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Chapter 2 Work relationships 

2.1 The emergence of a variety of new contractual arrangements and the increasing 
uncertainty around the boundaries between different categories of workers underlines the need 
to provide data that can monitor this development (ILO, 2015a). Flexible or ambiguous work 
relationships are not new phenomena. They have existed historically, for example, in countries 
characterised by less regulated, or highly informal labour markets. The new International 
Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE-18), which has replaced the old classification of 
status in employment (ICSE-93), provides an improved statistical framework that better meets 
the need for statistical information to monitor the changes in employment arrangements that 
are taking place in many countries.

2.2 The following chapter provides an overview of the new International Classification of 
Status in Employment as defined by the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships 
adopted at the 20th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) in 2018. The focus is 
on how ICSE-18 can be used and applied to forms of employment that might emerge due to 
changes in the labour market. 

2.3 Section 2.1 discusses the concept of employment as defined by the Resolution 
concerning statistics on work, employment and labour underutilization adopted at the 19th ICLS 
in 2013. This is followed by a discussion of the concept of jobs, highlighting the statistical concept 
of a job as a reference unit for statistics on work modalities and the characteristics of work 
relationships. 

2.4 Section 2.2 describes ICSE-18 and its two underlying dimensions: type of economic risk
and type of authority. The two dimensions are used to derive the ten mutually exclusive 
categories of status in employment included in ICSE-18 and are used for organizing ICSE-18 
according to its two different hierarchies. The section also includes definitions of the aggregated 
categories Employers, Own-account workers, Dependent contractors, Employees and 
Contributing family workers, as well as their different detailed categories. 

2.5 Section 2.3 discusses how ICSE-18 and the two dimensions of type of authority and 
economic risk can be used to classify forms of employment that might not strictly match the 
definitions of the 10 employment categories in ICSE-18. For example, this could include 
situations where a work relationship is characterised by a specific work modality that extends 
across multiple statuses in employment or where a new form of work relationship emerges in a 
specific country. It also discusses the differences between legal classifications and statistical 
classifications, stressing that even if the legal classification impacts the statistical classification 
the two classifications are essentially different. Finally, the section presents different types of 
multi-party work relationships. 

2.1 Employment and jobs

2.6 The first step in developing statistics on different forms of employment, and thus also 
for different forms of work relationships or jobs, is to ensure that the activities are correctly 
identified as employment in the first place. The 19th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on 
work, employment and labour underutilization (ILO, 2013a) provides statistical definitions for 
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five different forms of paid as well as unpaid work, including employment3. The identification of 
the activities defined as employment is a pre-condition to provide statistics on jobs, the 
characteristics of the jobs and work modalities.   

2.7 In the ICLS standard, employment is defined as work performed in return for pay or 
profit, which reflects the fact that the intention of activities defined as employment is to receive 
remuneration in some form. This is independent of whether the remuneration is actually 
received by the person performing the work. An independent worker (i.e., employer or own-
account worker) might incur a loss and an employee might not receive the agreed payment. 
These situations would still be counted as employment since the main intention behind the 
activity is to receive remuneration. 

2.8 The employed population is measured in relation to a short reference period of one 
week, to produce a direct picture of employment at a given point in time. For operational 
reasons, a criterion of “one hour” of work for pay or profit is used to determine whether an 
employed person can be regarded as being at work. The “low threshold” of one hour during the 
reference week ensures that all types of jobs, including sporadic, short-term, and temporary 
work is included in employment statistics. It does, however, also require that jobs with few hours 
and of a short duration are properly identified and measured, even if challenging. 

2.9 In addition to employed persons at work, employment also consists of those who are 
absent from their job in the short reference period, for example due to sick leave, annual leave, 
maternity leave, compensatory leave for overtime etc., but still maintain attachment to the job. 
A job attachment is perceived to exist based on the reason for the absence, the continued 
receipt of remuneration, and/or the total duration of the absence (less or more than three 
months). Or in the case of independent workers, whether the worker has conducted any 
activities related to the business within the last three months and/or whether the worker 
intends to pick up the work within a three-month period (ILO, 2013a, paragraph 29).     

2.1.1 What is a job?  

2.10 While employment as one of the five forms of work describes the status of a person 
regarding being employed or not, the term job is used to describe the activities performed and 
their characteristics.

