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Chapter 4 Stability and permanence in 
work relationships

4.1 The Chapter which follows provides guidance to countries interested in measuring the 
permanence and stability of work relationships based on the International Classification of 
Status in Employment (ICSE-18). The Chapter also proposes criteria to capture differences in 
permanence and stability found among diverse forms of employment. In this context, the
Chapter also provides a framework for the concept of “gig work” that aims to capture 
employment based on short term tasks or projects that individuals obtain on their own.

4.2 In alignment with the remainder of the Handbook, the Chapter aims to promote the 
coherence and integration of concepts for the purpose of deepening knowledge and data 
collection on forms of employment and on changes that are occurring in labour markets globally. 
Although permanence and stability are addressed by the 20th ICLS Resolution (ILO, 2018b) with 
the inclusion of several categories of employees based on their degree of exposure to economic 
risk, international statistical standards and other existing studies do not currently provide 
specific definitions of the two concepts that are applicable to all status in employment 
categories. This has resulted in some confusion, as both terms are often used interchangeably 
and lack clear statistical boundaries. The Chapter seeks to give clarity and precision to the 
concepts of permanence and stability, and to make them operational for statistical 
measurement. In addition, while ICSE-18 includes specific boundaries defining permanence 
among employees, it does not offer guidance for other status in employment categories. The 
Chapter introduces additional indicators that can help NSOs and researchers identify less 
permanent and stable jobs among independent workers, dependent contractors, and 
contributing family workers.

4.3 The Chapter begins with a short discussion of the context in which concerns regarding 
the stability and permanence of work relationships have emerged. Section 4.2 briefly revisits the 
types of work relationships found in ICSE-18 as a starting point for the rest of the discussion. In 
section 4.3 the broad concepts of permanence and stability are presented and described in 
relation to each type of work relationship. Section 4.4 introduces the concept of gig work and 
proposes statistical boundaries to identify this form of employment. Statistical criteria to 
identify and measure permanence and stability are described in more detail in section 4.5, while 
sections 4.6 and 4.7 present examples of questions that could be used to capture key dimensions 
of permanence and stability through household surveys.

4.1 Background

4.4 In the 1980s, the term flexibilisation was coined to refer to transformations that were 
occurring in the organization of work relationships and labour relations at an international level 
among both industrially advanced and recently industrialized countries (Rodgers, 2007). 
Flexibilisation is linked to several developments within the labour market, including new forms 
of work organization, transformations of social security systems, collective bargaining and 
labour laws (Van Eyck, 2003), which have diverse implications for the permanence and stability 
of work relationships.

4.5 National labour markets across the world have continued to undergo important 
structural changes due to the accelerated incorporation of communication technologies, 
globalization and demographic changes, promoting the transformation of work processes and 
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the integration of technology as part of the provision of services (UNECE, 2021; OECD, 2019). 
The OECD has pointed out that while permanent full-time employment remains the most 
common form of employment across its member countries, many have recently noticed growth 
in new forms of employment that are less stable and permanent, raising new concerns about 
vulnerable workers who may fall outside the traditional scope of labour legislation (OECD, 2019). 
Trends towards less permanent and stable employment may also be due to worker-led 
flexibility, with workers seeking jobs where they have freedom to choose when and where to 
work.

4.6 The latest revision of the International Classification of Status in Employment provides
for the first time an international statistical standard for the classification of employees based 
on permanence and stability, reflecting the degree of exposure to economic risk experienced by 
different types of employees.

4.2 Types of work relationships

4.7 As noted in Chapter 2, the International Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE-18)
classifies work relationships into ten categories, aggregated into two alternative classification 
hierarchies based on type of authority (ICSE-18-A) and type of economic risk (ICSE-18-R). ICSE-
18-A establishes a dichotomy between independent workers and dependent workers. The
detailed categories organized according to the type of authority are presented in table 4.1.

4.8 ICSE-18-A is taken as a starting point to describe how permanence and stability interact 
with economic dependence. Stability and permanence have distinct sources depending on the 
level of authority the worker exercises over the economic unit for which they work. For instance, 
among employees, stability and permanence are largely determined by the type of work 
relationship or work arrangement offered by the employer, while for independent workers, the 
two dimensions are based on the characteristics and market position of the economic unit itself.

Table 4.1 
ICSE-18-A

ICSE-18-A

Independent workers Dependent workers

Employers
Independent 

workers without 
employees

Dependent 
contractors

Employees
Contributing 

family workers

▶ Incorporations

▶ In household 
market 
enterprises

▶ Owner-operators 
of corporations 
without 
employees

▶ Own-account 
workers in 
household 
market 
enterprises 
without 
employees

▶ Dependent 
contractors

▶ Permanent 
employees

▶ Fixed-term 
employees

▶ Short-term and 
casual employees

▶ Paid apprentices, 
trainees and 
interns

▶ Contributing 
family 
workers
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4.3 Towards a definition of permanence and stability in work 

relationships

4.3.1 Definition of permanence in work relationships

Permanence among employees

4.9 The 20th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships provides a definition 
of permanence in employment associated with employees. In ICSE-18 (see ILO, 2018b), 
employees are disaggregated by the degree of permanence of the employment relationship and 
the stability of working time in the following groups:

1. Permanent employees
2. Fixed-term employees
3. Short-term and casual employees
4. Paid apprentices, trainees and interns

4.10 Specifically, permanent employees are defined as “employees who are guaranteed a 
minimum number of working hours and are employed continuously or indefinitely. They are 
paid workers, employed full-time or part-time, in formal or informal jobs, who have employment 
agreements whereby:

a) no date or event is specified on which employment ends, except for the age or 
time of retirement applicable in the economic unit concerned;

b) the employer agrees to provide work and remuneration for a specified number of 
hours, or to pay for the amount of goods or services produced in a given period 
of time, and

c) the worker agrees to work for at least the specified number of hours or for the 
time required to produce a given quantity of goods or services” (ILO, 2018b, 
paragraph 46).

