rate between 

standard and non-standard workers increased gradually in recent years, mainly attributable to the 

increase in the poverty risk of non-standard workers. Third, the poverty rates of non-standard 

workers varies more than that of standard workers, illustrating the diversity in the nature of non-

standard jobs across countries.  

 

Because temporary workers typically face a higher wage penalty and part-time work serves as an 

additional income, temporary workers are expected to face a higher poverty risk. Table 5.1, however, 

does not confirms this as a general finding. Moreover, in several Eastern and Southern European 

countries the opposite holds. One explanation is that in these countries part-time jobs tend to be 

more concentrated within households compared to continental European countries (Horemans, 

2016). Furthermore, if part-time work is more widespread, for example when the combination of 

work and care is institutionally supported, the poverty risk of part-timers tends to be lower on 

average (OECD, 2010). On the other hand, despite the pay penalty, temporary jobs may also act as an 

additional income in some countries, for example, when concentrated among youngsters who still 

living with their parents (Lohmann & Marx, 2008). However, for temporary workers little correlation 

exists between the share of temporary workers and their at-risk of poverty rate (results not shown, 

but available upon request). In sum, country specific nature of non-standard work should not be 

neglected, but a detailed study of this variation is beyond the scope of a single chapter.  

 

In the next section we compare the extent to which standard and non-standard workers are able 

poverty by their own earnings and income replacement benefits. The last section looks at the extent 

                                                                 
23 For some problems regarding the comparability of EU-SILC data across countries see: Lohmann (2011) and van Oorschot 
(2013). 
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to which differences in the specific profile characteristics between non-standard and standard 

workers contribute to a higher poverty risk and further decomposes the contribution of low annual 

earnings in a low pay and incomplete work history part. In what follows we draw on EU-SILC 2012 

data and use the Eurostat approach to measure poverty. As non-standard workers work history is 

more unstable during the income reference period of a year, this chapter defines being in-work by 

looking at the self-reported employment situation at the time of the interview. As such we do not 

exclude certain in-work poverty mechanisms a priori (Crettaz, 2013). Because different approaches of 

being ‘in-work’ have important consequences regarding the magnitude of in-work poverty in general 

(Ponthieux, 2010), and among non-standard workers in particular (Horemans & Marx, 2013a), figures 

differ from those reported by Eurostat. In the calculations that follow, employees aged 18-64 were 

selected. The self-employed are left out because their income is more difficult to grasp correctly in a 

survey and because part-time self-employment is often done under different circumstances.  

 

Table 5.1 At-risk of poverty rate of standard and non-standard workers, 2005-2013 
 permanent temporary  full-time part-time 

 

2005 2013 2005 2013 
 

2005 2013 2005 2013 

AT 6.1 6.8 6.9 13.5 
 

5.9 6.8 10.8 9.5 

BE 2.4 2.7 5.9 10.0 
 

3.3 3.5 4.7 5.9 
BG 

 
4.9 

 
25.3 

  
6.4 

 
20.9 

CH 
 

6.1 
 

11.8 
  

6.6 
 

9.8 

CR 
 

4.1 
 

10.5 
  

5.3 
 

26.2 
CY 5.2 6.2 18.8 25.9 

 
6.0 7.8 9.0 16.6 

CZ 2.8 2.3 6.3 7.3 
 

3.0 3.5 6.6 10.5 

DE 3.3 6.6 8.6 17.0 
 

3.5 6.3 6.6 13.4 
DK 2.9 3.3 

 
12.9 

 
4.2 2.7 5.5 7.5 

EE 5.4 5.7 16.2 13.4 
 

6.5 6.4 17.4 16.4 

EL 4.8 5.8 17.3 13.8 
 

12.0 10.7 24.1 27.0 
ES 4.9 5.4 11.3 17.5 

 
10.1 8.9 13.9 18.7 

FI 1.7 1.7 5.9 6.5 
 

2.9 2.7 10.6 10.6 

FR 3.6 5.1 9.6 15.2 
 

5.3 6.0 8.4 12.8 
HU 4.0 4.9 7.1 23.7 

 
6.7 5.4 15.1 16.5 

IE 3.6 2.2 10.3 7.2 
 

4.6 2.9 11.0 7.4 

IS 4.4 3.3 12.9 10.7 
 

6.5 4.1 9.8 9.7 
IT 5.6 7.0 16.1 18.6 

 
8.1 9.0 14.5 17.9 

LT 5.8 8.2 23.1 11.5 
 

7.8 7.6 30.1 24.7 

LU 8.3 8.9 24.0 23.1 
 

8.9 10.1 12.6 14.0 
LV 6.7 7.2 12.2 17.6 

 
8.0 7.7 25.3 20.5 

MT 3.7 3.5 6.5 4.7 
 

3.9 5.3 9.7 12.1 

NL 2.6 3.3 3.9 6.8 
 

5.8 3.4 4.6 4.5 
NO 3.2 3.3 12.6 18.3 

 
3.4 4.6 7.7 7.9 

PL 6.6 5.1 13.5 12.2 
 

12.6 9.7 23.0 20.2 

PT 6.7 5.5 11.9 11.7 
 

10.1 8.8 27.8 28.0 
RO 

 
4.9 

 
12.1 

  
13.1 

 
57.3 

SE 3.4 4.4 8.0 18.8 
 

4.7 5.2 7.4 11.1 

SK 6.1 3.0 7.5 7.3 
 

8.7 5.3 13.7 17.8 
SL 2.9 3.9 8.7 8.1 

 
4.3 5.8 10.4 13.4 

UK 4.7 5.9 7.5 8.0 
 

5.8 6.2 12.3 13.6 

EU-27 4.3 5.5 10.9 14.7 
 

7.2 7.2 11.2 14.6 

Source: Eurostat: EU-SILC 
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5.4  When individual earnings are not enough, other resources become 

vital 

 

To answer the question how workers are protected against poverty, the household income is 

typically split up into different components and added in a particular sequence (Millar et al., 1997; 

Strengmann-Kuhn, 2003). Drawing on this ‘income packaging approach’, this part of the chapter 

focusses on two specific counterfactuals to assess how non-standard workers avoid poverty. First, 

following previous research (Allègre, 2013; Debels, 2008b; Gardiner & Millar, 2006), we start with 

constructing a counterfactual poverty rate based on individual earnings that indicates whether an 

employee would be poor in the hypothetical ceteris paribus situation that (s)he would rely solely on 

her/his own earnings to provide for the entire family. In other words, we first look to what extent 

own earnings are a sufficient resource. Second, as periods out of employment characterise non-

standard work, we examine the relative poverty risk of non-standard workers if they would not 

receive income replacement benefits. 

 

5.4.1 Poverty earnings and in-work poverty  

 

Tables 5.2 and 5.3 give an overview of the poverty risk when workers are assumed to provide for 

their entire family relying solely on their own earnings, the share of earnings poor that end up in 

poverty, and in-work poverty rates. A first observation is that especially part-timers are not able to 

support their family. This is what we could expect because they work less by definition. Furthermore, 

given the gendered nature of part-time employment, this also illustrates the latent in-work poverty 

risk of women (Peña-Casas & Ghailani, 2011). Overall the figures confirm that having only one labour 

income is far from sufficient for all workers, including those working with a full-time or with a 

permanent contract (Maitre et al., 2012; Marx & Nolan, 2014). If the share of employees in earnings 

poverty that actually end up in poverty is lower for non-standard workers compared to standard 

workers, it suggests that other income resources are more helpful for former (Debels, 2008b). The 

figures, however, indicate the opposite. In almost all countries non-standard workers with poverty 

earnings are more likely to end up in poverty compared to standard workers. This can be explained 

by the fact that the amount of income from other resources needed to be lifted above the poverty 

line remains smaller for standard workers. Indeed, additional analysis shows that earnings poor who 

end up in poverty are further away from the poverty line compared to those that do not end up in 

poverty (results not shown, but available upon request). Furthermore, the severity of earnings 

poverty, measured by FGT1 and FGT2 earning poverty gap indicators (Foster, Greer, & Thorbecke, 
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1984), is correlated with the degree to which non-standard workers are able to avoid poverty by 

other household income (results not shown, but available upon request). In other words, in countries 

where the (annual) earnings penalty of non-standard workers is more severe, their in-work poverty 

risk is higher as well.  

 

Table 5.2 Incidence of earnings poverty (and the share that ends up in poverty),  and in-work 
poverty by type of contract 

 Permanent workers  Temporary workers 

 
Earnings 

poverty 

Share of 
earnings-

poor in 

poverty 

In-work 
poverty 

 
Earnings 

poverty 

Share of 
earnings-

poor in 

poverty 

In-work 
poverty 

AT 57,2 (9,6) 5,6  75,5 (16,4) 12,4 
BE 48,9 (5,8) 3,0  77,4 (17,2) 13,7 

BG 68,1 (9,6) 6,6  84,8 (32,3) 27,9 

CH 38,1 (14,2) 6,6  75,4 (18,7) 15,5 
CY 48,8 (9,8) 5,1  81,7 (30,2) 25,6 
CZ 55,4 (5,0) 2,8  76,0 (15,2) 11,5 
DE 27,7 (14,8) 5,6  68,6 (22,2) 18,0 
DK 12,9 (27,2) 5,5  34,5 (24,0) 11,5 
EE 46,4 (15,3) 7,3  75,4 (34,2) 25,8 
EL 31,4 (12,4) 4,6  68,2 (21,5) 15,2 
ES 32,9 (15,5) 5,5  69,2 (25,6) 18,7 
FI 16,2 (10,9) 2,2  41,1 (19,6) 8,9 

FR 52,0 (10,6) 5,9  81,9 (18,9) 15,6 

HR 51,2 (7,9) 4,2  80,3 (16,0) 12,8 
HU 44,6 (8,5) 4,3  81,3 (25,1) 21,1 
IE 46,6 (6,3) 2,9  77,7 (9,9) 7,7 
IS 24,8 (10,9) 4,2  45,6 (18,1) 8,3 
IT 49,1 (14,5) 7,4  83,0 (24,7) 20,6 
LT 52,5 (12,4) 6,7  65,1 (19,9) 13,0 
LU 50,3 (15,9) 8,6  82,0 (29,3) 24,6 
LV 53,3 (15,7) 8,5  73,9 (33,6) 24,8 
MT 36,5 (8,2) 3,1  61,3 (10,2) 6,3 
NL 19,3 (11,1) 3,1  41,4 (22,7) 11,6 

NO 25,3 (15,0) 4,6  59,5 (37,4) 25,6 

PL 52,9 (9,4) 5,0  78,0 (15,9) 12,5 
PT 52,4 (10,0) 5,3  74,8 (13,2) 9,9 
RO 51,1 (9,5) 4,9  73,5 (13,5) 10,0 
SE 38,1 (9,5) 3,9  76,5 (31,0) 23,7 
SI 51,3 (7,5) 4,1  72,1 (19,2) 16,9 
SK 55,8 (6,9) 4,0  76,6 (12,3) 9,4 
UK 36,5 (11,5) 4,8  51,9 (11,0) 5,9 
Note: Earnings poverty indicates whether someone would be poor if (s)he had to rely on her/his own 
earnings to make ends meet for the entire family, taking into account the OECD-equivalence scale, 
The figures in parentheses indicate the share of the earnings poor that end up in poverty when 
taking into account all income sources.  
Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations 
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Table 5.3 Incidence of earnings poverty (and the share that ends up in poverty),  and in-work 
poverty  by employment status 

 Full-time workers  Part-time workers 

 
Earnings 

poverty 

Share of 

earnings 
poor in 
poverty 

In-work 
poverty 

 
Earnings 

poverty 

Share of 

earnings 
poor in 
poverty 

In-work 
poverty 

AT 51,1 (9,8) 5,2  87,1 (10,8) 9,5 

BE 40,5 (5,9) 2,6  80,9 (9,5) 7,8 
BG 68,8 (11,4) 7,9  88,5 (30,3) 26,8 
CH 28,4 (16,7) 5,9  75,5 (13,1) 11,1 

CY 50,6 (13,4) 7,2  91,3 (17,3) 15,9 
CZ 56,8 (6,2) 3,5  92,4 (16,0) 14,8 
DE 19,1 (19,9) 5,6  69,4 (14,4) 11,3 

DK 11,5 (18,7) 4,0  35,7 (16,9) 7,1 
EE 44,8 (14,9) 6,9  79,2 (24,8) 19,6 
EL 34,3 (17,2) 6,6  89,1 (28,4) 25,7 

ES 35,2 (18,0) 6,9  86,6 (23,3) 20,2 
FI 21,8 (8,5) 2,2  69,5 (13,2) 9,4 
FR 49,3 (10,6) 5,6  88,1 (16,9) 15,0 

HR 54,6 (9,4) 5,3  86,2 (10,4) 8,9 
HU 46,4 (11,1) 5,6  88,3 (17,3) 15,9 
IE 35,1 (4,8) 1,7  89,4 (10,1) 9,0 

IS 26,6 (7,4) 2,7  76,2 (7,4) 7,0 
IT 47,6 (15,9) 7,8  90,6 (19,1) 17,6 
LT 51,4 (11,8) 6,2  89,7 (27,6) 24,7 

LU 47,0 (18,1) 9,2  81,9 (17,5) 14,5 
LV 52,2 (15,5) 8,3  91,5 (28,7) 26,2 
MT 36,7 (9,7) 3,9  89,4 (16,0) 14,4 

NL 12,0 (15,7) 3,0  49,0 (7,0) 4,3 
NO 28,8 (13,2) 4,5  76,4 (8,2) 6,9 
PL 58,0 (11,4) 6,7  87,2 (15,5) 13,5 

PT 55,1 (10,3) 5,7  93,0 (23,5) 21,8 
RO 51,5 (9,6) 5,0  88,2 (28,9) 25,5 
SE 41,1 (8,4) 3,6  83,1 (11,7) 9,9 

SI 62,9 (6,0) 4,1  88,2 (11,2) 9,9 
SK 57,0 (7,1) 4,2  92,3 (20,4) 18,8 
UK 26,6 (9,0) 3,1  82,2 (16,4) 13,6 

Note: Earnings poverty indicates whether someone would be poor if (s)he had to rely on her/his own 
earnings to make e 
nds meet for the entire family, taking into account the OECD-equivalence scale. The figures in 
parentheses indicate the share of the earnings poor that end up in poverty when taking into account 
all income sources.  
Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations 
 

 

5.4.2 A combination of earnings and benefits  

 

Because of their unstable labour market trajectories temporary and part-time workers are potentially 

less likely to meet eligibility criteria to receive replacement benefits, especially in insurance based 

social security schemes (Buschoff & Protsch, 2008; OECD, 2010). On the other hand, in practice they 

receive additional benefits more often because of their non-standard nature (Horemans & Marx, 

2013a). Figure 5.1 and 5.2 show that benefits received by non-standard workers are an income 
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source that should not be neglected when assessing their poverty risk. Benefits received by workers 

are defined as the sum of unemployment, sickness, disability, old age and survivor benefits received 

during the income reference period. While for full-time and permanent workers the poverty rate 

would increase with less than two percentage points, in several countries the poverty risk of part-

time as well as temporary workers would rise with five percentage points or more24. No clear 

correlation appears to exist between the poverty risk of non-standard workers and the degree to 

which benefits protect them against poverty across countries (results not shown, but available upon 

request).  

 

Figure 5.1 Percentage point increase in the at-risk of poverty rate when excluding benefits 
received by the worker himself/herself, by employment status 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations 
 
 
Figure 5.2 Percentage point increase in the at-risk of poverty rate when excluding benefits 

received by the worker himself/herself, by employment status 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations  

                                                                 
24 The outlier of Denmark in figure 1 can be attributed to the applied weighting scheme (Eurostat, 2012b). 
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5.5  Decomposing the in-work poverty gap between standard and non-

standard workers 

 

In this part we gauge the degree to which differences in profile characteristics contribute the 

difference in the at-risk of poverty rate between standard and non-standard workers. The added 

value of this section is that it provides an empirical estimate regarding the contribution of both a 

wage penalty and an incomplete labour market attachment to the higher poverty risk of non-

standard workers, while also taking into account other socio-demographic differences. This is done 

by applying an Oaxaca (1973)-Blinder (1973) decomposition for binary response models (Fairlie, 

2005). For a more detailed discussion on the method see Horemans (2016 forthcoming-a). 

 

Basically, the decomposition attributes the poverty gap between standard and non-standard workers 

to a part that can be explained by differences in observed characteristics and an unexplained part 

due to unobserved or unobservable characteristics (Appendix  5.1 provides a mathematical 

elaboration). First, the ‘expected’ non-standard poverty gap is calculated as the difference in the 

profile of non-standard and standard workers at the pooled coefficients. It indicates what the 

difference in the poverty risk would be if non-standard workers had a similar profile as standard 

workers. This is done under the assumption that socio-demographic characteristics are to a similar 

degree related to an increased poverty risk for all workers. More technically, we first regress various 

characteristics on poverty for all workers simultaneously and use these coefficients to calculate the 

‘expected’ poverty risk for non-standard workers with the typical characteristics of standard workers. 

Lastly, the estimated ‘expected’ non-standard poverty gap needs to be compared with the observed 

non-standard poverty gap to gauge the share that is attributable to the differences in observable 

characteristics between standard and non-standard workers.  

 

The total and separate contributions to the poverty risk of the observable differences between 

standard and non-standard workers are reported in tables 5.4 and 5.5, both in absolute and relative 

terms. The underlying regression model includes a variable for the work-intensity of other household 

members (ranging between 0 and 1)25 and a dummy for sex (men or  women), education (low, 

middle, or high), age (20-29, 30-49, or 50-64), family type (single, couple, or other), the presence of 

children (yes or no), full-year employment (yes or no), occupation level (ISCO 1 +2, 3, 4, 5, 6+7+8, or 

                                                                 
25 The ca lculation of the work-intensity of other household members is based Eurostat work-intensity indicator (Ward & 
Ozdemir, 2013).  
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9)26, and whether an individual benefit was received during the income reference period (yes or no). 

We also control for the overlap between part-time and temporary employment, which a non-

negligible situation among the working poor (see appendix 5.2). Lastly, hourly wage are included in 

the analysis. Yet, EU-SILC data comes with some important limitations when looking at hourly wages 

(Matteazzi et al., 2013). Because of pragmatic considerations the analysis is only presented for 

countries for which monthly earnings are available. Furthermore, the sample is also restricted to 

employees with only one job.  

 

All the variables included in the underlying regression model proved relevant in previous research on 

in-work poverty, with low resources (low wages, low work-intensity of other members,  low skills, 

youngsters, singles, not in full-year employment, low occupation level, working part-time or 

temporary, and not receiving benefits) and high needs (presence of children) associated with an 

increased poverty risk (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Crettaz, 2013; Fraser et al., 2011; Lohmann, 2009). 

Figures with a positive sign in tables 5.4 and 5.5 indicate the degree to which the poverty risk 

between standard and non-standard workers can be attributed to the difference in profile 

characteristics. A negative sign indicates that if non-standard workers would have the characteristics 

of standard workers, the expected poverty gap would in fact be higher compared  the observed gap.  

 

Table 5.4 shows that observable differences explain at least three quarters of the difference in the 

poverty risk between temporary and permanent workers on average. In most countries the strongest 

contributing factor is the incomplete labour market attachment of temporary workers, captured by 

‘full-year dummy’. Only in Switzerland, the hourly wage penalty is the key factor to understand the 

poverty difference. The results for Poland, for example, indicate that 63.6 percent of the difference in 

the temporary poverty gap can be attributed to difference in incomplete labour market attachment 

between temporary and permanent workers. Differences in hourly wages are the second mos t 

important factor on average and in Italy and Luxembourg of a similar magnitude as an incomplete 

labour market attachment. Because temporary workers are more likely to receive additional benefits 

because they work less during the income reference period, benefits partially compensate their 

higher poverty risk. Overall, however, the consequence for the differences in the poverty risk are 

small. For example, if temporary workers, would, ceteris paribus, be as likely as permanent workers 

to receive additional benefits (read become less likely to receive benefits), the expected temporary 

poverty gap in Austria would be about one percentage point higher compared to the current 

observed gap. In Switzerland, we see that if household members of temporary and permanent 

                                                                 
26 ISCO 1 + 2 = managers and intellectuals, ISCO 3 = technicians, ISCO 4 = administration, ISCO 5 = services and sales, ISCO 6 
+ 7 + 8 = archiculture, crafts and machines, ISCO 9 = elementary occupations.  
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workers would have the same work intensity, the poverty gap between both would increase with 

56.4 percent. The work intensity of other household members is on average higher for temporary 

workers and are therefore on average more protected by earnings of other household members as 

permanent workers. This can be explained by the strong concentration of temporary employment 

among young workers still living at home (results not shown). Conversely, in Austria, Bulgaria, 

Hungary, and Luxembourg the opposite is true, indicating that permanent workers on average are 

more likely to live with other workers in stable full-time jobs. In Greece, Spain, Italy, Poland, Portugal 

and Ireland, differences in the work intensity of other household member appear less relevant for 

understanding the poverty difference between temporary and permanent employees.  

 

Table 5.5 suggests that the part-time poverty gap appears on average less strongly attributable to the 

difference in observable characteristics compared to the temporary poverty gap in table 5.4. Yet, for 

part-time workers, part of the explanation lies in the fact that they work less by definition and thus 

earn less annually, irrespective of the hourly pay penalty or periods out of work during the income 

reference period. Fewer hours of work cannot be incorporated in the explained part as working 

hours are precisely what sets part-timers and full-timers apart. Consequently, part of the potential 

explanation of the poverty difference between part-time and full-time workers remains within the 

unexplained part which is attributable to unobservable differences. 
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Table 5.4 Decomposition of the difference in the poverty risk between temporary and permanent workers 
  AT     BG     CH     EL      ES     HU   

poverty risk temporary w orkers 0,167 
  

0,336 
  

0,129 
  

0,166 
  

0,185 
  

0,235 
 poverty risk permanent w orkers 0,073 

  

0,066 

  

0,058 

  

0,059 

  

0,046 

  

0,049 

 difference in poverty risk 0,094 
  

0,270 
  

0,072 
  

0,107 
  

0,140 
  

0,187 
   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef % 

sex (ref.: men) -0,002 -1,6 
 

0,001 0,3 
 

0,001 2,0 
 

0,001 0,9 
 

-0,001 -0,4 
 

0,002 0,8 
edu (ref.: low ) 0,002 1,9 

 
0,023 8,5 

 
0,008 11,5 

 
0,002 1,5 

 
0,002 1,1 

 
0,013 6,9 

age (ref.: 20-29) 0,007 7,4 

 

-0,002 -0,8 

 

0,002 3,2 

 

-0,002 -2,3 

 

-0,004 -3,1 

 

0,000 0,1 

famtype (ref.: single) -0,004 -4,7 
 

-0,002 -0,6 
 

0,003 4,6 
 

-0,006 -5,7 
 

0,000 -0,2 
 

-0,003 -1,8 
WI others 0,012 12,8 

 
0,040 14,9 

 
-0,041 -56,4 

 
-0,003 -2,5 

 
0,002 1,8 

 
0,022 11,6 

children (ref.: no) -0,001 -1,2 
 

0,006 2,2 
 

-0,006 -8,2 
 

-0,010 -9,1 
 

-0,001 -0,9 
 

0,004 2,2 
full year (ref.: no) 0,039 42,0 

 

0,091 33,6 

 

0,014 19,0 

 

0,056 52,9 

 

0,069 49,3 

 

0,075 40,3 

hourly w age 0,023 24,4 
 

0,059 21,9 
 

0,104 145,2 
 

0,031 29,5 
 

0,038 27,3 
 

0,065 34,9 
occupation (ref.: ISCO 1 + 2) 0,001 1,6 

 
0,008 2,9 

 
0,003 4,1 

 
0,002 1,8 

 
0,004 2,8 

 
0,010 5,2 

part-time (ref.: yes) 0,010 10,7 
 

0,009 3,3 
 

-0,013 -17,5 
 

0,028 25,8 
 

0,012 8,8 
 

0,002 0,8 
benefit (ref.: no) -0,008 -9,0 

 

0,005 1,8 

 

-0,001 -2,0 

 

-0,001 -1,2 

 

-0,012 -8,8 

 

-0,022 -11,6 

total explained 0,079 84,3 
 

0,237 87,8 
 

0,076 105,4 
 

0,098 91,7 
 

0,109 77,7 
 

0,167 89,4 

n-values 4476     4194     5821     2074     8181     8455   

 
  IE     IT     LU     PL     PT     UK(a)   

poverty risk part-timers 0,083  

 

0,184  

 

0,239  

 

0,157  

 

0,115 

    poverty risk full-timers 0,027  
 

0,063  
 

0,079  
 

0,061  
 

0,056 
    

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

      difference in poverty risk 0,056  
 

0,121  
 

0,160  
 

0,096  
 

0,059 
      coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef % 

sex (ref.: men) 0,000 0,5 

 

0,000 -0,3 

 

0,001 0,9 

 

0,000 -0,1 

 

0,000 0,6 

   edu (ref.: low ) 0,000 -0,3 
 

0,002 1,4 
 

0,001 0,7 
 

0,003 2,9 
 

-0,003 -5,9 
   age (ref.: 20-29) -0,002 -3,8 

 
0,006 4,6 

 
-0,007 -4,6 

 
-0,001 -1,5 

 
0,006 10,9 

   famtype (ref.: single) 0,003 5,5 
 

-0,004 -3,2 
 

0,000 -0,2 
 

-0,005 -5,0 
 

-0,007 -12,2 
   WI others 0,002 3,8 

 

-0,002 -2,0 

 

0,021 12,9 

 

0,005 4,8 

 

0,000 -0,6 

   children (ref.: no) -0,002 -3,2 
 

-0,007 -5,5 
 

-0,004 -2,4 
 

0,000 -0,5 
 

0,000 -0,2 
   full year (ref.: no) 0,028 50,7 

 
0,036 30,1 

 
0,065 40,6 

 
0,061 63,6 

 
0,036 61,7 

   hourly w age 0,007 12,4 

 

0,040 32,8 

 

0,067 41,5 

 

0,023 24,5 

 

0,016 26,3 

   occupation (ref.: ISCO 1 + 2) 0,000 -0,2 
 

0,014 11,8 
 

0,008 4,7 
 

0,007 6,8 
 

0,000 0,3 
   part-time (ref.: yes) 0,020 35,8 

 
0,010 8,0 

 
0,003 1,9 

 
0,001 1,4 

 
0,010 16,9 

   benefit (ref.: no) -0,009 -15,5 
 

-0,005 -4,3 
 

-0,009 -5,9 
 

-0,007 -7,6 
 

-0,008 -14,0 
   total explained 0,048 85,6 

 

0,089 73,5 

 

0,144 90,1 

 

0,086 89,2 

 

0,049 83,6 

   n-values 2778     11822     5613     9386     4107         

Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations. (a) figures for UK are not shown because when taking into account education and hourly wages, for which a 
substantial missing values exist, the poverty risk between permanent and temporary workers is negligible, rendering the results unreliable.  
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Table 5.5 Decomposition of the difference in the poverty risk between part-time and full-time workers 
  AT     BG     CH     EL      ES     HU   

poverty risk part-timers 0,112 
  

0,241 
  

0,097 
  

0,203 
  

0,173 
  

0,152 
 poverty risk full-timers 0,068 

  

0,078 

  

0,049 

  

0,063 

  

0,059 

  

0,064 

 difference in poverty risk 0,044 
  

0,163 
  

0,048 
  

0,140 
  

0,114 
  

0,088 
   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef % 

sex (ref.: men) -0,001 -1,4 
 

-0,001 -0,6 
 

0,003 6,3 
 

0,007 5,2 
 

0,003 2,8 
 

-0,002 -2,8 
edu (ref.: low ) 0,000 -1,1 

 
0,023 14,1 

 
0,000 -0,8 

 
0,005 3,6 

 
0,001 0,7 

 
0,005 5,6 

age (ref.: 20-29) -0,005 -12,4 

 

-0,004 -2,5 

 

0,002 4,7 

 

0,002 1,5 

 

-0,003 -2,3 

 