2.11 A job is defined as a set of tasks and duties performed (or meant to be performed) by 
one person for a single economic unit in relation to activities defined as employment (ILO, 
2018b, paragraph 8). All activities carried out by a person and defined as employment can be 
linked to one or more jobs. This includes situations where persons might not themselves 
consider the activities carried out for pay or profit as a “job”. Some activities may be very
sporadic, for just a few hours, or may be viewed as a hobby or to earn some additional income. 
A person who spends just a few hours on an activity to earn additional income in a given 
reference period should be counted as employed and the activities would be linked to one or 
multiple jobs. This is essential from a statistical perspective because such an approach allows 
the categorization of different types of jobs and the characterization of those jobs (e. g. working 
hours, industry, whether the job is seasonal, formal, or informal etc.). In other words, the job is 
a reference unit which facilitates the grouping of different typical forms of employment by their 
characteristics and a meaningful description of the structure of employment in a country.

3 The five forms of work include Employment, Unpaid trainee work, Volunteer work, Own-use production work and 
Other work activities as defined by the 19th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on work, employment and labour 
underutilization (ILO, 2013a).
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2.12 Persons may have several jobs during a given reference period. The separation between 
multiple jobs carried out by the same person is closely linked to the type of job the person has, 
and to the concept of economic units. Dependent workers (i.e., employees, contributing family 
workers and dependent contractors) have as many jobs as economic units on which the worker 
depends (ILO, 2018b). For example, an employee would have two different jobs if carrying out 
work for two different employers (i.e., two different economic units). Independent workers 
however, (i.e., employers and independent workers without employees), have as many jobs as 
economic units they own and operate. An independent worker that owns and operates two 
different businesses would therefore have two different jobs. People can also have multiple jobs 
that fall into different categories of status in employment. The same person can, for example, 
be an independent worker in one job and an employee in the other if the person has an 
enterprise and also works for an employer as an employee. When a person has multiple jobs, 
the main job is the job for which the worker usually works the most hours, or if this information 
is not available, the job from which the worker receives the highest income. 

2.13 The separation between different jobs held by the same person is in many cases 
relatively straightforward. An employee with two different employers would be conceived by 
most as having two different jobs. Similarly, a person with a registered enterprise who has a 
second job as an employee would typically be considered to have two different jobs. However, 
the separation between jobs might become more challenging in relation to independent 
workers working in an informal context. Informal independent workers (i.e., for example 
independent workers that have not registered their enterprise) can still carry out a diverse set 
of activities; for example, drive a taxi during the week and sell fruit at the market during the 
weekend. Due to the fact that the activities are informal, there are no formal economic units to 
link the different activities to. Therefore, it is not a given whether these different activities 
should be considered one job or multiple jobs. The current statistical standards defining the 
concept of job4 do not as such address these situations. Further work on this is currently being 
conducted by the ILO as part of the revision of the statistical standards on informality. In the 
current context, a pragmatic approach would be to allow for activities carried out by the same 
person that involve different kinds of productive activities, as defined by the classification of 
industries (e.g. ISIC), and with different skill requirements and occupations, as defined by the 
classification of occupations (e.g. ISCO), to be defined as separate economic units and therefore 
different jobs (ILO, 2021a).   

2.14 Even if the independent worker does not carry out different activities, there are cases 
when the concept of economic unit may also be challenging to establish. This could be the case 
when the activities are very sporadic or conducted for only a few hours and do not involve any 
significant investment in a business. Examples include a homeworker who sporadically receives 
some material to assemble, a person who sporadically sells homemade candles at a local artisan 
market, or a person providing services through a digital platform to earn extra income. In these 
situations, persons may not perceive that they are operating a business or enterprise, and no 
significant financial or material investments may have been made. Thus, the economic unit and 
the worker are in a sense the same unit, and the worker does not have an enterprise or business 
as such. Therefore, in these cases, the economic unit becomes a statistical construction rather 
than de-facto “physical” or legal business or enterprise. 

2.15 However, even in such cases the concept of economic unit is still essential for identifying 
the job, for categorizing the status in employment and for distinguishing between multiple jobs 
if relevant. If the activities carried out by the person that sells homemade candles at the market 
or by the person that provides services through a digital platform fulfils the requirements for 
being defined as employment, then these activities are linked to the statistical unit of a job. If 

4 The concept of job is defined in the 19th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on work, employment and labour 
underutilization (ILO, 2013a) and in the 20th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships (ILO, 2018b).
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the worker is not engaged as a dependent worker by another economic unit to carry out these 
activities, then these activities would be carried out for an economic unit owned and operated 
by the person, even if the economic unit is a statistical construction rather than an “actual 
enterprise”. This underlines how all activities defined as employment are linked to a job, which 
is based on the work relationship between the person that carries out the activities and the 
economic unit for which the work is carried out. The job, in turn, becomes the reference unit for 
the statistical collection and description of the characteristics of the employment and the work 
modalities attached to the job. 