4.11 Permanence in employment is defined as any employment relationship between an 
employer and an employee for an indefinite period during which the employer undertakes to 
provide a minimum of work and remuneration or pay for the production of goods or services. In 
this sense, permanence is a forward-looking concept based on an implicit or explicit guarantee 
of continuous work.

4.12 Following this definition of permanence, the work relationship that characterizes fixed-
term employees; short-term and casual employees; and paid apprentices, trainees and interns, 
can be considered “non-permanent” given the fixed duration of the employment relationship
or the absence of a guarantee of pay. 

4.13 In ICSE-18, short-term employees and fixed-term employees are distinguished in terms 
of the duration of the work agreement – that is, “the period of time from the beginning to the 
end of a written or oral work contract” (ILO, 2020a, paragraph 208). Workers are classified as 
short-term employees if their jobs are associated with a work agreement of less than 3 months. 
However, more detailed information about the duration of the work agreement is also useful to 
distinguish between fixed-term employees who have shorter or longer agreements. For 
example, fixed-term employees with a work agreement of 3 to 11 months have less permanence 
than fixed-term employees with a work agreement of 1 year or more.
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4.14 The Conceptual Framework for Statistics on Work Relationships (ILO, 2020a) offers 
detailed guidance on the measurement of the duration of the work agreement and the 
classification of different categories of non-permanent employees based on ICSE-18.

Permanence in other status in employment categories

4.15 ICSE-18 does not provide specific guidance on the measurement of permanence for jobs 
that do not involve an employer-employee relationship. This is partly because of the absence of 
an open-ended guarantee of continuous employment in most commercial agreements or 
transactions which serve as the basis through which independent workers, dependent 
contractors and contributing family workers are employed. In addition, among independent 
workers, the permanence of the entrepreneurial activity – and by extension, of employment –
may not correspond to a specific economic unit. For example, workers may operate their 
economic unit with a non-permanent outlook as part of a plan to sell the business and reinvest 
profits into a new, separate economic unit. Conen and Schippers (2019, p.13) also point out that 
“insecurity and attitudes towards risk have a different connotation” among independent 
workers24 , and that losing a specific job may not have the same meaning compared with 
employees. Finally, data limitations pose a challenge since information on commercial 
contracting agreements and their duration in the case of dependent contractors and 
independent workers is less frequently investigated and available.

4.16 Yet, previous studies have highlighted the diversity of situations experienced by 
independent workers in terms of permanence (see Cunningham and Maloney, 2001; Muñoz-
Bullón and Cueto 2010), drawing attention to the need for more precise data collection and 
analysis on this topic across all status in employment categories. While there is no clear line of 
demarcation between permanence and non-permanence analogous to indefinite employment 
contracts among employees, some statistical indicators can help identify independent workers, 
dependent contractors and contributing family workers whose jobs are less permanent. This 
may include, for example, (1) the absence of existing commercial contracts (2) an unreliable 
client base (3) or expectations that the economic unit will only operate temporarily. 

4.17 The last factor may provide a relatively general indicator of non-permanence among 
workers who are not employees. Indeed, expectations that the worker will continue working at 
their current arrangement for one year or less has been collected by the Contingent Worker 
Supplement of the Current Population Survey (CPS) in the United States since its inception in 
1995 and the 2019 pilot of National Survey of Occupation and Employment in Mexico. 
Additionally, in the labour force survey in Finland, workers who are not employees are asked if
their job is permanent, seasonal, or short-term or temporary. While indicators of this type 
cannot be used to identify permanence as such, they can provide an indication of the number 
of jobs that are clearly not permanent. Additional considerations for other specific status in 
employment categories are discussed below.

Permanence among contributing family workers

4.18 Contributing family workers work in a household market enterprise belonging to a 
family member and do not receive payment for time worked such as a wage or salary. Given the 
nature of this arrangement and generally undetermined or flexible working time, these 
characteristics point to a “non-permanent” employment relationship due to the absence of 
open-ended guarantee of continuous work.

24 While the authors’ discussion refers to self-employment, the context of the discussion point particularly to the 
situation of independent workers and dependent contractors.
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4.19 However, the presence of family ties may create a context that is distinct from the 
relationship between dependent contractors or employees and the economic unit on which it is 
dependent. For instance, the contributing family worker may directly benefit from the profit 
generated by a family business through intra-household transfers. In addition, the contributing 
family worker may be affected by losses in the same way. As such, the permanence of the work 
relationship of a contributing family worker is at least partly related to the characteristics of the 
economic unit on which it is dependent. A contributing family worker working for an economic 
unit that has characteristics associated with greater permanence may have a relatively more 
permanent job.

Permanence among dependent contractors

4.20 The employment relationship of dependent contractors is characterized by a 
contractual agreement of a commercial nature to provide goods or services for or through 
another economic unit, which exercises control over their productive activities and directly 
benefits from the work they perform. Unlike independent workers, access to a regular or 
sustained client base is of little relevance since dependent contractors are, by definition, 
economically dependent on another economic unit for access to the market, income or the 
organization of their work. 

4.21 While permanent employees can be generally considered to have a more permanent 
arrangement than dependent contractors due to the security provided by employment 
protection legislation in most countries, there may be notable differences within the category 
of dependent contractors. Since dependent contractors work for a single main client or 
intermediary, the explicit or implicit duration of the agreement with the economic unit on which 
they are dependent is likely to have implications for permanence. For example, the situation of 
a dependent contractor who has a contract for the provision of a service for one year, contrasts 
in terms of permanence with the situation of a dependent contractor who depends on an 
intermediary to gain access to clients, but has an agreement of an indefinite duration.

4.22 The Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships of the 20th ICLS (ILO, 2018b) 
indicates that the duration of the work agreement can apply to dependent contractors. This 
variable can help identify cases where dependent contractors have an explicitly non-permanent 
commercial agreement. 

