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Abstract: The use of zero hours contract (ZHC) amongst employers in the UK continue to grow with little or no job 

security. There has been growing concern on how this type of employment contract is affecting workers socially, economically, 

health and otherwise. Existing research on ZHC focuses on low paid jobs, hence the importance of this study. The aim of this 

paper is to investigate how ZHC affect the worker with a focus on establishing the difference in experience between workers 

from across different sectors. Data for the study is obtained from conducting thirty-six semi-structured interviews with people 

working on ZHC. Participants for the study worked in health, education, hospitality, security, construction, and retail sectors, to 

understand if worker’s experience might differ based on the sector in which they work. The result demonstrated that the use of 

ZHC contract has spread to sectors such as education (lecturing jobs) which are generally considered as high skilled jobs as 

opposed to prevalence of ZHC in low skilled jobs as documented by previous research. Flexibility remained the key element of 

ZHC that all the workers enjoyed and would like to retain. However, the uncertainty and insecurity of the contract affects 

workers financial stability, social and family life, job quality and satisfaction; career progression and health. The negative 

impact of ZHC is largely the same with workers in lecturing job driven by insecurity and uncertainty. Although workers in the 

education sector (teaching staff) reported knowing their schedule for a semester or academic year, issues such as the lack of 

opportunities for career progression, no/limited training provided where required, stress and anxiety relating to the insecurity 

and uncertainties remain a growing concern. The use of ZHC contract in sectors such as education (lecturing jobs) which are 

generally considered as high skilled jobs is concerning and demonstrate how precarious the United Kingdom’s labour market is 

increasing becoming insecure. 

Keywords: Zero Hours Contract, Education, Employment Right, Worker’s Health, Health and Career Wellbeing,  

Employer Support 

 

1. Introduction 

The rise in the use of precarious contracts – contracts with 

little or no security, characterised by low levels of pay and 

fluctuating working hours - and its effect on the workers’ 

wellbeing [28] remains a contentious issue in the UK. Zero 

hours contract (hereafter referred to as ZHC) is part of the 

“atypical” work arrangements that exist in the UK. ZHC had 

been considered by a UK House of Commons research note 

as a “colloquial term for an employment contract under 

which the worker is not guaranteed work and is only paid for 

work carried out” However, others have included workers 

being available for work and ‘on call’ as an important 

requirement of a ZHC [38]. ZHC contract in essence, mean 

that a worker is promised work if and only when the 

employer chooses to provide it. Therefore, there is no 

guarantee as to when work may become available for the 

worker leading to job instability [24]. The rationale for ZHC 

is that it offers the employer flexibility to recruit more staff 

when needed and for the worker to only work when they are 

able to and not be tied to any contract. ZHC is expected to 

improve employment and labour participation through its 

market flexibility [8]. Supporters of ZHC have relied heavily 

on this flexibility to justify the need for this type of 

employment relationships [37]. For example, workers with 

parental/caring responsibilities could use the flexibility to 

balance work and family life and students could use the 

flexibility to balance work and studies (Pyper and Powell 
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2018). The flexibility allows full time employees to transition 

to retirement and plays a vital role as a stepping-stone unto 

more stable jobs for some people [19]. However, research 

studies have demonstrated that the insecurity that comes with 

working on ZHC can have negative consequences on the 

worker such as financial difficulties [23], strain on family 

relationship [41], and social relationships [33], poor physical 

[14] and mental health, [8] and increased stress [13]. Farina 

et. al. [21] points out that ZHC workers have on average 

fewer training opportunities, poorly paid and concentrated in 

particular occupation and industries. Sanwald and Theurl 

[46] investigating the impact of contracts such as temporary, 

on call, daily or no formal contract and health outcomes such 

as occupational injuries, health related behaviour, mental 

health and physical health, concluded that there was a higher 

risk of occupational injuries for people working on atypical 

contracts and an increase likelihood of mental and physical 

health. Henderson [25] reported higher levels of poor mental 

health among 25 year-olds working on ZHCs than among 25 

year-olds in other forms of employment after controlling for 

observable worker characteristics. Pyper and McGuinness 

[39] writing on job satisfaction found that workers were 

happy with the flexibility that ZHC offers. Farina et al [21] 

points out that workers on precarious work have a higher risk 

of work-related injuries and illness because of little training 

on occupational health, safety procedures, and less 

familiarity with the work practice and environment. Burchell 

[12] argued that job insecurity is damaging to psychological 

health and worker motivation. ZHCs pay significantly lower 

wage rates, approximately one-third lower than the average 

hourly wage among non-ZHC workers [30]. Ravalier et al 

[40] pointed out that ZHC has adverse effect on worker’s job 

motivation [22], stress and influences worker’s well-being. 