2.2 ICSE-18: a statistical standard for categorizing jobs 

2.16 To develop internationally comparable data on the employed population, the ILO 
introduced a classification of different types of work relationships, the International 
Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE). ICSE is thus a ‘tool’ for classifying different forms
of employment, and more specifically, different types of jobs. The previous ICSE was introduced 
in 1993 (ICSE-93). Due to the changing structure of the labour market, there was a need to 
provide a more detailed and relevant classification to better reflect work relationships in the 
labour market. To meet this need a new version of ICSE was introduced in 2018 (ICSE-18) at the 
20th ICLS with the adoption of the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships (ILO, 
2018b).

2.17 In ICSE-93 a distinction was made between paid employment jobs and self-employed 
jobs based on the concepts of economic risk and degree of authority, resulting in six types of 
employed groups. ICSE-18 is also based on the concepts of economic risk and degree of 
authority. However, an important change is that ICSE-18 can be organized along either of these 
two hierarchies as shown in Box 2.1.

2.18 Both ICSE-18-A and ICSE-18-R have two 1st level categories: independent/dependent 
workers in ICSE-18-A and workers for pay/profit in ICSE-18-R, five 2nd level categories (A-B-C-D-
E and C-D-E-F-G) and ten 3rd level categories (11-51). The 3rd level categories are the same in 
both hierarchies but are grouped differently at the 1st and 2nd levels.
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Box 2.1
ICSE-18 and the two hierarchies

2.2.1 Key concepts in the ICSE-18 framework 

Authority

2.19 ICSE-18-A uses authority as an organizing dimension, which creates a dichotomy 
between independent workers and dependent workers. Authority is related to the presence or 
absence of dependency on an employer, client, or principal. The type of authority refers to the 
nature of control that a worker has over the organization of his or her work, the nature of the 
authority that he or she exercises over the economic unit for which the work is performed 
(including its activities and transactions), and the extent to which the worker is dependent on 
another person or economic unit for the organization of the work and/or for access to the 
market. ICSE-18-A is suitable for various types of labour market analysis, including analysis of 
the impact of economic cycles on the labour market, and of government policies related to 
employment creation and regulation. It is also the most suitable hierarchy to use as an input 
variable in the compilation of statistics classified by socio-economic status.

Independent workers

A. Employers

11 – Employers in corporations
12 – Employers in household market 

enterprises
B. Independent workers without employees

21 – Owner-operators of corporations 
without

employees
22 – Own-account workers in household 

market
enterprises without employees

Dependent workers

C. Dependent contractors

30 – Dependent contractors

D. Employees

41 – Permanent employees 
42 – Fixed-term employees 
43 – Short-term and casual employees
44 – Paid apprentices, trainees and interns

E. Contributing family workers

51 – Contributing family workers

Workers in employment for profit

F. Independent workers in household market

enterprises

12 – Employers in household market 
enterprises

22 – Own-account workers in household 
market

enterprises without employees
C. Dependent contractors

30 – Dependent contractors
E. Contributing family workers

51 – Contributing family workers

Workers in employment for pay

G. Owner-operators of corporations 

11 – Employers in corporations
21 – Owner-operators of corporations 

without
employees

D. Employees

41 – Permanent employees 
42 – Fixed-term employees 
43 – Short-term and casual employees
44 – Paid apprentices, trainees and interns

Independent workers and dependent 

workers

According to type of authority

(ICSE-18-A) 

Workers in employment for profit and workers in 

employment for pay

According to type of economic risk

(ICSE-18-R)
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Economic risk 

2.20 ICSE-18-R classifies ICSE categories according to the type of economic risk, which 
provides a dichotomy between workers in employment for pay and workers in employment for 
profit. Economic risk refers to the extent to which a worker may (1) be exposed to the loss of 
financial or other resources in pursuance of an activity; and (2) experience unreliability of 
remuneration in cash or in kind or receive no remuneration. Workers in employment for profit 
have a higher economic risk than workers in employment for pay. Meaning that when, for 
example, a person in employment for profit has periods with no or little work, he/she will 
generate less income. This is not the case for workers in employment for pay: in periods when 
their employer has less work, they are not at a direct risk of incurring losses. This dichotomy is 
analogous to the traditional distinction between paid employment and self-employment, used 
for example in the System of National Accounts (SNA). ICSE-18-R is suitable for the provision of 
data for national accounts, for the identification of wage employment and its distribution, for 
analysis of the impact of economic cycles and government policies on the labour market from 
the perspective of economic risk, and for the production and analysis of statistics on wages, 
earnings, and labour costs.