4.23 Unlike for employees, an indefinite work agreement is insufficient to establish if a 
dependent contractor has a permanent job, since dependent contractors are not guaranteed 
any work by the economic unit on which they are dependent, can incur losses, and in many cases 
there are no protections or recourses for the worker if the work relationship is terminated. As 
such, while some indicators can provide information about dependent contractors who have 
less permanent arrangements, there is no single criteria to identify dependent contractors with 
a permanent job.

Permanence among independent workers

4.24 Independent workers are, by definition, not economically dependent on another 
economic unit, and are able to obtain income from multiple clients. As such, other than the 
intentions of the worker, factors associated with greater permanence among independent 
workers are largely based on economic conditions in the market in which the economic unit 
operates as well as the position of their economic unit in that market. Other factors may include 
existing financial resources, access to financing (see for example, Cunningham and Maloney, 
2001), or membership in social networks or associations. Overall, there are no specific statistical 
boundaries which can clearly determine if an independent worker has a permanent job. 
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4.25 ICSE-18 also distinguishes between independent workers who operate an incorporated 
enterprise and those who operate a household market enterprise. While incorporation may be 
associated with a more permanent outlook and independent workers operating an incorporated 
enterprise may experience lower economic risk as a result of reduced liability (ILO, 2020a,
paragraph 65), the absence of incorporation should not be necessarily treated as an indicator of 
lower permanence. For instance, a household market enterprise may have a client base that 
allows it to remain profitable indefinitely, while an incorporated economic unit may be 
unprofitable or on the verge of closure. Nonetheless, publishing statistics on whether the 
economic unit is incorporated or not provides valuable information about the level of exposure 
to economic risk among independent workers, and represents an essential component of 
statistical reporting on forms of employment.

Independent workers without employees

4.26 A wide of range of indicators can be used to identify characteristics associated with 
greater permanence among independent workers without employees. In addition to the 
intention or expectation of continuing to carry out the economic activity permanently or over 
the next 12 months, the type of clients and business relationships, as well as the presence of a 
sustainable client base can be assessed to identify independent workers whose jobs have 
characteristics associated with greater or lesser permanence.

4.27 In some settings, independent workers without employees who have commercial clients 
may have a greater degree of permanence than independent workers who only work with 
individual customers or with family members. In a study of micro-enterprises in Mexico, 
Cunningham and Maloney (2001) found that having smaller and less formal clients was one of 
the characteristics of a cluster of economic units with lower profitability, weaker connections to 
formal financing, and fewer hours worked. However, in many cases, it is not only the presence 
of commercial clients, but also the maintenance of long-term business relationships that is 
important to ensure profitability (see Tsiros et al., 2009; Kumar, 2002). Commercial contracts 
may also include clauses which compensate independent workers or their enterprises in the 
event of early termination. 

4.28 Yet the absence of long-standing commercial clients is not necessarily an indication that 
the economic unit is less permanent. For example, portfolio work (see Eurofound, 2015; 
Eurofound, 2020) – small-scale contracting by micro enterprises or independent workers 
without employees who work for a large number of different clients – could be carried out 
indefinitely if the worker has a regular and stable client base.

4.29 As such, a key point to consider when measuring permanence among independent 
workers is the regularity of the client base. A regular client base can be measured in terms of 
the presence of recurring clients, combined with the ease at which the economic unit is able to 
attract new clients. It should be noted that even if the independent worker has a regular client 
base, he or she may choose to operate temporarily for voluntary reasons.

4.30 The absence of both long-term commercial clients and a regular client base does, 
however, provide some indication that the independent worker’s job lacks some characteristics 
associated with greater permanence.

Employers

4.31 In addition to indicators of permanence applicable to independent workers, an 
additional criterion for employers concerns whether the employer hires at least one employee 
permanently. In the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships, establishing whether 
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a worker is an employer or an independent worker is based on whether the independent worker 
employs one or more persons to work as an employee “on a regular basis” (ILO, 2018b, 
paragraph 26)25. Employers therefore include independent workers who hire employees for a 
short period, as well as employers with thousands of permanent employees. As such, having an 
employee cannot be used as a clear indicator of permanence. However, the hiring of permanent 
employees can provide an indication of the need for the employer to meet the demand for 
goods and services from its customers on a more permanent basis. 

4.3.2 Definition of stability in work relationships

4.32 The existing literature as well as current ICLS resolutions refer to the stability of work 
relationships in two main ways. A first group can be distinguished that defines stability in 
employment according to the amount of time a worker has spent with their current employer 
or economic unit, while the second takes as a reference the tendency for workers to have
worked regularly while maintaining the same work relationship. For example, Cazes and Tonin 
(2010), refer to the length of tenure (duration of employment) to measure and define stability, 
while ICSE-18 also considers the stability of working time. These two definitions do not need to 
be regarded as alternatives. Both may be of importance.

4.33 The Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships also points out that together 
with information on the duration of the work agreement, the duration of employment provides 
an “understanding of the temporal stability of work relationships and [helps] to assess the extent 
to which workers without permanent employment relationships have ongoing employment and 
income security (ILO, 2018b, paragraph 77).

4.34 Unlike permanence, the concept of stability is relevant to all status in employment 
categories. Indeed, both independent and dependent workers can experience obstacles in their 
ability to work continuously at the same job or business, and current labor markets conditions 
can encourage either longer and stable work relationships or a shorter duration of employment.

Duration of employment

4.35 The definition of stability in employment from the perspective of the duration of 
employment refers to the time elapsed since the worker began to work for a particular economic 
unit, an approach that can be generalized to all status in employment categories, including cases 
where employees have a series of contracts with the same economic unit.