0,000 0,1 

famtype (ref.: single) 0,002 4,7 
 

0,000 0,1 
 

-0,001 -2,7 
 

-0,006 -4,3 
 

-0,001 -0,5 
 

0,000 -0,3 
WI others -0,017 -38,8 

 
0,023 13,9 

 
-0,019 -39,0 

 
-0,016 -11,4 

 
-0,013 -11,1 

 
0,005 5,8 

children (ref.: no) 0,006 14,5 
 

0,002 0,9 
 

0,001 1,9 
 

-0,004 -3,0 
 

0,003 2,7 
 

0,001 0,8 
full year (ref.: no) 0,005 12,0 

 

0,018 10,9 

 

0,005 9,9 

 

0,013 9,3 

 

0,025 22,2 

 

0,032 36,9 

hourly w age 0,014 32,3 
 

0,022 13,7 
 

0,011 24,0 
 

0,016 11,6 
 

0,023 19,9 
 

0,035 39,7 
occupation (ref.: ISCO 1 + 2) 0,002 5,5 

 
0,002 1,0 

 
0,007 15,3 

 
0,002 1,4 

 
0,005 4,4 

 
0,002 2,4 

temporary contract (ref.: yes) 0,001 2,3 
 

0,015 9,2 
 

0,001 1,2 
 

0,010 7,1 
 

0,012 10,5 
 

0,004 4,7 
benefit (ref.: no) 0,000 -0,8 

 

0,000 -0,1 

 

-0,001 -1,7 

 

0,002 1,1 

 

-0,002 -1,9 

 

-0,015 -17,1 

total explained 0,007 16,7   0,099 60,7   0,009 19,1   0,031 22,1   0,054 47,4   0,067 75,9 

n-values 4476     4194     5821     2074     8181     8455   

 
  IE     IT     LU     PL     PT     UK   

poverty risk part-timers 0,081 

  

0,145 

  

0,124 

  

0,133 

  

0,239 

  

0,119 

 poverty risk full-timers 0,015 
  

0,067 
  

0,085 
  

0,087 
  

0,059 
  

0,024 
 difference in poverty risk 0,066 

  
0,078 

  
0,039 

  
0,046 

  
0,180 

  
0,094 

   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef %   coef % 

sex (ref.: men) 0,003 5,3 
 

0,004 4,6 
 

-0,005 -13,1 
 

-0,001 -2,9 
 

-0,002 -1,1 
 

0,009 9,2 
edu (ref.: low ) 0,001 2,0 

 

0,001 1,1 

 

0,001 3,5 

 

0,002 4,0 

 

0,002 1,2 

 

0,000 -0,4 

age (ref.: 20-29) 0,000 -0,6 
 

0,001 1,0 
 

0,001 2,2 
 

-0,001 -2,0 
 

0,001 0,4 
 

0,000 0,1 
famtype (ref.: single) 0,002 3,5 

 
-0,001 -1,3 

 
0,000 -0,6 

 
-0,002 -5,1 

 
-0,006 -3,1 

 
-0,005 -5,7 

WI others 0,003 4,4 
 

-0,025 -31,6 
 

-0,020 -52,0 
 

0,000 -0,2 
 

0,027 14,9 
 

0,004 4,3 
children (ref.: no) 0,003 3,9 

 

0,003 3,7 

 

0,006 14,5 

 

-0,006 -12,2 

 

-0,003 -1,6 

 

0,004 4,1 

full year (ref.: no) 0,007 11,4 
 

0,006 7,7 
 

0,008 21,7 
 

0,037 80,7 
 

0,013 7,0 
 

0,001 1,1 
hourly w age 0,011 16,2 

 
0,014 18,1 

 
0,018 46,1 

 
0,013 27,6 

 
0,016 8,8 

 
0,029 31,0 

occupation (ref.: ISCO 1 + 2) 0,000 0,0 

 

0,014 17,8 

 

0,011 27,4 

 

0,001 2,0 

 

0,010 5,4 

 

0,006 6,1 

temporary contract (ref.: yes) 0,004 6,6 
 

0,006 7,2 
 

0,001 1,4 
 

0,004 9,3 
 

0,006 3,3 
 

0,000 -0,5 
benefit (ref.: no) -0,002 -3,3 

 
0,000 -0,5 

 
-0,003 -8,0 

 
-0,013 -28,3 

 
-0,004 -2,4 

 
-0,003 -3,2 

total explained 0,033 49,4   0,022 27,8   0,017 42,9   0,034 72,9   0,059 32,8   0,044 46,1 

n-values 2778     11822     5613     9386     4107     6614   

Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations 
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Overall, table 5.5 shows that between 16.7 percent in Austria and 75.9 percent in Hungary of part-

time poverty gap can be attributed to observable differences. The picture appears more diverse as in 

the case of temporary employment. Several factors contribute to the part-time poverty gap, but the 

degree to which varies substantially across countries. In Austria, Switzerland, Greece, Hungary, 

Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg,  and the UK, the part-time wage penalty is a key factor contributing to the 

part-time poverty gap. In some countries an incomplete labour market history contributes to a 

similar degree as the wage penalty, including Bulgaria, Greece, Spain, Hungary, and Portugal.  In 

Poland the part-time poverty gap is almost entirely attributable to unstable employment history of 

part-timers. Occupations differences, also matter in Switzerland, Italy, Luxembourg and Portugal and 

educational differences appear only relevant in Bulgaria. That part-timers are more likely to have 

children contributes little to an increased poverty risk in most countries. It only appears relevant for 

Austria and Luxembourg. The negative sign for the work intensity of other household members 

indicates the part-time poverty gap would increase substantially when the household composition 

would be similar for full-time and part-time workers. In other words, it illustrates the latent 

(gendered) poverty penalty associated with working part-time jobs in countries like Austria, 

Switzerland, Italy and Luxembourg, but also in Spain and Greece. In other words, the work intensity 

of other household members tends to compensate the increased poverty risk of part-time workers. 

Conversely, in Bulgaria and Portugal, and to a limited degree also in Ireland and the UK, the work-

intensity of other household members contribute to the difference in the poverty difference 

between part-time and full-time workers. In these countries part-time jobs thus tend to be 

concentrated among single earners.   

 

 

5.6  Concluding thoughts and the way forward 

 

This chapter examined the relationship between non-standard employment and in-work poverty by 

focussing on two types of non-standard work in particular, temporary and part-time employment. 

The first part of this chapter bridged the literature on non-standard employment with in-work 

poverty research. In essence, we integrated the theoretical roots of non-standard employment, 

where the employment relationship takes a central place, with research on the working poor, where 

the balance of welfare triangle of labour, family, and government is more important.  

 

From the studies on non-standard employment, we know that both part-time and temporary 

workers earn less annually because they work less, but also because they typically face an hourly 
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wage penalty. Overall this leads to lower annual earnings, which has repeatedly been shown to be 

not unequivocally related to in-work poverty because the overall household composition and income 

package distort a straightforward relationship. Subsequently, we argued that one of the distinct 

elements in the income package of non-standard workers is the likelihood of receiving income 

replacement benefits. Hence, as regard the income security of non-standard workers, the theoretical 

lens of placing the relationship between employees and employers at the centre provides a myopic 

perspective. The poverty risk of non-standard workers cannot be understood without taking into 

account earnings from other household members or government transfers. On the other hand, in-

work poverty research has been focussing primarily on the relationship between low earnings and in-

work poverty and often disregarded the accumulation of a low wage and an incomplete labour 

market attachment, which characterises both forms of non-standard work. Contributing to the 

existing studies, this chapter examined which factor matters the most empirically, which is important 

as it may lead to different policy responses (Halleröd et al., 2015).  

 

Three main conclusions can be drawn from this chapter. First, the results confirm that when 

individual earnings are not sufficient to provide for a family, it does not necessarily re sult in working 

poverty for both standard and non-standard workers. On the other hand, lower earnings do tend to 

contribute to the higher poverty risk of non-standard workers because standard workers need less 

additional income from other resources to be l ifted above the poverty line. Second, because non-

standard workers are often compensated for their incomplete labour market attachment, not only 

incomes from other household members should be taken into account. For non-standard workers 

personal income replacement benefits matter considerably more than for standard workers as a way 

to avoid poverty. Third, the narrative for temporary and part-time workers differs. The basic reason 

why both part-time and temporary workers are poor is because they do not work enough, and in 

addition face a wage penalty. Government transfers tend to compensate periods out of work for 

temporary workers to a limited degree. For part-time workers, the work-intensity at the household 

level tends to provide a strong protection against poverty. However, as the profile characteristics of 

non-standard workers are not necessarily the same across countries, the degree to which low wages, 

or other characteristics contribute to the difference in the poverty risk between standard and non-

standard workers is subjected to noteworthy cross-country variation, especially regarding part-time 

employment.  

 

How various institutional characteristics correspondent to the higher poverty risk of both part -time 

and temporary workers is beyond the scope of this chapter, but should be looked at by future 

research. For now, we can conclude that potential candidates are institutional characteristics that 
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allow part-time work to become more widespread as part of a dual earner strategy, including labour 

market institutions that support high quality part-time jobs as well as (family) policies that support 

labour market participation of parents in those high quality jobs. As especially periods out of work 

contribute to the difference in poverty risk between temporary and permanent workers, policies and 

institutions that support a smooth transition between two jobs or generous income support during 

periods out of work should be looked at primarily to grasp the variation in the poverty penalty 

associated with temporary work.   

 

Lastly, for single earner families the link between non-standard employment and in-work poverty is 

perhaps straightforward, but in most countries dual- or multi-earnership has become the norm 

(Airio, 2008). Hence the basic function that one job needs to provide for the household is outdated. 

As the work intensity at the household level has become increasingly important for understanding 

income inequality in general (Salverda & Checchi, 2015), recent attempts to understand clustering of 

non-standard employment at the household level should be examined further (Horemans, 2016; 

OECD, 2015b). In particular the question why non-standard employment tends to be clustered in 

certain households can provide new insights in the poverty risk of non-standard workers. 

Furthermore, future research needs to examine how non-standard employment at the household 

level can be conceptualised. Which particular level of household work-intensity is necessary in order 

to avoid poverty, and is it the same for all types of families?  
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Appendix 

Appendix 5.1 Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition for non-linear models 

Following Fortin et al. (2010) the mean gap in at-risk of poverty between non-standard and standard 

workers can be expressed as follows for non-linear models:  

 

∆Poverty
μ

 = E (Yns|Dns = 1) −  E (Ys|Ds = 1)  

  =  E [G(X; βns )|Dns = 1] −  E [G(X; βs )|Ds = 1]  

  = E [G(X; βns )|Dns = 1] −  E [G(X; βs )|Dns = 1] 

+ E [G(X; βs )|Dns = 1] −  E [G(X; βs )|Ds = 1] 

  =  ∆coefficients
μ

 + ∆characteristics 
μ

 

 

The first term indicates the ‘unexplained’ gap due to unobserved or unobservable differences. The 

second term is the ‘explained’ gap due to differences in observed characteristics. Because overall 

differences in composition (observed characteristics) as well as differences in (estimated) coefficients 

matter to understand the overall gap, the choice of reference group is important. This is commonly 

known as the ‘index number problem’ and different solutions to the index problem may yield 

different results (Oaxaca & Ransom, 1994). D. Neumark (1988) provides an alternative by using 

coefficient estimates from a pooled sample as weights for the group differences in distributi ons of 

the independent variables. Adopting this approach, the decomposition answers the question: what 

would the poverty structure be if part-time and full-time work is ‘valued’ similarly in society with 

respect to the underlying covariates?  

 

Fortin et al. (2010) also point out that the contributions of separate variables do not add up to the 

total in non-linear models. As a solution, we adopt the pooled approach implemented by Fairlie 

(2005) where the coefficient of each variable is switched the reference group values in sequence 

based on a series of counterfactuals. This approach, however, yield a problem in terms of assessing 

the individual contributions of different variables because the results are sensitive to the ordering of 

the variables. Therefore, we randomized the ordering of the variables as recommended by Jann 

(2006) and show the results of 10000 repeated estimations.  
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Appendix 5.2:  Composition of the working poor by employment status (in %) 

 
part-time temporary 

part-time and  
temporary 

permanent  
full-time 

AT 26,7 8,7 5,4 59,2 

BE 33,7 11,4 19,8 35,2 
BG 3,6 20,1 5,0 71,3 
CH 36,0 12,8 4,9 46,4 

CY 7,7 37,2 5,8 49,2 
CZ 4,6 33,8 5,6 56,0 
DE 30,8 20,6 12,5 36,1 

DK 19,2 10,2 5,0 65,6 
EE 16,7 7,1 2,5 73,8 
EL 10,7 20,9 18,7 49,7 

ES 12,9 35,5 16,4 35,3 
FI 19,4 25,1 14,0 41,6 
FR 22,7 18,2 14,8 44,3 

HR 1,5 37,8 1,9 58,9 
HU 6,5 31,4 5,2 57,0 
IE 47,7 4,7 17,4 30,2 

IS 17,5 9,6 9,9 63,0 
IT 17,3 21,4 9,2 52,1 
LT 15,5 10,1 0,5 74,0 

LU 23,3 19,0 3,7 54,0 
LV 13,7 14,3 2,3 69,7 
MT 14,3 11,3 4,3 70,0 

NL 30,5 19,0 22,0 28,5 
NO 12,2 27,9 7,0 53,0 
PL 3,3 43,8 9,8 43,2 

PT 5,1 20,9 9,4 64,6 
RO 1,1 4,1 0,9 94,0 
SE 19,6 26,2 18,7 35,5 

SI 4,8 33,7 6,3 55,2 
SK 6,6 19,8 5,4 68,2 
UK 40,5 4,3 3,7 51,6 

Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

112 
 

  



 
 

113 
 

 

 

 

Chapter 6: ‘Polarisation of non-standard employment in Europe: 

Exploring a missing piece of the inequality puzzle 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter has been published in’ Social Indicators Research’:  

 

Horemans, J. (2016). Polarisation of Non-standard Employment in Europe: Exploring a Missing Piece 

of the Inequality Puzzle. Social Indicators Research, 125(1), 171-189. 

 

 

I am highly indebted to Vincent Corluy for patiently explaining me some of the wonders of Stata 

programming and discussing preliminary results. I am also thankful for comments and suggestions on 

previous drafts from Annemie Nys, Diego Collado, and Ive Marx. 
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Abstract 

The rise in non-standard employment inspired many scholars to study the social consequences of 

these new employment forms. Most research focusses on individuals working non-standard. With 

the increase in dual earnership, however, we need a household perspective. This study therefore 

develops the notion of household non-standard employment and applies a polarisation index to 

examine the distribution of non-standard work over dual earner couples. This polarisation index 

compares the actual rate of household non-standard employment with a counterfactual rate when 

non-standard employment would be randomly distributed over households. Drawing on EU-SILC 

2011, we define non-standard workers as individuals who worked during the previous year, but not 

full-year full-time. The results indicate that the levels of polarisation vary considerably across 

countries. Because especially women do not work full-time, polarisation is highly negative since it is 

less likely to find clustering of non-standard work within households. This pattern is dominant in 

Continental European countries, but also observable in Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon countries. On 

the other hand, in Eastern and Southern European countries, non-standard employment is 

concentrated in some households, mainly because of the inability of its members to work full-year. 

Common characteristics of household members known to be associated with non-standard 

employment, like age and education, explain little of the levels of non-standard employment 

polarisation. 
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6.1  Introduction  

 

Early research on social inequality looked at the family as the central unit of interest  (Blossfeld & 

Drobnic, 2001). With the increase of female employment and influenced by labour market research, 

attention shifted to the social consequences of different types of employment, with a focus on 

individuals (Olsthoorn, 2013). Yet, in times of dual earnership we need a household perspective in 

order to understand the relationship between labour market developments and social inequality. 

Therefore, this paper reintroduces the household as the key level and sheds a new light on the 

complex relationship between individual and household patterns of non-standard employment 

among dual earner couples. Drawing on Gregg and Wadsworth (2008) polarisation-index, we 

examine how individual and job characteristics explain the discrepancies between individual and 

household non-standard employment across Europe.  

 

Contemporary labour market studies show that employment is polarising both at the individual 

(Autor, Katz, & Kearney, 2006; Goos & Manning, 2007; Goos, Manning, & Salomons, 2009) and at the 

household level (Gregg, Scutella, & Wadsworth, 2010; Gregg & Wadsworth, 1996, 2008). Both 

research agenda’s adopt the term polarisation differently to describe structural social inequalities 

brought about by labour market developments. The individual level polarisation discourse argues 

that routine labour, often situated in the middle of the wage distribution, has been disappearing. As 

a consequence, labour markets in developed countries are characterised by a polarisation  between 

low paid and high paid jobs. These low paid jobs are often non-standard, like part-time (Gregory & 

Connolly, 2008; Salverda & Mayhew, 2009) or fixed-term (Elia, 2010; Mertens, Gash, & McGinnity, 

2007). At the household level, Gregg & Wadsworth (2008) adopt the term polarisation to describe 

the evolution of a disparity between individual level and household level employment. We know, for 

example, that pre-crisis job growth has not primarily gone to jobless households, on the contrary 

(Cantillon, 2011). To advance our knowledge of structural inequalities in the labour market-

household nexus this study integrates the two features through the concepts of household non-

standard employment and polarisation of non-standard employment. 

 

Non-standard employment at the household level adds an important unexplored piece to the 

complex puzzle of inequality. The literature on household employment polarisation has been looking 

exclusively at household joblessness (Corluy & Vandenbroucke, 2014; Gregg et al., 2010; Gregg & 

Wadsworth, 1996, 2008). The distribution of jobs over households is but one element. The quality of 

jobs matters as well for understanding social consequences since especially non-standard workers 
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have higher poverty risks (Horemans & Marx, 2013b; Van Lancker, 2013b). Because non-standard 

employment has been on the rise before the crisis (Schmid, 2010) as well as during the crisis 

(Leschke, 2012), it is relevant to examine whether they are also more concentrated within certain 

families and whether this differs across countries.  

 

In the subsequent section, we review the main social changes that make an individual labour market 

perspective outmoded and argue why we need a household level perspective. The third section 

develops a household level approach to non-standard employment. Next, we discuss the concept of 

polarisation more in detail. The theoretical framework regarding the drivers of polarisation and its 

cross-country variation is developed in the fifth part. The sixth section empirically shows the extent 

to which non-standard jobs are clustered within households and examines its potential explanations. 

The last section concludes. 

 

 

6.2  Non-standard employment in a changing society 

 

Labour market structures and changes have important consequences for other aspects of society. 

Many researchers, from a variety of disciplines and traditions, have studied the problems associated 

with poor individual labour market conditions. This section argues that the current focus on 

employment at the individual level falls short in grasping the full picture. The structure of 

employment at the household level has been gaining importance as the appropriate level to analyse 

the social consequences of labour market participation. 

 

The focus on individuals is clearly present in studies on recent labour market changes. In the 1990’s 

several economists argued that exogenous shocks structurally changed the labour market. 

Particularly the idea that growing wage inequalities were caused by a demand shift against l ow-

skilled workers was broadly accepted, especially in the US (Katz & Autor, 1999). Institutional rigidity 

to the same external shocks caused unemployment to rise in Europe according to the ‘unified theory’ 

of F. D. Blau and Kahn (2002). In the 2000’s a more nuanced assessment was developed. Under the 

assumption that technology replaces mainly routine tasks (Autor, Levy, & Murnane, 2003), several 

studies currently argue that recent changes in the structure of employment in Europe and the US can 

be characterised as polarisation between non-routine, highly paid cognitive jobs and non-routine, 

low paid manual jobs (Autor et al., 2006; Goos & Manning, 2007; Goos et al., 2009). Others argue 

that similar external shocks and different outcomes across developed countries imply a trade -off 
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between different kinds of inequalities, with growing wage inequality on the one hand and job 

insecurity on the other (DiPrete, 2005). In fact, low paid jobs are often non-standard and more 

insecure, like part-time work (Gregory & Connolly, 2008; Salverda & Mayhew, 2009) or fixed-term 

contracts (Elia, 2010; Mertens et al., 2007) and the growth of non-standard work has contributed to 

the on-going trend of polarisation between low and high paid jobs (Eurofound, 2013).  

 

The gradual growth of non-standard employment is one of the most fundamental structural labour 

market changes in Western countries. In essence, non-standard employment is an employment 

situation which differs from a historically defined standard benchmark (Whatman, 1994). A variety of 

features may define this standard (Bernhardt & Marcote, 2000; Eichhorst & Marx, 2012; Kalleberg, 

2000; Schmid, 2010). Some of the elements are related to the organisation of work (Presser, 2003) 

and may include the location of work (Whatman, 1994). Others refer to aspects of  the working time 

(Glorieux, Mestdag, Minnen, & Vandeweyer, 2009) or employment stability (Schmid, 2010). If an 

employment relation deviates from one or more of the standard characteristics, we have a specific 

type of non-standard employment. Hence, by definition non-standard employment can be very 

diverse. Furthermore, the apparent standard is neither similar across countries, nor is stable over 

time (Koch & Fritz, 2013). As with most social standards that are perceived as ‘normal’ at one point, 

changing contexts, interests, coalitions give social conventions their inherent dynamic nature (Koch, 

McMillan, & Peper, 2011). The way that non-standard employment has been introduced across 

Europe is to some extent country specific because it reflects the creative strategies of economic 

actors and policymakers (Eichhorst & Marx, 2012; Yerkes & Visser, 2006). While not fully grasping 

country specific connotations of standard employment, in comparative research and as a monitoring 

tool part-time, temporary, and self-employment are typically used as indicators of deviations from 

standard employment (Barbier, 2008). 

 

Standard employment is rooted in the context of a Fordist employment regime that was restricted to 

full-time male breadwinners with stable contracts. The main function of this type of employment was 

for men to provide an adequate living standard to the household (Bosch, 2006). This ‘standard’, 

however, has lost its relevance in a situation where women have entered the labour market in a 

more service based economy and with increased flexibility demands due to rapid technological 

changes in a globalised world. The social consequences of labour market attachment are therefore 

currently better understood by looking at household level employment according to research on 

household joblessness (Cantillon & Vandenbroucke, 2014; de Graaf-Zijl & Nolan, 2011) and in-work 

poverty (Crettaz, 2013; Fraser et al., 2011; Lohmann & Marx, 2008). Depending on the composition 

and the availability of other income sources, in many cases a moderately well-paid breadwinner job 
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may not suffice to meet household income needs (Marx & Nolan, 2014). Hence, household 

composition and employment of other household members should be taken into account as well to 

understand why certain jobs do not provide sufficient protection against poverty. The multifaceted 

nature of in-work poverty becomes especially clear when focussing on non-standard employment 

(Horemans & Marx, 2013b; Van Lancker, 2013b). With the increase in the number of dual earner 

families, household level employment has gained importance as the appropriate level of analysis for 

understanding the relationship between the labour market structures and the income distribution. 

Yet, it remains a blind spot how non-standard employment is translated to the household level. 

Therefore, in the next section we develop a household level approach of non-standard employment 

drawing on what we know from the construction of the indicator of household joblessness. 

 

 

6.3  Towards household level non-standard employment: practical 

considerations  

 

Drawing on household joblessness - or worklessness - literature, we will define household non-

standard employment in two steps. First a binary indicator indicates whether individuals work or not 

to measure individual joblessness. In a second step, jobless households are defined as households 

where all working age adults are out of work (Gregg & Wadsworth, 2008). Therefore, in order to 

define household non-standard employment, we have to answer the following questions: (1) What is 

non-standard employment at the individual level? and (2) How do we group different patterns of 

individual employment at the household level?  

 

6.3.1 Step 1: non-standard employment at the individual level 

 

Since many aspects define the ‘standard’ nature of employment, like the duration of the contract, 

working time, and location of work, a straightforward way of analysing non-standard employment at 

the household level would be to examine how each possible deviation from the standard at the 

individual level is clustered within households. However, if household employment patterns are 

especially relevant for the income distribution location of work, for example, is not the most 

interesting feature to look at. What we want to take into account is the degree of labour market 

attachment or work-intensity.  
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By looking at the degree of labour market attachment, we overcome comparative problems 

associated with the heterogeneous nature of different contract types. Conditional on the data and 

definition adopted, labour market attachment is already implicitly taken into account when 

calculating household joblessness. EU-LFS (European Union Labour Force Survey) and EU-SILC 

(European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions) are commonly used to measure 

household joblessness. Definitions and levels vary between the data sources (Corluy & 

Vandenbroucke, 2013; de Graaf-Zijl & Nolan, 2011; Ward & Ozdemir, 2013). The EU-SILC based 

measurement is a sub-indicator to monitor the EU-2020 target on people at-risk of poverty or social 

exclusion. It considers working age adults living in households where total working time was below 

20% of the accumulated total full-year full-time potential of the household during the previous 12 

months. As such, not full-year or not full-time employment is taken into account in a minimalistic 

way in the definition of household joblessness. The EU-LFS definition adopts the ILO-definition of 

working at least 1 hour within a reference of a week. This approach does not directly allow a 

distinction between different types of employment. 

 

Because we are interested in non-standard employment as a form of low labour market attachment, 

we will use EU-SILC data. It allows a more detailed analysis of work-intensity than other data. Given 

the objectives of this paper and the data limitations, we define non-standard employment as 

deviations from full-year full-time employment. Full-year means that people worked during twelve 

months and the full-time part-time divide is based on the spontaneous answer of the respondent 

given each month. Alternatively we can say that people work non-standard work if their individual 

annual work-intensity is between 0 and 1, with 0 if the person does not work and 1 if (s)he is working 

full-year full-time. Hence, two different deviations of the ‘standard’ are possible, not working full-

time or not working full-year. Note that both situations may happen together.  

 

6.3.2 Step 2: non-standard employment at the household level 

 

How do we bring different patterns of individual employment together at the household level? In 

contrast to household joblessness, a level of complexity is added. Individuals can work or not-work. If 

they work, it can be standard or non-standard. As a result, for couples we have the following 

possibilities at the household level: (1) standard + standard; (2) standard + non-standard; (3) non-

standard + non-standard; (4) standard + not-working, (5) non-standard + not working; and (6) not 

working + not working.  
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Which pattern of individual employment within households can be defined as household non-

standard employment and in comparison to which other combinations? One option is to look at 

household level non-standard employment as situations where all working age individuals have a 

work intensity between 0 and 1 (i.e. (3) non-standard + non-standard). This, however, is problematic 

since all other combinations of employment at the household level are then considered ‘standard’. 

For a couple, this implies that the comparison is done among a number of different situation 

simultaneously, including jobless households, couples with one person having a work intensity 

between 0 and 1 and the other individual being jobless, and a couple where both persons work full-

year full-time. To overcome this problem we make a distinction between full -employed households 

and not full-employed households and only look at the former in order to focus on the problem at 

hand, which is non-standard employment and not joblessness. We thus limit the analysis to dual 

earner couples.  

 

In what follows, household non-standard employment is defined as couples where both adults work 

non-standard and its share is seen relative to all dual earner couples. We show the incidence of 

individual and household level non-standard employment in figures 6.1 and 6.2. We restrict our 

analyses to individuals aged 18-59 living in dual earner heterosexual couples, excluding students27. 

Self-employed are included in the analysis since it can be done part-time or not full-year due to 

workload fluctuations. No data was available for Ireland in EU-SILC 2011.  

 

When comparing figure 6.1 with figure 6.2, we see that individual and household non-standard 

employment rates do not necessarily coincide. For example, France and Germany have different 

levels of individual non-standard employment, but at the household level, their shares are similar. In 

Germany more of the non-standard employment at the individual level is translated into a non-

standard + standard situation. On the other hand, France has quite similar level  of individual non-

standard employment as Finland and Estonia, but at the household level, Estonia and Finland have a 

higher household non-standard rate. This indicates that in the latter countries non-standard 

employment is more likely to be clustered within households. If more people work non-standard, the 

likelihood that both adults work non-standard appears obvious. However, whether and the degree to 

which this actually happens differs across countries. This discrepancy is precisely what we are 

interested in and what we explore further in the next sections using the notion of polarisation of 

non-standard jobs over households. 