Ball et al [7] considered the extent to which agency workers 

and zero hours contracts were used in the UK and worker’s 

vulnerability as a result of the Sports Direct zero-hour 

contract worker’s abuse scandal. The scandal flagged the 

poor treatment of workers on zero-hours contracts who were 

subjected to bullying and harassment which left workers 

feeling vulnerable, and unable to plan their lives or budget 

effectively [35]. It has been argued that temporary jobs, 

which include ZHC, does not lend itself to career pathways 

because they are associated with low levels of job 

satisfaction and poor work-related training [9, 19]. Existing 

literature have considered ZHC as part of the temporary work 

and data collected were from fixed term low paid work, part 

time work, casual work, agency work, etc. This study 

considers only people identified to be working on ZHC 

within the definition of Section 27A of the Employments 

Rights Act (ERA) 1996. It covers experience from people 

working in different sectors as opposed to one sector to 

consider whether the experience is the same or different 

across sectors. Furthermore, existing literature rely heavily 

on the experience of workers in low paid jobs such as health 

care work, security, etc. 

The aim of this study is to determine how the use of ZHC 

has spread to other sectors such as education which is an area 

of public sector that is traditionally unionised and where 

most employers reluctantly accept the presence of collective 

bargaining. The study includes comparing experiences in 

lecturing roles in universities to the experience of workers in 

other sectors. This study adds to the body of knowledge on 

ZHC studies but provides new findings on worker’s 

experience across different sectors and demonstrating the 

spread in use of ZHC. The paper is divided into three 

sections. The first section will examine the growth of ZHC in 

the UK. The second section will discuss the legal position of 

ZHC and the unintended consequences and the final section 

will cover the methodology, research findings/discussion. 

1.1. The Growth of ZHC in the UK 

The UK has witnessed a significant increase in the use of 

ZHC from 225,000 workers in 2000 to 974,000 workers in 

2019 [32]. Kalleberg and Vallas [28] attributed the increase 

in the use of ZHC to the political landscape that increased the 

power of capitalism at the expense of labour. Research 

demonstrates that some workers do not know the type of 

contract they are employed on. This suggest that the number 

of people on ZHC could be higher than what is currently 

being disclosed on the ONS data. According to the ONS, the 

number of people on ZHC represents 3% of UK workforce. 

ZHC was/is welcomed by most people because of the 

flexibility it offers although, Reilly [42] argues that 

‘flexibility has become a politicised word – a term of abuse 

or approbation’. Elliott [20] argued that ZHCs provides a 

precarious labour reserve that is temporary, low waged, low 

skilled and low opportunity. 

The UK government views ZHC as an alternative to 

unemployment and as a pathway to other forms of 

employment attracted by the ability to create jobs and reduce 

unemployment [42]. ZHC is more common but not exclusive 

to young people. Use of ZHC is common in sectors and 

occupation where variation in service/product demand can 

have an immediate effect on labour demand [15]. In such 

sectors, employers may use ZHC to adjust working times as 

necessary which is common in retail sector [44] and the 

health sector [17]. Supporters of ZHC described it as a vital 

tool for economic recovery and necessary to lower 

unemployment while allowing employers to adapt swiftly to 

changing demand [26]. ZHC has been argued to have a place 

in the labour market offering opportunities to especially 

students and single mothers who would otherwise find it 

difficult to take on regular work with fixed hours [27]. In the 

UK increasing proportions of students and women are 

working on ZHC. This type of contracts uses age and gender 

to control labour whilst minimising costs and maximising 

flexibility [31]. The use of ZHC is spreading further into 

sectors such as education and transport that were traditionally 

sectors with more secured work [47]. Use of ZHC has been 

reported in some big companies such as Tesco, McDonalds, 

Amazon, Sports Direct, etc. [47] on jobs described as low 

skilled. ONS (2018) statistics demonstrated that 28% of 

employers using ZHC were big companies employing at least 

250 employees and only 5% of employers with less than 10 
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employees. Pickavance [34] studying people working on 

ZHC in 2014, found out that a third (a third of 600,000) of 

the workers had ZHC contracts because they could not find 

jobs with regular fixed hours. This could suggest that 

employers are increasing using ZHC rather than employing 

on permanent contract making the labour market very 

precarious [43]. However, the spread of ZHC to sectors such 

as education can be concerning. 