4.36 According to the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships, when an 
employee has had a number of temporary contracts renewed with the same economic unit, the 
duration of employment in that economic unit should be based on the total duration since the 
first contract, provided that gaps between contracts are shorter than one month (ILO, 2018b). 
Identifying the duration of employment of independent workers requires taking a slightly 
different approach and must take as a reference when the worker first started to work for their 
own economic unit, regardless of when the first client was served or the first profit was 
generated. Finally, the duration of employment among dependent contractors should be 
measured from the time the worker started working for the economic unit on which they are 
dependent. More information on the measurement of the duration of employment can be found 
in the Conceptual Framework for Statistics on Work Relationships (see ILO, 2020a, section 6.1).

25 Paragraph 26 of Resolution I of the 20th ICLS notes that: “If there is a need to test for regularity, this should be 
interpreted as having at least one employee during the reference period and at least two of the three weeks 
immediately preceding the reference period, even if one or more employees were engaged only for a short period.”
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4.37 As a general rule, the longer the duration of employment in the current economic unit, 
the more stable the work relationship will be. However, defining a particular moment when a 
work relationship becomes stable is not a simple task, since the total length of the duration of 
employment cannot be determined on the basis of information about the past and the work 
relationship can end for many different reasons which are not necessarily indicative of 
instability. In addition, the duration of employment is related to the voluntary and involuntary 
movements of workers, some of which are linked to the age of the worker – with greater 
mobility at younger ages – or factors such as confidence in labour market conditions or the 
institutional environment (Cazes and Auer, 2003). These elements can make it difficult to 
identify a specific threshold for defining stability in employment that provides a comparable 
indicator between countries and across different forms of employment.

4.38 Reporting duration of employment by bands has been proposed as a way to examine 
stability in employment (see ILO, 2013c; UNECE, 2015) without identifying a specific threshold 
of stability. However, in order to strike a balance between the achievement of a minimum of 
social protection and income security (Cazes and Tonin, 2010; Cazes and Auer, 2003) and a 
duration that is not implausible to attain at younger ages, a duration of employment of at least 
3 years is proposed as a threshold to identify work relationships that are more stable. In 
addition, the threshold of three years is aligned with the longest employment duration band 
recommended for dissemination by ICSE-18 (i.e., 3 years or more).

4.39 While comparing the proportion of workers with durations of employment longer or 
shorter than 3 years across different forms of employment can provide important information 
on their stability, consideration should be given to relevant contextual factors. For instance, the 
analysis should be performed by age group and should consider the macro-economic context 
since the proportion of jobs with short tenure tends to decrease during recessions as a result of 
“reduced hiring and lay-offs of newly-hired workers” (UNECE, 2015, p. 40).

Regularity of employment

4.40 While durations of employment of at least 3 years provide an indication of the share of 
more stable work relationships found within the labour market, it does not fully capture the 
degree to which the worker maintains stable employment over the course of the same work 
relationship. 

4.41 Based on ICSE-18, an employee experiencing gaps in employment of less than one 
month maintains a continuous duration of employment. As such, not all types of instability are 
captured by indicators based on the duration of employment. For example, temporary agency 
workers can maintain a continuous relationship with the economic unit which employs them, 
but experience less stability due to the existence of breaks between contracts. Casual employees 
– employees who are not guaranteed a minimum number of hours per week – may also 
experience instability if they are not regularly called in for work. In order to capture instability 
of this type, various indicators may be considered. For instance, information on the number of 
weeks when casual employees and temporary agency workers do not work at all despite being 
available could be collected. 

4.42 As noted in Chapter 3, some permanent and fixed-term employees who are paid by the 
hour may also experience variable hours as a result of having an on-call schedule or a min-max 
contract. For example, hourly-paid workers guaranteed a minimum of 3 hours of work per week 
may still have relatively high levels of variability in their work hours from week to week. Despite 
having stable employment, workers with a job featuring such a modality may experience 
relatively unstable earnings. For this reason, fully capturing the stability of hours and earnings
among employees requires identifying the type of work relationship as well as the presence of 
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specific working time modalities that may be associated with variable hours (see Chapter 3, 
section 3.3.1)

4.43 Finally, a person-level approach should be adopted to capture gaps in employment 
longer than a month, since a person could have several casual jobs or short contracts with 
different employers interspersed with periods of unemployment. More information on the 
longitudinal person-level approach to studying stability can be found in Chapter 5, section 5.7.

4.44 Some dependent contractors, particularly those carrying out their work through digital 
platforms or who are paid by the piece, may spend significant periods of time looking for 
income-generating tasks or projects rather that completing tasks that are directly remunerated 
(see ILO, 2018e). This situation may also characterize the circumstances of some independent 
workers without employees or employers. Street vendors, for example, may only complete a 
limited number of transactions resulting in payment over the course of several hours of looking 
for, or waiting for clients. Time spent looking for clients or waiting for clients should be counted 
as part of a worker’s work hours since it consists of time spent on an activity intended to 
generate profit. However, measuring the regularity at which income-generating tasks are 
completed is highly relevant in order to measure the stability of the income associated with a 
specific job. 

4.45 Finally, for all workers, an important point to consider is whether the economic unit or 
worker carries out its economic activity most of the year, either because market conditions so 
require, or because it depends on a periodicity established by the activity itself. Seasonal 
workers can be considered to have less stable employment since, by definition, they do not work 
continuously at the same job. This variable is therefore an important condition that must be 
considered to determine whether a work relationship is stable or not.

4.3.3 Distinction between permanence and stability

4.46 In sum, ICSE-18 provides a clear definition of permanence among employees. It refers 
to employment relationships with no specific end-date with an explicit or implicit guarantee that 
an employer will undertake to provide work and remuneration or to pay for the goods or services 
produced over the course of the agreement. The statistical boundary between permanence and 
non-permanence is less clear among other status in employment categories, and a wider range 
of criteria should be considered as part of data collection and analysis on this topic.

4.47 In contrast, stability has two dimensions: the duration of employment and the regularity 
at which a worker engages in paid employment or income-generating tasks while maintaining a 
continuous duration of employment. A general indicator of stability in terms of duration is the 
proportion of workers with a duration of employment of at least three years. However, several 
indicators are required to capture regularity, and specific considerations should be given to the 
type of work relationship associated with irregular employment. 