 

                                                                 
27 Students are defined as individuals between 18 and 24 years old with a  self -defined current economic status of being a  
‘pupil, s tudent, further tra ining or unpaid work experience’.  
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Figure 6.1 Incidence individual non-standard employment (0< WI < 1) in percentage of total 
individual employment, individuals in dual earner couples aged 18-59  

 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 

 

Figure 6.2 Incidence household non-standard employment (NS + NS), percentage of individuals 
in dual earner couples aged 18-59 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2011 
Note: NS + NS: Both adults non-standard; NS + S: one adult standard, one non-standard; S + S: Both 
adults standard 
 

 

6.4  Polarisation of non-standard employment 

 

In order to understand the discrepancies between individual and household level non-standard 

employment, we use Gregg and Wadsworth’s (2008) polarisation-index. The index brings information 

together of the two different levels of aggregation which would otherwise remain unnoticed. For 
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example, it allows a detailed picture of why changes in individual level employment are not 

automatically translated to the household level (Corluy & Vandenbroucke, 2014; Gregg et al., 2010; 

Gregg & Wadsworth, 1996). Furthermore, it respects the basic axioms of consistency inherent to 

inequality or poverty measures (for a detailed overview of the axioms see: Gregg & Wadsworth, 

2008). 

 

Applying Gregg and Wadsworth’s (2008) polarisation-index, 𝑃, in our case means that we examine 

the difference between the observed level of household non-standard employment, ℎ, and the 

expected level, ℎ̂, based on a random distribution of individual non-standard employment, 𝑛. The 

probability of a couple with both adults working not full-year full-time equals the square of the 

individual rate. 

 

ℎ̂ =  𝐸[ℎ|𝑛] =  𝑛² 

 

𝑃 =  ℎ − ℎ̂  =  ℎ –  𝑛² 

 

Polarisation can be positive or negative. A positive value of 𝑃 shows the percentage point surplus of 

household non-standard employment for a given individual non-standard employment rate. In other 

words, if we randomly distribute the individual non-standard rate over dual earner couples, the 

expected household rate would be lower than the actual observed household rate. Non-standard 

employment is more likely to be clustered in certain households, for example, due to shared 

characteristics of household members. A negative value of 𝑃 indicates that there are less non-

standard working households than we would expect from a random distribution. In other words, 

distributing non-standard workers randomly results in a higher household non-standard rate than we 

actually observe.  

 

We can decompose polarisation by job characteristics to examine the relative contributions of the 

different types of deviations from standard employment. As noted above, three different deviations 

of the ‘standard’ are possible: not working full-time, 𝑛𝑃𝑡 , not working full-year, 𝑛𝑛𝑓𝑦, or a 

combination of both, 𝑛𝑜. The expected level non-standard employment rate is given by  

 

ℎ̂ = (𝑛𝑃𝑡 + 𝑛𝑛𝑓𝑦 + 𝑛𝑜)² . 
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The actual level of household non-standard employment, ℎ, then equals the different combinations 

of non-standard employment at the household level. 

 

ℎ = ℎ𝑝𝑡+𝑝𝑡+ ℎ𝑛𝑓𝑦+𝑛𝑓𝑦 + ℎ𝑜+𝑜 + ℎ𝑝𝑡+𝑛𝑓𝑦 +  ℎ𝑝𝑡+𝑜 + ℎ𝑛𝑓𝑦+𝑜 

 

The polarisation rate of the different combinations equals the difference between the observed and 

counterfactual rates of each combination of non-standard employment at the household level. 

 

We can also decompose the index by different subgroup characteristics. By replacing the overall non-

standard employment rate, 𝑛, by mean non-standard employment rates, 𝑛𝑋 = 𝐸(𝑛𝑖| 𝑋 =  𝑋𝑖), of 

sub-group disaggregates we calculate a conditional counterfactual household non-standard 

employment rate, ℎ̂̂𝑥, which equals the product of the individual probabilities of working non-

standard for each household occupant, 𝑖. 

 

ℎ̂̂𝑥 = 𝐸 [ℎ𝑥 | 𝑛 , 𝑋𝑖] =  ∏𝑛𝑋𝑖

2

𝑖=1

=  𝑛𝑋1 ∗ 𝑛𝑋2 

 

Since we know that some characteristics make people more or less likely to work non-standard, 

conditional counterfactual non-standard household rates allows us to determine whether 

polarisation occurs because household members share these characteristics. Conditional 

polarisation, 𝑃𝑐 , equals the difference between the observed and conditional counterfactual 

household non-standard rates.  

 

𝑃𝑐  =  ℎ − ℎ̂̂𝑥  =  ℎ – (𝑛𝑋1 ∗ 𝑛𝑋2) 

 

Comparing the conditional polarisation rate, 𝑃𝑐 , with the unconditional, 𝑃, allows us to gauge the 

extent to which polarisation is due to shared characteristics. By conditioning the random distribution 

on these shared characteristics, the predicted and actual household non-standard rates should 

converge and positive polarisation should be closer to zero. In other words, the difference between 

𝑃and 𝑃𝑐  is attributable to the variation in non-standard employment between the sub-groups 

conditional on the observed characteristic, 𝑋 (Gregg & Wadsworth, 2008). If, for example, non-

standard employment varies more for education groups than across age groups, the conditional 

counterfactual non-standard household rate on education will be closer to the actual non-standard 

household rate than when conditioning on age. Consequently, compared to the unconditional 
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polarisation rate, conditional polarisation on education will then be closer to zero than polarisation 

conditional on age. Alternatively, positive polarisation will go up - and negative polarisation will be 

closer to zero - if we condition on a characteristic that is specific to one household member. In other 

words, if especially women work non-standard, conditioning polarisation on gender means that 

polarisation rises. 

 

In order to allow for comparison across countries, we normalise the index by dividing it by the base 

level of non-standard employment for a specific year and country, which gives (h-n²)/n. This make 

the polarisation index scale invariant and facilitates comparison across time and space, while keeping 

it centred on zero (Gregg et al., 2010). We do this also for the conditional polarisation index.  

 

 

6.5  Non-standard employment polarisation: what to expect? 

 

In this section we develop a theoretical framework for understanding non-standard employment 

polarisation across Europe. Why do we observe discrepancies between individual and household 

levels of non-standard employment and why are these not the same across countries? Because the 

concept of polarisation integrates two levels of aggregation, and because both demand and supply 

side elements simultaneously determine non-standard work, several strongly interrelated - 

potentially contradictory - mechanisms have to be taken into account.  

 

For a comprehensive comparative theoretical framework, we draw elements from theories of 

varieties of capitalism (Hall & Soskice, 2001), welfare regimes approaches (Arts & Gelissen, 2002; 

Esping-Andersen, 1990; Fenger, 2007), country-clustering of flexibility-security nexus (Muffels & 

Luijkx, 2008), and family policy constellations (Korpi, 2000; Korpi, Ferrarini, & Englund, 2013). Note 

that most are ideal type approaches and should be treated as such. Ideal types explain specific 

elements of the welfare state, like the level of job quality across countries, but not the nature of job 

quality (Holman, 2013) and different typologies may explain different outcomes. For example, the 

welfare regime approach helps understanding labour market access for women, whereas the 

production system contribute to our understanding of women’s access to top positions (Schröder, 

2013). Overall, however, we do expect the degree to which individual non-standard employment is 

translated to the household level to reflect a broader institutional context.  
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6.5.1 Individual non-standard employment from a demand side perspective 

 

Much research has been done about the drivers of non-standard employment and its variation across 

countries. From a demand side perspective, the degree of non-standard employment depends on the 

interaction of cyclical and structural labour market features (Koch & Fritz, 2013; Schmid, 2010). 

Economic downturns increase the demand for flexible employment in the short run. In the long run 

and from a comparative perspective legal possibilities and restrictions enable firms to cope with 

changing workloads. For example, the level of employment protection legislation has been shown to 

be positively related to levels of non-standard employment (Buddelmeyer, Mourre, & Ward, 2008; 

Vanessa & Marx, 2012). We also know that employers’ flexibility needs are not the same for all jobs. 

Especially the growth of part-time work is “grounded in transforming formerly unpaid services into 

market transaction (‘marketization’)” (Schmid, 2010). Part-time employment is more widespread in 

education, health and personal services (Sandor, 2011), whereas fixed term contracts are more 

common among seasonal workers in agricultural industries (Salladarré & Hlaimi, 2007). While rigid 

labour markets may increase the demand for non-standard types of employment in general, 

flexibility needs remain, at least to some extent, also sector specific. Therefore, we shou ld pay 

attention to the structure of the economy to get a first idea which type of non-standard employment 

is more relevant for understanding overall polarisation.  

 

Adopting a regime-type approach, Crouch (2011) finds for 2007 data indications for a more service 

oriented ‘Northwest’, whereas in ‘Southern’ and ‘Eastern’ Europe the share of people working in 

manufacturing and agricultural sector is higher on average. More recent (2012a) data suggest a 

similar picture, but also point out some important variation within the typical clusters. For example, 

in both Italy (3.7 %) and Spain (4.2 %) the share of people working in the agricultural sector is lower 

than the EU-27 average (5.0 %), while this share is much larger in Greece (12.4 %) and Portugal (9.9 

%). As noted above, both not full-year and not full-time are possible deviations from the full-year full-

time ‘standard’. Because the flexibility needs of employers depend on the specific sector in which 

they operate, especially in countries where the service sector is more important polarisation of part-

time employment is expected to contribute to the overall level of polarisation. Conversely, in 

countries where the industrial and agricultural sectors are more important, not working full-year is 

expected to be the driving force behind non-standard employment polarisation. 
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6.5.2 Why individual non-standard employment is not randomly distributed 

across households?  

 

While overall labour market regulations, the nature of the economy and sector specific needs make 

up the framework in which non-standard jobs are created, the key question remains why both adults 

in a couple work non-standard simultaneously, and more in particular why this differs from a random 

distribution.  

Socio-demographic composition of couples 

The first mechanism why non-standard jobs are not randomly distributed across households can be 

understood as composition effects and corresponds to the degree of homogamy. Household 

joblessness literature already provides a general framework to understand why shared 

characteristics translate individual labour market chances to the household level (de Graaf-Zijl & 

Nolan, 2011; Layte, Russell, O'Connell, Maitre, & Whelan, 2003). One of the key assumptions is that 

partners have similar labour market chances due to age or educational homogamy. In addition, 

shared local labour market conditions make it more likely to have a similar degree of labour market 

attachment (Hérault, Kalb, & Zakirova, 2011).  

 

Labour market segmentation mechanisms differ across countries, with age inequalities more relevant 

in some countries compared to education inequalities in other (Barbieri, 2009; Häusermann & 

Schwander, 2012). New labour market entrants have more difficulties to acquire a standard full-year 

full-time job in countries with high levels of employment protection for insiders (Esping-Andersen & 

Regini, 2000; OECD, 2006). On the other hand, for low-skilled the evolution towards a knowledge 

based and globalised economy intensifies labour market segmentation. Employers in globalized 

economies are less interested in long term commitment and allocate market risks in particular to 

easily replaceable low skilled workers (Breen, 2002; Muffels & Luijkx, 2008). Because individual non-

standard employment depends on socio-demographic factors like age and education, the degree of 

educational and age homogamy is expected to translate individual -level non-standard employment 

rates to the household-level. In more open economies educational-homogamy may play a more 

important role in understanding polarisation of non-standard employment, whereas in countries 

with a strong protection of insiders, non-standard polarisation is expected to be due to age-

homogamy. 

 

Gendered nature of non-standard employment 

Up to now, it was implicitly assumed that non-standard employment is being imposed to workers as 

an involuntarily second best option. This may be largely true for forms of external flexibility 
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obstructing people’s full-year stable employment. A vast majority of people employed in temporary 

contracts does so involuntarily (European Commission, 2002). When looking at part-time 

employment, however, this is a less straightforward assumption since in interaction with the 

marketization of services, the growth of part-time work is associated with changing work 

preferences, especially among women (Schmid, 2010).  

 

Important gender differences exist across countries for different types of non-standard employment. 

The female part-time rate in EU-27 was on average 32 percent in 2009, with a large variation 

between 76 percent in the Netherlands and 3 percent in Bulgaria. The  male part-time rate was less 

than 10 percent in most European countries (Sandor, 2011). Institutional differences in both demand 

and supply side drivers of part-time work explain why part-time jobs enables women to make ends 

meet in some countries (Horemans & Marx, 2013b). It is thus not necessarily due to a lack of labour 

market opportunities that women work part-time. With some exceptions, caring reasons remain one 

of the most important motivations for women to work part-time in European countries. Male part-

time work, on the other hand, is not done for caring reasons, but mostly involuntarily or in specific 

situations like education, disability or early retirement (Fouarge & Muffels, 2008). Contrasting the 

highly gendered nature of part-time employment and the high level of cross-country variation, the 

variation in fixed-term employment is less profound and less gendered (J. Lewis & Plomien, 2009). 

 

The extent to which support for high quality part-time employment is a policy tool to facilitate 

working mothers is to some extent clustered in regime-typologies, but for understanding its full 

complexity we need a multidimensional institutional perspective on family policy (Korpi, 2000; Korpi 

et al., 2013). Both in ‘Anglo-Saxon’ and ‘Scandinavian’ countries female participation is partially 

supported through the accessibility of part-time employment. In Anglo-Saxon countries female part-

time employment goes hand in hand with a highly commodified labour market and a lack of 

affordable childcare. In ‘Scandinavian’ countries, the availability of, often substantial, part-time work 

fits both the idea of family support for dual earnership and a decommodified labour market. In more 

conservative continental welfare states, the family played an important role in the provision of child 

care and in most countries still does. The case of the Netherlands has become the textbook example. 

As of the 1980’s female labour market opportunities grew and cultural norms shifted in the 

Netherlands, making high level part-time jobs an interesting option for women to reconcile work and 

family obligations (Yerkes & Visser, 2006). In the years before the crisis we saw a similar shift in some 

‘Southern’ countries (Valiente, 2010).  However, for example in Spain, part-time employment 

remains highly precarious and serves mainly as a flexibility instrument for employers (Fernández-

Kranz & Rodríguez-Planas, 2011). While existing welfare state typologies and cultural traditions help 
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us to understand female involvement in part-time work, in post-socialist countries the economic 

necessity for women to work full-time is an important factor why they do not work part-time (Haas 

et al., 2006). This argument can also be applied to Southern European countries, like Portugal (OECD, 

2004b). 

 

In sum, besides shared socio-demographic characteristics in a couple, the gendered nature of non-

standard work may explain why non-standard employment is not randomly distributed over 

households. Because it is a characteristic of just one household member, the gendered nature helps 

in understanding why individual non-standard employment is not translated to a clustering within 

heterosexual couples. Due to the variation in the gendered nature of especially part-time work we 

expect gender to explain much of the discrepancy between observed and expected household non-

standard rates in countries with high levels of part-time employment. On the other hand, gender is 

expected to be less relevant for deviations from full-year employment.  

 

 

6.6  Polarisation of non-standard employment: facts and figures  

 

In this section we first present the overall polarisation levels of non-standard employment. Next, we 

decompose the index by type of non-standard employment. We also condition the random 

distribution on gender, education, and age to gauge their importance in understanding non-standard 

employment polarisation and its variation across countries. Lastly, we examine whether these socio-

demographic characteristics also help in understanding polarisation of different types of non-

standard employment in particular.  

 

6.6.1 Levels of non-standard employment polarisation 

 

Figure 6.3 shows the normalised polarisation index for household non-standard employment. It 

displays the difference between the observed levels of individuals living in a couple where both 

adults work non-standard and the predicted levels that assume non-standard employment to be 

randomly distributed across households. For example, the interpretation for the negative 

polarisation in Austria is that compared to a random distribution of non-standard employment, the 

actual level of households where both adults did not work full -year full-time is about nine percentage 

points lower. Despite some exceptions, the general pattern illustrates a division between East and 

Southern Europe countries on the one hand and Central and Northern European countries on the 
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other. Especially Eastern and Southern European countries, but also in Finland we find positive 

polarisation. In a number of countries polarisation is absent, like Check Republic, Denmark, Portugal, 

Sweden Slovenia and Slovakia. In most continental European countries and the UK it is negative.  

 

 

Figure 6.3  Normalised polarisation index for household non-standard employment, dual earner 
couples with individuals aged 18-59 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2011 
 

6.6.2 Explaining polarisation part 1: different deviations from full-year full-time  

 

Since non-standard employment at the individual level consists of not working full-year, not working 

full-time, or a combination of both, we examine the contribution to the overall level from the six 

possible combinations of non-standard employment: (1) full-year part-time + full-year part-time, (2) 

full-year part-time + not full-year only full-time, (3) full-year part-time + other, (4) not full-year only 

full-time + not full-year only full-time, (5) not full-year only full-time + other, and (6) other + other. 

Other indicates a combination of not full-year and part-time employment. 

 

In table 6.1 we see that in continental European countries and in the UK negative polarisation is 

largely determined by a negative polarisation of part-time employment. Compared to a random 

distribution, part-time employment is less likely to be clustered within households in these countries. 

Conversely, in Lithuania, Latvia and Poland part-time employment contributes to a positive 

polarisation. While polarisation in countries with a large service sector is not necessarily driven by 

part-time employment, we do see roughly a division between North West and South East European 

countries. Not working full-year contributes substantially to positive polarisation in most countries, 

but this is especially the case in Southern and Eastern Europe. The picture for Greece is somewhat 
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unique. In addition to not full-year working, polarisation seems related to the category of ‘other’. 

This indicates high precarious due to high instability and incompleteness in market incomes.  

 

Table 6.1 Decomposition of the unconditional normalised polarisation index by type of non-
standard work, dual earner couples with individuals aged 18-59 

Country Total 
PT  

+ PT 
NFY  

+ NFY 
other  

+ other 
PT  

+ NFY 
PT  

+ other 
NFY  

+ other 

AT -0.094 -0.072 0.024 -0.002 -0.011 -0.050 0.016 
BE -0.065 -0.026 0.021 -0.002 -0.032 -0.033 0.008 
CY 0.079 -0.004 0.047 -0.007 -0.004 0.014 0.033 
CZ -0.003 0.002 0.018 0.003 -0.005 -0.004 -0.018 
DE -0.180 -0.128 0.013 0.005 -0.022 -0.055 0.007 
DK -0.006 -0.006 0.007 -0.001 -0.005 -0.006 0.006 
EE 0.073 -0.004 0.067 0.008 0.003 0.008 -0.008 
ES 0.052 -0.013 0.069 0.001 0.004 -0.017 0.009 
FI 0.055 0.004 0.041 0.027 -0.011 -0.007 0.001 
FR -0.040 -0.035 0.021 0.014 -0.010 -0.038 0.009 
GR 0.103 0.001 0.039 0.034 0.024 0.004 0.000 
HU 0.106 0.008 0.061 0.015 0.000 -0.005 0.027 
IT -0.059 -0.051 0.033 0.002 -0.020 -0.031 0.008 
LT 0.143 0.034 0.083 0.019 0.003 -0.001 0.005 
LU -0.159 -0.090 0.020 -0.002 -0.023 -0.060 -0.003 
LV 0.101 0.018 0.052 0.009 0.005 0.006 0.011 
NL -0.172 -0.140 0.001 0.004 0.004 -0.046 0.006 
NO -0.048 -0.037 0.016 0.013 -0.029 -0.020 0.010 
PL 0.101 0.016 0.063 0.013 -0.007 0.016 0.001 
PT 0.013 0.001 -0.010 0.014 0.003 -0.002 0.023 
SE -0.029 -0.028 0.017 0.009 -0.021 -0.022 0.018 
SI 0.014 -0.004 0.052 0.000 -0.012 -0.012 -0.010 
SK -0.003 0.009 0.018 -0.001 -0.024 0.006 -0.011 
UK -0.108 -0.083 0.015 0.005 -0.017 -0.037 0.009 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 
Note: PT = full-year part-time; NFY = not full-year only full-time; other = not full-year and part-time 
 

 

6.6.3 Explaining polarisation part 2: socio-demographic characteristics  

 

In order to gain a better understanding of why non-standard employment is polarised to a different 

degree across countries, we calculate conditional counterfactual household non-standard 

employment rates. We condition on gender, education and age, which are characteristics known to 

be associated with non-standard employment. If household members are both low skilled or young, 

they are expected to be more likely to work non-standard simultaneously. We control for these 

characteristics by taking the product of individual non-standard rates based on individual 

characteristics for each adult.  

 

Figure 6.4 shows the normalised polarisation index of non-standard employment conditional on 

gender, education and age. We see that conditional on gender, non-standard employment 

polarisation is indeed higher in most countries. As expected is gender especially relevant in 
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continental European countries where part-time employment is most widespread. The high levels of 

negative polarisation disappear due to the gendered nature of non-standard employment in these 

countries. In some countries we see that conditioning on gender reverses the sign of polarisation 

indicating that these partners may share other socio-demographic characteristics that explain 

positive polarisation.  

 

Adding education and age to the counterfactual rate has little effect. The closer to zero the 

conditional polarisation rates, the closer the expected household rate of non-standard employment 

is to the observed. With the exception of age in Finland, the role of age and education remains 

marginal in northern, continental and Anglo-Saxon countries. In some countries only education is 

relevant, whereas in other countries age appears more important, but both may play a role as we can 

see in Estonia, Spain and Greece.  

 

Figure 6.4  Normalised polarisation index of household level non-standard employment: 
unconditional and conditional on individual characteristics, dual earner couples with 
individuals aged 18-59 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2011 
 

 

6.6.4 Explaining polarisation part 3: Socio-demographic characteristics by type 

of non-standard work 

 

Because part-time and not full-year working influences the overall level of non-standard employment 

differently across countries (see explaining polarisation part 1), we now examine the effect of socio-

demographic characteristics for both types separately. We first look at the polarisation of part-time 

employment in figure 6.5. The only deviation from the standard full-year full-time employment is not 

working full-time here. From figure 6.5 we learn that high negative part-time polarisation can be 
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found in continental European countries, but also in the UK, Italy, and Sweden. These countries have 

highly gendered part-time employment rates. In countries with negative polarisation controlling for 

sex increases polarisation substantially. In some cases it even makes polarisation positive, like in 

Belgium. In most countries, however, after controlling for gender, part-time employment appears to 

be close to a randomly distribution. Conversely, most Eastern European countries show a positive 

polarisation of part-time employment, with especially high rates in Lithuania, Latvia and Poland. 

Compared to a random distribution, in these countries we observe a clustering of part-time 

employment within families and controlling for gender only has a marginal effect. Even after 

controlling for education and age, it is not clear why part-timers are more likely to be clustered 

within household compared to a random distribution of part-time employment over households.  

 

Figure 6.5 Normalised polarisation index of household level part-time employment 
unconditional and conditional on individual characteristics, dual earner couples with 
full-year working individuals aged 18-59  

 
Source: EU-SILC 2011 
 

 

Turning to the polarisation of not full-year workers in figure 6.6 we see that the variation in 

polarisation is less pronounced compared to the polarisation in part-time employment. With the 

exception of Portugal, polarisation of not full-year workers is positive in all countries. In contrast to 

the picture for part-time employment, conditioning on gender has little effect. Note also the positive 

polarisation in most countries, with especially high levels in Spain, Italy and the UK. Education and 

age do not help much in understanding polarisation of not full -year work.  
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Figure 6. 6 Normalised polarisation index of household level not full -year employment 
unconditional and conditional on individual characteristics, dual earner couples with 
full-time working individuals aged 18-59 

Source: EU-SILC 2011 
 

 

6.7  Conclusion and discussion  

 

A specific part of the overall inequality puzzle was highlighted in this study. In times of dual 

earnership non-standard employment cannot be regarded merely as an individual labour market 

situation. Therefore, we developed an approach to measure non-standard employment at the 

household level and examined the discrepancies between individual and household level non-

standard employment by the means of Gregg and Wadsworth’s 2008 polarisation-index. The added 

value is that this paper provides a first step to a better understanding of how non-standard 

employment is concentrated within households in comparison to the overall individual non-standard 

rate. 

 

Originally, Gregg and Wadsworth 2008 developed their polarisation-index to understand the 

differences between individual and household based measures of joblessness. Adopting a similar 

approach to non-standard employment adds a level of difficulty. First, besides not-working, working 

is divided in standard and non-standard employment. This complicates the comparison of individual 

and household level employment compositions. Therefore non-standard employment polarisation 

remained restricted to dual earner couples in this paper. A second difference from analysing 

joblessness is that not only individual level characteristics matter, but also job characteristics are a 

potential source of discrepancy. 
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In order to understand the drivers of non-standard employment polarisation and its variation across 

countries, several, potentially conflicting, mechanisms can be distinguished. Socio-demographic 

characteristics which are related to non-standard employment may explain polarisation. Yet, this 

appeared relevant only to a limited degree and only in a few countries. Depending on the structure 

of the economy different deviations from full-year full-time employment were expected to be more 

common in some countries. Because not full-year and not full-time employment are based on 

different segmentation mechanisms, the degree of polarisation was found to differ across countries. 

Especially the variability in the gendered nature of the different types of non-standard work 

contributes to the variation in non-standard polarisation. The more gendered, the less likely non-

standard employment is randomly distributed over dual earner couples. Because caring activities 

remain highly gendered, unconditional polarisation is negative in countries where non-standard work 

is adopted as a coping strategy for women in reconciling work and care. 

 

We have shown that applying the concept of non-standard employment polarisation yields 

interesting insights from a comparative perspective. Broadly speaking, we found patterns of 

polarisation to fit the known welfare state typologies. However, due to the complex nature of both 

demand and supply side drivers of non-standard employment as well as its division across 

households, some countries deviated from standard typologies. Given the problematic nature of 

non-standard work (Giesecke, 2009), policy makers should be concerned if non-standard work tends 

to be clustered within families. On the other hand, negative polarisation should not stem policy 

makers happy neither since it indicates a gendered nature of non-standard work.  

 

Lastly, this paper confirms the need for a better understanding of the “black box” of household 

labour supply decision making in times of dual earnership. Future research would benefit from 

adopting a longitudinal perspective in order to see whether and why an increase in individual level 

non-standard work over time is translated to the household level. Further theoretical developments 

within this longitudinal perspective could build on the idea of added worker effects in times of cr isis. 

Do people change their employment if their partner withdraws only partially from the labour 

market? And is this the case for specific types of workers, families or jobs?  
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Chapter 7: The part-time poverty gap across Europe: how institutions 

affect the way part-time and full-time workers avoid poverty 

differently 
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Abstract 

Drawing on EU-SILC 2012 data, this paper investigates the variation in the degree to which part-time 

and full-time workers avoid poverty differently by various income components in Europe. We look at 

three consecutive steps in the income package: individual earnings, market incomes of other 

household members, and government transfers. The results indicate that on average across Europe 

full-timers are more likely than part-timers to escape poverty with each step. On the other hand, 

much variation across countries is discovered. More stringent wage institutions, short working hour 

cultures and a strong support for working mothers are related to lower differences in earnings 

poverty between part-time and full-time workers. These institutional characteristics also reduce the 

difference in the degree to which part-time and full-time workers avoid poverty by other market 

incomes in the household. The difference in poverty reduction by government transfers between 

part-timers and full-timers was found to vary little across countries, but the degree to which part-

time earnings are combined with benefits tends to be related to a larger difference pre -distribution 

poverty.  
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7.1  Introduction 

 

Having a job is seen as the best protection against poverty by many, in particular by policymakers. 

However, it is well documented that not all jobs provide sufficient income and that the working poor 

are a non-negligible phenomenon across Europe (Andress & Lohmann, 2008; Fraser et al., 2011). 

Part-time workers are one group that faces especially high - and in recent years increasing - poverty 

rates (Horemans et al., 2016). As part-time work drives overall employment rates, the increased 

poverty risk seriously questions the assumed relationship between employment growth and poverty 

reduction. On average across Europe part-timers are twice as likely to be poor compared to full-

timers, but their poverty risk varies considerably across Europe, far more so than for the working 

poor in general (Horemans & Marx, 2013a; OECD, 2010). Therefore, this paper systematically 

examines the variation in the poverty risk of part-time vis-à-vis full-time workers across Europe to 

unravel under which institutional and policy settings part-time employment is to be seen as 

problematic from a poverty perspective. 