1.2. The Legal Position and Unintended Consequence of a 

ZHC 

The legal status of every working person is crucial in law 

as it determines what statutory rights and obligations an 

individual has in respect to their work and employer. In the 

UK an individual could be regarded as an ‘employee’ or a 

‘worker’. Section 27A of the Employments Rights Act 

(ERA) 1996 defines ZHC as a contract of employment or 

other worker’s contract under which (a) the undertaking to do 

or perform work or services is an undertaking to do so 

conditionally on the employer making work or service 

available to the worker, and (b) there is no certainty that any 

such work or services will be made available to the worker. 

People on ZHC are generally classed as workers defined 

under s230 (3) ERA 1996. This mean that workers on ZHC 

have access to limited sets of employment rights (Brown et. 

al. 2000). Their employment rights would include right to 

discrimination protection, National Minimum Wage and paid 

annual leave; but these rights are not extended to right to 

unfair dismissal, etc. All employment rights are only 

available to people regarded as employees according to s230 

of the ERA 1996 and Hall v Lorimer [1993] EWCA Civ 25. 

The key difference between the worker and the employee 

being the lack of mutuality of obligation [16]. Mutuality of 

obligation meaning the lack of obligation for the employer to 

provide the worker with work and the lack of obligation for 

the worker to do the work the employer may offer. While an 

employee is guaranteed work and is under an obligation to do 

the work the employer has provided, a worker on zero hours 

contract is not guaranteed work and is not expected to do the 

work the employer may offer. 

The lack of mutuality of obligation in ZHC mean the 

worker cannot be classified as an employee and are therefore 

excluded from some key employee benefits and protection 

provided by the law. For example, workers in the UK have a 

right to be paid the national minimum (or living) wage for 

periods of work, no matter how short the period of work was. 

In calculating the correct rate of pay, the National Minimum 

Wage (NMW) Regulations 1998 (as amended) differentiates 

pay arrangements as ‘salaried hours work’, ‘time work’, 

‘unmeasured work’ and ‘output work’. ZHC workers are 

classed as ‘time work’ because they are paid hourly 

depending on work they have done (Section 3 National 

Minimum Wage Regulations 1999). The regulation does not 

class time spent travelling to work as ‘work’ but time spent 

travelling between locations for work purposes comes within 

the scope of NMW and should be paid. This is an important 

issue to consider because most ZHC workers don’t get paid 

for time spent travelling between locations for work. Time 

spent travelling between work is particularly important in the 

health sector where zero hours workers are often not paid for 

travel time between clients or ‘on-call’ hours. The National 

Audit Office estimated that as many as 160,000 to 220,000 

care workers in England were paid below the NMW because 

of this (National Audit Office 2014). 

Despite the flexibility that ZHCs accords the employer and 

the worker, there has been growing concerns about the 

negative impact that it may have on worker’s welfare [45]. 

ZHC has come under political, media and academic scrutiny 

[2]. Despite the positive reasons advanced for the existence 

of ZHC, research demonstrates that it hinders workers from 

progressing through the ranks of an organisation [34] and 

harm earnings [5]. Employers have the right to hire and fire 

at will with no fear of going against the law [11]. Workers on 

ZHC cannot rely on employment law and are excluded from 

employee benefits [1]. Zero hours contract scandals by 

companies such as Sports Direct and Amazon [10] 

demonstrates employers’ discretion to avoid key obligations 

owed to workers, while the worker is expecting flexibility, 

good working conditions and a minimum regularity of 

working time to enable them meet their basic needs. The 

imbalance in bargaining powers gives employers the 

opportunity to impose expectations on ZHC workers. 

Although, a worker may be able to challenge these terms of 

contract in court [4], many often are less likely to pursue 

claims in court. In the case of Nethermere (St Neots) v 

Gardiner [1984] IRLR 240, Lord Justice Stephenson held 

that a well-founded expectation of continuing homework 

should be hardened or refined into an enforceable contract 

because there was a regular giving and taking of work over a 

period of a year or more. Under such circumstances he said 

that workers should become employees under contracts of 

service. It has been argued that ZHC flexibility transfers 

business risk from the employer to the worker. Adams and 

Deakin [3] argued that employers recruiting on ZHC have tax 

and national insurance advantages on such terms. Employers 

have been accused of using ZHC to their advantage even if 

the worker suffers as a consequence as was seen in the case 

of Autoclenz Ltd v Belcher [2011] UKSC 41 where the 

courts held that the workers contracts were specifically 

written to deny the workers of employment rights. The courts 

held that the workers were in fact employees irrespective of 

what the contract stipulated. The decision of this case was 

followed in the case of Borrer v Cardinal Security Ltd [2013] 

UKEAT 0416_12_1607 (16 July 213) at [15]. 