4.48 It is worth mentioning that due to the prospective nature of permanence, guarantees 
of employment for the future are considered, while indicators of stability are based on 
retrospective measures which provide information about the length of the work relationship 
between workers and their economic unit and the presence of periods where a worker has been 
unable to, or voluntarily chose not to work or to engage in income-generating tasks. 
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4.4 Gig work

4.49 Gig work is a concept often used to describe a form of employment involving very short-
term work. Gig work may overlap with new forms of employment, but in other cases, it may 
describe forms of employment that have always existed. The term “gig” has become increasingly 
popular in the context of the emergence and growth of digital platform employment. Indeed, 
regardless of their status in employment, workers who use digital platforms tend to carry out 
their work on the basis of short tasks rather than longer employment or commercial contracts. 
Yet working in this way is not necessarily new, and digital platform employment shares many 
common elements with older forms of short-term employment such as day labour, outwork, or 
small seasonal businesses. As such, the concept of gig work is a broader category that describes
employment organised on the basis of short term-tasks, projects or jobs. Operationalizing and 
measuring gig work may help NSOs track the share of employment that has no guarantee of 
permanence and a high potential for instability.

4.50 While gig work is a popular term, most NSOs have not defined it. There are several work 
relationship components, listed below, that should be considered when defining gig workers. To 
be considered a gig worker, all three components should be met. Gig work is defined in terms 
of the short duration of the income-generating task, project, or job rather than with regard to 
the duration of the work relationship. Gig workers may have a variety of different durations of 
employment (tenure) in their situation.

1) Gig workers are people who accept short-term tasks, projects, or jobs.

Gig work involves distinct, self-contained short-term tasks, projects or jobs, often 
done for different customers or employers. The definition of short term may 
differ among NSOs. For example, ICSE-18 proposes a boundary of three months 
for distinguishing fixed-term employees from short-term employees. Other NSOs 
may desire shorter time periods, such as two months, to exclude many seasonal 
workers from the concept of gig work.

Another consideration for NSOs concerns whether to limit gig work to the 
provision of labour services or to broaden the definition to include ancillary 
activities associated with investment income such as the rental of property or the 
selling of personal goods online, provided that such activities correspond to the 
definition of employment26.

2) Gig workers are paid per unit of work delivered

Gig workers are paid separately for each job, project, or task completed. Short-
term or casual employees paid by the hour may also be included if deemed 
relevant to the national context.

3) Gig workers have no assurance of steady employment and must make specific 

efforts on their own to obtain each task, project, or job

Gig workers must take action on their own to find each separate task, project or 
job. Examples of actions may include turning on an app or advertising their 
services. Gig workers have no guarantee of continued employment with an 

26 For example, income earned when a person did not carry out work for at least 1h during a reference period would 
be excluded (see paragraph 2.7 for the definition of employment).
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employer, customer, or client after completing a task, project, or job; for example, 
gig workers do not have a supervisor assigning other work. 

4.51 Gig workers can work steadily by finding successive or concurrent short-term tasks, 
projects, or jobs. However, they have no guarantee of steady employment or permanence. NSOs 
may differ on what they use as evidence of assurance of steady employment and what 
constitutes making a specific effort on ones’ own to obtain short-term tasks, projects or jobs. 
Possible approaches to identify evidence of a guarantee of steady employment include a worker 
having a commercial contract or a worker having re-occurring customers to whom they provide 
a service on a regular schedule. Other evidence of workers expecting to have steady 
employment include having a commercial space or employing other workers to assist them. 
Examples of workers having re-occurring customers on a regularly scheduled basis or employing 
workers to assist them include many hairdressers, house cleaners and doctors. While workers 
in these occupations often provide short-term services to customers and are often paid by the 
task, they also often are regularly scheduled to see the same customers, have a commercial 
space to provide the service, and hire other workers to assist them in the provision of services. 

4.52 Further, even if NSOs decide to use the existence of a commercial contract to exclude a 
person from being classified as a gig worker, NSOs may also differ on how long a contract must 
be to be evidence of assured employment. The duration selected, should, however, be 
consistent with a NSO’s definition of “short term” in item 1. NSOs also may differ on what 
proportion of a worker’s re-occurring customers constitutes steady employment, if a NSO 
chooses to use the existence of re-occurring customers as a criterion to exclude people from 
being classified as gig workers.  

4.53 In sum, NSOs are encouraged to conduct further work and methodological testing to 
identify appropriate statistical boundaries to identify gig workers. More specific measurement 
guidance on gig work may be provided in the future as NSOs and researchers develop new 
survey questions and data collection strategies. 

4.54 There are several ways a gig worker might locate or arrange to work. For example, they 
could use a digital labour platform, social media pages, classified ads, word-of-mouth referrals, 
or contact potential customers directly to generate their next task, project, or job. Obtaining 
tasks, projects, or jobs to be completed by a worker turning on an app that algorithmically 
assigns workers tasks would be evidence of a worker taking an action to find work on their own. 
These workers are free to choose when they work, and they will not have work unless they turn 
on the app. 

4.55 The characteristics outlined above in items 1-3 are what determine whether someone 
is a gig worker. Consequently, gig workers can be found in several of the types of employment 
statuses defined by ICSE-18. Although the characteristics of gig workers are similar across 
employment statuses, NSOs may choose to tailor questions to the different statuses when 
measuring gig workers.  

4.56 Examples of gig workers include but are not limited to: construction workers, substitute 
teachers, drivers using digital platforms to obtain customers, freelance computer programmers, 
translators and designers. 

4.57 In many occupations there may be both gig and non-gig workers. For example, 
translators who obtain work by selecting translating projects from a webpage would be gig 
workers. Translators who work for an agency that assigns them projects and who will continue 
to work for the agency once their current translating projects are completed would not be gig 
workers.  