 

Because part-timers work fewer working hours, greater job instability and lower hourly wages (OECD, 

2010), it comes perhaps as no surprise that part-timers have lower annual earnings compared to full-

time workers and therefore face a higher in-work poverty risk as commonly measured in Europe. On 

the other hand, we know that low earnings are not a sufficient condition for in-work poverty and that 

the relationship between both is rather weak as we need to take into account the overall household 

income package to understand in-work poverty (Maitre et al., 2012; Marx & Nolan, 2014). Indeed, 

previous single country studies show that part-time employment is particularly problematic for single 

earner households, while for dual earner household the difference in the poverty risk between full-

time and part-time workers is reduced substantially (Debels, 2008b; Rodgers, 2003; Shaefer, 2009). 

Other income sources, including benefits that compensate the inability to work full-time, 

complement the household income of part-time workers in particular as well (Horemans & Marx, 

2013a; Horemans et al., 2016). Hence, the variation in the part-time poverty gap should not solely be 

understood as a difference in wages - and in extension earnings - between part-timers and full-timers 

across countries. In addition, we need to take into account the variation in the degree to which other 

income sources, from other workers in the household or from government transfers, help part-

timers and full-timers to avoid poverty.  

 

Following the approach of Gardiner and Millar (2006), we divide the household income into separate 

components, then add these up step by step, and examine whether the income is enough to lift a 
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worker (and his/her family) over the poverty line. In this paper, we look at three income steps in 

particular: individual earnings, market incomes of other household members, and transfers. Because 

the variation in how part-time and full-time workers differently avoid poverty by the three steps of 

the household income package, a variety of institutions characteristics potentially explain this 

variation. Drawing on previous research, we may expect labour market regulations to be especially 

related to the distribution of pre-transfer incomes only, whereas the set-up of the social security 

system is expected to affect poverty reduction by transfers of workers in general (Lohmann, 2009). 

However, the results indicate that social policy indicators are already related to the variation in the 

degree to which full-time workers are more likely to avoid poverty by their own earnings and the 

labour market incomes of other household members.  

 

This paper is structured as followed. The next section portraits the variation in the part-time poverty 

risk and discusses the two approaches adopted in the literature to understand why some workers 

have a higher poverty risk and how they avoid poverty. The third section presents an overview of 

institutional factors that can explain the variation in how part-time workers avoid poverty differently 

across countries. Next, we discuss the empirical data and the fixed-effect logistic regression method 

that was adopted to examine how country-level characteristics are associated with a higher part-

time poverty gap. The fifth section shows the results and the last section concludes.  

 

 

7.2  Poor part-time workers: a distinct ‘risk group’ or an ‘accounting 

problem’?  

 

This sections starts with setting the scene by presenting the poverty risk of part-time vis-à-vis full-

time workers empirically across Europe. Subsequently I present two approaches that clarify the 

oxymoron of working poverty, a ‘risk-group approach’ and an ‘accounting approach’, and highlight 

previous findings regarding the higher poverty risk of part-timers compared to full-timers. 

 

Figure 7.1 shows the poverty rate of part-time and full-time workers across Europe as can be found 

on the Eurostat website. The figures are drawn from the European Union Statistics on Income and 

Living Conditions (EU-SILC), a survey that is used for monitoring the poverty and social inclusion in 

the European Union. Overall figure 1 confirms previous OECD (2010) findings that part-timers face an 

important “part-time poverty penalty” as they are on average twice as likely to be poor28. At the 

                                                                 
28 This concept should not be confused with the idea that the poor pay more (Caplovitz, 1967) 
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same time, however, figure 1 shows considerable variation in the poverty risk of part-timers, much 

more than for full-timers, resulting in a strong variation across Europe in the difference in the 

poverty risk between both groups. While in the Netherlands, Switzerland and Luxembourg part-

timers have less than 1.5 times the poverty risk of full -timers, in Ireland, Portugal, Bulgaria, Lithuania, 

Hungary and Romania it is more than 3 times higher. Consequently, the question that arises is which 

institutional characteristics contribute to this variation. Yet, in order to answer that question, we first 

need to know why workers in general and part-timers in particular are not always able to avoid 

poverty in the first place. This can be done by two approaches.  

 

Figure 7.1 Poverty rates of part-time and full-time workers across Europe in 2014  

 

Source: EU-SILC 2014 (retrieved from on-line Eurostat statistics). 

 

 

7.2.1 The ‘risk-group approach’ to in-work poverty 

 

A first modus operandi, the ‘risk-group approach’, describes how individual endowments, job 

characteristics and living arrangements are related to higher in-work poverty risks (Airio, 2008). 

Following poverty research in general, Lohmann (2009) summarises these features in terms of 

‘needs’, ‘resources’, and ‘restrictions to participate’. Resources include characteristics like age, 

education, or occupation that represent the earnings potential of workers and hence lower the 

poverty risk of workers. Needs refer to the presence of dependent household members, which 

increase the required income and thus are associated with a higher poverty risk. In addition, children, 

dependent elderly, or other dependent household members reduce the possibilities for all household 

members to participate fully in the labour market and thus increase the poverty risk. Alternatively, 
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one may group working poor as workers who are “less competitive in the labour market” and/or 

have “a disproportionate ratio of dependents to earners” (Brady et al., 2010). Crettaz (2013) as well 

as Marx and Nolan (2014) distinguish between inadequate earnings, low (household) work-intensity, 

a high number of dependents relative to earners, and inadequate income replacement as not 

mutually exclusive mechanisms that lead to a higher in-work poverty risks for particular groups of 

workers. These fundamental mechanisms can be evoked to understand why particular individual 

endowments, job characteristics and living arrangements are associated with a higher poverty risk. 

 

Research that applied the risk group approach mention that holding a part-time job is one of the 

many risk factors, but do not discusses the underlying mechanisms in detail (Andress & Lohmann, 

2008; Fraser et al., 2011). Research focussing on part-timers explicitly, shows that their higher 

poverty risk can be attributed to multiple underlying mechanisms. Part-timers have a lower wage, 

they have by definition a lower work-intensity, often work in less stable jobs, and are on average 

more likely to have children (Airio, Kuivalainen, & Niemeä, 2008; Horemans & Marx, 2013a, 2013b; 

Snel et al., 2008). Furthermore, part-timers are less likely to meet eligibility criteria for receiving full 

replacement income for periods out of work (Buschoff & Protsch, 2008; Leschke, 2007; OECD, 2010) 

In reality, however, part-timers are more likely to combine earnings with benefits, precisely because 

of their part-time status and unstable labour market attachment (Horemans & Marx, 2013a; Rodgers, 

2003). Working fewer hours in itself is not necessarily to be seen as problematic from a poverty 

perspective as the poverty rate of part-timers is especially high for a single earner families, while for 

dual earner families little differences exist in the poverty risk between part-time and full-time 

workers (Debels, 2008b; Rodgers, 2003; Shaefer, 2009). In other words, despite their lower earnings, 

part-timers can avoid poverty by the presence of other earners.  

 

7.2.2 The ‘accounting approach’ to in-work poverty 

 

A second type of studies adopts an ‘accounting approach’ that examines more in detail how workers 

avoid poverty (Millar et al., 1997; Strengmann-Kuhn, 2003). In this approach the household income 

package is divided in individual earnings, market incomes of other household members, and state 

transfers. Subsequently, the income components are added in a particular sequence. The specific 

order as well as the amount of detail of income components varies across studies29. The results 

                                                                 
29 For example, Gardiner and Millar (2006) distinguish between market incomes of a  partner in a secon d step and only take 
into account the market income of other household members as a s ixth s tep, after including non -means-tested benefits, tax 

credits, and means-tested benefits. Others look at one aspect in particular which may include different specific steps, like 
the di fference between a poverty wage rate and the actual poverty rate (Debels, 2008) or, the poverty reduction through 
social transfers in general (Lohmann, 2009). At one point economies of scale and household needs are taken into account 
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consistently indicate that the earnings of other household members provide the most effective way 

to avoid poverty, especially for low paid workers who are less likely to avoid pove rty relying solely on 

their own earnings (Gardiner & Millar, 2006). The poverty reduction by government transfers for not 

working household members is considered a key element to understand the cross-country 

differences in in-work poverty (Lohmann, 2009). On the other hand, as in-work poverty is partially a 

problem of un- or underemployment (Halleröd et al., 2015), individual wage replacement benefits 

also have a substantial poverty reducing capacity for workers in some countries (Allègre, 2013). 

Moreover, especially for single (parent) families, government transfers are the only way out of 

poverty when earnings are insufficient. 

 

In-work poverty research that adopted the accounting approach and looked at part-time work is very 

divers regarding the income components studied. For Europe as a whole, Lohmann (2009) shows that 

the pre-transfer poverty rate in 2004 was substantially higher for part-timers compared to full-timers 

and indicates that an additional worker decreases the odds of pre -transfer poverty more strongly 

when (s)he works full-time instead of part-time. He does not find that poverty reduction by transfers 

differs on average significantly between full-time and part-time workers in Europe, but transfers do 

appear to help workers with an additional part-timer more than workers with an additional full-timer 

in the household (Lohmann, 2009). Looking at different elements of the income package, Debels 

(2008b) constructs a counterfactual ‘poverty pay’ for Belgium, indicating whether employees would 

be poor in the hypothetical situation that they are single and rely solely on their own earnings. She 

shows that part-timers are twice as likely as full-timers to have a poverty pay, but respectively 89 and 

85 percent avoids poverty when taking into account household composition and all other income 

sources. Conversely, among the non-poor workers, respectively 31 and 15 percent of the part-timers 

and full-timers have poverty pay, suggesting that part-time employment is more common in a 

household context where other income sources help to reduce the poverty risk associated with the 

lower earnings (Debels, 2008b). Remarkably, Rodgers (2003) looks for Australia how the poverty risk 

of part-timers would look like when investment income is excluded, but as expected  he finds little 

consequences as the opportunities for wealth accumulation are scarce for people at the bottom of 

the income distribution. On the other hand, his results do suggest that government transfers help 

part-timers to avoid poverty, especially when they are single earners (Rodgers, 2003).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                           
by adopting an equivalence scale. This involves making strong assumptions. Taking the household context into account 
makes the results highly sensitive to the assumption of equal income sharing within the household (Gardiner & Mi llar, 

2006). Furthermore, from a comparative perspective, it implies that the cost of children is the same in all countries (Crettaz, 
2013). The degree of detail for adopting equivalence scales is not fixed. For example, Allègre (2013) differentiates between 
the conjugal situation and the presence of children. 
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Country cases or comparisons allow a detailed description of the institutional context in which in-

work poverty risks need to be interpreted (Giesselmann, 2015), but lack a more systematic 

comparison of the variation across countries (Lohmann, 2009). Adopting the accounting approach in 

a comparative setting allows us to examine under which conditions working part-time is a feasible 

option without falling in poverty. Yet, the variation in how part-time and full-time workers are able to 

avoid poverty by their own earnings, by incomes of other household members, or by government 

transfers remains largely a blind spot. A-priori, we can expect it to differ substantially across 

countries as previous research indicates a strong variation in the how the part-time wage penalty 

contributes to the part-time poverty gap as well as a strong variation in the degree to which 

differences in the work-intensity compensate the lower earnings of part-time workers across 

countries (Horemans, 2016 forthcoming-b). Therefore, the next section explores which institutional 

factors are potentially associated with the variability in the part-time earnings gap, and, which 

institutional factors make it more likely that income from other workers or government transfers 

allow part-time workers to avoid poverty more easily.  

 

 

7.3  Cross-national differences in how part-time workers avoid poverty 

 

This section provides an overview of the theoretical expectations regarding the relationship between 

the variation in institutions, policies, and the composition of the labour force on the one hand and 

the variation in the poverty gap between part-time and full-time workers on the other. We look at 

country-level characteristics that are related to three steps of the accounting approach: (1) the 

variation in the earnings difference between part-time and full-time workers, (2) the variation in the 

degree to which other working family members and (3) government transfers help part-time and full-

time workers to avoid poverty differently. Because the choice to work part-time is done in a 

particular household and institutional context, it is important to note that both country-level and 

household characteristics associated with a part-time poverty gap should not be seen as exogenous 

(Debels, 2008b; Lohmann, 2008). Hence, we cannot make causal inference about changes in policies 

or other institutional characteristics on changes in the poverty difference between part-time and full-

time workers.   

 

As regard the institutional characteristics associated with the cross-country variation in how part-

timers and full-timers avoid poverty differently, we draw on the previous research discussing the 

variation in in-work poverty in general (Brady et al., 2010; Lohmann, 2009). Given the multifaceted 
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nature of in-work poverty this means that we need to take into account the research that looks at 

the variation in non-standard employment (Hipp et al., 2015), the relation between labour market 

institutions and earnings inequality (for a recent overview, see: Salverda & Checchi, 2015), and the 

link between gender culture, family policies and the employment of  parents (Boeckman, Misra, & 

Budig, 2014; Stieber & Haas, 2012).  

 

7.3.1 Part-time - full-time earnings differences across countries 

 

A first facet of the variation in the part-time poverty gap has to be sought in the underlying variation 

in the part-time earnings gap. The latter is associated with particular labour market institutions that 

affect the overall earnings dispersion, including wages and working hours as well as the institutions 

that are related to occupational segregation of part-time jobs.   

 

The impact of changing labour market institutions, like de-unionisation and decreasing minimum 

wages (DiNardo, Fortin, & Lemieux, 1996), on rising wage inequalities inspired previous research on 

the cross-country variation in in-work poverty. For example, Brady et al. (2010) refer to the unified 

theory of F. D. Blau and Kahn (2002) to claim that more egalitarian labour markets have stronger 

institutions that remove the least productive, resulting in a fairly decent wage for all workers. 

Referring to similar theoretical underpinnings, Lohmann (2009) indicates for Europe that low skilled 

workers are less likely to be poor in countries with centralised bargaining systems that compress the 

wage structure. Industrial relation indicators, however, may point out a stronger support for more 

generous welfare systems that explains the variation in (in-work) poverty more consistently (Brady et 

al., 2010; Plasman & Rycx, 2001). Yet, for the US  Brady, Baker, and Finnigan (2013) argue that unions 

are associated with lower in-work poverty, independent of their effect on social policies. We expect 

similar mechanisms to be at work regarding the part-time wage gap because they typically face an 

hourly pay penalty as they are concentrated in lower level occupations (Bardasi & Gornick, 2008; 

Manning & Petrongolo, 2005; O'Dorchai et al., 2007). In other words, because part-time workers are 

more likely to be concentrated at the bottom of the earnings distribution, the degree to which full-

timers are more likely than part-timers to avoid poverty with their own earnings is expected to be 

lower in countries where institutions support a more condense wage distribution (Hypothesis 1a).  

 

The literature on the relationship between institutions and earnings inequality provides little 

guidelines as to which institutions should primarily be looked at. Salverda and Checchi (2015) 

conclude in their recent overview that “the institutional approach faces an abundance of institutions 

for which it lacks a clear criterion of choice”. Potential candidates include wage setting institutions 
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like union membership, bargaining coverage and centralisation. Other institutions that are regularly 

studied consist of the presence and level of minimum wages, working time regulations, or the 

strictness of employment protection legislation that affect employers hiring practices. Lastly, more 

recent studies also look at the generosity of income replacement schemes, labour market activation 

policies as well as work-family reconciliation policies that influence employees reservation wage and 

employment decisions (Salverda & Checchi, 2015) 

 

While labour market institutions that compress the wage structure are expected to reduce the wage 

difference between part-timers and full-timers on average, they can at the same time make part-

time jobs more problematic in terms of annual earnings. Similar to overall earnings inequality, we 

have to look at both wages and hours worked. Restrictive labour market institutions can result in low 

hour and unstable part-time jobs when employers look for alternative, more flexible staffing 

arrangements to overcome minimum wage floors (Bhorat, Kanbur, & Mayet, 2013; Hsing, 2000; 

David Neumark, Schweitzer, & Wascher, 2004; Ressler, Watson, & Mixon, 1996) or strict employment 

protection legislation (Buddelmeyer et al., 2008). Salverda and Checchi (2015) indicate that in highly 

regulated labour markets, identified by strict employment protections and active union presence, the 

negative correlation between working hours and wages is stronger. On the other hand, employers’ 

staffing strategies are limited by strong unions and inclusive labour regulations that follow from 

unions’ egalitarian normative discourse (Western & Rosenfeld, 2011). Hence, the relationship 

between labour market institutions and the part-time earnings penalty can go both ways as strong 

institution, like high minimum wages and high union presence, are expected to reduce overall wage 

inequality, at the same time they may increase the precarious nature of part-time work in terms of 

hours and employment stability.  

 

Through their effect on the labour supply of parents, work-family reconciliation policies also 

influence the overall earnings distribution (Misra, Budig, & Boeckman, 2011). Feminist welfare state 

research indicates that in traditional breadwinner societies mothers reduce (and fathers slightly 

increase) their employment around childbirth, whereas in a dual -earner dual-carer society, family 

policies are expected to support mothers to remain in the labour market and fathers to also partially 

reduce their working hours to engage in caring activities (Crompton, 1999; Jane Lewis, 1992; 

Sainsbury, 1999). Indeed, externalising childcare tends to increase women’s relative contribution to 

the household income (Stier & Mandel, 2009), while fathers appear to work slightly less compared to 

childless men in countries that offer alternative income in terms of well paid leave for fathers, short 

parental leave for mothers and generous family allowances (Bünning & Pollmann-Schult, 2015). 

Consequently, we can expect that in countries where support for working parents is higher, the 



 
 

145 
 

overall wage distribution is likely to be more compressed when mothers are able to work a 

substantial number of hours, and full-time working fathers do not have to work long hours in high 

paid jobs to support their family, resulting in a lower part-time earnings penalty as well.  

 

Besides the overall earnings distribution, a second element that potentially affects the earnings 

difference between full-time and part-time workers is the degree of occupational segregation, which 

indicates the extent to which part-time jobs are concentrated in particular types of jobs. The 

occupational structure has been shown to be the most important driver behind the pay penalty 

associated with working part-time (Matteazzi et al., 2012). Long working hours cultures restrict part-

time jobs to low paid occupation and specific sectors because working part-time hinders further 

career progress or part-time work is simply not possible in some managerial or professional 

occupations (Bardasi & Gornick, 2008; Matteazzi et al., 2012). If long working hour cultures prevail, 

part-time workers are more likely to be stigmatised for working less hours (Webber & Williams, 

2008) and the perception of low employee commitment by employers reinforces the low 

remuneration (Messenger & Ray, 2015). Countries without working time regulations allow little 

opportunities for reconciling work and family life in demanding full -time jobs (Gornick & Heron, 

2006), resulting in a stronger difference in terms of the types of jobs that are available for part -

timers. In addition, occupational segregation of part-timers varies across countries regarding the 

degree to which policies allow mothers in particular to reduce working hours around childbirth 

without having to change to a lower paid part-time job (Dupuy & Fernádez-Kranz, 2011; Manning & 

Petrongolo, 2008). In sum, working time regulations are expected to be associated wi th a reduced 

part-time earnings penalty as they reduce occupational segregation and allows part-time workers 

(mothers) to keep a link with the higher level paid jobs around childbirth. Consequently, the degree 

to which full-timers are more likely than part-timers to avoid poverty with their own earnings is 

expected to be lower in countries where institutions limit occupational segregation (Hypothesis 1b). 

 

7.3.2 Variation in part-time poverty reduction by earnings of other household 

members  

 

While earnings are a first step to understand the variation in the part-time poverty gap, we also 

know that low wage earners avoid poverty by the presence of other working household members 

(Gardiner & Millar, 2006; Marx & Nolan, 2014). These additional earnings are of vital importance, 

perhaps even more so for part-timers as they have a substantially higher poverty risk when relying 

solely on their own earnings (Debels, 2008b; OECD, 2010; Rodgers, 2003). On the other hand, the 

required additional income to be lifted above the poverty line is smaller for full -timers. An additional 
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part-time or low wage job may do the trick for full-timers. Conversely, part-timers additional income 

needs are substantially higher, especially in countries with stronger differences in earnings between 

part-time and full-time workers. Thus, on average we expect it to be more difficult for part-timers, 

compared to full-timers, to avoid poverty by accumulating their own earnings with other market 

incomes in the household (hypothesis 2a), but the degree to which this happens is again not 

necessarily similar across countries.  

 

First, the required additional income to be lifted above the poverty line is expected to be especially 

higher for part-time workers in countries where they face the highest earnings penalty in the first 

place. In addition, couples are affected by similar labour market institutions that allow a high degree 

of earnings inequality are equally likely to have lower earnings, that is, under the assumption of 

homogamy and a high correlation in earnings between spouses. In other words, we expect the 

difference in the degree to which other market incomes reduce the poverty risk between part-timers 

and full-timers to be lower in countries which institutions reduce the earnings differences in the first 

place (hypothesis 2b).  

  

Second, the variation in household employment patterns across countries is strongly associated with 

the variation in the employment of mothers (Misra et al., 2011) and availability of high quality 

childcare services typically found to help mothers to maintain a link with the labour market (Stieber 

& Haas, 2012; Van Lancker & Ghysels, 2010) 30 . In countries with a well-developed (publicly 

supported) care system, mothers are able to work, often in part-time jobs of substantial hours and 

considerable earnings levels. Furthermore their partners are also expected to have higher earnings as 

previous studies indicate a selective uptake of family policies, with a stronger relation to the 

employment rates of high-skilled women (Cantillon et al., 2001; Cipollone, Patacchini, & Vallanti, 

2014; Van Lancker & Ghysels, 2012). Thus we expect the difference in the way full-timers and part-

timers avoid poverty by other market incomes to be lower in countries where (partially) externalising 

care is less constrained (hypothesis 2c).  

 

Third, we have to take into account a composition effect. Single parents have a harder choice 

between spending time at home versus providing sufficient income. Hence, when their additional 

income and care needs are not addressed by other household members,  they are more likely to end 

up in a part-time job, that is, when entering the labour market at all. Consequently, in countries 

where part-time jobs are more concentrated among single (parents), part-timers are in general 

                                                                 
30 The potential effect of single policy measures, however, should not be overstated as multiple paths to high female 
employment exist, including cultural acceptance of working mothers (Kenworthy, 2008; Orloff, 2002; B Pfau-Effinger, 2004). 
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expected to be less likely to avoid poverty through the income of other market incomes in het 

household (hypothesis 2d).  

 

7.3.3 Variation in part-time poverty reduction by government transfers 

 

Besides the earnings of other household members, welfare state generosity plays an important 

poverty alleviating role, also for workers (Allègre, 2013; Brady et al., 2010; Lohmann, 2009). A last 

step to understand the variation in the poverty penalty of part-time workers is thus to examine the 

degree to which financial government support helps to avoid poverty and how this differs between 

part-time and full-time workers. Broadly speaking, earnings can be combined with three types of 

benefits at the household level: (1) benefits that can be combined with (part-time) earnings, such as 

partial unemployment or short-time work schemes, or country specific benefits related to invalidity, 

sickness, work-life balance compensations, or pension; (2) income replacement benefits provided to 

non-working household members, or to workers who are out of the labour market for short periods; 

(3) household income supplements, usually to compensate for the cost of children or housing.  

 

Income replacement schemes for non-working household members are strongly related to variation 

in poverty reduction as they compensate for non-working household members (Lohmann, 2009). 

Hours and/or earnings thresholds may restrict secondary (part-time) earners to meet the eligibility 

criteria for full income replacement schemes (Buschoff & Protsch, 2008; Leschke, 2007; OECD, 2010). 

Yet, if a secondary earner loses his/her job, limited income replacement benefits may be insufficient 

even for the remaining primary full-time earner to escape poverty, whereas when part-time workers 

who become primary earners need a substantial replacement rate for non-working adults as their 

own earnings are lower. Hence, overall, we expect that government transfers are more likely to lift 

full-timers above the poverty threshold (Hypothesis 3a). 

 

With respect to benefits that are combined with earnings, it is important to note that part-time 

workers are entitled to benefits specifically provided to them because of their part-time status 

(Horemans & Marx, 2013b). This additional income may exactly be the reason why they work part-

time in the first place. While much variation exists across countries, several benefits allow a 

(voluntary) reduction in working hours with moderated income consequences, for example, to 

combine work with study, phased pensioning or other work-life balance reasons. Furthermore, 

household income supplements associated with the presence of children are concentrated among 

part-timers as well. Hence, we expect that part-timers are more likely to avoid poverty in countries 
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that support their part-time status with some additional benefit (hypothesis 3b) or when part-timer 

work is strongly associated with having children (hypothesis 3c).   

 

Table 7.1  Overview of hypothesis in the difference steps of the analysis.  

 Step 1: 
Poverty earnings: 
higher for part-timers 

Step 2: 
Poverty reduction by 
other market incomes: 
lower for part-timers 

Step 3: 
Poverty reduction by 
government transfers: 
lower for part-timers 

Expected sign of 
working part-time 
compared to full-time 
(main coefficient) 

+ - - 

Expected sign of 
interaction between 
country-level 
characteristics and 
working part-time 

 
- 

 
Reason 1: Institutions 
reducing the overall 
earnings distribution 
Reason 2: Institutions 
that reduce 
occupational 
segregation between 
part-timers and full-
timers 

 
+ 

 
Reason 1: Institutions 
reducing the part-time 
earnings gap 
Reason 2: Institutions 
that support dual 
earnership among  
Reason 3:The 
concentration of part-
time jobs among 
couples 

 
+ 

 
Reason 1: Institutions 
reducing the part-time 
earnings gap 
Reason 2: Social 
transfers that are 
beneficial for part-
timers in particular  
Reason 3: The 
concentration of part-
time jobs among 
families with children 

 

In sum, the relationship between institutional  characteristics and the variation of the magnitude of a 

part-time poverty penalty comes down to factors that affect the variation in the earnings difference 

between part-timers and full-timers, the variation in poverty reduction by other workers, and the 

variation in poverty reduction by government transfers. Table 7.1 provides an overview of the 

expectations regarding the different steps in the accounting approach.  

 

 

7.4  Data and methodology 

 

For the micro-level data this paper draws on the EU-SILC survey for the year 2012, referring to 

incomes of the year 2011. The analysis includes respondents aged 18 to 64 years, who worked at 

least 6 months of the income reference period of a year and worked part-time or full-time as an 

employee at the time of the interview. Country-level variables are collected from various sources and 

include institutional characteristics, policy and cultural indicators regarding working time and 
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parenting, as well as aggregated profile characteristics of part-timers (see more detailed discussion 

below and appendix 7.1). In order to examine the variation in the part-time poverty gap, I apply 

three basic steps of the accounting approach and examine how both individual and country-level 

characteristics relate to each step (see table 7.1). 

 

Three dichotomous dependent variables were constructed: ‘poverty earnings’, ‘poverty reduction by 

other market incomes’, and ‘poverty reduction by government transfers’. The poverty line for all 

three concepts is the same and calculated as 60 percent of the national median disposable 

equivalent household income. The concept of ‘poverty earnings’ indicates whether workers are able 

to avoid poverty for their family when relying only on their own gross equivalised earnings under a 

ceteris paribus condition. It can be seen as a proxy of the latent poverty risk of workers in the case of 

separation, but as with all accounting approaches behavioural consequences are not included and 

tax-benefits eligibility effects are ignored. ‘Poverty reduction by other market incomes’ refers to 

workers with poverty earnings that are lifted above the poverty line when looking at the equivalent 

pre-transfer income. Earnings of other workers are the key addition, but this income variable, as 

provided by Eurostat, also includes incomes from self-employment, capital income, and regular inter-

household cash transfers. Lastly, ‘poverty reduction by government transfers’ refers to workers who 

are poor in a pre-transfer situation, but not in a post-transfer situation. The models also control for 

several other individual (sex, age, education), household (presence of children, family type, work-

intensity of other household members) and job related (stable full -year jobs, occupation) features 

(see appendix 7.2). Appendix 7.3 provides an overview of the poverty risks of workers when relying 

only on their own earnings, in a pre-transfers situation, and in a post-transfer situation.  

 

For each dependent variable a series of country fixed-effect logistic regressions were computed. As in 

this paper we are not interested in the direct effect of country level factors, but in the cross-level 

interaction effects between country-level characteristics and part-time work, a fixed-effects analysis 

has been applied by including dummies into the model. A fixed-effects model controls for the 

country-level heterogeneity and avoids making the assumption that the country-level error terms are 

normally distributed and independent from the other variables, which is neede d in commonly used 

multi-level models (Möhring, 2012).  