2. Methodology 

This research adopted a qualitative method and involved 

semi-structured interviews with people in the United 

Kingdom who were contracted to zero-hours of work. This 

method was appropriate because the aspects under 

investigation could not be studied in any other form than 

participants experiences. The method allows participants to 

provide in-depth personal experience on the subject. An 
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initial online survey was conducted to collect data on 

intersectionality on demographics, educational level, 

economics status, etc. Through this survey, participants were 

given the opportunity to take part in an interview if they 

wanted. The survey received 460 responses (findings not 

reported in this article) and 98 people volunteered to be 

interviewed. All 98 participants were contacted with consent 

forms and information sheets for the interview. Fifty-two 

responded to the interview invites, but 18 pulled out before 

the interviews started leaving 34 voluntary participants. Two 

of the interviewed participants were recruited via 

snowballing method. A total of thirty-six semi structured 

interviews were conducted with each lasting on average 50 

minutes. The interview sample is from six sectors (education, 

hospitality, health, security, retail and construction), job role, 

demographics and locations. 

Table 1. Participant demographics. 

Respondent Gender Age Finishing full time education Sector of work 

1 Female 36-45 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Education 

2 Female 46-55 I have completed my undergraduate degree Education 

3 Male over 56 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Education 

4 Male 36-45 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Education 

5 Female 18-25 I am a student currently doing a degree Hospitality 

6 Female 26-35 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Education 

7 Male 36-45 I finished my full-time education at 16 Care 

8 Female 26-35 I finished my full-time education at 16 Care 

10 Male 36-45 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Education 

11 Male 36-45 I finished my full-time education at 16 Security 

12 Male 18-25 I am a student currently doing a degree Hospitality 

13 Female 46-55 I finished my full-time education at 16 Education 

14 Male 46-55 I finished my full-time education at 16 Health distribution 

15 Female over 56 I finished my full-time education at 16 Care 

16 Female 26-35 I have completed my undergraduate degree Cinema 

17 Female 46-55 I have completed my undergraduate degree Education 

18 Male over 56 I have completed my undergraduate degree Education 

19 Female 26-35 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Education 

20 Female over 56 I finished my full-time education at 16 Care 

21 Male 18-25 I finished my full-time education at 18 Hospitality 

22 Male 36-45 I finished my full-time education at 16 Security 

23 Male over 56 I finished my full-time education at 18 NHS 

24 Female 46-55 I finished my full-time education at 16 retail 

25 Female 18-25 I have completed my undergraduate degree Education 

26 Female 26-35 I have completed my undergraduate degree Education 

27 Female over 56 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Mental health 

28 Female 26-35 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Arts 

29 Female 46-55 I finished my full-time education at 16 Hospitality 

30 Male 46-55 I am a student currently doing a degree Transport 

31 Female 26-35 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Care 

32 Male 26-35 I finished my full-time education at 16 Construction 

33 Male 18-25 I finished my full-time education at 16 Construction 

34 Male 18-25 I am a student currently doing a degree Hospitality 

35 Male 36-45 I am doing or have finished a postgraduate degree Housing. 

36 Male 26-35 I have completed my undergraduate degree Retail 

 

The interviews took place face-to-face (except for four that 

were conducted by phone). A semi-structured interview 

format was followed, broadly covering flexibility and 

insecurity; health and wellbeing; and career wellbeing. 

Interviews took on average 55 minutes, which were recorded 

and subsequently transcribed. Ethics approval was authorised 

from the University and all interviewees gave their consent to 

the process. A manual thematic content analysis was 

undertaken. Coding of the themes were closely related to the 

aim of the study. The researcher used the first ten transcripts 

to familiarise herself with the data, generating initial codes 

and developing emerging themes. The themes were studied 

and reviewed to ensure that hidden themes and alternatives 

interpretations were accounted for. The codes were 

confirmed and applied to the rest of the interview analysis. 

This approached enriched the analysis for the research. 

3. Findings 

Thirty-six interviews were conducted with people who 

were working on ZHC at the time of the interviews. None of 

the participants dropped out of the study and none withdrew 

the information they provided either in part or whole. The 

participants were males and females of age 18 and above and 

mainly from the following sectors: hospitality, cleaning, 

security, driving, health and care work, and education. This 

provided a good mix of characteristics to provide a robust 

analysis. Some of the participants (6 out of 36) had positive 

accounts on their experience of working on ZHC. They 

recounted positive experience of ZHC, how its flexibility 

worked for them, and more importantly where they felt or 

appeared to have power to determine when they wanted to 
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work and to some extent, a say over the nature of that work. 