4.58 Similarly, the use of platforms, applications or algorithms by an employer does not 
necessarily make a person a gig worker. Companies can use platforms, applications or algorithms 
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as part of their business processes without the worker being a gig worker. For example, truck 
drivers who are guaranteed continued employment by companies that use digital platforms to 
advertise for customers would not be gig workers.

4.5 Measurement of stability and permanence in work 

relationships

4.5.1 Measures relevant to all status in employment categories

4.59 As noted in the previous section, the measurement of stability on the basis of the 
duration of employment is applicable to all status in employment categories. In addition to the 
proportion of workers with a duration of employment of less than three years, more detailed 
analysis and dissemination could be conducted on the basis of standardized bands. The 
Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships (ILO, 2018b) recommends that the 
duration of employment be regularly reported according to the following categories:

▶ less than one month;
▶ one to less than three months;
▶ three to less than six months;
▶ six to less than 12 months;
▶ 12 to less than 18 months;
▶ 18 to less than 24 months;
▶ 24 to less than 36 months;
▶ three years or more;

4.60 In addition, the UNECE Quality of Employment Framework (2015) and the ILO Decent 
work framework (2013c) propose that NSOs or other researchers report duration of 
employment according to the following bands:

▶ Less than one year
▶ one year to less than five years 
▶ five years to less than ten years
▶ more than 10 years

4.61 Together, these measures provide detailed information on the range of possible 
durations of employment associated with different forms of employment.

4.5.2 Measures relevant to dependent workers

(a) Employees

4.62 As noted previously, in ICSE-18 the broad category of non-permanent employees 
consists of:

▶ Fixed-term employees who are guaranteed a number of working hours and are 
hired for a limited period of time of at least three months. 

▶ Short-term and casual employees who have short-term contracts (less than 3 
months) and/or are not guaranteed a minimum number of hours.
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▶ Paid apprentices, trainees and interns who work for pay with the aim of acquiring 
experience in the workplace, either in a trade or a profession, and who also 
receive remuneration for this activity. 

4.63 The three categories of non-permanent employees can be combined to provide an 
indication of the number and proportion of employees who are not permanent. Together, this 
group of workers can be referred to as “temporary employees”. However, collecting and 
disseminating data on each category separately is also recommended as it provides important 
information on the level of permanence, and the degree to which employees are exposed to 
economic risk. ICSE-18 also recommends that the duration of the work agreement be reported 
for employees according to the following categories:

▶ less than one month;
▶ one to less than three months;
▶ three to less than six months;
▶ six to less than 12 months;
▶ 12 to less than 18 months;
▶ 18 to less than 24 months;
▶ 24 to less than 36 months;
▶ three years or more;
▶ without stated limit of time27.

4.64 Additional data collection and dissemination for the category of short-term and casual 
employees should be considered in order to provide more detailed statistics on the number of 
employees who experience instability.

▶ Among short-term and casual employees, the subcategory of casual employees –
employees who are not guaranteed a minimum number of hours of work or pay 
– could be collected and disseminated separately.

▶ Among casual employees, consideration can also be given to the number of weeks 
the employee actually worked over the previous month (or other reference 
period) to distinguish between casual workers who work irregularly as opposed 
to those who are not guaranteed any hours but work regularly.

▶ Finally, where relevant to the national context, researchers and NSOs may choose 
to collect and publish data on different types of casual employees. This includes 
zero-hours contracts28, where the employee has an indefinite work agreement or 
contract, but where the employer does not commit to provide any paid hours or 
to call in the worker, or intermittent work where an employer approaches the 
worker on a regular or irregular basis to conduct a specific task, often related to 
an individual project (see Eurofound, 2020).

4.65 As noted in section 4.3.2, the variability of work hours among permanent employees 
and fixed-term employees who are paid by the hour may also have implications for the stability 
of their earnings (see Chapter 3, section 3.3.1).

4.66 Finally, ICSE-18 requires that data on seasonal work be collected among non-permanent 
employees. This can be done by collecting information on the reasons for non-permanent work, 

27 All permanent employees will be in this category. Casual employees who do not have an arrangement with a specific 
end date will also be classified as “without stated limit of time”. 
28 In some countries, the term “on-call” may be used to describe both zero-hours contracts as well as scheduling 
arrangements where workers are guaranteed a minimum amount of work hours or payment per week but also have 
periods where they are not guaranteed any hours and are expected to be available for work.



66

including seasonality. Seasonal work can be a feature of all three categories of non-permanent 
employees.

(b) Dependent contractors

4.67 As mentioned in the previous section, two criteria should be considered when 
measuring the degree of permanence of dependent contractor relationships. The first is the 
duration of the work agreement. This can help identify dependent contractors who carry out 
their work through commercial contracts with a specific end date. The second concerns 
expectations and intentions of permanence. Dependent contractors who expect that they will 
not be able to continue working at their job for economic reasons for longer than a year or do 
not intend their job to be permanent are likely to have a non-permanent job. As such, an 
indicator of non-permanence can be constructed as follows:

▶ The dependent contractor has a work agreement with a specific end date with 
their main client or supplier

OR

▶ The dependent contractor does not consider the job to be permanent OR does 
not expect to continue working in the current job for more than a year for 
economic reasons.

4.68 However, this measure is insufficient to establish permanence among workers who do 
not meet these criteria given the fact that dependent contractor relationships do not guarantee 
a minimum amount of work hours or pay per week and expose the worker to potential economic 
losses. As such, while permanence among dependent contractors cannot be established in terms 
of a specific statistical boundary, indicators can be constructed to identify work relationships 
that are non-permanent.

4.69 Additional indicators can provide information on the regularity at which dependent 
contractors are able to engage in income-generating tasks. 

▶ How regularly the dependent contractor is assigned income-generating tasks or 
projects by the economic unit on which it is dependent. This can be established 
by identifying whether the dependent contractor has a contract for services which 
guarantees paid work over a specific period of time.