2.2.2 The main categories of ICSE-18 according to type of authority 

Independent workers

2.21 Independent workers own the economic unit for which they work and control its 
activities. They decide over the activities of the economic unit and the organization of their work 
and are not supervised by other workers. Independent workers may work on their own account 
or in partnership with others and may or may not provide work for others. 

Employers

2.22 Employers are managing owners or co-owners of an economic unit and have employees 
on a regular basis. They are independent, meaning that they have full authority over organizing 
and controlling work processes in their enterprise and to make economic and strategic decisions 
regarding their enterprise, either alone or in consent with their owning partners.

2.23 According to ICSE-18, employing a person on a regular basis means that at least one 
person must be employed during the reference week and at least in two out of the three 
preceding weeks. The category of employers comprises jobs with a significant variety of 
characteristics and conditions. It ranges from owners of small enterprises with one regular 
employee to independent workers with a controlling stake in a multinational company with 
several thousand employees.

2.24 ICSE-18 allows for a further differentiation of this group based on the distinction
between owners of incorporated enterprises, i.e., Employers in corporations, and owners of 
unincorporated enterprises, i.e., Employers in household market enterprises. In the former case, 
the enterprise has a separate legal identity, and all economic transactions, assets and contracts 
are thereby legally separated from the owner. These employers are in employment for pay as 
they are employed by the corporation they own and may therefore receive remuneration for 
time worked. The separate legal identity of the enterprise and the reduced liability implies a 
reduced economic risk for these workers compared to owners of (unincorporated) household 
market enterprises who have full liability and are therefore in employment for profit.
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Independent workers without employees (own-account workers)

2.25 Own-account workers or independent workers without employees – the term used in 
ICSE-18 – are managing owners of an economic unit who, in contrast to employers, do not have 
employees on a regular basis. This does not mean however, that own-account workers 
necessarily carry out their work solely on their own. They can still run their business together 
with other co-owners and have household members or other family members outside the 
household working for them in a family business. In addition, they can also hire employees 
occasionally for a short duration. 

2.26 Employed persons in this category can run a household market enterprise, i.e., Own-
account workers in household market enterprises without employees, meaning that they are 
legally responsible for all transactions of the company and carry full economic risk, or they can 
be owners and managers of a corporation with a separate legal identity, i.e., Owner-operators 
of corporations without employees. While owner-operators of household market enterprises 
are workers in employment for profit, owner-operators of corporations have limited liability 
and reduced economic risk according to ICSE-18 and are therefore defined as workers in
employment for pay.

2.27 Own-account workers are independent workers according to ICSE-18, meaning that they 
(together with possible co-owners) have full authority over the economic decisions as well as 
the organization of the work in their enterprise. If the own-account worker has an 
unincorporated enterprise and the entrepreneurial freedom is limited significantly by another 
economic unit, the worker should be classified as a “dependent contractor” (for detailed criteria 
see next paragraph).

Dependent workers

2.28 Dependent workers are workers who do not have complete authority or control over 
the economic unit for which they work. Dependent workers thus work under the authority of 
another economic unit. This includes working for an employer in cases where the worker is an 
employee, and otherwise, where another economic unit determines for example the working 
times and the place where the dependent worker should work.

Dependent contractors 

2.29 Dependent contractors are a new category in ICSE-18. The terms dependent and 
contractor may seem contradictory. Contractors are typically understood as workers with 
commercial agreements which are usually classified as independent. However, due to growing 
labour market flexibilization, grey areas have expanded, leading to situations where workers in 
self-employment arrangements work in a hierarchical relationship of dependency towards a 
client, creating dependent contractors. Globalization and digitalization drive and facilitate new 
ways of organising production and employment, and new and more flexible types of work 
relationships are likely to grow in importance. At the same time, these grey areas are not 
necessarily new phenomena. For example, dependent contractors have existed historically even 
if they have not been statistically identified and they are likely to have been a prevalent group 
of workers in low-income, developing countries with flexible labour markets due to the presence 
of a large informal economy. These types of work relationship might also become more common
due to increased labour market flexibility in countries where this has been less common 
historically. Different terms such as disguised employment, false or dependent self-
employment, have been used to describe workers who are on the boundary between dependent 
and independent employment. They are in employment for profit, work through commercial 
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agreements, take on a high degree of economic risk, and work for their own account, but at the 
same time share characteristics with employees.