These were generally people who did not rely on the money 

as their sole income or people who were doing the work for 

extra money (‘beer money’). Most of these people were over 

56 and did not have direct financial dependents, or had a 

relatively advantageous domestic, economic context for 

example, were retired with a good pension, or people who 

had paid off their mortgage or people whose kids left home. 

For these people, the research focused less on but will used to 

explain what the ideal position should be for workers on 

ZHC. 

A further 10/36 had quite an even mix of positive as well 

as negative elements, with the majority (20/36) presenting a 

largely negative picture, although even these often do show 

partial positive elements. This mixed picture does need to be 

acknowledged because it is demonstrating that where ZHC is 

used properly by the employers, it does achieve the aim for 

which it was created. The findings presented here focuses on 

this majority of our interviewees (30) who depended on the 

earnings from these contracts as their sole means of income 

for survival, for ‘putting food on the table’. It is interesting 

that this did not only relate to low paid jobs such as health 

and care work, security, etc. it also included seasonal/visiting 

lecturing work which is better paid but the insecurity is about 

renewal of contract rather than daily/weekly uncertainties. 

3.1. Flexibility and Insecurity 

Even with many negative impact stories, there are also 

advantages to flexibility for the individual, to work around 

other circumstances, home life, etc. as explained by 

participant 9: 

‘In terms of childcare, it’s alright, because it’s flexible, as a 

parent…. I just pick up shifts that suit me, you know, like my 

circumstances, my situation at hand. I just tell them I can’t 

work, and it goes like that, because you have choice’ (9). 

Some respondents compare ZHCs favourably saying it 

gives greater flexibility to the worker than a permanent 

contract, others felt the opposite, that those on ZHCs get little 

choice of hours and have to work more intensively in those 

hours i.e. without pay for meetings, training, etc. than their 

permanent counterparts get. A minority (6/36) felt they could 

submit requests, and get them approved, to take time off in 

future dates by giving notice. The flexibility of ZHC works 

for these participants as they do have some control. 

For some of the workers, the flexibility comes at a cost 

characterised by the lack of guaranteed hours and income. 

The respondents described how uncertain they were about 

when they would work as availability ranges from year-by-

year, termly (in education), to weekly rotas/shifts, to 24 

hours’ notice or less. Hours worked could vary widely. 

‘Sometimes it’s a matter of hours, sometimes it’s a matter 

of minutes. Last week it was about 7.30 that I had a phone 

call to go down and cover a shift that starts at 8 o’clock, then 

you just have approximately 30 minutes to prepare and report 

for work. Sometimes when they will tell you two weeks, 

even three weeks, you can even get a shift, so you can plan 

your life, but in most cases (when it quite busy) everywhere 

is quite heavy (and) you can be called even when the shift is 

starting to cover the shift’ (18). 

The impact of uncertainty as to when work might become 

available is less felt (time wise) because in the education 

sector activities such as exam invigilation and lecturing roles 

are determined either per semester or annually. Hours are 

therefore pretty much regular and guaranteed within that 

contract. The insecurity comes more with the uncertainty 

over contract renewal and longer-term career prospects for 

workers on ZHC in the education sector. This is contrary to 

the experience of workers in other sectors as their can be 

offered work or cancel their work within a very short space 

of time. Respondents explained that they could be asked to 

return home without pay if work did not materialise or could 

not be provided for some external reason. 

‘So if you’re a zero hour, they would ask you come in and 

start your shift at five for all the busy evening shifts (but if 

they) aren’t busy, on a zero hour contract they can just tell 

you to go home, or rather they ask you to go home. If you 

couldn’t find anything to do to keep busy, they would expect 

you to leave and sign out early’ (4). 

However, hours and income can be stable, regular, when 

averaged out over weeks and months, but for an individual, 

weekly fluctuations can vary widely (‘from 50 hours one 

week to 8 hours another’). 

‘It’s a challenge. There are weeks I could do 30, 40, 50 

hours, but there are other weeks, like this week, for instance, 

I’ve only done 8, 8 and a half hours. So, round Wednesday, 

Thursday I will know what I’m working next week…. So, the 

disadvantage is I can’t plan anything out’ (20). 

Respondents explained that because of this insecurity they 

tend to - where possible - work many hours, sometimes 

multiple contracts, to compensate for low hourly pay and as 

contingency for when one contract does not materialise. This 

potentially leads to increase workload and contracts for some 

of the workers. On the other hand, some workers see the 

flexibility of ZHC as an opportunity to work more hours, 

hold multiple contracts, and earn more money than 

permanent staff. 