▶ For dependent contractors who are never or irregularly assigned tasks, additional 
indicators to assess the stability of their employment should be considered, 
including what proportion of their work hours are spent looking for tasks or clients 
without being paid. This indicator may be particularly relevant to understand the 
stability of different forms of digital platform employment.

▶ Collecting data on whether dependent contractors work throughout the year, for 
most of the year, or for part of the year can provide additional information about 
the regularity at which the worker is employed. For dependent contractors who 
do not work for most of the year, additional information should be collected in 
order to assess if this is due to seasonality.

(c) Contributing family workers

4.70 Information on the permanence and stability of the economic unit on which the 
contributing family worker is dependent may be challenging to collect since family workers are 
not responsible for the most important decisions affecting the economic unit. 
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4.71 As such, there are two approaches for measuring permanence among contributing 
family workers. The first focuses on the lack of permanence provided by the work relationship 
and treats all contributing family workers as non-permanent in the same way that all 
contributing family workers are considered to have informal jobs (see Chapter 3, section 3.4). 
The second approach considers the possibility that some contributing family workers have an 
arrangement of an indefinite nature. In this case, non-permanence can be identified based on
the following criteria:

The contributing family worker does not consider their job to be permanent OR 
the contributing family worker does not expect to continue working at their 
current job for more than a year for economic reasons.

4.72 In terms of stability, indicators similar to those applicable to casual employees can also 
be used. For example, the number of weeks worked over a specified period (e.g. one month) 
can provide valuable information about the regularity of the job.

4.5.3 Measures relevant to independent workers

(a) Independent workers without employees

4.73 Identifying independent workers without employees who have a less permanent job 
requires applying several statistical criteria. In a similar fashion to dependent contractors and 
contributing family workers, a first group can be identified based on expectations or intentions 
of non-permanence. However, a lack of permanence can also be the result of characteristics of 
the independent worker’s own economic unit which are independent of the worker’s intentions. 
As such, consideration should be given to the absence of long-term commercial clients or of a 
regular client base:

▶ The independent worker does not consider their job to be permanent OR the 
independent worker does not expect to continue working for their own economic 
unit for more than a year for economic reasons.

OR

▶ The independent worker does not have long-term commercial client 

AND

▶ The independent worker does not have multiple clients that provide a regular 
client base

4.74 Independent workers without employees who meet these criteria have characteristics 
associated with lower permanence. However, independent workers without employees who do 
not meet these criteria do not necessarily have a permanent job given that they lack a guarantee 
of being continuously remunerated for their work and are exposed to potential economic losses.

4.75 In addition to the duration of employment, stability can be measured by collecting data 
on whether work is carried out throughout the year or most of it. ICSE-18 also recommends that 
NSOs and researchers collect data on independent workers without employees who have a 
seasonal business. 

4.76 Finally, for specific industries, or for independent workers without employees who carry 
out their work through digital platforms, it may be relevant to ask about the proportion of hours 
the independent worker usually spends looking or waiting for income-generating tasks as 
opposed to directly engaging in those tasks.
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(b) Employers

4.77 The same criteria used to identify independent workers without employees who have 
characteristics of lower permanence are also applicable to employers. In addition, NSOs and 
researchers should consider if the employer has at least one permanent employee.

4.78 Finally, data about seasonality and whether the employer operates for most or all of the 
year should be collected to obtain information on stability.

Table 4.2 
Criteria to identify characteristics of non-permanence or instability by status in employment 
categories

LESS PERMANENT LESS STABLE

EMPLOYERS

▶ Does not consider their job to be permanent

OR
▶ Expects to continue working at their current 

job for less than 12 months for economic 
reasons

OR

▶ Does not have at least one long-term 
commercial client

AND

▶Does not have a regular client base that 
would allow the economic unit to continue 
operating indefinitely

AND

▶ Does not have any permanent employees

▶ Worker has operated their economic unit for 
less than three years

▶ Worker does not work throughout the year or 
for most of the year

INDEPENDENT WORKERS WITHOUT EMPLOYEES

▶ Does not consider their job to be permanent

OR

▶ Expects to continue working at their current 
job for less than 12 months for economic 
reasons

OR

▶ Does not have at least one long-term 
commercial client

AND

▶Does not have a regular client base that 
would allow the economic unit to continue 
operating indefinitely

▶ Worker has operated their economic unit for 
less than three years

▶ Worker does not work throughout the year or 
for most of the year

DEPENDENT CONTRACTORS

▶ Has a commercial contract or agreement 
with a fixed duration

▶ Worker has operated economic unit for less 
than three years
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LESS PERMANENT LESS STABLE

OR

▶ Does not consider their job to be permanent

OR

▶ Expects to continue working at their current 
job for less than 12 months for economic 
reasons

▶ Worker does not work throughout the year or 
for most of the year

▶ Worker is not provided regular work by the 
economic unit on which he or she is dependent

EMPLOYEES

▶ Absence of permanent or indefinite 
employment contract or agreement

AND

▶ No guarantee of a minimum of 1h of paid 
work per week

▶ Worker has an employment duration of less 
than three years

▶ Worker does not work throughout the year or 
for most of the year

▶ Worker is a casual employee 

CONTRIBUTING FAMILY WORKERS

▶ Does not consider their job to be permanent

OR

▶ Expects to continue working at their current 
job for less than 12 months for economic 
reasons

▶ Worker has an employment duration of less 
than three years

▶ Worker does not work throughout the year or 
for most of the year

▶ Worker does not work every week

4.6 Questions that could be used for the measurement of 

permanence

4.79 Guidance on several variables needed for the measurement of permanence and stability 
is provided by the Conceptual Framework for Statistics on Work Relationships (ILO, 2020a) and 
Data Collection Guidelines for ICSE-18 (ILO, 2018f). This includes the duration of employment, 
the duration of work agreements, and the variables required to derive categories of non-
permanent employees. The following section provides examples of additional questions that 
could be collected through the LFS or other household surveys to construct the main indicators 
of permanence and stability described in the Chapter. These questions are not mandatory and 
NSOs may consider other approaches for data collection on permanence and stability.

