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Chapter 5 Measuring interactions with 
personal circumstances and characteristics

5.1 The previous chapters of this Handbook have mainly considered the job-level 
characteristics of different forms of employment. However, different forms of employment may 
have different consequences for individuals based on their personal characteristics or 
circumstances and how these interact with the characteristics of their jobs. For example, two 
people with the exact same job may not have the same view on the quality and sustainability of 
that form of employment. A job which does not have fixed hours and where the employer can 
call on the employee at short notice may suit someone combining work with studying but not 
someone with family or financial commitments. 

5.2 This Chapter presents some of the personal characteristics and circumstances that may 
be relevant to obtain a full understanding of the implications of different forms of employment 
and discusses how they might be measured. Section 5.1 introduces personal, job and employer 
characteristics as different levels of analysis, and describes potential data sources for each level. 
Sections 5.2 to 5.5 discuss relevant personal and household or family characteristics in greater 
detail with examples. Then, section 5.6 discusses the concept of precarious employment from 
the perspective of the interaction between personal characteristics and the form of
employment. Finally, person-level trajectories within the labour market in terms of constrained 
labour supply and persistence in the form of employment are discussed in section 5.7. More 
details on measurement techniques and challenges, as well as a list of indicators that countries 
may consider collecting, are included in Chapter 8. 

5.1 Personal, job and employer characteristics

5.3 There are different ways of measuring employment in the labour market which can be 
divided between job, employer, and personal (worker) characteristics. Data on these 
characteristics can be obtained from various sources, including administrative data, employers, 
or individuals. The decision to choose the most appropriate source will depend on the type of 
information required and/or how the data will be used.

5.4 One point to note is that for some job or personal characteristics there may be 
differences in the way information is reported depending on its source. Some examples are 
given below:

▶ Sector – Consider someone employed by a private sector cleaning company but 
who carries out their role in a public sector office. On administrative data and 
employer surveys they will be classified as “private sector”. However, on an 
individual or household survey this individual may classify themselves as “public 
sector”. In the UK the number of people employed in the public sector in the 
Labour Force Survey (LFS) is around 20% higher compared with 
administrative/employer data.

▶ Contract type – The type of contract (and potentially the form of employment) 
may also differ between administrative, employer and individual data. For 
example, in the UK, the number of people on “zero-hours contracts” is different 
based on data from employers compared with data collected from individuals via 
the LFS. This may be due to employees not being fully aware of the terms of their 
employment and/or error introduced through proxy survey responses. The 
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perspective of businesses and workers also matters when measuring 
permanence. For instance, a company that hires a worker through an outsourcing 
company may consider the worker to be a temporary member of the 
organisation. At the same time, the same worker may have a permanent 
employment contract with the outsourcing company.

5.1.1 Job characteristics

5.5 The concepts and the measurements discussed earlier in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 and 
Chapter 4 of the Handbook refer exclusively to job characteristics. They include attributes 
specific to the job (e.g., contracted hours, occupation and contract type). This information may 
be available from administrative data but will mainly be collected from household surveys such 
as the LFS. Information on job characteristics at the individual level is less likely to be available 
in business surveys, as these generally collect aggregated data. However, there are some 
examples of information about individuals that are collected from employers, such as the Annual 
Survey of Hours and Earnings in the UK and Eurofound’s European Company Survey. 

5.6 The characteristics of a job are separate and independent of the person in that job. 
Nevertheless, in determining the impact of a form of employment on an individual, the 
interaction between job characteristics and personal characteristics needs to be considered.

5.1.2 Employer characteristics

5.7 Employer characteristics are linked to job characteristics but cover other elements such 
as the industry and the size of the business. This information will generally be collected from 
businesses or administrative data but can also be collected through household surveys, like the 
LFS.

5.8 While business survey data will generally provide information about employers or 
aggregated information on employees, in some cases they can provide useful information about 
the prevalence of different forms of employment. For example:

▶ Number or proportion of employers offering remote work

▶ Number of employees by contract type (permanent, fixed-term, casual)

5.1.3 Personal, household and family characteristics 

5.9 Personal, household and family characteristics relate to the individual in employment 
and are independent of job and employer characteristics.  The majority will be collected through 
household surveys like the LFS with many characteristics being self-reported. Personal, 
household and family characteristics can be segmented between: 

▶ those relating to the individual (and independent of the job they are doing), such 
as age, gender, disability);

▶ those relating to the household or family (and independent of the job), such as 
housing tenure and family structure;

▶ those relating to the fit between the worker and the job;

▶ those relating to wider labour market and economic participation, such as 
multiple job holding, and income obtained from other sources.
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5.2 Examples of individual personal characteristics

5.2.1 Age

5.10 Age can be collected from household surveys (e.g. LFS) or administrative data, generally 
based on the date of birth. Working age is defined by the ILO’s Minimum Wage Convention as 
ages 15 and above (ILO, 1973). However, the target population can vary between countries 
depending on local standards for participation in education and work eligibility.  There may also 
be a need to focus on specific age groups (e.g., younger or older workers).