Some of the respondents reported a lack of control as to 

whether they wanted to do an overtime. 

‘There were weeks when I did 45, sometimes 50 hours, 

and I did tick the box saying I didn’t want to do 40-hour 

weeks, but just circumstances always came up’ (4). 

Some of the participants felt they were pressured into 

agreeing to work overtime at the point of recruitment. The 

fear of not getting the job, made them sign the contract.  

‘They get you to sign off that you’re happy to do longer than 

48 hours. Normally you get that at the first interview. You’ve 

got to sign that, otherwise you don’t go any further’ (6). 

3.2. Social and Family Life 

Respondents described the impact ZHC had on their social 

life. This is mainly because they were unable to predict and 

plan when they could go to work. Consequently, they tend to 

accept all or most of the work when offered as a strategy to 

save up for when they are not offered work. This meant that 
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for those respondents, they would cancel any social 

engagement they may have schedule to go to work when 

work becomes available. 

‘I haven’t got a social life. I just loose contact because 

sometimes I’m doing 60-70 hours a week. They get fed up 

with trying to contact you, because your answer is always the 

same. “No, I’m working”. “Sorry, I’m working”. So, it just 

goes’ (6). 

This impact does not end at the level of socialisation, but 

for those that had families the effect was much more about 

them feeling unable to provide or be there for their families. 

‘Sometimes I run into problems with my wife because I 

have no money for the family……. When you’ve got kids 

going to school, you’ve got people who have to eat, you’ve 

got bills, you’ve got to buy clothes for them’ (18). 

Respondents reported that the insecurity of ZHC made it 

difficult for them to access loans, mortgages, and pension. 

Workers find it difficult to sign up to the Department of Work 

and Pension because of the difficulty in reporting hours and 

income because of the constant fluctuation in hours worked. 

‘They say to me, “we can’t give you a mortgage because 

you’re on a zero hours contract” …. because they have to 

know that there is a guarantee that you will pay your 

mortgage. They pay you weekly, not monthly, so when you 

go to the bank, they have to check how much you’re earning 

and when they see they you’re working but they’re paying 

you weekly, you’re in and out of income, they won’t give you 

because they know there’s no guarantee of work with your 

job’ (9). 

3.3. Health 

A majority of the respondents reported that their health and 

wellbeing had been affected because of ZHC. Health and 

wellbeing aspects were all related to the insecurity and 

uncertainty of the contract. Although, the researcher could 

not clinically confirm some of the conditions the workers 

talked about, their choice of word suggested that it effected 

their wellbeing. 

The flexibility offered by ZHC did not quite work for the 

rest of the 30 respondents as it did for the 6 mentioned above. 

For some, it was the fear of losing work or not knowing 

when they will be called up to work which caused some of 

the respondents to go to work even when they were ill. It is to 

be noted here that the work was not necessarily causing the 

workers to be ill, but when ill and did not take time off to go 

to the doctors and recuperate, which made their health 

conditions to worsen. 

‘I worked through a really bad infection, where I was 

shaking like I had Parkinson’s but couldn’t afford to stay at 

home because the only thing I’ve got is statutory sick pay, 

which is less than I earn in a day here. I’ve worked 

through…because I just need the money so much. You know, 

in this day and age, when you’ve got three kids you’ve got to 

earn’ (5) 

Some of the respondents reported that the uncertainty of 

the contract caused them anxiety. Respondents describe that 

they would get anxious about when they will get work, and 

how much their pay will be or when their will next be given 

work. Often, they talk about stress, anxiety or depression, 

although it is difficult to confirm their health status.  

Sometimes I’m depressed because it can take maybe three 

weeks for me to get a shift. Sometimes they’ll give you three 

shifts in a row, then cancel it. So, it’s like you get so 

disappointed. You start thinking “How am I going to feed my 

kids next week?” (9). 

3.4. Career 

For some workers, being on a ZHC led to lack of goodwill, 

not going beyond basic contract responsibilities and a loss of 

organisational commitment. Some of the respondents 

expressed how much they wanted to do a good job at work 

but were unable to because they felt they were unsupported 

and not valued by their employer. They said they were 

excluded from management/organisation decision-making, 

were unable to make suggestions for improvement and 

unable to feedback about their work because there were not 

given the opportunity to do so. Managers showed no interest 

in their career prospects and often it was not known to the 

workers who their manager were; and for those that knew 

who their managers were had limited direct contact with 

them. 