 

Analysing the relationship between country-level characteristics on the variation in the higher 

poverty risk of part-timers, two approaches can be followed. Welfare state regimes can be applied as 

a heuristic tool, or particular country-level policy or institutional indicators can be adopted.  As an 

analytical tool to understand varieties in the profile of the working poor across countries, the 
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explanatory power of welfare states proved to be rather limited (Halleröd et al., 2015; Lohmann & 

Marx, 2008; Van Lancker, 2013b). Furthermore, the gendered nature of part-time employment does 

not fit nicely with the typical welfare regime approach (O'Reilly & Fagan, 1998). Hence, similar to 

much of the debates on comparative research on female employment, we look at s pecific 

‘explanatory’ value institutional indicators separately, while being aware that these are proxies of a 

complex and interrelated (endogenous) institutional framework (Boeckman et al., 2014). Various 

country-level features that are expected to explain the variation in the difference in the poverty risk 

between part-time and full-time workers are grouped as wage setting institutions, social policies, 

working hour culture and institutions, employment support and family policies, and labour force 

composition (see appendix 7.1). In robustness check indicators belonging to a specific group are 

included simultaneously in the model and the models are also controlled for the interaction between 

economic performance and working part-time (see appendix 7.6).  

 

 

7.5  Results 

 

Table 7.2 shows the results of the fixed-effect models for in-work poverty with country-level 

dummies (results for the dummies not shown). Part-time workers are clearly more likely to face 

poverty earnings, but are on average, as expected, less likely to avoid poverty by other market 

incomes or government transfers. As caution is needed when comparing logistic models, because the 

unobserved heterogeneity is likely to vary across models (Mood, 2010), appendix 7.4 shows the 

average marginal effects. Controlling for other relevant characteristics, on averages part-timers’ 

probability of being earnings poor is almost 30 percentage points higher than it is for full-timers (see: 

appendix 7.4, model 1b). On the other hand, the probability of part-timers to avoid poverty by other 

market incomes in the household and subsequently government transfers is respectively 4 and 1.5 

percentage points lower (see: appendix 7.4, model 2b and 3b).  In other words, the results indicate 

that part-timers are less likely to avoid poverty first with their own earnings, and also when adding 

other household market incomes and governments transfers in consecutive steps.    

 

Turning to the variation in the relation between working hours and poverty earnings across 

countries, table 7.3 models 1c to 1z show the main effect of working part-time and the interactions 

with several - separately added - country level variables. The results confirm that stringent wage 

setting institutions - a higher union density and a higher minimum wage – are associated with a 

lower difference in poverty earnings between part-timers and full-timers. The poverty earnings gap 
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of part-timers is also cushioned in countries with a higher replacement rate of unemployment 

benefits. The same appears true in countries where family benefits make out a substantial part of 

workers household income, but the coefficient is not significant. Othe r social policy indicators, 

however, tend to be associated with a widening of the poverty earnings difference between part-

time and full-time workers. In countries that spend relatively more of their GDP on passive labour 

market policies we see that the relative degree to which part-timers are able to avoid poverty by 

their own earnings tends to be lower. The same is true for the share of full-year workers that receive 

a benefit, and the average share benefits have in workers’ individual income (= earnings + benefits). 

In other words, countries that allow (part-time) earnings to be combined with a replacement benefits 

or earnings supplement appear to widen the earnings difference between part-time and full-time 

workers as they probably (partially) compensate the lower earnings as they probably support 

workers to accept low paid part-time jobs in the first place. Overall, working hours and institutions 

follow the expected sign as well. When part-time jobs consist of substantial hours on average and 

when working time can be arranged more flexible for family reasons, the part-time poverty earnings 

gap tends to be lower. The same is true for countries where formal childcare use is more common. 

Yet, other indicators of employment support, informal care use and active labour market spending 

are associated with a higher difference in poverty earnings between part-time and full-time workers. 

Lastly, the degree to which part-time work is concentrated among couples and families with children 

also matters. In countries where part-time more concentrated these ‘traditional’ circumstances, part-

time earnings appear less problematic from a poverty perspective.  

 

Models 2c-z show the results for how the difference in poverty reduction by other market incomes 

between part-time and full-time workers is associated with country-level characteristics. Again, 

results are largely in line with the expectations. Full -timers are on average more likely to avoid 

poverty by other market incomes in the household (see also table 7.2), but the degree to which they 

do so varies by country-level characteristics (table 7.3). First, stronger wage setting institutions, 

which decrease the part-time earnings gap in the first place, also limit the degree to which full -timers 

are more likely to avoid poverty by other market incomes. The only exception is the level of the 

minimum wage. Higher minimum wages appear to reinforce the beneficial position of full -time 

workers. Which is not necessarily surprising as full -timers are lifted above the poverty line more 

easily when receiving a high minimum wage, while for part-timers eligibility criteria and the number 

of hours worked are key, even with a high pro-rata minimum wage. Indeed, as table 3 indicates, 

working hour cultures and institutions cushion the difference in poverty avoidance between part-

time and full-time workers. As a way to support dual earnership among parents with flexible work 

arrangements as well as working hour limitations for full -time workers, or more substantial part-time 
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jobs help part-timers to avoid poverty more easily by other market incomes. Formal childcare use is 

also related to a reduced difference in the degree to which full -timers are more likely to be lifted 

above the poverty line by other market incomes, while in countries where  parents have to rely on 

informal care more strongly, the opposite is true. As expected, the composition of the part -time 

labour force matters as well. The higher the concentration of part-time workers among singles, the 

higher the gap between full-timers and part-timers in the degree to which other market incomes 

help in avoiding poverty because singles do not receive much other market incomes by definition.  

 

Contrasting the results of Lohmann (2009) that draw on EU-SILC 2005 data for twenty European 

countries, table 7.2 suggests a small, but significant difference between full -time and part-time 

workers regarding the poverty reduction of government transfers for both groups. Full -time workers 

are, as expected under the assumption that additional income needs are lower, more likely than 

part-timers to avoid poverty by government transfers. Overall, however, little variation exists across 

countries regarding the difference in poverty reduction by government transfers between full-time 

part-time workers (see appendix 7.5). Contrary to the expectations, countries where benefits and 

earnings are combined among part-timers in particular do not make part-timers more likely to avoid 

poverty by government transfers compared to full-time workers (table 7.3). While the results are not 

significant, the sign of the coefficients even suggests that countries where benefits are more likely to 

be combined with earnings, the difference in poverty reduction government transfers among full-

timers is even more likely than among part-timers. One reason could be that because these benefits 

increase the earnings gap between part-timers and full-timers and thus the additional income to be 

lifted above the poverty line for part-time workers is also larger in these countries, making it in fact 

less likely for them to be lifted above the poverty line. On the other hand, we do find indications that 

the concentration of part-time work among families with children, and policies that support parents 

in combining work and family, is associated with a more equal poverty reduction by government 

transfers for both part-time and full-time workers. 
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Table 7.2 Fixed-effect logistic regression coefficients (log-odds) on earnings poverty (Models 1a and 1b), poverty reduction by other market incomes 
(Models 2a and 2b), and poverty reduction by government transfers (Models 3a and 3b)  

 Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b Model 3a Model 3b 
part-time (ref.: full-time) 2.12 *** 2.15 *** -0.16 *** -0.38 *** -0.14 *** -0.08 * 
women (ref.: men) 

  
0.98 *** 

  
0.10 *** 

  
0.23 *** 

age (ref.: 18_29) 
           

 30_49 
  

-0.99 *** 
  

-0.06 * 
  

0.22 *** 
50_64 

  
-1.17 *** 

  
0.10 ** 

  
0.41 *** 

education (ref.: low) 
           

 middle  
  

-0.48 *** 
  

0.35 *** 
  

0.25 *** 
high 

  
-1.09 *** 

  
0.49 *** 

  
0.23 *** 

child (ref.: no) 
  

0.82 *** 
  

-0.45 *** 
  

-0.10 *** 
family type (ref.: single) 

           
 couple  

  
-1.06 *** 

  
0.40 *** 

  
-0.98 *** 

other 
  

1.57 *** 
  

0.68 *** 
  

0.68 *** 
WI other HHmembers 

  
0.10 *** 

  
4.81 *** 

  
-0.32 *** 

full-year (ref.: no) 
  

-1.77 *** 
  

0.56 *** 
  

0.21 *** 
Occupation (ref.: ISCO 1+2) 

           
 ISCO 

  
0.48 *** 

  
0.06 

   
0.06 

 ISCO 
  

0.96 *** 
  

0.02 
   

0.02 
 ISCO 

  
1.75 *** 

  
-0.36 *** 

  
-0.25 *** 

ISCO 
  

1.52 *** 
  

-0.41 *** 
  

-0.19 ** 
ISCO 

  
2.27 *** 

  
-0.73 *** 

  
-0.47 *** 

N  174913 
 

174913 
 

65120   65120 
 

25988 
 

25988 
 R²  0.105 

 
0.359 

 
0.021 

 
0.414 

 
0.034 

 
0.090 

 LL  -103400 
 

-740589 
 

-39458 
 

-23617 
 

-16317 
 

-15378 
 Source: EU-SILC 2012 

Note: all models also controls for fixed effect of 27 countries 
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Table 7.3 Main effects of part-time work and cross-level interaction effects (log-odds) of fixed-effect logistic regressions on earnings poverty (Models 
1c-z) , poverty reduction by other market incomes (Models 2c-z), and poverty reduction by government transfers (Models 3c-z). 

 Models 1c-z  Models 2c-z  Models 3c-z 

 
part-time interaction 

 
part-time interaction 

 
part-time interaction 

wage setting institutions               
union density 2.40 *** -0.01 *** 

 
-0.51 *** 0.00 * 

 
-0.09 

 
0.00  

bargaining coverage 2.07 *** 0.00 
  

-0.59 *** 0.00 ** 
 

-0.10 
 

0.00  
bargaining centralisation 2.12 *** 0.06 

  
-0.65 *** 0.70 *** 

 
-0.04 

 
-0.09  

minimum wage 2.40 *** -1.13 *** 
 

-0.29 *** -0.38 * 
 

-0.04 
 

-0.15  

             
  

social policies               
replacement rate unemployment benefits  2.25 *** -0.00 * 

 
-0.54 *** 0.00 ** 

 
-0.02 

 
0.00  

passive labour market spending (% gdp) 2.05 *** 0.10 ** 
 

-0.42 *** 0.04 
  

-0.11 (*) 0.03  
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) 2.11 *** 0.29 

  
-0.36 *** -0.17 

  
0.00 

 
-0.57 (*) 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 2.06 *** 4.65 **  -0.35 *** -1.69   -0.01  -3.37  
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 2.02 *** 2.19 ***  -0.22 *** -2.34 **  -0.01  -0.96  
share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 2.09 *** 0.29 * 

 
-0.30 *** -0.34 (*) 

 
0.01 

 
-0.38  

ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income 2.18 *** -0.23 
  

-0.48 *** 0.66 * 
 

-0.13 
 

0.38  

             
  

working hour culture and institutions               
average actual working hours in main job (FT employees) 0.93 

 
0.03 * 

 
-1.31 

 
0.02 

  
-1.53 

 
0.04  

average collectively agreed working hours  2.20 ** 0.00 
  

3.52 *** -0.10 *** 
 

0.68 
 

-0.02  
average usual working hours in main job (PT employees) 5.18 *** -0.13 *** 

 
-1.86 *** 0.06 *** 

 
-0.03 

 
0.00  

average usual working hours part-time / full-time 4.39 *** -3.80 *** 
 

-1.31 *** 1.60 ** 
 

0.25 
 

-0.57  
able to take day off for family reasons  2.31 *** -0.36 ** 

 
-0.73 *** 0.80 *** 

 
-0.25 ** 0.42 * 

able to adapt working hours for family reasons 2.46 *** -0.53 *** 
 

-0.85 *** 0.86 *** 
 

-0.28 ** 0.41 * 

             
  

employment support and family policies               
formal childcare use in FTE 2.84 *** -2.05 *** 

 
-0.50 *** 0.36 (*) 

 
-0.09 

 
0.06  

informal childcare use in FTE 2.09 *** 0.52 * 
 

-0.19 *** -1.55 *** 
 

-0.02 
 

-0.47  
total childcare use in FTE 3.01 *** -1.97 *** 

 
-0.35 *** -0.08 

  
-0.05 

 
-0.05  

active labour market spending (% gdp) 2.01 *** 0.21 *** 
 

-0.47 *** 0.16 * 
 

-0.14 * 0.11  

 
            

  
labour force composition               
part-time rate single / part-time rate couple 1.88 *** 0.30 *** 

 
-0.14 * -0.25 *** 

 
0.01 

 
-0.09  

part-time rate other / part-time rate couple 1.67 *** 0.45 *** 
 

-0.08 
 

-0.28 ** 
 

0.01 
 

-0.08  
part-time rate child / part-time rate no child 2.75 *** -0.47 *** 

 
-0.92 *** 0.43 *** 

 
-0.48 *** 0.32 *** 

               
Economic prosperity                
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 2,93 *** -0,01 ***  -0,66 *** 0,00 ***  -0,37 *** 0,00 *** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012. Note: interactions are added separately and all model control for the variables in models 1b, 2b and 3b, and country dummies.
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7.6  Conclusion and discussion 

 

Motivated by the importance of part-time jobs in contemporary labour markets and the strong 

variation in the degree to which part-time jobs are associated with a ‘poverty penalty’ (OECD, 2010), 

this paper examined under which settings part-time work is most likely to associated with a higher  

poverty risk. We distinguished between two approaches that may answer this question, a ‘risk -group 

approach’ and ‘accounting approach’. This paper adopted the latter approach because it allows a 

more detailed assessment of how part-time and full-time workers avoid poverty differently by their 

own earnings, by other market incomes in the household, and by government transfers. These three 

elements are the fundaments of the overall income package. Yet, the degree to w hich particular 

institutions, policies and labour market structures are related to the difference in poverty avoidance 

between part-time and full-time workers regarding these income components is not necessarily 

similar across countries. While the results of the analysis in this paper should not be interpreted as 

causal mechanisms, several interesting findings do arise that provide new insights regarding the 

association between country-level characteristics and the higher poverty risk of part-time workers in 

particular.  

 

The empirical findings presented in this paper suggest that the variation in the part-time earnings 

penalty is a crucial starting point to understand the variation in the higher poverty risk of part-timers. 

Because part-timers work fewer hours and typically face an hourly pay penalty, they are less likely to 

provide enough income to keep a family out of poverty. However, in countries with high minimum 

wages and strong unions, institutions that also compress the overall earnings distribution,  the 

situation is less problematic. This chapter also indicates that support for working mothers, in terms of 

working hour policies and working hour cultures as well as the availability of formal care provisions, 

is associated with a reduced difference in poverty earnings between part-time and full-time workers. 

This largely confirms our expectations as the latter institutions reduce the occupational segregation 

of part-time work in specific types of lower paid jobs as they allow for career progression even when 

working part-time, and do not constrain mothers to switch to lower paid occupations when working 

part-time. The consequences of labour market institutions in the longer run, however, are not 

necessarily consistent with the correlations found in this paper. Precisely when employers face 

strong wage setting constraints, they may look for opportunities to overcome stringent regulations, 

especially in times of crisis, resulting in a secondary segment of low hour part-time jobs as the recent 

proliferation of zero-hours contracts, mini-jobs, and marginal part-time employment illustrate (Lang 

et al., 2013; Messenger & Wallot, 2015).  
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Because historically the main function of a standard full -time employment relationship has been to 

provide for the income needs of an entire family (Bosch, 2006), the notion of earnings poverty has 

still a heuristic value to examine the degree to which individual workers can provide for their family. 

However, in contemporary dual earner societies, work intensity at the household level has become 

more important to understand people’s income position and hence poverty risk (Airio, 2008; 

Horemans, 2016). Consequently, the notion of poverty earnings is not able to draw the full picture in 

the variation in the part-time poverty gap across countries. We also need to take into account the 

degree to which poverty is reduced by other market incomes in the household, as well as by 

government transfers. On average we found that full-time workers are more likely to avoid poverty 

by other market incomes and government transfers as well.  

 

Country-level features do not only affect the initial earnings penalty of part-time workers, but are 

also associated with the degree to which other market incomes are able to reduce their poverty 

earnings. Three mechanisms are potential responsible for this. First, when the earnings difference 

between full-timers and part-timers are lower on average, the additional income needed to be lifted 

above the poverty line differs less as well between them. Second, support for dual earners with 

children, or perhaps better one-and-a-half earners with children, is typically used by already more 

privileged families (Cantillon et al., 2001; Ghysels & Van Lancker, 2011). In other words, in countries 

that support the employment of mothers in particular, part-timers working mothers are also more 

likely to have high earnings partners. Third, in countries where part-time work is more concentrated 

among singles, market incomes from other household members are less relevant for part-timers.  

 

Lastly, little difference was found between part-time and full-time workers regarding the poverty 

reduction by government transfers across countries. Yet, we did find some indications that family 

benefits in particular tend to reduce the poverty gap between part-time and full-time workers. On 

the other hand, in countries where part-timers are more likely to combine earnings with benefits on 

average, the results show that the part-time earnings poverty gap is higher in the first place and part-

timers are relative less likely to avoid poverty by other market incomes in the household. Future 

research would benefit from a more fine-grained theoretical and empirical understanding of how 

work and benefits can go hand in hand, especially for those unable or highly constrained to work full-

time as these, admittedly rather rudimentary analysis, suggests that the compensation for the 

reduced working hours is far from adequate and in potentially allows a higher part-time earnings gap 

in the first place. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 7.1 Overview country-level variables 

 
# countries mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 

 
Source 

wage setting institutions        
union density  27 32.72 19.82 0.69 74.40 

 
Salverda and Checchi (2015) 

bargaining coverage 27 61.39 25.54 12.16 98.91 
 

Salverda and Checchi (2015) 
bargaining centralisation 27 0.38 0.15 0.11 0.90 

 
Salverda and Checchi (2015) 

minimum  wage (Kaitz index) 27 0.23 0.18 0.00 0.47 
 

Salverda and Checchi (2015) 
        
social policies 

       replacement rate unemployment benefits  27 35.13 16.12 6.14 61.64 
 

Salverda and Checchi (2015) 
passive labour market spending (% gdp) 27 0.87 0.63 0.23 2.23 

 
Salverda and Checchi (2015) 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) 27 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.05  EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 27 0.08 0.05 0.01 0.19  EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 27 0.14 0.12 0.00 0.35 

 
EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 

share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 27 0.25 0.16 0.02 0.53 
 

EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income 27 0.15 0.13 0.01 0.65 

 
EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 

working hour culture and institutions 
       average actual working hours in main job (full-time employees) 27 39.60 0.97 37.80 41.30 

 
Eurofound (2010) 

average collectively agreed working hours  27 38.61 1.26 35.60 40.00 
 

Eurofound (2010) 
average usual working hours in main job (part-time employees) 27 23.28 2.35 18.96 29.38 

 
EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 

average usual working hours part-time / full-time 27 0.57 0.06 0.48 0.74 
 

EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
able to take day off for family reasons 

(a)
 27 0.37 0.21 0.04 0.76 

 
Eurostat (2016a) 

able to adapt working hours for family reasons 
(a)

 26 0.49 0.23 0.08 0.86 
 

Eurostat (2016a) 
        
employment support and family policies 

       formal childcare use in FTE 
(b)

 27 0.30 0.16 0.06 0.67 
 

EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
informal childcare use in FTE 

(b)
 27 0.14 0.12 0.00 0.45 

 
EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 

total childcare use in FTE 
(b)

 27 0.42 0.16 0.16 0.69 
 

EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
active labour market spending (% gdp) 27 0.54 0.42 0.04 1.72 

 
Salverda and Checchi (2015) 

        
labour force composition 

       part-time rate single / part-time rate couple 27 1.42 2.01 0.36 11.25 
 

EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
part-time rate other / part-time rate couple 27 1.39 1.47 0.72 8.63 

 
EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 

part-time rate child / part-time rate no child 27 1.09 0.38 0.53 2.10 
 

EU-SILC 2012 aggregate, own calculation 
        
economic prosperity        
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 27 102.44 45.23 45.00 263.00  Eurostat (2016b) 

Note: 
(a)

 Average share of respondents that agrees that this is ‘generally possible’, other possible answer include ‘rarely possible’ a nd ‘not possible; 
(b)

 FTE = proportion of 
children below the age of 3 in formal childcare × average number of hours per week (as a  percentage of 30 hours per week), see OECD Family Database. 
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Appendix 7.2  Overview individual-level variables 

 
Poverty earnings 

Poverty reduction: 
other market 

incomes 

Poverty reduction: 
government 

transfers 
working time    
full-time 85.9 74.4 76.1 
part-time 14.1 25.6 23.9 
    
sex    
male 50.8 40.0 48.8 
female 49.2 60.0 51.2 
    
age    
18_29 14.9 22.1 16.7 
30_49 55.3 55.1 56.7 
50_64 29.8 22.8 26.6 
    
education    
low 14.5 21.2 27.7 
middle 51.1 60.4 57.3 
high 34.4 18.4 15.1 
    
children    
0 47.3 37.0 42.0 
1 24.4 26.9 22.5 
2 21.6 25.5 22.3 
>2 6.74 10.5 13.2 
    
family type    
single 11.9 4.4 13.9 
couple 55.2 44.9 43.6 
other 32.9 50.7 42.5 
    
full-year working    
no 4.5 8.6 9.8 
yes 95.5 91.5 90.2 
    
occupation    
managers and intellectuals (ISCO 1 + 2) 26.8 11.3 9.4 
technicians (ISCO 3) 16.8 11.8 9.3 
Clerical support (ISCO 4) 10.5 10.8 8.6 
Service and sales (ISCO 5) 15.1 23.7 21.9 
Agricultural, Crafts and machines (ISC0 6 + 7 + 8) 22.4 26.8 31.0 
Elementary occupations (ISCO 9) 8.4 15.7 19.8 
    
work-intensity other household members μ = 61.2  

σ = 42.9 
μ = 66.2  
σ = 39.3 

μ = 24.0  
σ = 36.3 

    
n-value 174913 65120 25988 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Appendix 7.3 Poverty incidence by working time and income concepts. 

 Earnings poverty  Pre-transfer poverty  Post-transfer poverty 
 Full-time Part-time  Full-time Part-time  Full-time Part-time 
AT 32.4 75.6  14.9 20.9  6.1 9.3 
BE 12.8 48.5  7.4 17.3  1.9 6.2 
BG 53.2 82.6  14.8 40.7  6.4 24.7 
CY 48.6 90.0  14.0 27.5  6.8 15.7 
CZ 38.9 85.4  11.0 33.3  3.0 11.2 
DE 17.2 68.3  10.4 24.3  5.0 11.0 
DK 9.3 30.2  7.5 15.8  3.2 4.3 
EE 31.0 68.6  12.7 30.4  5.7 19.4 
EL 15.4 75.3  12.3 44.3  6.2 24.8 
ES 22.9 79.5  11.6 32.2  6.2 18.1 
FI 17.8 62.3  7.9 24.9  1.4 6.6 
FR 31.9 77.3  13.0 31.8  4.8 12.7 
HU 44.1 85.9  18.8 41.2  4.3 14.0 
IE 17.1 79.1  9.6 44.7  1.7 8.7 
IT 26.7 77.1  14.4 28.5  7.4 17.0 
LT 40.6 82.8  14.3 40.9  5.3 20.8 
LU 35.7 69.7  19.9 31.4  8.4 12.6 
LV 35.4 84.4  15.2 41.4  6.7 25.7 
NL 9.6 46.5  6.3 11.0  2.5 3.6 
NO 26.7 75.3  11.7 31.4  3.2 6.5 
PL 38.8 73.1  14.8 30.0  5.8 11.6 
PT 38.9 86.4  13.9 41.7  5.3 19.3 
RO 30.9 67.5  13.4 39.5  5.3 33.1 
SE 23.5 64.9  13.1 30.2  3.8 9.5 
SI 38.4 73.9  15.7 38.9  3.5 8.8 
SK 55.6 91.0  11.2 38.7  3.7 18.1 
UK 28.6 82.0  11.5 32.9  4.4 13.5 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Appendix 7.4 Average Marginal Effects (AME) of part-time work on poverty earnings, poverty 

reduction by other market incomes and poverty reduction by government transfers 

 AME of part-time work Std. err. 
poverty earnings   
Model 1a 0.430 0.003 
Model 1b 0.294 0.003 
poverty reduction by other market incomes 

  Model 2a -0.033 0.005 
Model 2b -0.043 0.004 
poverty reduction by government transfers 

  Model 3a -0.030 0.007 
Model 3b -0.015 0.007 

Source: EU-SILC 
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Appendix 7.5 Country specific coefficients of working part-time  

 
Figure A 7.5.1 Variation in the in log-odds of working part-time on earnings poverty  

 
 
Figure A 7.5.2 Variation in the in log-odds of working part-time on poverty reduction by other 

market incomes 

 
 
Figure A 7.5.3 Variation in the in odds of working part-time on poverty reduction by government 

transfers 
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Appendix 7.6  Robustness checks cross-level interactions 

Table A 7.6.1  Robustness check interaction coefficients (log-odds) of wage setting institutions  
earnings poverty 

            part-time (main effect) 3.00 *** 2.82 *** 2.92 *** 3.15 *** 2.81 *** 3.60 *** 
union density -0.00 ** 

      
- 0.00 (*) 0.00 * 

bargaining coverage 
  

0.00 * 
    

0.00 
 

0.00 
 bargaining centralisation 

    
0.03 

   
-0.75 *** -0.96 *** 

minimum wage 
      

-1.09 *** -1.35 *** -1.67 *** 
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** 

  
-0.01 *** 

poverty reduction by other market incomes 
            part-time (main effect) -0.69 *** -0.85 *** -0.97 *** -0.57 *** -0.70 *** -0.92 *** 

union density 0.00 
       

0.00 * 0.00 
 bargaining coverage 

  
0.00 ** 

    
0.00 

 
0.00 

 bargaining centralisation 
    

0.76 *** 
  

0.53 * 0.59 ** 
minimum wage 

      
-0.46 ** -0.27 

 
-0.24 

 GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 ** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 
  

0.00 ** 

poverty reduction by government transfers 
            part-time (main effect) -0.33 *** -0.37 ** -0.34 ** -0.33 ** 0.04 

 
-0.22 

 union density 0.00 
       

0.00 
 

-0.00 
 bargaining coverage 

  
0.00 

     
0.00 

 
0.00 

 bargaining centralisation 
    

-0.07 
   

-0.26 
 

-0.20 
 minimum wage 

      
-0.21 

 
-0.29 

 
-0.24 

 GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 
  

0.00 *** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 

  



 
 

163 
 

Table A 7.6.2  Robustness check interaction coefficients (log-odds) of social policy indicators  
earnings poverty               

part-time (main effect) 3.14 *** 2.86 *** 2.86 *** 2.85 *** 2.92 *** 2.91 *** 2.92 *** 
replacement rate unemployment benefits  -0.00 *** 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

passive labour market spending (% gdp) 
 

 0.06 (*) 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) 

 
 

 
 3.23 (*) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.98 (*) 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.08  

 
 

 
 

share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.10  
 

 
ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.09  

GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.01 *** 0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** 
poverty reduction by other market incomes 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) -0.91 *** -0.74 *** -0.64 *** -0.49 *** -0.66 *** -0.60 *** -0.72 *** 
replacement rate unemployment benefits  0.01 ** 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

passive labour market spending (% gdp) 
 

 0.07  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) 

 
 

 
 -0.90  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 
 

 
 

 
 

 -1.75 * 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 -0.03  

 
 

 
 

share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.23  
 

 
ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.51 (*) 

GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 ** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 

poverty reduction by government transfers 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
part-time (main effect) -0.34 ** -0.42 *** -0.32 ** -0.36 ** -0.30 ** -0.31 ** -0.40 *** 
replacement rate unemployment benefits  0.00  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

passive labour market spending (% gdp) 
 

 0.05  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) 

 
 

 
 -1.96  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.06  
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 -0.39  

 
 