5.2.2 Gender or sex 

5.11 Sex at birth and/or gender are sometimes available in administrative data but are 
generally collected from household sources (LFS). 

5.2.3 Nationality/Migrant status

5.12 Depending on what is available or required, nationality and migrant status can be one 
or a combination of:

▶ Country of birth of the person or of the person’s parents

▶ Passport(s) held (citizenship)

▶ National identity

▶ Permanent residency or equivalent 

5.13 The advantage of country of birth is that it does not change over a person’s lifetime. 
However, many people who are naturalised citizens or whose parents were citizens working 
abroad are recorded as belonging to another country. Passports held can provide an indication 
of current citizenship, but as with country of birth, this approach may assign individuals who are 
long-term residents in one country as being from another country. National identity is often 
used, yet, as this is self-reported, it may not match passports held. Finally, in some countries, 
permanent residency can help identify immigrants who are permanently established in their 
country of residence but excludes immigrants who are in a country temporarily as well as those 
who intend to stay permanently but have yet to receive this status.

5.2.4 Race/ethnic group

5.14 Information about race or ethnic group is generally not available in administrative data, 
it is instead usually self-reported and collected from household or labour force surveys. The 
measurement of race/ethnic group is carried out in many countries, but may not be commonly 
done in others. Data collection on this topic may be related to the designation of race/ethnic 
group as a protected characteristics under human rights or anti-discrimination legislation.

5.2.5 Disability

5.15 For many people, a long-term illness or disability may impact the type of activities they 
can perform and the suitability of a specific form of employment. According to the UN 
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Convention of Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006), this includes “those who have long-
term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various 
barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others”. 
However, countries may have legislation that provides a different definition of disabled, in such 
cases, the definition that is common to the country context can be used. Disability can be 
measured using a household survey and will generally be self-assessed29. Finally, NSOs may also 
consider the interaction between different types of disability (e.g. physical or mental) and the 
employment situation of the person.

5.2.6 Education status

5.16 There are two aspects to education status:

▶ Current status – if someone is currently in education and if education is full-time 
or part-time. This can be important in assessing how well a particular form of 
employment suits a person’s circumstances. For example, a person may be 
looking for employment that they can fit around their studies. This may mean that 
they are able to take on employment that has lower stability and are less affected 
by changes at short notice. Per contra, the need to conform with an educational 
timetable may work in the opposite direction and hamper ability to accept 
employment opportunities.

▶ Highest qualification – The highest qualification obtained by a person. This can be 
used as a proxy for skills and whether someone is over- or under-qualified for a 
job.

5.3 Examples of household and family characteristics

5.17 As explained above, the impact of different forms of employment can depend not only 
on personal characteristics but also on the type of household a person lives in or the family 
structure. A household is defined as “a group of persons who share the same living 
accommodation, who pool some, or all, of their income and wealth and who consume certain 
types of goods and services collectively, mainly housing and food” (ILO, 2020a, paragraph 86). A 
family within the household is defined as “those members of the household who are related, to 
a specified degree, through blood, adoption or marriage” (UN, 2017). The characteristics of both 
statistical units may be relevant depending on the purpose of the analysis and the structure of 
the household30. This section outlines some measures that can be collected as part of household 
surveys such as the LFS but is not intended to be a definitive list.

5.3.1 Housing tenure

5.18 The type of housing someone lives in can have different implications for a person 
depending on their form of employment and vice-versa. For example, youth with a non-
permanent job are likely to experience less financial insecurity if they are living with their 
parents and do not need to keep up with rent or a mortgage. In addition, having a part-time or 

29 ILO recommends NSOs to use the Washington Group on Disability Statistics questions when identifying persons 

with disabilities in LFS. https://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/implementation/implementation-guidelines/
30 For example, when there are multiple families within the same household.

https://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/implementation/implementation-guidelines/
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lower-paying job may affect the ability to live in a particular type of housing. However, since the 
proportion of different types of home ownership and occupation can vary between countries 
the overall housing pattern should also be considered. The main categories of housing tenure 
are: owned outright, owned with a mortgage/loan, renting, and living rent-free.