‘It makes me feel devalued, and it makes me feel quite 

cross. I come away from work feeling angry sometimes and I 

feel quite frustrated about my job. I used to come home 

feeling like I meant something to somebody …I was part of 

making it work and making it better. I felt respected as well. 

Now I come home often feeling resentful and angry about the 

job that I have and the status that I have’ (17). 

On the other hand, workers in lecturing positions reported 

that the work they were doing was in line with their career 

path as opposed to others who work in different sectors just 

to earn a living. However, they felt they were left out of 

important meetings and information that could enable them 

to progress. One respondent reported that although, he was 

not being paid for attending meetings, he attended to keep up 

to speed with what is happening in the organisation and to 

demonstrate that he is a reliable staff worthy of a permanent 

position. Some of the respondent explained that they had to 

work extra hours unpaid to prove their worth to the employer 

with the hope that it could earn them a permanent position. 

‘I have to attend, so I know what they’re talking about, 

which I’m not paid for because, I’m with a view of going 

permanent, I need to be involved, because I want to show I 

have an interest, that I’m not just doing what I’m paid for’ 

(8). 

As a result of the lack of interest in the worker’s career 

prospects ZHC contracts constraints some workers who 

possessed more skill and experience from using or 

developing further. 18 out of the 36 workers that were 

interviewed were degree holders and they explained that they 

had no career prospect because they were not given any role 

of responsibility or provided with any opportunity to 

progress. 

‘I’ve tried to get into permanent work, but because of not 
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much experience commensurate to my qualification, I can’t 

easily get into the job market, per se’ (18). 

3.5. Training 

Some of the workers were given minimal or no training 

necessary to the work they were doing or expected to do. 

Depending on the nature and type of work lack of adequate 

training could have implications on the quality of work done, 

health and safety and career development. Some of the 

workers were provided with the training but at a cost to be 

shouldered by the worker, which caused some of the workers 

to refuse completing the training on the basis of financial 

cost. Lack of training could restrict the kind of work workers 

could do in future by limiting their choices or narrowing the 

range of work they could engage with. However, workers 

lecturing on ZHC reported having adequate training. 

‘They do training. I don’t do it, I’ve refused now because 

they won’t pay me to go there. So because I kicked up such a 

fuss, I said “look, I’ll do the training online. First aid, I can 

get first aid for free online, I can’t afford to pay for the 

training”. But I’m not going to give up 4 hours for them….’ 

(10). 

Furthermore, where the lack of training impacted on the 

worker’s performance, the employer stops providing more 

work. ZHC could be described as a double-edged sword 

against the worker. Wood (2016) described the prevalent use 

of ZHC as a threat to job quality. It is apparent from this 

research that quality of job could be affected where workers 

are not provided with the required training or listened to. 

However, participants who were on ZHC because they could 

not find permanent jobs, expressed the desire for ZHC to be 

banned. Those that were on ZHC because of childcare 

responsibilities, or just needed extra money, did not want 

ZHC banned, but asked for some form of certainty and more 

understanding from the employers. 

Other elements that were identified from the data included 

fear, bullying, racism and discrimination. There is a need for 

these elements to be investigated further because it was not 

sufficiently covered in this study. Workers reported being 

afraid or under pressure not to complain when work is 

withdrawn at short notice, and pressure to take on work when 

it is offered at short notice – for fear of work not being 

offered again. There is also the question of whether workers 

do feel/are bullied to do work or accept work as seen in the 

quote below. 

‘Once I was travelling to France for my birthday, I was on 

my way to the airport and I had a call, and I said “look, it’s 

my birthday, I’m going to Paris, I’m travelling with my 

wife”. He said “you have to come now. If you don’t come 

I’m not going to call you again”. There’s a threat attached to 

it. Of course, I didn’t go and I didn’t get a call from them for 

a long time’ (1). 

Workers had an implicit fear of being punished by the 

employer when work was withdrawn. The respondents 

explained that the fear of speaking up meant that the other 

workers or employer could say or do whatever they want to 

them sometimes. Others felt they had to go above and 

beyond in what they do to avoid negative behaviour or 

comment from the employer or permanent staff. 

‘Yeah, there were times when they will say to me “if you 

don’t like it you can just go get another job. You’re on a zero 

hour contract, you’re not obliged to come in”... There were 

times when I walked off and cried. There’s times when I’ve 

walked off and then I’d go home and do my CV again and I 

would apply for other jobs, but then all the other jobs that I was 

qualified to do were all zero hour contracts, all the time’ (4). 

4. Discussion 

Overtime, ZHCs has generated intense debate, relating to 

dramatic increase in its use in recent years as it is associated 

with disproportionately negative conditions for workers. 