 
 

share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.22  
 

 
ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.25  

GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 ** 0.00 ** 0.00 ** 0.00 ** 0.00 ** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Table A 7.6.2  Robustness check interaction coefficients (log-odds) of social policy indicators (cont.) 
earnings poverty                 

part-time (main effect) 2.06 *** 2.93 *** 1.97 *** 2.96 *** 2.15 *** 3.00 *** 2.11 *** 3.01 *** 
replacement rate unemployment benefits  -0.00 ** -0.01 *** -0.00  -0.00 ** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.00 ** -0.00 *** 
passive labour market spending (% gdp) 0.17 *** 0.11 ** 0.16 *** 0.09 ** 0.17 *** 0.11 ** 0.15 *** 0.09 ** 
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) 9.54 *** 5.81 ** 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 
 

 
 

 3.34 *** 0.92  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 1.11 *** 0.58 * 

 
 

 
 

share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.58 *** 0.19  
ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income -0.62 ** -0.22  -0.77 ** -0.14  -0.69 ** -0.22  -0.57 * -0.09  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 

 
 -0.01 *** 

 
 -0.01 *** 

 
 -0.01 *** 

 
 -0.01 *** 

poverty reduction by other market incomes 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

part-time (main effect) -0.60 *** -0.97 *** -0.44 *** -0.77 *** -0.62 *** -0.97 *** -0.56 *** -0.91 *** 
replacement rate unemployment benefits  0.00 (*) 0.01 ** 0.00 (*) 0.00 * 0.01 ** 0.01 ** 0.00 * 0.01 ** 
passive labour market spending (% gdp) 0.01  0.05  0.00  0.03  0.01  0.42  0.01  0.04  
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) -3.37  -1.83  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 
 

 
 

 -2.98 *** -2.05 * 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 -0.62 (*) -0.40  

 
 

 
 

share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.55 ** -0.36 (*) 
ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income 0.75 * 0.56 (*) 1.08 ** 0.84 ** 0.88 ** 0.65 * 0.93 ** 0.70 * 
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 

 
 0.00 *** 

 
 0.00 ** 

 
 0.00 *** 

 
 0.00 *** 

poverty reduction by government transfers 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
part-time (main effect) -0.04  -0.39 * -0.00  -0.39 * -0.06  -0.37 * -0.03  -0.35 * 
replacement rate unemployment benefits  -0.00  -0.00  -0.00  -0.00  -0.00  -0.00  -0.0  -0.00  
passive labour market spending (% gdp) 0.02  0.05  0.03  0.06  0.01  0.04  0.02  0.05  
share of benefit in individual income (all full-year) -3.54  -1.36  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

share of benefit in individual income (all full-year part-time) 
 

 
 

 -1.54 (*) -0.24  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
share of full-year workers that receive a benefit 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 -0.75 (*) -0.46  

 
 

 
 

share of full-year part-time workers that receive a benefit 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.51 (*) -0.28  
ratio family benefits and pre-transfer income 0.47  0.31  0.62 (*) 0.32  0.61 (*) 0.42  0.62 (*) 0.41  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 

 
 0.00 ** 

 
 0.00 ** 

 
 0.00 ** 

 
 0.00 ** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Table A 7.6.3  Robustness check interaction coefficients  (log-odds) of working hour culture and institutions 
earnings poverty 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) 2.20 * 2.63 *** 5.59 *** 4.94 *** 2.88 *** 2.88 *** 
average actual working hours in main job (FT employees) 0.02  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

average collectively agreed working hours  
 

 0.01  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
average usual working hours in main job (PT employees) 

 
 

 
 -0.11 *** 

 
 

 
 

 
 

average usual working hours part-time / full-time 
 

 
 

 
 

 -3.49 *** 
 

 
 

 
able to take day off for family reasons  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.16  

 
 

able to adapt working hours for family reasons  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.11  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** 

poverty reduction by other market incomes 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
part-time (main effect) -2.75 * 3.28 *** -1.90 *** -1.44 *** -0.82 *** -0.89 *** 
average actual working hours in main job (FT employees) 0.05  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

average collectively agreed working hours 
 

 -0.10 *** 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
average usual working hours in main job (PT employees) 

 
 

 
 0.05 *** 

 
 

 
 

 
 

average usual working hours part-time / full-time 
 

 
 

 
 

 1.38 ** 
 

 
 

 
able to take day off for family reasons  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.66 *** 

 
 

able to adapt working hours for family reasons 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.74 *** 
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 ** 0.00 *** 0.00 * 0.00  
Poverty reduction government transfers 

 
 0.00  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) -3.11 * -0.30  -0.06  0.10  -0.41 *** -0.37 ** 
average actual working hours in main job (FT employees) 0.07 (*) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

average collectively agreed working hours  
 

 -0.02  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
average usual working hours in main job (PT employees) 

 
 

 
 -0.01  

 
 

 
 

 
 

average usual working hours part-time / full-time 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.83  
 

 
 

 
able to take day off for family reasons  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.18  

 
 

able to adapt working hours for family reasons  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.14  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 ** 0.00 * 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Table A 7.6.3 Robustness check interaction coefficients  (log-odds) of working hour culture and institutions (cont.) 
earnings poverty 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) 5.59 *** 5.88 *** 2.48 *** 2.88 *** 5.54 *** 5.88 *** 
 

 
 

 
average actual working hours in main job (FT employees) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

average collectively agreed working hours  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
average usual working hours in main job (PT employees) -3.33 *** -0.28 *** 

 
 

 
 -0.34 *** -0.25 *** 

 
 

 
 

average usual working hours part-time / full-time 7.67 *** 6.03 *** 
 

 
 

 8.20 *** 4.49 ** 
 

 
 

 
able to take day off for family reasons  

 
 

 
 0.61 * 0.32  0.34  -0.07  

 
 

 
 

able to adapt working hours for family reasons  
 

 
 

 -1.04 *** -0.17  -0.50 (*) 0.60 * 
 

 
 

 
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 

 
 -0.01 *** 

 
 -0.01 *** 

 
 -0.01 *** 

 
 

 
 

poverty reduction by other market incomes 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
part-time (main effect) -2.16 *** -2.16 *** -0.85 *** -0.88 *** -2.15 *** -2.15 *** 1.83  2.27 (*) 
average actual working hours in main job (FT employees) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

average collectively agreed working hours  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.09 ** -0.08 ** 
average usual working hours in main job (PT employees) 0.31 *** 0.28 *** 

 
 

 
 0.29 *** 0.28 *** 0.27 *** 

 
 

average usual working hours part-time / full-time -9.56 *** -8.58 *** 
 

 
 

 -9.21 *** -9.04 *** -9.24 *** 
 

 
able to take day off for family reasons  

 
 

 
 0.07  0.18  0.27  0.30  

 
 0.28  

able to adapt working hours for family reasons  
 

 
 

 0.80 (*) 0.56  0.44  0.37  
 

 0.08  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 

 
 0.00 * 

 
 0.00  

 
 0.00  0.00 * 0.00 * 

Poverty reduction government transfers 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

part-time (main effect) -0.32  -0.27  -0.28 * -0.36 ** -0.09  -0.12  0.26  -4.17 * 
average actual working hours in main job (FT employees) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 -0.01  0.09 * 

average collectively agreed working hours  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
average usual working hours in main job (PT employees) 0.18 ** 0.12 * 

 
 

 
 0.14 * 0.12 (*) 0.34  

 
 

average usual working hours part-time / full-time -6.84 ** -5.13 * 
 

 
 

 -6.20 ** -5.17 * -5.65  
 

 
able to take day off for family reasons  

 
 

 
 -0.00  0.26  -0.12  0.08  

 
 0.21  

able to adapt working hours for family reasons  
 

 
 

 0.21  -0.12  0.56  0.17  
 

 0.07  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 

 
 0.00 ** 

 
 0.00 *** 

 
 0.00 (*) 0.00 ** 0.00 * 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Table A 7.6.4 Robustness check interaction coefficients  (log-odds) of employment support and family policies 
earnings poverty 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) 3.21 *** 2.98 *** 3.42 *** 2.80 *** 2.88 *** 3.34 *** 2.95 *** 3.34 *** 
formal childcare use in FTE -1.55 *** 

 
 

 
 

 
 -2.12 *** -1.67 *** 

 
 

 
 

informal childcare use in FTE 
 

 -0.30 *** 
 

 
 

 -0.59 * -0.92 ** 
 

 
 

 
total childcare use in FTE 

 
 

 
 -1.54 *** 

 
 

 
 

 
 -1.91 *** -1.45 *** 

active labour market spending (% gdp) 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.19 *** 0.08 (*) 0.07  0.05  0.07  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 -0.00 *** -0.01 *** -0.00 *** -0.01 *** 

 
 -0.00 *** 

 
 -0.01 *** 

poverty reduction by other market incomes 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
part-time (main effect) -0.65 *** -0.43 *** -0.53 *** -0.77 *** -0.31 * -0.48 *** -0.50 *** -0.66 *** 
formal childcare use in FTE -0.06  

 
 

 
 

 
 0.14  -0.16  

 
 

 
 

informal childcare use in FTE 
 

 -1.29 *** 
 

 
 

 -1.38 *** -1.19 ** 
 

 
 

 
total childcare use in FTE 

 
 

 
 -0.45 (*) 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.06  -0.31  

active labour market spending (% gdp) 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.17 * 0.09  0.10  0.16 * 0.15 * 
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 *** 0.00 ** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 

 
 0.00 ** 

 
 0.00 *** 

Poverty reduction government transfers 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
part-time (main effect) -0.30 ** -0.35 ** -0.24 * -0.44 *** -0.11  -0.36 * -0.17  -0.33 * 
formal childcare use in FTE -0.46 (*) 

 
 

 
 

 
 0.05  -0.41  

 
 

 
 

informal childcare use in FTE 
 

 -0.11  
 

 
 

 -0.29  -0.04  
 

 
 

 
total childcare use in FTE 

 
 

 
 -0.43  

 
 

 
 

 
 0.06  -0.33  

active labour market spending (% gdp) 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.12  0.10  0.10  0.12  0.09  
GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 *** 0.00 ** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 

 
 0.00 *** 

 
 0.00 *** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Table A 7.6.5  Robustness check interaction coefficients  (log-odds) of labour force composition 
earnings poverty 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) 2.98 *** 2.64 *** 3.03 *** 2.65 *** 3.13 *** 2.47 *** 2.74 *** 
part-time rate single / part-time rate couple -0.03  

 
 

 
 0.07  -0.07  

 
 

 
 

part-time rate other / part-time rate couple 
 

 0.24 ** 
 

 
 

 
 

 0.20 * 0.20 * 
part-time rate child / part-time rate no child 

 
 

 
 -0.13 (*) -0.44 *** -0.15 * -0.41 *** -0.08  

GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** 
 

 -0.01 *** 
 

 -0.01 *** 
poverty reduction by other market incomes 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) -0.40 ** -0.38 ** -0.92 *** -0.71 *** -0.71 *** -0.71 *** -0.71 *** 
part-time rate single / part-time rate couple -0.18 ** 

 
 

 
 -0.13 * -0.13 (*) 

 
 

 
 

part-time rate other / part-time rate couple 
 

 -0.22 ** 
 

 
 

 
 

 -0.15 (*) -0.15 (*) 
part-time rate child / part-time rate no child 

 
 

 
 0.41 *** 0.37 *** 0.37 *** 0.39 *** 0.37 *** 

GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 * 0.00 ** 0.00  
 

 -0.00  
 

 0.00  
Poverty reduction government transfers 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

part-time (main effect) -0.37 ** -0.35 * -0.50 *** -0.50 ** -0.55 ** -0.52 ** -0.53 ** 
part-time rate single / part-time rate couple 0.00  

 
 

 
 0.01  0.03  

 
 

 
 

part-time rate other / part-time rate couple 
 

 -0.02  
 

 
 

 
 

 0.03  0.02  
part-time rate child / part-time rate no child 

 
 

 
 0.21 (*) 0.33 *** 0.22 (*) 0.33 *** 0.22 (*) 

GDP per capita in PPS in 2011 0.00 ** 0.00 ** 0.00  
 

 0.00  
 

 0.00  

Source: EU-SILC 2012 
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Abstract 

In the literature on in-work poverty (IWP), childcare services are often assumed to be an effective 

policy instrument in reducing the number of working poor. Such assumption has never been properly 

put to the test, however. This chapter provides, for the first time, empirical evidence on the role of 

childcare services in combating in-work poverty. First, a conceptual overview of the pathways 

through which childcare service use is expected to reduce in-work poverty. Second, a comprehensive 

overview of the literature on the employment effects of childcare use is provided. Third, drawing on 

the 2012 wave of the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), the link 

between using formal childcare and IWP is examine at both the micro and macro level. The results 

provide evidence for an aggregation paradox: there is no link between the level of formal childcare 

use and the IWP rate at the country level, while using childcare at the household level is related to a 

lower risk of being working poor. This can be explained by the fact that families using formal care are 

also families with higher levels of work intensity. Finally, we find that the type of care matters much: 

informal care arrangements are related to higher levels of IWP. 
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8.1  Introduction 

 

In the literature on in-work poverty (IWP) childcare services are often assumed to be an effective 

policy instrument in reducing the number of working poor. The alleged link between childcare and 

IWP is pretty straightforward: the availability and affordability of childcare services is expected to 

increase both the number of working families and the number of earners per household, which 

subsequently should result in lower IWP rates (Lohmann, 2009; Marx & Verbist, 2008a). For that 

reason, Marx and Nolan (2014) include childcare policies in their ‘policy toolbox’ to address IWP. As 

of yet, however, the link between childcare and IWP has not been empirically substantiated.  

 

In an oft-cited article, Lohmann (2009) tests the assumption that childcare services increase the 

number of earners per household by relating spending on family services to pre-transfer IWP rates 

across European countries. The underlying logic is that the more countries spend on childcare 

services, the more families will be employed and the lower the in-work poverty rates will be before 

the welfare state steps in. Drawing on multilevel regression models, Lohmann does not find evidence 

for that assumption, however: the relationship between pre-transfer poverty and spending on family 

services is not significant. In a similar vein, Spannagel (2013) relates the availability of public childcare 

to IWP rates across European countries and finds no significant relationship. It should be noted here 

that although both studies regard childcare as an aggregated country-level variable, they 

operationalize it in different ways. In Lohmann’s study, spending on family services is regarded a 

proxy for the availability of childcare services while Spannagel operationalizes public childcare as the 

average hours of childcare use per week for children between 3 and 5 year old. Still, both approaches 

fail to show a significant relationship. In contrast, Crettaz (2011) shows empirically that family policy, 

albeit broadly understood, has an impact on the incidence of working poverty in four countries , 

which he regards as being indirect evidence for the antipoverty effect of childcare policies. 

  

None of these studies have directly examined the impact of childcare use on IWP. Given this, Crettaz 

unsurprisingly concludes that “very little evidence has been published on the anti-poverty effects of 

childcare” (2011: 145). Our aim in this chapter is to provide, for the first time, empirical evidence on 

the role of childcare services in combating in-work poverty. Drawing on the 2012 wave of the 

European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), we will empirically examine the 

link between childcare service use and the risk of being working poor. It is important to mention that 

we adhere to the EUROSTAT definition of IWP in this chapter (see chapter 2 by Lohmann in this 

book). Hence poverty is measured at the level of the household, while employment refers to the 
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labour market status of the individual. This peculiar feature of the definition of IWP has important 

implications for understanding the role of public policies in general and childcare service use in 

particular in reducing IWP (see also: Halleröd et al., 2015), as shall be discussed at length in this 

chapter.  

 

The results provide evidence for a so-called aggregation paradox. We find no relationship between 

formal childcare usage and IWP at the country level, while we do find that using formal childcare is 

related to a reduced risk of IWP at the individual level. The reason for this is that formal care use is 

associated with a higher household work intensity in many European countries. Although both 

formal and informal care arrangements presumably support high levels of work intensity, we find 

important differences in their impact on the risk of being working poor. In fact, informal care seems 

to be associated with a higher IWP risk among parents. Unlike formal care arrangements, informal 

care seems incompatible with attaining full-time, stable jobs.  

 

The chapter is structured as follows. First, we provide a conceptual overview of the pathways 

through which childcare service use might impact on IWP rates. Second, we relate these pathways to 

discuss the scientific literature on the relationship between childcare and employment. In the third 

section we engage in empirical analyses exploring the association between childcare use and IWP. 

Finally, we will discuss whether childcare services should be regarded an effective policy instrument 

in reducing the number of working poor, and identify some avenues for further research.  

 

 

8.2  The relationship between childcare and in-work poverty: conceptual 

issues 

 

Hitherto, the view held in the IWP literature is that the availability and affordability of childcare 

services will increase the number of earners per household, in particular the number of working 

mothers, since childrearing is still overwhelmingly a women’s affair (Uunk, Kalmijn, & Muffels, 2005). 

This is expected to result in lower IWP rates, since it is well -established that the risk of poverty is low 

for workers living in multi-earner households. Yet, not only is the assumption that the availability of 

childcare services increases the labour market attachment of mothers not uncontested, as we shall 

see, the intuitive causal link between more earners and less IWP is arguably ill-advised because it 

neglects the complex interrelations between a multitude of factors that are related to the problem of 

in-work poverty. In this section, we discuss the myriad ways childcare services might have an impact 
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on IWP from a conceptual point of view. For clarity, we draw on a two-dimensional framework 

referring to 1) the level of analysis, making a distinction between the potential impact of childcare 

services on IWP at the micro (household) level and at the macro (aggregated, country) level; and 2) 

the mechanisms through which the actual use of formal childcare translates into IWP rates. In 

subsequent sections, we will relate these theoretical insights to actual data, trying to shed some 

empirical light on the way childcare affects IWP. 

 

Let us first clarify why it is important to distinguish between the micro and the macro level 

relationship. From a policy point of view, the macro level relationship between childcare and IWP is 

the most relevant (because reducing IWP rates in general and of working parents in particular is 

presumably what a policymaker would like to achieve). However, to avoid committing an ecological 

fallacy and to gauge the genuine impact of childcare on the risk of IWP, the relationship between 

both should be assessed separately at the micro and the macro level and should focus on the actual 

use of childcare services instead of aggregated measures of availability or spending.  

 

Suppose we take for granted the intuitive causal mechanism that childcare services reduce IWP of 

parents because they facilitate paid employment. At the micro level, then, the alleged relation is 

straightforward: For a single earner couple living in poverty turned two-earner couple when using 

childcare, the additional income might push them over the poverty threshold. However, from a 

micro-level negative association between childcare use and IWP it cannot be inferred that the 

country-level association between childcare use rates and IWP rates will be negative as well. In 

contrast, the relationship at the country-level might even be positive, implying that a higher share of 

childcare service use coincides with higher IWP rates. Such change in the direction of the association 

after aggregation is referred to as an aggregation paradox (see Nieuwenhuis, 2014 for further 

reading on this issue). Poverty outcomes are influenced by many factors, and it could be the case 

that confounding variables are causing an aggregation paradox to appear.  

 

First of all, since IWP is measured at the level of the household as a percentage of median household 

income, the association of childcare service use with IWP rates at the macro level will be dependent 

on (1) where in the income distribution workers with young children that use childcare services are 

to be found; which in turn is related to (2) the composition of the households using childcare. If the 

majority of workers with young children being able to engage in paid employment due to the use of 

childcare services are living in breadwinner families and, hence, single earner families become dual 

earner families, this may push up median income and increase the number of workers in other family 

types below the poverty threshold (Marx, Vandenbroucke, & Verbist, 2012). This means that while 
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the micro level relationship will be negative (a single earner household is being pushed over the 

poverty line due to the additional income), the macro level relationship might be positive (more 

childcare use is associated with higher IWP rates). However, if employment gains are concentrated 

instead among single parents who find themselves at the bottom of the income distribution, both 

the micro and the macro-level relationship will be negative, ceteris paribus. Obviously, the two 

phenomena may occur together; in that case the overall macro-level relationship between childcare 

services and IWP will be dependent on the share of the single parents and couples with children 

affected.  Hence confounder 1: which families benefit from childcare services?  

 

Second, complicating the matter is the role of earnings. The risk of being a poor worker is not only 

determined by having a job or not, but also by the returns to that job (Andress & Lohmann, 2008). If 

childcare services facilitate paid employment amongst poor jobless people, to escape poverty these 

people require wages and work-attachment that are sufficiently high. If wages or the degree of work 

do not allow to surpass the poverty threshold, childcare services will have no impact at the micro 

level (poor families remain poor) while the relationship at the macro level might turn positive (the 

number of working people in poverty increases). This will be related to the types of jobs available to 

people and the distribution of these jobs over the workforce. E.g. non-standard work arrangements 

such as temporary employment and part-time employment are associated with an hourly wage 

penalty and fewer working hours per week (Horemans & Marx, 2013b; Horemans et al., 2016; Van 

Lancker, 2012, 2013b). However, this depends on whether the available childcare services are 

aligned with job accessibility. Childcare services operating on a part-time basis do not facilitate full-

time work, unless informal care is available, while flexible jobs require flexible opening hours of care 

services. Both childcare service characteristics and labour demand influence the macro-level 

relationship. Confounder 2: the country-level relationship between childcare service use and IWP 

might be influenced by the kind of jobs that are available and feasible.  

 

Here too, family composition is an important factor (confounder 1). For people living in single 

breadwinner families, the additional income necessary to escape poverty might be quite limited, and 

a low wage or nonstandard job may suffice. For a non-working single parent family or a non-working 

couple, attaining one job that pays a decent wage will not necessarily suffice to lift them o ut of 

poverty. In that case, using childcare might not help to escape poverty at the micro level (a poor 

family is still poor), while at the macro level the relationship between childcare use and IWP could 

turn positive (more workers are poor), ceteris paribus. 
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Finally, the impact of childcare use will be influenced by the availability of informal care 

arrangements. From an IWP perspective, it does not matter whether children are cared for by 

grandparents or relatives or in formal care services as long as paid employment is facilitated to the 

same extent. If workers with young children substitute informal for formal childcare arrangements, 

for instance when governments start to invest in public childcare, the impact at both the micro and 

the macro level could be zero. Obviously, interaction effects will be important here as well, because 

families could choose to combine informal and formal care arrangements, for instance to facilitate 

nonstandard work (confounder 2), while its impact will be dependent on the  place of these families 

in the income distribution (confounder 1). 

 

Figure 1.1  Overview of mechanisms that impact on the relationship between childcare use and 

IWP rates 

 

 

Lastly, and stating the obvious, childcare is relevant only to families with young children. Able -bodied 

adults living in families with young children are only a subset of the workforce. As a consequence, 

even if childcare services would reduce IWP amongst all workers with young children, that would not 

necessarily show at the macro level for all workers. IWP levels of workers without children or 

workers with older children could neutralize or even offset the impact of childcare services on 

workers with young children.  

 

In short, the expected impact of childcare service use on IWP of parents and IWP in general works 

through an increase in the number of earners with young children, but whether such increase 

translates into lower IWP rates at the country level depends on 1) the types of families affected and 

their position in the income distribution, and 2) the nature of and returns to the jobs that are 

accepted. Figure 8.1 gives an overview of the different channels through which formal childcare use 

relates to IWP.  
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8.3  Childcare use and maternal employment: a review of the evidence 

 

The relationship between childcare and IWP hinges first and foremost on the assumption that 

childcare service use will increase the number of earners within and across households. Many studies 

have shown that having children is associated with reduced maternal labour supply. Mothers 

continue to bear a disproportionate share of the burden of child-rearing across developed welfare 

states (Budig & England, 2001; Uunk et al., 2005). Without the possibility of externalizing care duties, 

they are often unable to engage in paid employment. In the absence of decent formal or informal 

care provisions, women cut back on their working hours or quit the labour force altogether (Korpi et 

al., 2013; Uunk et al., 2005). As a result, the extent to which family policies are able to reduce this 

motherhood penalty have been studied extensively, with the affordability and availability of formal 

childcare services as central tenets of the debate. In this section we review the body of literature 

studying the effect of formal childcare services on maternal employment.  

 

It has been shown that the availability of formal care services correlates strongly with female and 

maternal labour market participation across EU and OECD countries (jaumotte, 2003; Van der Lippe 

& Van Dijk, 2002). Boeckman et al. (2014), for example, show that higher levels of publicly supported 

childcare use is associated with a lower motherhood employment penalty, both at the extensive and 

intensive margins, and tends to be particularly relevant for mothers with young children. Since 

correlation does not implies causation, several empirical studies have tried to gauge the effect of 

childcare use on maternal labour supply.  

 

The earliest studies were mostly US-based and exploited variation in childcare costs to estimate the 

effect on female employment using regression methods (e.g. D. M. Blau & Robins, 1991; Connelly, 

1992; see Müller, Sengül, & Wrohlich, 2015 for an overview). These studies invariably indicate that 

mothers’ decision to take on employment is sensitive to childcare costs, albeit to different degrees 

with estimates ranging from -0.025 to -1.1, clustering around -0.25 (Morrissey 2016). In a recent 

meta-analysis, Akgunduz and Plantenga (2015) calculate a mean childcare price elasticity for labour 

supply of -0.35 for US and Canadian studies, indicating that a 10% reduction in the price of childcare 

is associated with a 3.5% increase in maternal employment. Child care prices also seem to affect 

employment decisions at the intensive margins: estimated elasticities of hours worked range from -

0.01 to -0.78 (Kalb, 2009), but the majority of studies yield elasticities lower than 0.1 in absolute 

value (Crettaz, 2011). 
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More recent inquiries indicate that childcare costs are in particular important in interaction with 

availability of childcare services, and that primarily the latter determines childcare use. Especially in 

European countries, where childcare is often heavily subsidized and regulated but rationed (Del Boca 

& Pasqua, 2005; Vandelannoote et al. 2015; Wrohlich, 2011), price elasticities are typically smaller 

(Akgunduz & Plantenga, 2015; Bettendorf, Egbert, & Muller, 2015; Lundin, Mörk, & Öckert, 2008) . 

According to Del Boca (2015) additional price reductions have little impact on (female) labour supply 

in child care systems that reach the majority of parents, which might explain why recent elasticities 

for the U.S. tend to be lower as well (Morrissey, 2016). 

 

In recent years, an increasing number of studies have exploited policy changes as a natural 

experiment, which allows to more reliably estimate the causal impact of changes in the availability 

and cost of formal childcare services on maternal labour supply. Evidence from these studies is less 

unequivocal regarding the employment effects compared to the results emerging from regression-

based analysis. Exploiting policy changes in Germany (Bauernschuster & Schlotter, 2015) and Spain 

(Nollenberger & Rodríguez-Planas, 2015) find significant employment effects. Importantly, however, 

the latter study shows that the impact of childcare expansion has been heterogeneous since it only 

lasting for high skilled mothers. Others do not find strong employment effects mainly because new 

childcare usage was accounted for by working mothers who previously relied on informal care 

(Baker, Gruber, & Milligan, 2008; Bettendorf et al., 2015; Havnes & Mogstad, 2011; Lefebre & 

Merrigan, 2008). These findings are testimony to a potential distortion of the direct relation between 

formal care use and an increased labour supply, and consequently modify the assumption of a strong 

relationship between formal childcare use and IWP. These findings are testimony to the importance 

of informal care as a pathway through which the relationship between formal childcare use and IWP 

is mediated. 

 

Who benefits from childcare expansion (confounder 1) very much depends on the country -specific 

childcare practises, local labour market conditions, norms on motherhood, and other circumstances 

(e.g. Havnes & Mogstad, 2011). Anderson and Levine (2000) and Akgunduz and Plantenga (2015) 

point to heterogeneity in the elasticities across different family types: most studies find larger 

elasticities for single parents and for low income families, and for working mothers compared with 

non-working mothers (for an overview, see Morrissey, 2016; Müller et al., 2015). On the other hand, 

Havnes and Mogstad (2011) demonstrate that in particular the well-off benefit most, because in 

particular mothers with a working spouse tend to enter the labour market. In countries where 

availability is rationed even after expansion, primarily mothers close to the labour market will 

benefit. Recent inquiries into the use of childcare services amongst families with children below 3 
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years old indeed show a bias in favour of advantaged families (Van Lancker, 2013a; Van Lancker & 

Ghysels, 2012). It has also been meticulously documented how the increase in female labour market 

participation observed over the past decade has been a socially stratified process, with low -skilled 

women participating to a much smaller extent than their higher-educated counterparts (Cantillon et 

al. 2001; Evertsson et al., 2009; Konietzka & Kreyenfeld, 2010). Inequities in childcare use as well as 

inequities in maternal employment will likely have an impact on the relationship between childcare 

use and IWP.  