2.30 ICSE-18 provides a statistical definition for this type of worker. According to ICSE-18, 
dependent contractors are defined as (1) having contractual arrangements of a commercial 
nature; (2) being paid by commercial transactions; (3) in employment for profit; (4) do not have 
an incorporated enterprise and (5) do not employ one or more persons as an employee. 

2.31 These five characteristics are all shared with independent workers. But in addition, 
dependent contractors are also (6) operationally and/or economically dependent on another 
entity that exercises control over their productive activities and directly benefits from the work 
they perform: A characteristic they share with dependent workers, and most notably 
employees. This dependency can, for example, be in relation to a main client, an intermediary 
of clients, or a single supplier etc.  

2.32 In the literature, different forms of dependency can be distinguished and the most 
common are economical dependency, and organizational dependency5, which both typically 
relate to a single main client (Böheim & Mühlberger, 2009; Kösters & Smits, 2021). Economical 
dependency refers to who the employed person is dependent on for all or most of their income.  
Organizational dependency refers to who decides on how, where and when the work must be 
performed. The idea behind the dependency criterion is that firms (economic units) have an 
incentive to contract out work previously performed by employees to independent workers in 
order to save on labour costs and social security contributions (Kautonen et al., 2010). If these 
independent workers perform tasks within the hierarchy of the firm, this work arrangement is 
comparable to a hierarchical employer-employee work relationship, in which the independent 
worker becomes a dependent worker as he or she depends on the firm for his or her work and 
income.

Employees

2.33 Employees are formally or informally employed by an economic unit and receive (or 
expect to receive) remuneration in return for time worked or for each good or service produced. 
The unit employing the employee can be a market or non-market unit or a household (for 
example as a domestic employee). Employed persons that have a commercial contract with an 
economic unit for the provision of goods or services are not considered employees. Usually, they 
should be classified as own-account workers in household market enterprises without 
employees or dependent contractors.

2.34 Employees are dependent workers and thus have limited or no authority over the 
economic unit for which they work. The extent of their influence depends on the position of the 
employee in that unit. High-level managers may have far-reaching influence on strategic or 
economic decisions of an enterprise, but they are still accountable to its owner or board. 
Supervisors and managers at different levels have limited authority over the section they are 
responsible for but have a supervisor to report to. Employees in small craft shops, for example, 
may be allowed to make certain economic transactions for the business but are still accountable 
to the owner.

2.35 With few exceptions6, employees are not liable for the economic activities of the unit 
they work for, and consequently have a reduced economic risk. National legislation and social 

5 Sometimes the term legal dependency is also used, which refers to whether an employed person is able to hire 
others (whether they make that decision to hire by themselves) (Eurofound, 2017).
6 If part of an employee’s income is based on profit – such as situations where the employee has stock options or is 
given a small number of shares by their employer – employees will be partly exposed to gains or losses based on the 



17

insurance may give them further protection in terms of income stability. But there are variations 
in the level of economic risk to which employees are exposed depending on the type of 
employment contract, and ICSE-18 defines corresponding sub-groups. Permanent employees 
have a lower economic risk as they have a guaranteed amount of weekly work with a 
corresponding remuneration and no predefined ending of the employment relationship. For
fixed-term employees, the labour contract has a predefined ending, i.e., after a fixed period of 
time or a finalised task. Even more insecure is the income for short-term and casual employees 
who have either a fixed-term employment of less than three months or no guaranteed amount 
of work providing a reliable salary. The last sub-group of employees are apprentices, trainees 
and interns who perform their work with the purpose of acquiring knowledge and skills and who 
are paid for that activity.

Contributing family workers

2.36 Persons who assist a family member or household member in their business, or in their 
job as an employee or dependent contractor, and who do not receive regular payments such as 
a wage or salary in return for the work they perform are classified as contributing family workers. 
Contributing family workers do not receive a regular payment for their work but may indirectly 
benefit from the profit or salary of the family/household member. Further, they do not take part 
in the essential decisions affecting the enterprise and do not have responsibility for it.

2.3 Classifying challenging forms of employment 

2.37 ICSE-18 enables a classification of all jobs into one of its mutually exclusive categories 
and in most cases, this classification is straightforward. A worker with a permanent employment 
contract who receives a wage for time worked would be an employee of the enterprise that 
hired the worker, and a person who owns a registered enterprise and carries out work for that 
enterprise would be an independent worker. However, there are also several situations where 
the classification of the job is more challenging and less straightforward. As previously discussed, 
this could include cases where the activity is of such short duration or involves so few hours that 
it is not perceived to be a “job” as commonly understood, or it could be that a specific (new or 
emerging) form of employment within a country – such as dependent contractors – is on the 
boundary between different categories of status in employment. These cases will differ between 
countries and regions and change over time due to the transformation and evolution of the 
labour market. It is, therefore, not possible within this Handbook to give extensive 
recommendations on how to treat all specific situations in relation to ICSE-18. However, the two 
core dimensions of economic risk and authority are a useful starting point for assessing how a 
specific form of employment should be categorized, even if this may be challenging. The two 
dimensions are not only two different ways in which ICSE-18 can be organized, but also 
constitute the underlying dimensions on which mutually exclusive categories are defined. As 
such, the dimensions can be used as the boundaries between different statuses in employment.  