5.3.2 Dependent children

5.19 The presence of dependent children is both a personal and a household or family 
characteristic. For example, an individual’s responsibility for the care of a child and the number 
of dependent children in a person’s household can affect the impact of different forms of 
employment.  Depending on the ages of the children, there may be a need for employment 
flexibility to cover childcare commitments. However, the lack of fixed hours may also have an 
impact if the employee needs to make child-care arrangements in advance. There is also the 
issue of whether the job provides sufficient income (in combination with state benefits) to 
support the family. The age of the youngest child gives an indication of the level of support 
needed. For example, whether the youngest child is below the age for compulsory education or 
is above the age when she or he can legally be left alone in a house.

5.3.3 Type of household or family

5.20 The mix of people within a house can also be an indicator of the potential impact of 
different forms of employment. Examples include households with one person in employment, 
houses with multiple people in employment, houses where everyone is in full-time education 
(student houses) and households where no one is employed (jobless household). 

5.4 Examples of the fit between people and jobs

5.21 While many people actively choose to work part-time or in a temporary job, there will 
be some for whom this is not a choice. Identifying people who are working in these types of 
employment through necessity can help identify potential under-employment (part-time) or 
involuntary temporary employment. One way of identifying people in this situation is to ask why 
they are working part-time or in a temporary position and whether it was because no full-time 
or permanent position was available or whether this was a choice. Further definitions can be 
found in the 20th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships (temporary work) 
(ILO, 2018b) and the UNECE Handbook on Measuring Quality of Employment (part-time) 
(UNECE, 2015).

5.5 Examples of characteristics of wider labour market and 

economic participation

5.5.1 Income and earnings (including all sources)

5.22 The earnings someone receives as an employee from a single job can most reliably be 
measured from administrative data or surveys of businesses. The earnings of independent 
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workers are more rarely covered, but may be available in some administrative data, such as tax 
data. Household surveys are a possible option but may provide estimates that are less precise.
At the same time, household surveys are essential to calculate measures based on the ratio of 
earnings to hours worked such as hourly wages.

5.23 Looking at income more widely can provide an indication of whether earnings are 
enough to cover living expenses. In its simplest form, this can include asking people whether 
they receive any income in addition to their employment earnings, such as a secondary job as 
an independent worker, investment income or from benefits. For benefits this can also be sub-
divided by reason, e.g., whether they are in-work benefits to supplement income, pensions, 
benefits relating to children etc.

5.5.2 Multiple jobs

5.24 An individual can also have more than one job at a time. It is important to capture this 
information to assess the potential impact of different forms of employment on individuals. In 
addition to capturing the number of jobs someone holds, it is also useful to identify which job is 
considered their primary employment. An individual’s main job is the job with the longest hours 
usually worked, or in the absence of information regarding hours usually worked, other 
information such as income from each job could be used as a proxy for identifying the main job.
(ILO, 2018b, paragraph 8(b))

5.6 Personal characteristics and precarious employment

5.25 Precarious employment is a term often used to describe forms of employment that are 
associated with greater insecurity for the worker. There is no universally agreed definition of 
“precarious employment” but according to the ILO (2016a) it is generally work that is:

▶ Low paid
▶ Insecure
▶ Has minimal worker control
▶ Unprotected

This can come in several forms including:

▶ Agency work
▶ Temporary work
▶ Casual or “on-call” work
▶ Seasonal work
▶ Part-time work (if not voluntary)

5.26 The present Handbook does not offer a specific definition of precarious employment 
due to variations in the possible impact the same form of employment may have on different 
persons and in different contexts. Namely, the impact of different forms of employment also 
depends on the personal circumstances of the job holder, as the example in Box 5.1 illustrates:

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_534326.pdf
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Box 5.1 

Example of personal characteristics and precarious employment

5.7 Person-level trajectories and constraints in the supply of 

labour

5.27 Some forms of employment, such as casual work, gig work, or short temporary contracts 
may increase the likelihood that a worker experiences periods of underemployment, 
unemployment, or of wanting to work while not being part of the labour force. Growth in less 
permanent or stable forms employment within a country may result in an increase in the 
proportion of the population experiencing such constraints in their supply of labour. 

5.28 The longitudinal component of many Labour Force Surveys (LFS), as well as some 
administrative data sources, can provide information about trajectories within the labour 
market over time, including periods of underemployment or unemployment. While the 
experience of a constraint in the supply of labour may occur in relation to the same job – for 
example, a period of underemployment – indicators capturing this dynamic are measured at the 
level of the person since a period of unemployment can occur between two different jobs (e.g. 
two distinct short-term contracts).

5.29 NSOs may consider different statistical definitions of the concept of “constrained labour 
supply”, but categories may include unemployment as defined by the 19th ICLS resolution (ILO, 
2013a), involuntary part-time work, as well as workers who are not employed or unemployed, 
but wanted to work during the LFS reference week.

