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How many people are employed on zero-hours contracts in Scotland? 
 
Concern over the apparently increasing number of people employed on zero 
hours contracts has recently been expressed by a range of trade unions, 
politicians, campaign groups and media commentators. This short brief is an 
attempt to quantify the problem in Scotland. 
 
UK 
 
Estimates of the number of people on zero–hours contracts in the UK are 
derived by the Office of National Statistics (ONS) from the Labour Force 
Survey (LFS). However this information is of limited use in compiling an 
accurate estimate for Scotland given that: 
 

1) The data is not disaggregated on a national/regional basis; and, 
2) The accuracy of the estimate relies on respondents knowing and 

correctly reporting their terms of employmenti. It is widely believed that 
the prevalence of zero-hours contracts has been underestimated by 
ONS because people do not accurately report their employment status. 

 
Recent ONS work appears to bear this out: in 2012, according to LFS 
estimatesii 250,000 people across the UK reported that they were on a zero-
hours contract (0.84 per cent of the workforce). This compared to 147,000 
(0.5 per cent of the workforce) in 2006; an increase of 70% over 6 years. 
 
However, the most recent ONS estimateiii published in March 2014 found that 
between 2012 and 2013 the number of people on zero-hours contracts more 
than doubled to 583,000: 
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This surge in the year to 2013 is probably best explained by increased media 
coverage raising awareness of the issue and leading to more (but not all) 
people accurately reporting their employment status. 
 
Other credible evidence is available to confirm both the prevalence of zero-
hours contracts and their rapid increase: 
 

 Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD): based on a 
representative surveyiv of 1000 employers, CIPD estimated in August 
2013 that around one million workers in the UK could be employed on 
zero-hours contracts. This is significant because the HR managers 
responding to this survey would be expected to know and accurately 
report the employment status of their workers; 

 Workforce Employment Relations Survey (WERS): the 2011 WERS 
surveyv found that there was a doubling in the percentage of 
workplaces that had some employees on zero hours contracts between 
2004 and 2011 (from 4% to 8% of workplaces) though incidence 
remained low. There was a particularly significant increase in the use of 
zero hour contracts in larger workplaces: in 2004, 11% of workplaces 
with 100 or more employees used zero-hours contracts increasing to 
23% in 2011. 

 
Scotland 
 
The STUC is aware of no official attempts to estimate the number of people 
employed on zero-hours contracts in the 12 ONS nations and regions of the 
UK.  
 
The Scottish labour market is very highly integrated with the UK’s and both 
are subject to the same employment law. The sectoral mix – especially those 
sectors where zero-hours are particularly prevalent such as health and social 
work, hospitality, administration, retail, arts and leisure and education) is 
similar. Both labour markets are experiencing similar trends (rising self-
employment, falling full-time employment, rising part-time employment). It is 
reasonable therefore to assume that Scotland has roughly a proportionate 
share of zero-hours employment and that the growth trajectory has been 
similar. 
 
ONS is very widely believed to have underestimated the number of people 
employed on zero-hours contracts due to sampling and reporting error. The 
intelligence received by the STUC from trade union workplace representatives 
also suggests that the ONS continues to underestimate prevalence of zero-
hours. The CIPD estimate is likely to be more accurate and therefore should 
be the starting point in determining an estimate for Scotland.  
 
Estimate 
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Scotland (2.56m) currently accounts for 8.48% of the total number of 
people employed in the UK (30.2m)vi.  
 

 If as ONS currently estimates there are 583,000 people employed 
on zero-hours contracts across the UK, it would be reasonable to 
expect approximately 50,000 people in Scotland to be employed 
on zero-hours contracts. The STUC believes this is likely to be a 
significant under-estimate. It is not consistent with our workplace 
intelligence and the survey results are unreliable due to sampling 
and reporting error. 

 

 For the reasons outlined above, the STUC believes the CIPD 
estimate is more accurate. If there are 1m people employed on 
zero hours across the UK it would be reasonable to assume that 
approximately  84,800 people in Scotland are currently employed 
on zero hours contracts. 

 

ONS is this month due to publish the first employer-based estimate of the 
prevalence of zero-hours contracts. The STUC will of course revisit the 
Scottish estimate based on any credible new information. 
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