2.3.1 Classification of jobs according to economic risk and authority

2.38 The degree of economic risk and authority can be used to decide in what category of 
status in employment a given form of employment should be categorized. The starting point 

performance of the company for which they work. However, their economic risk is lower than independent workers 
or dependent contractors since employees who own shares are also paid for time worked.
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consists of the boundaries between the different categories of status in employment, as can be 
seen in Figure 2.1. The boundary between, for example, employees and dependent contractors 
is set by the degree of economic risk in terms of the type of remuneration the worker receives
– e.g. paid a wage or salary or remuneration based on profit. Both categories of workers 
experience dependency exercised by the economic unit on which they depend. However, while 
employees receive payment for time worked, or in some cases for the number of goods or 
services produced, the dependent contractor works on a commercial basis or has a commercial 
agreement and therefore makes a profit or a potential loss. In a situation where it is unclear 
whether a worker in one specific form of employment should be classified as an employee or 
dependent contractor, the aspect of economic risk (i.e., the type of agreement: commercial or 
agreement of employment) and the type of remuneration needs to be established. 

2.39 Similarly, the dimension of authority is essential to create the boundary between, for 
example, contributing family workers and independent workers. While independent workers 
have authority and control over their economic unit, contributing family workers do not make 
the most important decisions affecting the enterprise nor have responsibility for it. Assessing
conceptually as well as empirically where on the axes a specific challenging case should be 
placed can therefore contribute to clarifying how to treat a specific form of employment in 
relation to ICSE.  

Figure 2.1

Categorization of jobs according to type of economic risk and authority 

2.3.2 Statistical classification versus legal classification

2.40 ICSE-18 is a statistical classification that aims to support the production and 
understanding of labour statistics. It is important to underline that this is different from the 
state’s legal treatment of different workers within the country.  Most legal systems are built on 
the distinction between independent and dependent workers: Labour regulations typically 
address the situation of employees, while commercial laws and fiscal regulations target 
independent workers. By contrast, the statistical status is based on the de-facto characteristics 
of the work relationship with the aim to produce data that are harmonized between countries 
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and that can support policy debates. The legal status reflects which laws and regulations should 
apply to different workers.

2.41 At the same time, in many cases the legal status will have an impact on the statistical 
status because the legal status will typically have a strong influence on the characteristics of the 
work relationship. An example of this can be observed when a particular group of workers is 
legally (re)classified. For example, in countries where specific workers in digital platform 
employment are ruled to be employees by a court, this will not only have legal implications, but 
also a statistical impact. The worker would then no longer have a commercial agreement, but 
an agreement of employment (if in-practice recognized as an employee by the employer), and 
the worker would therefore not only legally, but also statistically, be defined as an employee.

2.3.3 ICSE-18 and work modalities

2.42 Even though ICSE-18 enables the classification of all jobs into one of its categories it does 
not necessarily provide information regarding all forms of employment. The identification of 
forms of work which have emerged due to digitalization would be an example of this. Digital 
platform employment includes workers carrying out work through, or on, digital platforms. 
These workers can have different types of jobs that could potentially be classified under 
different status in employment categories depending on their characteristics. In other words, 
while ICSE-18 enables a classification of jobs held in relation to digital platform employment into 
the relevant ICSE categories, the ten ICSE categories cannot be used to identify digital platform 
workers. To this end, it will be necessary to establish the relevant work modalities that allow the 
statistical identification of these types of workers. From the perspective of ICSE-18 this can be 
viewed as either 1) a sub-category of a specific status in employment, or 2) an additional 
boundary based on a work modality that cuts across multiple statuses in employment. 