 

More generally, the relationship between childcare service use and maternal employment is not 

easily gauged in isolation. Maternal employment decisions are the result of a complex interplay 

between a variety of policies (Gornick & Meyers, 2005; jaumotte, 2003). Public financed child-care, 

well-paid paid parental leave, part-time employment, public sector employment and gender neutral 

taxation are typically found to simultaneously associated with an increased labour force participation 

of mothers (Kenworthy, 2008; Mandel & Semyonov, 2003; Nieuwenhuis, Need, & Van der Kolk, 

2012). Furthermore, it is widely accepted that cross-national differences in the employment rates of 

mothers are caused by the interplay between policy or institutional factors, cultural differences 

regarding the women’s caring role, and economic circumstances (Haas et al., 2006; Uunk et al., 

2005).  

 

In the previous section we argued that the link between childcare use and IWP might be much more 

ambiguous and complex than one would expect from the intui tive causal link between increasing 

maternal employment and reducing IWP. The results from previous studies confirm that there is no a 

priori reason to assume that childcare use will necessarily lead to more earners across households. 

Moreover, given the heterogeneity of the results in terms of families affected (confounder 1), its 

strong link with the labour market and the kind of jobs that are being done (confounder 2), one 

cannot assume childcare service use to have a clear, unequivocal impact on IWP rates even if they 

are helpful in increasing maternal employment. Let us now turn to the empirical relationship 

between childcare use and IWP. 
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8.4  Empirical analysis 

 

8.4.1 Data, definition and methods 

 

Data are drawn from the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). In-

work poverty measurement follows the Eurostat approach for both defining ‘in -work’ and ‘poverty’ 

(see chapter 2 by Lohmann), and we focus on active age workers (18 to 64 years old).  

 

With regards to the measurement of childcare use, we make a distinction between formal childcare 

services (care centres, nursery schools, professional child minders and family daycare providers) and 

informal care arrangements (grandparents, relatives and friends). Research in this area (e.g.  Van 

Lancker 2013) often employs a child-perspective in measuring childcare use, meaning that the 

number of children enrolled in formal childcare services is counted as a percentage of all children of 

the same age. Usually the focus is on the youngest children aged 0 to 2, allowing for comparison of 

homogenous groups, something that is not possible for children over the age of three as the role of 

educational systems then becomes very diverse (e.g. compulsory schooling starts at different ages in 

several European countries). Because we establish a link with in-work poverty as measured at the 

household level, we adopt a household perspective in measuring childcare use in this chapter. This 

means that we do not measure the number of young children in formal care services, but the 

number of households with at least one child below the age of 3 using formal care. ‘Childcare use’ 

hence is the percentage of household with young children where at least one child below 3 is 

enrolled in formal care. As a sensitivity check, we also take into account the intensity of use by 

calculating childcare use in full-time equivalents (FTE)31. The latter expresses the proportion of 

children who would be receiving child care if all existing care use was full -time (30 hours per week or 

more). Informal care is measured in the same way. 

 

In the remaining part of this chapter, we will map the empirical relationship between childcare use 

and IWP across European countries from both a micro and macro level perspective. Subsequently, 

we will gauge the importance of some of the confounding mechanisms mediating the relationship 

between childcare use and IWP. In doing so, we will assess how formal childcare use and work 

intensity at the household level are related to each other. Following the Eurostat approach, work-

intensity is defined as the ratio of the total number of months that all working-age household 

                                                                 
31 FTE = the proportion of adults living in a family where care i s used for at least one child * average number of hours per 
week (as a percentage of 30hours/week)). If a family consists of  two or more children younger than 3, we take the average 
intensity of  those children.  
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members have worked during the income reference year and the total number of months the same 

household members theoretically could have worked in the same period32 (Ward & Ozdemir, 2013). 

 

8.4.2 Childcare use and IWP 

 

In this section we empirically examine the relationship between childcare use and IWP. Figure  8.2 

shows the country-level associations between formal childcare use amongst households with young 

children and IWP among parents (panel A) and IWP for the active age population (panel B). The 

figures show that in the majority of Central and Eastern European countries less than 20% of families 

with young children use formal childcare services. In contrast, in the Scandinavian countries (without 

Finland), in the continental countries (without Germany), and in Malta, more than half of these 

families rely on formal childcare services. Panel A shows that there is basically no relationship 

between formal childcare use and IWP amongst parents with young children (r = -0.10) while panel B 

shows a negative relationship (r = -0.25), which means that a higher share of households with young 

children using formal childcare tends to go together with lower IWP rates in general. This association 

seems to be driven by the high rates of IWP amongst working persons without children or with older 

children in Romania and Greece (r = -0.12 without these outliers).  

 

The lack of a significant association is in line with the findings from previous attempts at estimating 

an effect of childcare on IWP rates (Lohmann, 2009). These figures are also consistent when using 

alternative indicators (appendix 8.1), and additional analyses (results not shown) demonstrate that 

the correlations remain similar when controlling for GDP in PPP, employment rates, and 

unemployment rates. Finally, using information on year-to-year changes (2006-2012) we did not find 

a significant correlation between changes in childcare use and changes in IWP rates (r = .09): it is not 

the case that an increase in childcare use necessarily goes together with a decrease in the number of 

working poor.  

 

  

                                                                 
32 We calculated the work-intensity using the 18-64 age brackets, instead of the common practice of looking at individuals in 
the 18-59 age group 
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Figure 8.1 Formal childcare use among adults with young children (age < 3) and IWP rate of 
parents and IWP rate of active age population, European countries, 2012 

 
Panel A: Working parents (18-64)  Panel B: All parents (18-64) 

  
Source: own calculations on EU-SILC 2012. 
 

 

We have argued throughout this chapter that while the macro-level relationship is what matters 

from a policy point of view, it does not allow assessing whether childcare use is genuinely associated 

with a lower risk of being working poor, hence whether it should be included in a policymakers 

toolbox for combating in-work poverty. Ideally we would like to draw on longitudinal data that allows 

for estimating the impact of the transition from home care or informal care to formal childcare, and 

its subsequent impact on employment patterns and poverty risk; unfortunately, such data is not 

available at the moment for a large number of European countries. Drawing on cross-sectional data, 

a second best option is to use logistic regression to examine whether the pove rty risk differs 

significantly between workers using formal childcare services and workers using no care or other 

types of care. Although causality cannot be inferred, this would at least suggest that the use of 

formal childcare is associated with employment conditions sufficient to stay out of poverty. 

Moreover, adding controls allows to test whether the relationship between formal childcare use and 

IWP indeed runs through household work intensity as we discussed in section §2.  

 

Table 8.1 shows the results of logistic regression models estimating the effect of using formal 

childcare on the probability of being poor for working parents at the micro level for all countries 

separately. The table reports average marginal effects (AME) which should be interpreted as the 

percentage point difference in the risk of being poor for a working parent using formal childcare 

compared with a working parent not using formal care. Models 1 presents estimates without 

controls, Models 2 and 3 control respectively for individual and household work-intensity, and 

Models 4 simultaneously controls for sex, age, educational, whether informal care is being used, as 

well as individual and household work-intensity, and individual earnings.  
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 Table 8.1 Average marginal effects of formal childcare use by working parents on IWP 

 
Model 1 

 
Model 2 

 
 Model 3  Model 4 

 
AT 0.00 

 
0.00 

 
 0.00  0.02 

 
BE -0.08 *** -0.08 ***  -0.02  -0.02 

 
BG -0.09 ** -0.09 **  -0.07 * -0.08 * 
CH -0.10 *** -0.10 ***  -0.07 ** -0.04 

 
CY -0.11 *** -0.11 ***  -0.07 ** -0.06 

 
CZ -0.01 

 
-0.01 

 
 -0.01  -0.00 

 
DE -0.06 ** -0.06 **  -0.05 ** -0.05 

 
DK -0.01 

 
-0.01 

 
 0.00  -0.01 

 
EE -0.02 

 
-0.02 

 
 0.01  0.04 

 
EL -0.09 * -0.09 *  -0.03  -0.04 

 
ES -0.11 *** -0.10 ***  -0.07 *** -0.03 

 
FI -0.07 *** -0.07 ***  -0.04 ** -0.02 

 
FR -0.12 *** -0.12 ***  -0.05 *** -0.03 * 
HR -0.07 ** -0.07 **  -0.05  -0.01 

 
HU -0.06 * -0.06 *  -0.02  -0.01 

 
IE -0.04 ** -0.04 *  -0.02  -0.01 

 
IS 0.00 

 
0.00 

 
 0.01  -0.01 

 
IT -0.06 * -0.06 ***  -0.03 * -0.02 

 
LT -0.03 

 
-0.03 

 
 -0.02  -0.02 

 
LU -0.11 *** -0.11 ***  -0.05 * -0.01 

 
LV -0.07 ** -0.06 **  -0.04  0.01 

 
MT -0.07 * -0.07 *  -0.08 ** -0.06 

 
NL -0.03 * -0.03 *  -0.01  -0.01 

 
NO -0.09 *** -0.09 ***  -0.07 *** -0.04 * 
PL -0.12 *** -0.12 ***  -0.10 *** -0.05 

 
PT -0.10 *** -0.09 ***  -0.04  -0.04 * 

RO 0.05 
 

0.02 
 

 0.13  0.16 ** 
SE -0.06 ** -0.06 **  -0.03  -0.02 

 
SI -0.01 

 
-0.01 

 
 0.00  0.01 

 
SK 0.01 

 
0.01 

 
 0.03  0.03 

 
UK -0.09 *** -0.09 ***  -0.08 *** -0.03 

 
Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations. Notes : * p<0.05, **p<0.01, and *** p<0.001. Working 
parents are at active age (18-64) with at least one child below 3 years. Model 1 has no control 
variables, model 2 controls for individual work-intensity,  model 3 controls for household work-
intensity, and Model 4 controls for sex, age, education, informal care use, individual earnings, 
individual work-intensity, and household work-intensity. 
 

 

The results reported in Table 8.1 suggest that in the majority of European countries the poverty risk 

of working parents with young children is significantly lower if they use formal childcare. The gap is 

particularly large in France (-12 p.p.), Poland (-12 p.p.), Cyprus (-11 p.p.), Spain (-11 p.p.), Luxemburg 

(-11 p.p.), Switzerland (-10 p.p.), and Portugal (-10 p.p.). Still, no significant difference can be 

discerned in Austria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Croatia, Hungary, Iceland, Lithuania, 

Romania, Slovenia, and Slovak Republic. Controlling for individual work-intensity in Models 2 results 

does not change the AME of formal childcare use on the risk of poverty, not even when taking only 

women into account (results not shown). In contrast, controlling for work intensity at the household 

level in Model 3 does substantially reduce the strength of the relationship between formal childcare 

use and the poverty risk of parents in many countries. These micro-level associations suggest that in 
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most countries, work intensity of the household mediates the link between childcare use and IWP. 

Insofar childcare services support high levels of household work intensity, it helps keeping in-work 

poverty at bay. Adding controls for education, informal care use, and earnings does reduce the AME 

for many countries even more. In separate analyses not shown, we find that individual earnings is the 

main driver driving down the AME in model 4. In countries like Spain, United Kingdom, and Finland, 

the effect of formal care use on IWP is not only explained by higher levels of work intensity, but also 

by the fact that the jobs being performed are better paid.  

 

So, while the relationship between IWP and formal childcare is weak at the macro level (both cross-

sectional and over time), we do find at the micro level that using formal childcare services for 

(working) parents is associated with a lower risk of being poor in the majority of European countries. 

For most of these countries, this is (at least partly) explained by the fact that formal childcare allows 

for multiple earners, hence confirming the intuitive causal mechanism that the effect of formal care 

mainly runs through higher levels of household work intensity. Still, it should be noted that in a 

diverse set of countries there is no discernible relationship at the micro level at all. This is the case in 

Austria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Iceland, Lithuania, Slovenia, and Slovak Republic. In 

Romania, using formal childcare is even related to a higher risk being working poor. Therefore, one 

should be cautious in generalizing the link between formal childcare use and IWP, since it seems to 

be country-specific. 

 

8.4.3 Untangling the role of informal care  

 

In section §2 we discussed that the type of care arrangement would not matter from an IWP 

perspective: in principle both formal and informal types of care arrangements allow mothers to 

engage in paid work. That is, however, not what we observe in the data. Column 2 of Table  8.2 shows 

macro-level correlations between IWP rates on the one hand, and formal care use, informal care use, 

and total care use on the other. The data show that the level of informal care use in a country is 

significantly related to IWP (and this correlation holds under different specifications: see appendix 1), 

while the sign reverses for the level of formal care use (see also figure 8.2). In other words, it does 

matter what type of care arrangements is most prevalent at the country level. In contrast with the 

findings for formal childcare use, IWP is higher in countries where informal care use is more 

prevalent. Formal and informal care arrangements are not simply interchangeable from an IWP point 

of view.  
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A possible reason for this could be that informal care arrangements generally do not support high 

levels of household work intensity. This explanation is corroborated by the results presented in 

columns 3 and 4 of Table 8.2. We observe that formal childcare use is strongly associated with a 

higher level of work intensity amongst parents, while informal care is not related to household work 

intensity at all. Again the results hold under different specifications (see appendix 8.2). This indeed 

suggests that a strong reliance on informal care is not compatible with attaining full-time, stable jobs. 

Moreover, the correlation between informal childcare use and the average household work intensity 

of all adults of active age (parents as well as adults without children) is negative (r = -0.31; this 

correlation holds for different specifications). This means that in countries where people are more 

likely to rely on informal childcare, the average household work intensity is lower. One explanation 

could be that in these countries the lack of formal childcare availability signals lower degrees of 

support for women’s employment in general and maternal employment in particular.  

 

Table 2  Correlation coefficients, workers with young children, European countries, 2012 

Childcare use IWP  
 Individual WI  

parents 
 Household WI 

parents 
 

Formal childcare  -0.110  0,636 *** 0.637 *** 
Informal childcare  0.441 * 0,022  0.026  
Total care (formal or informal) 0.223  0,688 *** 0.690 *** 

Source: own calculations on EU-SILC 2012. Note: * p<0.05, **p<0.01, and *** p<0.001. Note: parents 
are active aged (18-64) and have a youngest child aged < 3; all workers are of active age (18-64). 
 

 

Lastly, in the literature overview, we discussed that the causal impact of increasing the coverage of 

formal childcare services on maternal employment was heterogeneous, with often highly-educated 

women being the main beneficiaries, and that childcare services are generally being used by higher 

income families. This was also related to the fact that employment opportunities strongly differ 

between higher and lower educated parents in many countries. Hence the aggregation paradox 

might appear because the in particular better-off multi-earner families are the ones benefiting from 

formal childcare services and are having better jobs, as we discussed in section §2. In that case, the 

relationship between formal childcare use and the risk of in-work poverty among parents could be 

driven by the fact that families with a low risk of being working poor are also the ones using formal 

childcare services; not that formal childcare services have a direct impact on the risk of being working 

poor. Further research should set out to empirically test these hypotheses, untangling the 

mechanisms modifying the link between the micro and the macro level.  
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8.5  Conclusion 

 

This chapter provides a broad perspective on the potential of formal childcare service provision as an 

effective policy tool for reducing IWP. While it is commonly assumed that public childcare support 

can help reducing IWP, to date the empirical evidence is scant. Moreover, existing attempts to 

estimate the impact of formal care on IWP used indirect measures of childcare provision such as 

government spending. Here we argue that a direct test of the relationship between formal care and 

the risk of being working poor should focus on the actual use of formal care services by families with 

young children.  

 

The main reason why using formal childcare services is expected to be related to a lower risk of being 

working poor, is because of the assumption that childcare services increase maternal labour supply, 

hence support two-earner families. For that reason, we critically assess the literature regarding the 

employment effects of childcare costs and availability. The evidence is not as straightforward as it is 

often assumed: natural experiments tend to show only a modest impact of increases in childcare 

availability of maternal labour supply, while the impact is sometimes restricted to a particular group 

of higher skilled mothers.  

 

In the empirical section, we examine the empirical association between formal childcare and IWP 

both at the micro and the macro level, and subsequently establish links with the mechanisms 

potentially mediating this relationship. The results show that using formal childcare at the individual 

level is related to a reduced risk of being working poor. In many countries, this can be explained by 

the fact that these families are also families with higher levels of work intensity. At the country level, 

however, no such relationship can be discerned.  

 

Such aggregation paradox might be explained by confounding mechanisms preventing a household-

level relationship to be realized at the country level. Given the fact that childcare use is socially 

stratified, with higher educated families benefiting more, and since the relationship between 

childcare use and employment is reciprocal, the result suggest that providing formal childcare is only 

an effective policy instrument to combat IWP insofar it succeeds in reaching those workers with 

young children having lower levels of household work intensity and less stable jobs associated with 

lower earnings. 
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From an in-work poverty point of view, it should not matter whether families rely on formal or 

informal care channels, as long as both allow to support high levels of work intensity. We find, 

however, that informal and formal childcare arrangements are not interchangeable: informal care 

use is associated with lower levels of work intensity. Childcare provided by relatives and friends does 

not seem to offer the stability necessary to sustain a two-earner family. 

 

To conclude, the results suggest that providing formal childcare should be an indispensable part of 

the policy toolkit to combat in-work poverty, insofar it benefits those families with young children 

finding themselves stuck at the tail of the income distribution with low levels of work intensity.  
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Appendix  

 

Appendix 8.1  Correlation coefficients in-work poverty and childcare use, 18-64 years, EU-
countries, 2012 

  IWP parents   IWP All adults (18-64)  

Incidence care use       

Formal care use  -0.102   -0.253  
Informal care use  0.426 *  0.456 ** 

Total care use  0.212   0.181  
       
Formal care among workers  -0.110   -0.234  

Informal care among workers  0.441 *  0.469 ** 
Total care among workers  0.223   0.241  

Full-time equivalent care use       

Formal care use  -0.153   -0.239  
Informal care use  0.442 (*)  0.665 *** 

Total care use  0.117   0.192  
       
Formal care among workers  -0.161   -0.222  

Informal care among workers  0.444 (*)  0.658 *** 
Total care among workers  0.132   0.243  

Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations. 
Note: t-test with (*) p<0.1, * p<0.05, **p<0.01, and *** p<0.001   
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Appendix 8.2 Correlation coefficients childcare use and work-intensity (WI) 

 Individual WI Household WI 
 All adults  Parents  All adults  Parents  

Incidence         

     Formal care total 0,350 (*) 0,636 *** 0,328 (*) 0,637 *** 

     Informal care total -0,248  0,022  -0,259  0,026  
     Total care total 0,202  0,688 *** 0,172  0,690 *** 
         

     Formal care among workers 0,297 (*) 0,632 *** 0,264 (*) 0,630 *** 
     Informal care among workers -0,307  0,016  -0,313  0,025  
     Total care among workers 0,096  0,679 *** 0,059  0,682 *** 

Full-time equivalent         

     Formal care total 0,374 * 0,647 *** 0,386 * 0,661 *** 

     Informal care total  -0,377 * 0,098  -0,351 (*) 0,122  
     Total care total 0,170  0,746 *** 0,189  0,770 *** 
         

     Formal care among workers 0,328 (*) 0,646 *** 0,331 (*) 0,656 *** 
     Informal care among workers -0,422 * 0,082  -0,395 * 0,110  
     Total care among workers 0,070  0,722 *** 0,083  0,746 *** 

Source: EU-SILC 2012, own calculations  
Note: t-test with (*) p<0.1, * p<0.05, **p<0.01, and *** p<0.001   
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Chapter 9: Summary and concluding thoughts  
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9.1  Overview of the main findings  

 

This study contributes to the emerging literature on working poverty in a European context. It 

validates the growing consciousness that holding a job does not automatically serves as a protection 

against poverty. Broadly speaking this dissertation aims to better understand the higher poverty risk 

of a particular group of workers, namely part-timers. The poverty risk of part-timers has repeatedly 

been shown to be higher compared to that of full-time workers. Yet, why this is the case and why the 

part-time poverty gap differs so much across countries remains largely a blind spot since it is not 

merely attributable to the fact that part-timers work less (OECD, 2010). Given the policy mantra that 

work provides the best protection against poverty and given the substantial increase in part-time 

work in recent decades this is clearly a relevant issue as a part of the broader question how 

employment and poverty are interrelated.  

 

Despite the heterogeneous nature of part-time work, both within and across countries, some general 

patterns do emerge. The main findings are the following: 

 

 The poverty risk of part-time workers is most severe in countries where part-time 

employment is characterised by a combinations of demographic and job characteristics 

that are known to be associated with a higher in-work poverty risk, and where part-time 

work is more likely to be done involuntarily (chapter 2) . Overall, chapter 2 documents how 

labour supply and labour demand characteristics make part-time workers more likely to 

combine higher ‘needs’ with limited ‘resources’ compared to full-time workers. The degree 

to which working part-time is related to an increased poverty risk should be understood 

within a gendered employment system where labour demand and supply side mechanisms 

shape part-time employment. In countries where in particular female part-time workers are 

more likely to combine a problematic household composition (e.g. high caring needs and low 

additional resources) with a problematic labour market position (e.g. low pay and unstable 

work), part-time work is often an involuntary choice and associated with a particularly high 

poverty risk. Involuntary part-time workers - those looking for, but unable to find a full-time 

job - face especially high poverty risks. Yet, the problem of in-work poverty among part-

timers is not confined to this segment, it is also substantial among those who work part-time 

for care reasons and other motives. 
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 The poverty risk of part-time workers increased substantially during the recent crisis, in 

several countries with more than five percentage points. While the share of involuntary 

part-time workers, and their increased poverty risk, contributed to this increase, the 

poverty risk of other part-timers followed the same pattern. However, the change in the 

poverty risk of part-timers was not reflected in a marked increase in the overall in-work 

poverty rates because full-time work remains dominant and its poverty risk did not change 

significantly in most countries (chapter 3) . The crisis has deepened pre-existing concerns 

regarding in-work poverty in general and among part-time workers in particular. Countries 

that experienced a vast increase in unemployment were also the countries where the share 

of involuntary part-time work grew more strongly during the crisis. We argued that the 

increase in the poverty risk of female part-time workers in particular can be understood by a 

decrease in dual earnership since especially male employment has been hit hard during the 

crisis. We demonstrated that the increase in the share of part-timers who are the only earner 

in the household is strongly associated with a growing share of involuntary part-time 

workers. Male breadwinners have potentially become more likely to accept a part-time job 

as a second best option. In addition, the increase in involuntary part-time work among 

women is in line with the empirical evidence that added worker effects were constrained by 

the availability of full-time jobs during the recent crisis (Bredtmann et al., 2014). Hence, 

precisely because female part-time workers came to face an increased poverty risk, they 

work part-time involuntarily, illustrating the endogenous nature of the relationship between 

part-time work and in-work poverty.  

 

 For full-time workers - who are typically the main earner - individual earnings are more 

important to understand their poverty risk than for part-time workers. On the other hand, 

the earnings penalty of part-time workers does contribute substantially to the poverty gap 

between part-time and full-time workers (chapter 4). In other words, and confirming 

previous findings for the low paid (Maitre et al., 2012; Marx & Nolan, 2014), the relationship 

between individual employment and in-work poverty is far from a straightforward one. The 

overall household income package is key when considering poverty outcomes of individual 

workers. While similar in-work poverty mechanisms exist for both full-time and part-time 

workers, we find that the importance of particular mechanisms differs between both groups. 

The degree to which low household work-intensity, the presence of children, and a lack of 

earnings supplements are more important for either full-time or part-time workers varies 

across countries. Only earnings are consistently found to be more important as an in-work 

poverty mechanism for full-timers. This can be explained by the fact that full-timers are more 
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likely to be the main earner. Keeping the magnitude of the in-work poverty mechanisms 

constant, this dissertation indicated that certain profile characteristics of part-time workers 

contribute substantially to the part-time poverty gap. Depending on the analytical approach 

and countries studied, between 23 and 65 percent (chapter 4) or between 17 and 76 percent 

(chapter 5) of the part-time poverty gap is attributable to differences in observed socio-

demographic and job characteristics between part-time and full-time workers. These 

differences can be assigned mainly to differences in job characteristics, including 

occupational segregation, higher job instability of part-time work and a part-time wage 

penalty. Contrary to the expectations, the results did not indicate that differences in caring 

responsibilities contribute much to the part-time poverty gap. On the other hand, the extent 

to which part-timers are more likely to live in households with other (full-time) workers 

compensated their pay penalty. However, this is observed mainly in countries where part-

time work serves as strategy for mothers to reconcile work and care. In sum, even though job 

related characteristics are key to explaining the part-time poverty gap, the degree to which 

specific characteristics contribute varies substantially across countries, illustrating the highly 

heterogeneous nature of part-time jobs in Europe.  

 

 The part-time poverty gap as well as the temporary poverty gap can be attributed to a 

wage penalty to a similar degree. Lower employment stability, however, contributes to the 

poverty gap of part-time workers to a lesser degree than wage differences. Conversely, 

employment instability outweighs the differences in wages as an explanations for the 

poverty difference between temporary and permanent workers (chapter 5) . The main 

reason why both part-timers and temporary workers are expected to have a higher poverty 

risk is because they do not work enough, and in addition face a wage penalty. However, the 

narrative for understanding the higher poverty risk of temporary and part-time workers 

differs noticeably. Periods out of work are the key explanation for temporary workers and 

government transfers tend to, at least partially, compensate these periods. For part-time 

workers, the work-intensity at the household level provides a strong protection against an 

increased poverty risk. Moreover, the contribution of various profile characteristics of part-

time workers are not necessarily similar across countries, whereas for temporary workers 

there is less variation across countries. 

 

 The polarisation of non-standard employment across households varies considerably in 

Europe and the narrative differs by the type of non-standard employment. Characteristics 

known to be associated with non-standard employment, like age and education, however, 
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explain little of the levels of non-standard employment polarisation (chapter 6). Because of 

its gendered nature, polarisation of part-time work is highly negative since it is not likely to 

find clustering of part-time jobs within households. This pattern seems to be dominant in 

Continental European countries, but it is also observable in Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon 

countries. On the other hand, in Eastern and Southern European countries, non-standard 

employment is concentrated in some households, mainly because both adults are in unstable 

jobs that prevents them from working all year round. Characteristics of household members 

known to be associated with non-standard employment, like age and education, explain little 

of the levels of non-standard employment polarisation. 

 

 More stringent wage institutions, short and family friendly working hour cultures, and 

widespread formal childcare provisions are associated with lower differences in earnings 

poverty between part-time and full-time workers. In a similar way, these institutions are 

related to a smaller difference between part-timers and full-timers regarding poverty 

reduction by other market incomes in the household. Government transfers have on 

average little direct effect on how part-time and full-time workers avoid poverty differently 

(chapter 7).  Looking at three consecutive steps in the income package - individual earnings, 

other market incomes in the household, and government transfers -, we find that on average 

across Europe full-timers are more likely than part-timers to escape poverty with each step. 

On the other hand, substantial variation across countries is discovered. Institutions that 

narrow the overall earnings distribution, that lower occupational segregation of part-time 

jobs, and that support dual earnership, are negatively associated with the degree to which 

part-time workers are less likely to avoid poverty by both their own earnings and other 

market incomes in the household. Government transfers are on average less important to 

understand how part-timers are able to avoid poverty compared to full-time workers. 

However, we do find indications that institutions supporting maternal employment help 

part-timers in particular to avoid poverty by government transfers. In countries where 

benefits more commonly compensate reduced working hours, part-time workers tend to be 

less able to avoid poverty by government transfers. The latter can be explained by the 

findings that in countries where part-time earnings are combined with benefits more often, 

the pre-transfer differences between part-time and full-time workers are higher as well.  

 

 Insofar as formal childcare services are beneficial to families with young children at the tail 

of the income distribution with low levels of work intensity, they can be an indispensable 

part of the policy toolkit to combat in-work poverty (chapter 8). We find that the 
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relationship between formal childcare usage and in-work poverty is subject to an aggregation 

paradox. At the micro-level formal childcare use is associated with a reduced in-work poverty 

risk. This effect is mainly mediated by the work-intensity at the household level. At the 

macro-level no relationship was found between formal childcare use and in-work poverty. 