5.7.1 Constrained labour supply and forms of employment

5.30 A general measure of constraint in the supply of labour includes persons who were 
never employed. It is based on information collected during the entire period when a person is 
an LFS respondent31, and is defined as the total number of persons who experienced a period of 
underemployment, unemployment, or of being out of the labour force while wanting to work, 

31 Differences in the design of the LFS mean that this period may vary by country (e.g. 6 quarters or 6 months)

Job – A part-time job in a bar/restaurant. There are no fixed hours and shifts can be offered at short 

notice depending on the number of bookings (and cancelled at short notice too).

Person A – A full-time student, funding their studies and living expenses through a combination of 

loans and family support and living in shared accommodation. Works to supplement their income 

and fund their social activities.

Impact of job – Little impact if the hours requested fit around studying commitments.

Person B – Lives in a rented property with a partner working full-time, paid at a level that qualifies 

for government in-work benefits, and two dependent children, aged 7 and 9.

Impact of job – The lack of fixed hours for this job has a potentially negative effect. Arranging 

childcare at short notice could be an issue. Additionally, the fluctuation in income may impact the 

entitlement to in-work benefits and the ability to cover rent and living expenses.
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expressed as a ratio to all persons who had a period of employment, unemployment, or were 
out of the labour force while wanting to work:

Rate of constrained labour supply =

persons (underemployed or unemployed or wanted to work) for at least one period 
persons (employed or unemployed or wanted to work) for at least one period 

5.31 While this measure may be relevant to understand patterns of labour underutilisation 
and constraints in the supply of labour in a country by personal and household characteristics 
such as sex and education, it is not directly tied to the impact of specific forms of employment 
because it includes persons who never worked and for whom, by default, there is no information 
about the form of employment.

5.32 To explore the relationship between forms of employment and constraints in the supply 
of labour, the indicator can be restricted to those who are employed at the time of their first LFS 
interview or for whom information is available about their previous job. Information on the 
status in employment of the person’s main job during their first LFS interview32 can be used, 
while for respondents who are not employed during their first interview the characteristics of 
the most recent form of employment can be used.

5.33 The indicator can then be compared between different forms of employment to explore 
if a particular form is associated with a higher proportion of workers experiencing a period of 
constrained labour supply in the following months. Of particular interest may be comparisons 
between employees and independent workers or workers who work through digital platforms. 
Babet and Picart (2020) conducted analysis of this type in France for the period 1991 to 2002 
and 2004 to 2018 and showed for example that while employees were more likely to experience 
a constraint in their supply of labour during this period, the proportion of independent workers 
who experienced a constraint grew between 2004 and 2018.

5.34 Differences between forms of employment can also be explored in terms of the specific 
type of constraint: for example, whether the constraint is the result of underemployment or 
alternating periods of employment and unemployment.

5.7.2 Persistence in the form of employment

5.35 A longitudinal approach also offers the possibility to measure the probability that a 
person remains employed in a particular form of employment over a period of time (e.g. one 
year). For example, a person working as a dependent contractor may be more likely to leave this 
form of employment than a permanent employee given the absence of a guarantee of 
permanence in their job. The longitudinal design of the LFS can be used to obtain the proportion 
of workers who have persisted in a form of employment:

Proportion of workers who have persisted in a form of employment =

Persons employed at the beginning and at the end of the period

persons employed at the beginning of the period

5.36 Depending on the goal of the analysis some reasons for leaving the job such as 
retirement could be excluded in the above rate calculation. The rate is comparable to the 
probability of staying in the same condition between the beginning and the end of a given 

32 An alternative approach is to conduct the analysis based on the status in employment a year before the LFS 
interview (see Babet and Picart, 2020)
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period. However, the indicator does not take into account any exits from the condition if the 
individual returns to the initial condition by the end of the period. For example, an individual 
who is employed at the beginning of the period, loses his job during this period, but returns to 
the same type of job at the end of the period, is counted as having persisted in their job.
Identifying the type of transition (e.g. from independent worker to employee) would also 
provide valuable information about trajectories within the labour market.

5.7.3 Use of administrative data and further longitudinal analysis

5.37 Similar analyses can also be performed with administrative databases, or linkages 
between administrative data and the LFS or other surveys. Such an approach may provide 
additional information about the situation of the person such as their total income.  More 
precise data about the number of weeks spent working in a particular form of employment may 
also be available to capture employment stability in more detail. For example, Anitori et al. 
(2019) used a linkage of the Italian LFS with administrative data to analyse the trajectories of 
private sector employees for the period 2014 to 2017. Among other factors, their analysis 
showed that the likelihood of experiencing a break in employment was higher among workers 
who had a non-permanent job at the beginning of the period under study.