2.43 An example of the former is a country where there is an interest in identifying so-called 
“employee sharing”, i.e., when an employee has multiple employers to conduct work for, but 
this is regulated by one single contract. Despite having multiple employers, and hence multiple 
jobs, these workers would all be categorized as employees in ICSE-18. However, the 
identification of these employees requires establishing and identifying the work modality of 
working for multiple employers as part of one single contract. The same approach applies to 
other “sub-groups” within the different ICSE categories. An example of a modality that cuts 
across several statuses in employment categories would be workers carrying out digital platform 
work. Workers within this modality can, in contrast to employee sharing, be found in different 
statuses in employment such as independent workers, dependent contractors etc., and digital 
platforms therefore cut across different statuses in employment. Again, these workers would 
have to be identified based on their work modalities and not solely in terms of their status in 
employment. 

2.44 The 20th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on work relationship (ILO, 2018b)
acknowledge the need to provide additional information regarding the work relationships that 
cut across different statuses of employment i.e., the so-called “crosscutting variables”. However, 
these variables do not cover all the different characteristics and work modalities that could be 
relevant when compiling and providing data. There is, therefore, a need to identify specific forms 
of employment that go beyond the categories defined by ICSE-18 and the crosscutting variables. 
This requires statistical definitions of the relevant work modalities that allow for the statistical 
identification of workers in the corresponding new forms of employment. ICSE-18 is still of high 
relevance as part of creating a basic analytical grid, either for defining the boundary of the types 
of jobs that need to be differentiated further (for example when a work modality is restricted to 
a specific status in employment such as independent workers or employees only) or more 
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generally to provide essential information on the type of workers targeted, if the modality cuts 
across multiple status in employment categories. 

2.3.4 Multi-party work relationships 

2.45 There are situations where the work relationship is not restricted to the relationship 
between a person and a single economic unit but where multiple parties are involved. These 
multi-party work relationships include contractual arrangements where more than two parties 
participate and may have an impact on the distribution of responsibilities and obligations as well 
as on the characteristics of the job. A typical case of a multi-party work relationship is a triangular 
relationship involving an employee, the economic unit for which the work is done, and a third 
party. A multi-party work relationship is a particular feature of some employment relationships 
rather than a type of employment relationship. While an employment relationship is the 
relationship between the employer and the employee, the term multi-party work relationship 
is a broader concept that can also include arrangements involving workers employed for profit, 
such as dependent contractors (ILO, 2018b).

2.46 Identifying different groups of workers involved in multi-party work relationships is 
challenging from both a statistical and a legal perspective. The Resolution concerning statistics 
on work relationships (ILO, 2018b) identifies three main categories of multi-party work 
relationships among employees:

(a) Agency workers

(b) Employees providing outsourced services.

(c) Workers in employment promotion schemes

2.47 A fourth group is also identified: i.e., dependent contractors in multi-party work 
relationships including in relation to digital platforms. The link between multi-party work 
relationships and digital platforms is not further explored in the Resolution concerning statistics 
on work relationships but is recognized as an area that requires further conceptual and 
methodological development as part of future work. Digital platform employment is of 
increasing interest and it would be useful to include it as a separate category of multi-party work 
relationships. The following groups of multi-party work relationships can thus be distinguished:

(1) Agency workers

2.48 Agency workers are supplied by an agency to work for another enterprise under the 
supervision of the user enterprise. The agencies, such as labour hire agencies, temporary 
employment agencies, or other labour providers, receive payment from the user enterprise in 
accordance with a commercial contract and pay the employee wages and social benefits under 
the employment contract. A work relationship, i.e., the job, arises between the employee and 
the agency where the agency, as an employer, mediates or acts as an intermediary between the 
worker and another enterprise.

(2) Dependent workers providing outsourced services 

2.49 Dependent workers providing outsourced services are engaged by one enterprise to 
provide, on a regular basis, a specific service to a client (another enterprise or a household), 
usually under the partial supervision of this client. In this case, the employer is an outsourcing 
company that provides such services (for example, home or office cleaning services, security 
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services, and information technology services). The outsourcing company can control certain 
elements of the work and set service standards, while the client can also engage in day-to-day 
monitoring of the work performed. A commercial contract for the provision of services is 
concluded between the client and the outsourcing company, to which civil or commercial rather 
than labour law applies. The client does not hire workers, but only orders the service. In this 
way, a work relationship, i.e., the job, is established between the dependent worker and the 
outsourcing company providing the service to the client of the outsourcing company.

(3) Workers in employment promotion schemes 

2.50 Workers in employment promotion schemes are workers provided by a government 
agency and paid by that government agency to perform work for another economic unit as part 
of a government-funded employment promotion programme. Excluded from this group are 
workers who are required to work as a condition of continued receipt of social benefits7. In these 
cases, a work relationship arises between the dependent worker and the economic unit that 
uses the worker's labour but with a work relationship conditioned and enabled by the 
government organization. 