The aggregation paradox can be explained by exploring which families benefit most from 

childcare arrangements and what kind of jobs are feasible. From an in-work poverty 

perspective it should not matter which type of care people use, as long as it helps to increase 

the work-intensity in the household. However, in order to understand in-work poverty rates 

we find that the type of care matters. In-work poverty is higher in countries where informal 

care use is more prevalent since this type of care tends to be less compatible with stable, 

full-time employment for parents with young children. 

 

 

9.2  Towards an individual-level measurement of being ‘poor’ or a 

household-level measurement of being ‘in-work’?  

 

The main indicator of interest in this dissertation has been ‘in-work poverty’. Several official 

indicators exist to monitor in-work poverty, in the US (Klein & Rones, 1989), in Europe (T. Atkinson et 

al., 2002; Bardone & Guio, 2005), or globally (ILO, 2011), but they differ in their definitions of being 

‘in-work’ and being ‘poor’ (for a detailed discussion, see Lohmann, 2016 forthcoming; Crettaz, 2011; 

Thiede et al., 2015). The Eurostat approach to in-work poverty combines the labour market position 

of an individual with a poverty perspective focusing on the living standard at the household level. 

When following this approach, a number of important characteristics are automatically identified, 

such as a low wage, unstable employment, low work-intensity at the household level, and 

inadequate social protection (Crettaz, 2013; Halleröd et al., 2015; Maitre et al., 2012; Marx & Nolan, 

2014). Adopting alternative definitions of being ‘in-work’ or being ‘at-risk of poverty’ changes the 

relative importance of the various mechanisms (Meulders & O'Dorchai, 2013; Ponthieux, 2010). 

Consequently policy options depend on the adopted approach, the profile of the working poor, the 

existing social policies and normative considerations (Marx & Nolan, 2014).  

 

Throughout this dissertation clear-cut conclusions about the mechanisms underlying the increased 

poverty risk of part-time workers were complicated by the hybrid nature of in-work poverty, 

especially because various mechanisms operate simultaneously (see in particular chapter 2, 3 and 4). 

As employment at the household level is key for understanding the poverty risk of workers, and part-
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time workers in particular, a possible way out of the labyrinth of underlying mechanisms could be 

lifting the measurement of being ‘in-work’ to the household level or measuring poverty at the 

individual level.  

 

Individualising the poverty risk means that we abolish the assumption of equal sharing of resources 

within the household. By introducing the concept of ‘financial dependency rates’, Meulders and 

O'Dorchai (2011) open a way to a more detailed gendered analysis of poverty (Corsi, Botti, & 

D'Ippoliti, 2016). As the individual labour market becomes more important with this approach, the 

‘poverty risk’ of working part-time obviously becomes much larger (Meulders & O'Dorchai, 2013; 

Peña-Casas & Ghailani, 2011). However, the assumption of zero sharing within the household is 

equally debatable as the assumption of equal sharing. Hence, what should be developed is a sharing 

rule which can be practically - thus not just theoretically (Burton, Phipps, & Woolley, 2007) - adopted 

to establish an improved poverty measurement that can become part of a set of recognised social 

indicators. On the other hand, we should not be overly sceptical about current poverty measurement 

since for the majority of households the assumption of income pooling and equal sharing holds 

(Ponthieux, 2013).  

 

In the in-work poverty literature in Europe, relatively more attention has been going to the being ‘in-

work’ part. Essentially it boils down to the question whether we should consider a lack of work to be 

an in-work poverty mechanism (Halleröd et al., 2015). Because labour market statuses typically look 

at individuals’ usual or current employment situation, the challenge is how to overcome the 

discrepancy with monetary poverty, which is calculated on the basis of annual incomes (Ponthieux, 

2010). In line with the argumentation of Halleröd et al. (2015), a fruitful approach is to further 

explore the role of household work-intensity to establish a more straightforward link between 

employment and poverty.  Work-intensity at the household level has gradually become more 

important for alleviating poverty risks (Airio, 2008; Fritzell & Ritakallio, 2010). Hence, focussing on 

individuals’ labour market positions is bound to draw an incomplete picture of his/her poverty risk. In 

such a context merely having a part-time job, but also a stable full-time one, is far from an automatic 

protection against poverty as is shown in chapters 5 and 7. Furthermore, as chapter 6 indicated, non-

standard employment patterns not randomly distributed across households. In other words, a key 

question for future theoretical consideration and empirical research is which degree of work-

intensity at the household level can be used to identify a family as ‘working’.  
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9.3  What policy lessons can be drawn from this doctoral dissertation?  

 

What policy lessons can we draw from this dissertation? Here a careful and modest attitude is 

warranted. The study was not set up to examine the impact of a particular policy or policy package. 

Hence, specific policy recommendations are not possible. What, then, could a policymaker learn from 

this thesis? First of all, this dissertation provides a better understanding of the working poor 

phenomenon. As Halleröd et al. (2015) argue, the persistent believe that a job is the best protection 

against poverty inspires policy makers to put job creation high on the agenda. According to several 

academics the current policy framework dominated by deregulation - resulting in a reality of low 

wage work, unstable jobs, and few working hours, or a mix of these elements -, raises serious 

concerns regarding the assumed relationship between employment and poverty (Crettaz, 2013; 

Pradella, 2015). Especially people who are at the periphery and (re-)enter segmented labour markets 

face difficulties in securing stable full-time jobs (Fernádez-Kranz & Rodríguez-Planas, 2011; 

Giesselmann, 2015). Part-time work is highly relevant in this context as it has been responsible for 

much of the employment growth in recent years. Part-time jobs even cushioned the employment 

decline during the recent crisis (see chapter 3). 

 

Knowing which workers are poor and which are not, informs policy makers when weighing policy 

options. When working poverty is mainly a low wage problem, higher minimum wages or tax -

deductions can solve the working poor problem, while at the same time potentially pushing some 

workers out of the labour market (Halleröd et al., 2015). This has been the basic dilemma that 

inspired in-work poverty research in Europe in the first place (Marx & Verbist, 1998). On the other 

hand, when a lack of work is the key problem, additional job creation, employment security or 

income replacement support can be put forward as policy pathways. Yet, as with unemployed in 

general, the argument of a (part-time) unemployment trap or lack of work-incentives can be raised 

when providing additional income support for workers with a reduced labour market attachment 

(OECD, 2015a).  

 

The chosen measurement of in-work poverty already captures underlying expectations about the 

work effort that defines someone as ‘working’ as well as whether individual earnings or the overall 

household income should be taken into account (see supra). The European policy indicator of ‘in-

work poverty’ is rooted in theoretical concerns about poverty measurement that various resources at 

the household level should be included (Council of the European Communities, 1975; Decancq et al., 

2014; Townsend, 1979). In addition, poverty measurement that takes into account annual income, 
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raises a major issue about how to define being ‘in-work’ (T. Atkinson et al., 2002). The consensus is 

that work should be seen as a fairly stable situation with being ‘in-work’ defined as work being the 

most important labour market status during more than halve the income reference period (Bardone 

& Guio, 2005). Consequently, the Eurostat approach places relatively more weight on the household 

level work-intensity as one of the underlying in-work poverty determinants (Ponthieux, 2010). If we 

accept the established policy indicator, then dual earnership is one of the main solutions to decrease 

in-work poverty rates (Marx & Nolan, 2014). The question then becomes whether an expansion of 

part-time work, or other types of non-standard work, can facilitate the employment of 

underrepresented groups in the labour market, and at the same time lift families above the poverty 

threshold. And, if so, what the potential dilemmas are.  

 

For temporary workers we were able to attribute the higher poverty risk to periods out of work. 

Consequently, policies that facilitate job transitions or better compensate periods out of work can be 

part of the solution (chapter 5). Conversely, the picture for part-timers proved to be more complex 

and subjected to more variation across countries. We found that different types of policies and 

institutions are related to the variation in the higher pre-transfer poverty risk of part-timers 

compared to full-timers (chapter 7). Hence, policies aiming to support a large part-time labour force - 

which allow high levels of employment and a low degree of in-work poverty - should simultaneously 

look at working time and wage policies, which limit the earnings penalty of workers, and at the same 

time support dual earnership. When institutionally supported as a dual earner strategy and 

institutionally protected against a strong earnings penalty, part-time work should not automatically 

be seen as problematic in terms of poverty, although it might be from other angles, such as gender 

equality (chapter 2). 

 

At first sight it can appear a good idea to support the growth of part-time work. In countries where it 

is more widespread, the difference in the poverty risk between part-time and full-time workers tends 

to be lower, mainly because dual earnership is more common in these countries (OECD, 2010; see 

also chapter 2). On the other hand, it remains crucial to monitor the quality of part-time jobs. This 

dissertation showed that part-time wage penalties contribute substantially to their higher poverty 

risk. This pay penalty and other aspects of job quality, such as less schooling opportunities, less stable 

work, and the exclusion from fringe benefits or full social protection make part-time often a second 

best option (OECD, 2010). Referring to the Dutch part-time champion in Freeman’s (1998) war of the 

models, Wolf (2003) argues that part-time work may be one of the most effective ways of work 

sharing. Contrasting small reductions in overall official working time, like in the French case, part-

time work may actually trigger reorganisations that necessitate the creation of new jobs. Yet, she 



 
 

198 
 

shows that a wage penalty hampers the growth of part-time jobs in the German case (Worlf, 2003). 

Hence, in order to make part-time a suitable option, we need to further examine whether people 

who work less than full-time are indeed covered by minimum wages as they should be by European 

directives (O'Connor, 2013), and whether working part-time indeed comes with full social rights 

(Buschoff & Protsch, 2008). This is, however, not necessarily the case as since the crisis new 

nationally created forms of ‘marginal’ employment tend to circumvent these regulations (Lang et al., 

2013; Messenger & Wallot, 2015), impeding a further dispersion of high quality part-time jobs. If this 

route is taken, then in-work benefits, or other combinations of work and benefits will be necessary to 

protect part-timers - and their families - against poverty, especially when they are the only potential 

earner in the household.   

 

Lastly, it should be noted that the mere existence of the working poor has important consequences 

regarding the public opinion on whether poverty is ‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving’. By definition, the 

‘deserving’ are poor, but not due to a fault of their own and thus deserve aid. The latter are 

‘undeserving’ of assistance because they are often considered to be responsible for their own 

situation. While fierce debates exist on the ‘deservingness’ of out-of-work poverty (van Oorschot, 

2006), holding someone who is working responsible for his/her poverty situation is very difficult to 

defend in a climate where jobs are seen as the best protection against poverty.  Part-time workers do 

work, but the reasons why people do not work full-time are highly heterogeneous and often highly 

constrained. Hence policies that aim to improve the income situation of part-time workers should 

take these constraints into consideration. 

 

 

9.4  Missing pieces and directions for future research 

 

Throughout this dissertation various pieces of the puzzle why part-time workers face a higher 

poverty risk have been put together. However, some of the pieces remain to be analysed further. 

While most of the chapters indicate that part-time workers face a higher poverty risk, even when 

controlling for various other characteristics, we should remain cautious about claiming that working 

part-time causes in-work poverty because of two reasons. First, because of unobserved 

heterogeneity in characteristics for which we did not control. In this dissertation the main focus has 

been the variation between individuals relying on cross-sectional data. Adopting panel data methods 

would allow to explain the variation within individuals over time. Such a model automatical ly also 

controls for variables that do not change over time and that are not taken into account in the model . 
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Therefore these models are better suited to make causal claims regarding the effect of working part-

time on being at-risk of poverty (Debels, 2008b). Unfortunately, because of data limitations this was 

not possible in a broad comparative setting. However, it should be possible to do so in future 

research for a restricted set of countries for which high quality panel data exist for a long period. The 

second reason why we should be cautious in making causal claims is that working part-time may not 

only be a cause but also be a consequence of poverty as suggested in chapter 3. People may 

involuntarily accept a part-time job when they face a higher poverty risk and when full-time jobs are 

scarce. However, this problem of simultaneity is not solved by panel data methods. Creative use of 

instrumental variables could provide a solution and can be considered in future research designs 

when examining the poverty risk of particular groups of workers.  

 

A potentially highly relevant element for policy makers - which has only been touched upon indirectly 

in this study, but should be explored further - is the depth of the poverty risk experienced by 

workers. While part-timers earn less on average, they are more likely to be secondary earners. 

Consequently, their individual labour market position is not necessarily translated into a higher 

poverty risk. In chapter 5 we argued that the severity of earnings poverty of part-timers, measured 

by FGT1 and FGT2 indicators (Foster et al., 1984), is correlated with the degree to which part-time 

workers are able to avoid poverty by other resources in the household. Further analysing the depth 

of in-work poverty in general - and of non-standard workers in particular - can inform policy makers 

about the degree to which the oxymoron of in-work poverty can be solved by further supporting a 

higher work-intensity of households and/or financially compensating the inability to achieve a higher 

work-intensity.  

 

Lastly, this study shows that for part-timers, but also for temporary workers, the combination of 

earnings and benefits should not be neglected as an income source  (chapter 5). However, as chapter 

3 indicated, the poverty outcomes may differ depending on which benefits are taken into account. 

We found that workers who are combining their earnings with unemployment benefits have a higher 

poverty risk. Conversely, workers combining earnings with other types of individual income 

replacement benefits have a lower poverty risk. In addition, we indicated that the pre-transfer 

poverty gap between part-time and full-time workers is larger in countries where part-time workers 

are more likely to combine earnings with benefits (chapter 7). Hence, while the empirical evidence 

indicates that it frequently happens and affects in-work poverty, it remains largely a blind spot how 

different welfare systems allow earnings and benefits to be combined. Following the activation 

discourse in many European countries, employment conditionality for social benefits is becoming 

much more important, but this might happen in different ways. Few studies have looked in detail at 



 
 

200 
 

the principles governing the combination of earnings and benefits. It would be a useful inquiry to 

examine whether common rationales can be distinguished regarding policies that provide additional 

benefits to workers, and whether the logic and legitimacy of these schemes differs with that of more 

traditional out-of work income replacement schemes. In sum, the question that arises is how 

different combinations of earnings and benefits are related to the overall shifting balance between 

the triad of labour, family and social protection as producers of welfare. 
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Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 

 
Deze doctoraatsstudie analyseert het armoederisico bij deeltijds werkenden in Europa. Werk wordt 

doorgaans gezien als de beste bescherming tegen armoede. Sinds de jaren ‘90 groeide echter het 

besef dat deze bescherming niet gegarandeerd is. Vanaf 2003 vormt ‘werkende armoede’ één van de 

kernindicatoren van Eurostat om armoede en sociale uitsluiting op te volgen. In 2014 leefde in 

Europa gemiddeld 9,6 procent van de werkenden in armoede. Hoewel het armoederisico bij 

werkenden beperkter is dan bij werklozen, zien we dat van alle individuen op arbeidsactieve leeftijd 

in armoede, gemiddeld één op de drie aan het werk is. Met andere woorden, een substantieel 

aandeel van de mensen in armoede, heeft een job.  

 

In het academisch onderzoek naar armoede bij werkenden ligt de focus op voltijds werkenden in een 

stabiele baan. Andere vormen van werk, in het bijzonder deeltijdse arbeid, zijn de laatste decennia 

echter belangrijker geworden. Momenteel is gemiddeld één op de vijf jobs in Europa deeltijds. Voor 

een volledig beeld van werkende armoede moeten we dus rekening houden met alle werkenden. Dit 

onderzoek vult een deel van deze blinde vlek in. Deze doctoraatsstudie onderzoekt ten eerste 

waarom in het bijzonder deeltijds werkenden een hoger armoederisico kennen. Ten tweede 

analyseert deze studie waarom het armoederisico van deeltijds werkenden in sommige landen hoger 

is dan in andere landen.  

 

Het eerste hoofdstuk schets de theoretische achtergrond van het doctoraat. Om te begrijpen 

waarom iemand die werkt toch een verhoogd armoederisico heeft, bouwt deze studie voort op de 

analysekaders van het traditionele onderzoek naar welvaartsstaten. Hierbij staat het belang van de 

verhouding tussen arbeid, gezin en sociale bescherming als bronnen van welvaart centraal. Armoede 

wordt gedefinieerd door te kijken naar het totale ‘inkomenspakket’ op het huishoudniveau. Dit 

pakket bestaat uit het eigen inkomen uit arbeid (eventueel aangevuld met een vervangingsinkomen), 

het inkomen van andere actieve gezinsleden, en sociale uitkeringen voor afhankelijke gezinsleden 

(zoals bijvoorbeeld inwonende ouders en/of kinderen). Een laag loon kan de primaire oorzaak zijn 

van armoede bij werkenden. Bestaand onderzoek toont echter aan dat slechts een beperkt aandeel 

van de werkende armen effectief een laag loon heeft. Eén van de consistente bevindingen is dat één 

inkomen doorgaans onvoldoende blijkt om in de noden van een gezin te voorzien. Omdat het totale 

‘inkomenspakket’ op het gezinsniveau van belang is om het armoede risico van werkenden te 

begrijpen, kunnen we a-priori niet verwachten dat deeltijds werkenden een verhoogd armoederisico 

hebben. In een tweeverdienersmaatschappij kan een deeltijdse job namelijk het noodzakelijke extra  
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inkomen voorzien dat een gezin nodig heeft om rond te komen. Toch blijkt uit voorgaand onderzoek 

dat deeltijds werken gepaard gaat met een verhoogd armoederisico. Deze tegenstelling wordt verder 

uitgediept in dit doctoraat.  

Doorheen de verschillende hoofdstukken wordt het armoederisico van deeltijders bekeken vanuit 

verschillende invalshoeken. Een belangrijk onderscheid wordt gemaakt tussen een ‘risico benadering’ 

en een ‘accountant benadering’. De ‘risico benadering’ geeft in essentie een profielschets van de 

individuele kenmerken, gezinssamenstelling, en job kenmerken die samenhangen met een verhoogd 

armoederisico. De ‘accountant benadering’ bestudeert hoe werkenden armoede vermijden. Hierbij 

wordt het totale gezinsinkomen opgesplitst in verschillende componenten en systematisch terug 

opgeteld. Deze laatste methode laat toe te analyseren in hoeverre het eigen loon een voldoende 

bescherming biedt tegen armoede.  

 

In het tweede hoofdstuk hanteren Ive Marx en ik de risicobenadering om na te gaan of het 

armoederisico van deeltijdswerkenden groter is in landen waar deeltijders gemiddeld meerdere 

risicofactoren combineren. De voornaamste conclusie is dat het verhoogde armoederisico moet 

begrepen worden tegen de institutionele achtergrond van vraag en aanbod mechanismen die 

deeltijds werk vorm geven. De regulering van de arbeidsmarkt en genderrol patronen bepalen wie 

effectief tewerkgesteld is in deeltijdse banen en wat de kwaliteit van deze banen is. In landen waar 

deeltijds werkenden een problematische arbeidsmarktpositie (laag loon en onstabiel werk) 

combineren met een problematische gezinssamenstelling (zorgverantwoordelijkheden en minder 

vaak een additioneel marktinkomen in het gezin), is deeltijdswerk vaker een onvrijwillige keuze en is 

het armoederisico doorgaans hoger.  

 

Het derde hoofdstuk bekijkt de verandering in het armoederisico van deeltijdswerkenden tijdens de 

crisis. Vanaf 2008 zien we een sterke stijging in de werkloosheidscijfers, maar ook in het aandeel 

onvrijwillig deeltijdswerkenden (mensen die deeltijds werken, maar eigenlijk op zoek zijn naar een 

voltijdse betrekking). Daarom onderzoek ik samen met Ive Marx en Brian Nolan of het armoederisico 

van deeltijders is gestegen tijdens de crisis, of deze toename te wijten is aan de groei in onvrijwillig 

deeltijdswerk, en of dit een invloed had op het armoederisico bij werkenden in het algemeen. De 

resultaten geven geen volledig éénduidig antwoord. We vinden dat de stijging van het aandeel 

onvrijwillige deeltijders samenhangt met een verhoogd armoederisico van deeltijds werkenden in 

verschillende landen. Dit werd echter niet gereflecteerd in een toename van het armoederisico van 

werkenden in het algemeen. In de meeste landen bleef het armoederisico van voltijds werkenden 

stabiel en vormen zij nog steeds de grootste groep. Hierdoor bleef zowel de impact van een toename  
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in het armoederisico van deeltijders en het stijgend aandeel deeltijders beperkt. Wanneer we echter 

een correctie toepassen voor de koopkracht van mensen in een voltijdse baan, zien we wel dat hun 

armoederisico in de meeste landen is toegenomen. Tot slot gaan we dieper in op de onderliggende 

mechanismen van de toename in zowel onvrijwillig deeltijds werk en het armoederisico van 

deeltijders. Deze evoluties blijken samen te hangen met een stijging van het aandeel gezinnen waar 

deeltijds werk het enige arbeidsinkomen is.  

 

Voortbouwend op het tweede hoofdstuk onderzoek ik in het vierde hoofdstuk meer i n detail het 

relatieve belang van de verschillende risicofactoren. Ten eerste ga ik na of bepaalde mechanismen 

sterker spelen bij deeltijders in vergelijking met voltijds werkenden. Ten tweede introduceer ik in dit 

hoofdstuk een Oaxaca-Blinder decompositie analysetechniek. Deze methode laat een meer 

genuanceerde beschrijving toe van het relatieve belang van kenmerken die bijdragen aan het hoger 

armoederisico van deeltijds. De resultaten bevestigen de aanzienlijke verschillen tussen landen, maar 

er worden ook enkele algemene patronen zichtbaar. Voor voltijds werkenden blijkt het eigen loon 

belangrijker dan voor deeltijders om het armoederisico te begrijpen. Ik vind echter geen verschil 

tussen deeltijds- en voltijds werkenden wat betreft het belang van de werkintensiteit van andere 

gezinsleden. Met andere woorden, voor beide groepen is het even belangrijk dat er meerdere 

verdieners zijn als bescherming tegen armoede. Om het verschil in armoederisico tussen deeltijds- en 

voltijds werkenden te begrijpen speelt het verschil in loon een belangrijke rol. Deeltijders verdienen 

gemiddeld minder aangezien ze vaker tewerkgesteld zijn in lager betaalde beroepen en sectoren. 

Hoewel het loon van deeltijders gemiddeld lager is, zien we ook dat het verschil in armoederisico met 

voltijds werkenden beperkt blijft, omdat deeltijders vaker in een tweeverdienersgezin leven.  

 

Het vijfde hoofdstuk maakt gebruik van de ‘accountant benadering’. Hier ga ik na in welke mate het 

loon een voldoende bescherming biedt tegen armoede. Daarnaast onderzoek ik of bij deeltijders en 

tijdelijke werknemers het verhoogde armoederisico is toe te schrijven aan een laag loon of een meer 

instabiele arbeidsmarktparticipatie. Zowel deeltijders als tijdelijke werknemers blijken een verhoogd 

armoederisico te hebben omdat ze minder werken - niet voltijds en geen volledig jaar - én in hun job 

gemiddeld minder verdienen. Bij werknemers met een tijdelijk contract speelt een grotere job 

instabiliteit de belangrijkste rol, terwijl bij deeltijders het loonverschil belangrijker is. Voorts 

bevestigen de resultaten dat het armoederisico van werkenden enkel te begrijpen is door rekening te 

houden met het volledig gezinsinkomen. Wanneer deeltijders alleen zouden beschikken over hun 

eigen loon, zou in België 81 procent van hen in armoede leven, terwijl bij voltijds werkenden dit 

slechts 40 procent is. Voor werknemers met een tijdelijk en permanent contract is dit respectievelijk 

77 en 49 procent. In het bijzonder blijft bij tijdelijke werknemers het verschil in armoede ten opzichte 
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van permanente werknemers beperkt. Tijdelijke werknemers kunnen namelijk meestal rekenen op 

een vervangingsinkomen in periodes dat ze niet werken.  

 

Gegeven het belang van het totale inkomenspakket en de arbeidsmarktparticipatie van alle 

gezinsleden om werkende armoede te begrijpen, bekijkt het zesde hoofdstuk de werkintensiteit op 

het gezinsniveau meer in detail. Op basis van een polarisatie index analyseer ik of niet-standaard 

werk geconcentreerd is in bepaalde gezinnen. In West-Europese landen werken vrouwen 

voornamelijk deeltijds, meestal om arbeid en gezin te combineren. In deze landen zien we dat 

onvolledige individuele werkintensiteit niet geconcentreerd is in bepaalde gezinnen, integendeel. 

Mensen die geen volledig jaar werken, en dus in meer onstabiele tewerkstelling zitten, blijken in 

bijna alle Europese landen niet random verdeeld over gezinnen. Zij wonen vaker samen in hetzelfde 

gezin dan dat we op basis van een willekeurige verdeling zouden verwachten. Opleidingsniveau of 

leeftijd blijken niet te kunnen verklaren waarom dit zo is.  

 

In het zevende hoofdstuk verken ik hoe de variatie in het verhoogde armoederisico van deeltijds 

werkenden samenhangt met de institutionele verschillen tussen landen. Dit hoofdstuk bouwt verder 

op de ‘accounting’ benadering. Instituties die de totale loonspreiding beperken (zoals sterke 

vakbonden, centrale loononderhandelingen), die de segregatie tussen deeltijdse en voltijdse jobs 

tegengaan (via bijvoorbeeld arbeidstijdregulering), en die tweeverdienersschap stimuleren (flexibel 

werken en kinderopvang), gaan gepaard met een beperkter armoederisico bij deeltijders. Deze 

instituties beperken in eerste instantie het loonverschil tussen deeltijds en voltijds werkenden. 

Opvallend is dat uitkeringen gemiddeld sterker armoede reducerend werken voor voltijds 

werkenden. Dit kan worden verklaard doordat voltijds werkenden meer verdienen en dus een 

beperkter extra inkomen nodig is om hun armoederisico te verminderen. De resultaten tonen echter 

ook aan dat in landen waar de tewerkstelling van moeders wordt ondersteund, uitkeringen toch een 

armoede reducerende rol kunnen spelen voor deeltijds werkenden in het bijzonder. Mogelijk 

voorzien ze dan net dat extra inkomen dat werkende ouders nodig hebben (ook al werkt één of 

meerdere ouders deeltijds) om boven de armoedelijn uit te komen.  

 

In hoofdstuk acht bekijken Wim Van Lancker en ikzelf hoe kinderopvang voor gezinnen met jonge 

kinderen kan bijdragen tot een vermindering van werkende armoede. Op het individueel niveau is de 

redenering simpel. Kinderopvang ondersteunt ouders om meer te werken, waardoor deze beter 

beschermd zijn tegen armoede. We vinden echter een aggregatie paradox. De relatie tussen 

kinderopvang en armoederisico bij werkende ouders op het microniveau vinden we niet terug op het 

macroniveau. In landen waar meer ouders gebruik maken van kinderopvang is het armoederisico niet 
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lager bij werkende ouders. We beargumenteren dat deze paradox kan worden begrepen door na te 

gaan welke gezinnen het meest gebruik maken van kinderopvang en welke jobs mogelijk gemaakt 

worden. We zien bijvoorbeeld dat in landen waar ouders meer gebruik maken van informele opvang 

het armoederisico zelfs groter is bij werkende ouders. Deze vorm van zorg is minder eenvoudig af te 

stemmen met een stabiele voltijdse job.  

 

Tot slot geeft het laatste hoofdstuk een overzicht van de belangrijkste bevindingen. Hierin bespreek 

ik ook de beperkingen van deze doctoraatsstudie. In het bijzonder wordt de ‘werkende armoede’ 

indicator kritisch tegen het licht gehouden. Ik bespreek de bruikbaarheid als beleidsindicator en 

beschouw alternatieve indicatoren. Met de huidige indicator is het moeilijk om éénduidige 

beleidsvoorstellen te formuleren, maar deze laat wel toe om de complexiteit van de schijnbare 

tegenstelling, die armoede bij werkenden is, te begrijpen. Er bestaat dan ook geen simplistische 

oplossing. Beleidsmakers dienen verschillende elementen in overweging te nemen wanneer zij een 

meer flexibele arbeidsmarkt zien als de oplossing om tewerkstelling te vergroten, zonder dat dit 

resulteert in meer armoede bij werkenden. Hiervoor moet worden nagegaan in hoeverre meer 

flexibiliteit ook tweeverdienersschap ondersteunt. En, wanneer tweeverdienersschap niet mogelijk 

is, moet er ook worden nagedacht over flankerende inkomensondersteuning. 

  



 
 

224 
 

 