(a) Presence of permanent employees among employers

4.80 To determine if an employer has permanent employees, it is recommended to refer to 
a reference period such as the previous month to facilitate collection and encourage conceptual 
alignment between countries.

4.81 Survey questions may vary by country but should be constructed in a way that reduces 
the risk of respondents counting other workers such as unpaid apprentices or interns and 
contributing family workers as permanent employees.

4.82 The question examples below could be added as a follow-up to the regular questions 
used to identify if an independent worker has employees.
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Over the past four weeks, which of the following types of 
workers have worked at your business (select all that apply)

− family members who are not paid

− workers from a government-funded 
employment promotion program

− non-family apprentice, trainee or intern who is not 
paid

− partners who work with you

− permanent workers you pay

− temporary workers you pay

− You don't have workers and there are no people to 
help you in the business

Do your permanent employees work:

− all year round

− most of the year

− occasionally or 
on request

− during a specific 
season of the 
year

− For a few months

(b) Expectations and intentions of permanence 

4.83 Among dependent contractors, independent workers and contributing family workers, 
expectations about the permanence of the job can help identify work relationships that are non-
permanent. 

Intention of permanence

4.84 Questions on self-perceived permanence are straightforward and rely on the intentions 
of the worker. Statistics Finland currently asks the following question to LFS respondents who 
are not employees:

What is your current job type: 

− Permanent

− Seasonal or

− Short-term or temporary?

Expectations of continuous employment in the job

4.85 Questions on expectations of continuous employment in the job have been collected by 
the Bureau of Labour Statistics (BLS) in the United States as well as INEGI in Mexico. If possible, 
NSOs should also collect information on the reasons why a worker does not expect to stay in 
their job to exclude cases where the worker is leaving their job voluntarily or for personal 
reasons.

How much longer do you expect to work in your current job?

− 1 year or less

− More than one year

What is the main reason you expect to work at this business/job for 1 year or less?

− Excess debt 

− Low sales 

− The business is less profitable than expected 

− Non-compliance of the clients (lack of payment) 

− Non-compliance of supplier

− Lack of access to finance

− Other economic reasons 

− To accept another job with more income 

− To accept another job with social security 

− Attending school 

− Family responsibilities 
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− Retirement 

− Health 

− Other personal reasons

4.86 Response categories for the second question should be adapted for specific status in 
employment categories such as contributing family workers, and different national contexts.

(c) Presence of longer-term commercial clients

4.87 Two questions could be asked to identify the presence of at least one commercial client 
(e.g. who is another economic unit) and the longevity of the relationship with the commercial 
client(s):

Does your business currently have a contract or 
agreement with any of the following types of 
organizations (select all that applies) :

− a corporation or another business?

− an institution or association?

− an intermediary?

Do you have a long-term business 
relationship with any of these clients?
e.g. with no specific end date

− Yes

− No

(d) Presence of a regular client base

4.88 There are two elements to consider in order to assess if an independent worker has a 
regular client base. The first consists of asking if the independent worker has returning clients 
that would allow them to continue operating the business indefinitely. The second follows the 
approach of the 2015 European Working Conditions Survey and asks the independent worker if 
it is easy to find new customers. 

Source: Eurofound (n.d.2)

4.7 Questions that could be used for the measurement of job 
stability 

a) Task assignment among dependent contractors

4.89 Survey questions can help differentiate between dependent contractors who are 
guaranteed regular work and those who face more uncertainty and instability because they are 

Do you have returning clients that would allow you to continue operating your business 
indefinitely?

− Yes

− No

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
It is easy for me to find new customers

− Strongly agree

− Tend to agree

− Neither agree nor disagree

− Tend to disagree

− Strongly disagree
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responsible for finding their own clients or tasks. It should be noted that some data collection 
approaches for the measurement of dependent contractors may already include information 
that can help derive a measure of this type (see ILO, 2018f). Variations on these questions are 
possible if the dependent contractor is dependent on an intermediary instead of a main client. 

b) Time spent looking for clients

4.90 A question on the amount of time a worker spends looking for tasks or clients can 
provide valuable information on the stability and regularity of the income of dependent 
contractors who are entirely responsible for finding their own clients as well as some categories 
of independent workers without employees. 

Over the past four weeks what proportion of your work hours did you spend looking for customers 
or tasks without being paid?

− None

− Less than 25%

− 25% to less 50%

− 50% to less 75%

− 75% or more

c) Gaps in employment among dependent contractors, casual employees, contributing 
family workers, and temporary agency workers

4.91 A single question can be used to capture situations where dependent contractors,
contributing family workers, casual employees and workers in a multi-party work relationship 
with a temporary work agency were available for work but did not work during the previous 
month. An important note is that the question is only relevant to workers who were employed 
during the reference week. If the respondent did not work for pay or profit and was not absent 
from their job, this person should be classified as being either unemployed or not in the labour 
force based on the concepts of Resolution I of the 19th ICLS.

During the last four weeks, how many weeks were you available for work but did not get called in 
or did not receive any tasks, assignments or jobs?

− 1 week

− 2 weeks

− 3 weeks

d) Worker is employed throughout the year or most of the year

4.92 Knowing if workers carry out their work during most of the year provides important 
information about the stability of their work relationship in terms of the regularity of their 
employment.

4.93 It should be considered that the economic activity is carried out most of the year when 
it is conducted for more than six months during a given year. This question can also be used to 
identify seasonal workers.

Do you have a commercial agreement with your main client which guarantees you work or 
payment over the course of its duration?

− Yes

− No
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In this job, do you work

− all year round?

− most of the year (more than 6 months)?

− occasionally or on request?

− during a specific season of the year?

− For a few months?