(4) Dependent contractors when an intermediary supplies raw material and receives 
the goods 

2.51 In the case of dependent contractors, multi-party work arrangements can exist when a 
dependent contractor is engaged by an entity to provide goods to an intermediary and where 
the intermediary also provides the raw material for the production. This could for example be a 
homeworker that is engaged by a company and where the dependent contractor receives the 
raw material for the production by a third party to which the finished goods are also delivered.  

(5) Dependent contractors where the access to clients or work is controlled by a digital 
platform employment

2.52 Workers carrying out digital platform employment are workers whose work is based on 
the matching of supply and demand for paid labour through an online platform (Eurofound, 
2019). Workers who use a digital platform to, for example, access clients have a contract or 
agreement with the owner and / or provider of the platform. However, the work relationship 
may differ depending on two main types of work organization:

Type 1 – if a worker enters a work relationship with an employer as an employee 
under an employment contract, and the employer uses a digital platform as a tool 
for the employee to interact with clients, then this would be a usual bilateral 
employment relationship.

Type 2 – a worker, either as an independent worker or dependent contractor, 
enters a commercial (non-labour) contract with the owner of the digital platform 
(provider) in order to use the platform and connect with customers. In the case 
of independent workers, the work relationship would exist between the 
independent worker and the economic unit owned and operated by the 
independent worker. The relationship with the owner (provider) of the digital 
platform as well as with the clients would be commercial relationships. Yet, 
certain market barriers may arise as part of the use of the platform (control of 
access to clients, price regulation, regulation of working conditions and payment). 

7 Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships. (ILO, 2018b, paragraph 116).
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In such cases, the owner (or provider) of the digital platform becomes a 
conditional “third party” in the work relationship. If sufficient control is exercised 
by the digital platform, the worker would be categorized as a dependent 
contractor, and the work relationship would thus become a multi-party work 
relationship between the dependent contractor, the digital platform and the 
clients. Independent workers that have complete economic and organizational 
authority over their economic unit, could still be in a triangular relationship but 
would not be in a multi-party work relationship.

2.53 The fact that workers with both commercial agreements and agreements of 
employment can participate in multi-party relationships is an important aspect that needs to be 
considered when identifying multi-party work relationships statistically. Thus, economic 
relations arising in the field of employment can be regulated by both labour and commercial 
contracts. Accordingly, workers involved in multi-party work relationships can be both 
independent and dependent workers as illustrated in Figure 2.2.

Figure 2.2

Groups of workers involved in multi-party work relationships

Groups of workers involved in multi-
party work relationships

Dependent workers Independent workers

(1) Agency workers Employees No
(2) Dependent workers providing 

outsourced services
Employees
Dependent contractor

No

(3) Workers in employment promotion
Employees
Dependent contractor

No

(4) Dependent contractors when an 
intermediary supplies raw material 
and receives the goods

Dependent contractor
No

(5) Dependent contractors where the 
access to clients or work is controlled 
by a digital platform 

Dependent contractor

Independent workers 
(commercial relationships, 
in a triangular relationship 
but not a multi-party work 
relationship)

2.54 The distribution of economic risk associated with workers' participation in multi-party 
work relationships is an important factor to better understand these types of relationships. On 
one hand, multi-party work relationships provide workers with easy access to the labour market, 
sources of additional income, and diversification of employment opportunities. On the other 
hand, multi-party relationships impact the distribution of economic risk and authority over the 
work between the different involved parties. Identifying the distribution of responsibility for 
non-payment or incomplete payment for work carried out among workers involved in multi-
party relations can contribute to better understanding of the distribution of economic risk 
between the parties to the relationship. Figure 2.3 summarises the distribution of economic risk 
in multi-party work relationships.
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Figure 2.3

Responsibility for economic risk in multi-party work relationships

Groups of workers involved in multi-party 
work relationships

Responsibility for economic risk
(exposure to potential losses)

(1) Agency workers

Responsibility of the agency

However, shared authority over the agency worker 
between the agency and the user enterprise

(2) Dependent workers providing outsourced 
services

Responsibility of the outsourcing company if the 
worker is an employee

Or shared responsibility when the worker is a 
dependent contractor

(3) Workers in employment promotion

The responsibility of the company that uses the 
labour with the financial support of a government 
organization

Or shared responsibility when independent workers 
are involved

(4) Dependent contractors when an 
intermediary supplies raw material and 
receives the goods

Shared responsibility between the worker and the 
enterprise who engages the worker

(5) Dependent contractors providing work 
through a digital platform

Shared responsibility of worker and platform owner