Despite the insecurity, uncertainties and its adverse effect on 

workers, the use of ZHC continue to grow. The aim of this 

project was to investigate the spread of ZHC to other sectors; 

the effect of zero hours contract on worker’s health, social 

and family life and career wellbeing; and to compare workers 

experiences across sectors. The findings demonstrated that 

the use of ZHC in the UK has spread across many sectors 

including the education sector. Education is an area of the 

public sector that is traditionally unionised and where most 

employers reluctantly accept the presence of collective 

bargaining. The spread to the education sector echoes the 

growing concern about the increasing share of precarious 

jobs in employment [36]. Contrary to the findings by 

Koumenta and Williams [30] where they reported ZHC as 

being associated with indicators of inferior job quality 

characterized by low pay and underemployment, this study 

demonstrates that ZHC is also associated with highly skilled 

jobs such as lecturing. 

Furthermore, the study demonstrates that even in this sector, 

the experience and impact on workers social and family life, 

health, career progression and job security is not different to the 

impact on workers from low skilled jobs. Workers like the 

flexible element of ZHC because it allows them to combine 

work with other responsibilities. However, the number of people 

who showed positive experience (6/30) were characterized by 

retired or semi-retired status with little or no financial burden 

(e.g. mortgage repayment). On the other hand, workers with 

financial responsibilities found it difficult working on ZHC 

because of the uncertainty as to when their services might be 

required and whether they will be able to earn enough to pay 

their bills. The study identified different ways in which ZHC can 

affect the worker ranging from financial insecurity, contract 

insecurity, impact on health and wellbeing and adverse career 

progression. Workers were affected differently depending on the 

sector in which they work. 

Workers also reported having experienced health related 

problems such as anxiety and stress which are aspects of 

mental health. Although these health-related issues could not 

be clinically proven as caused by ZHC, the findings support 

research by Ravalier et al [40] done in the care sector which 

found out that a greater proportion of care/support workers 

had worse mental health issues working on ZHC than those 
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who had permanent contracts. However, workers experience 

different levels of stress and anxiety depending on the sector 

they work in. While workers from the education sector (in 

teaching roles) were typically given fixed hours for a 

semester or for an academic year, workers in other roles 

(like, catering, cleaning, etc) had to worry almost on daily or 

weekly basis as to when they would get the next shift. The 

experience of workers in non-teaching roles in the education 

sector were similar to those in other sectors in terms of when 

work might become available. There was less possibility of 

work cancellation for workers in teaching roles. The yearly 

schedule or semester schedule for workers in the teaching 

role, reduced the level of stress for the workers in 

comparison to workers in none teaching role and other 

sectors. The care and hospitality sector were the most volatile 

as to when workers could be called to work and as to when 

work could be cancelled. Workers could get less than one-

hour notice to get to work and work could also be cancelled 

while they are already in the workplace with no pay. 

Workers in the education sector (irrespective of their roles) 

had access to training even if they were not paid for the time 

invested in that training as opposed to workers from the care 

sector, who might be asked to pay for their own training. 

Workers in teaching role had the advantage of working on 

what could be described as their career path, as opposed to 

workers in care and hospitality where some seemed to be 

working in those sectors while hoping to secure a permanent 

job in their career pathway. The lack of support from the 

management and lack of appropriate/adequate training affect 

the worker’s ability to do their work effectively which can 

lead to stress related outcome [6]. Wood [48] pointed out that 

people working on ZHC rely on the scheduling manager to 

get the work done to a satisfactory quality. However, the 

scheduling managers have been failing to support the 

workers to achieve this job quality through lack of training 

and developmental opportunities. 

Workers social and family life is affected by the 

uncertainty of when work might become available. Workers 

find it difficult to plan or have to cancel social and family 

engagements because they were called at short notice to 

work. This point is in line with the study by Squires and 

Goldsmith (2017) who pointed out that zero hours contracts 

establish ‘anti-social, coercive and exploitative, performance 

and compliance systems that detract from a sense of 

belonging, reinforce social divisions and exclusions, and 

which resemble, in all relevant respects, the wider regime of 

anti-social contracts impinging upon the lives of the youngest 

and poorest’. The study support Reilly’s [42] argument that 

employers can use short term contracts such as zero hours 

contracts to deny workers employment rights and avoid 

liabilities. Workers in teaching role, do not have face these 

difficulties because their work schedule is certain and fixed 

for at least a semester or an academic year. 

All the participants of the study (except the 6 who has very 

good experience of working on ZHC), stated that they would 

like to retain the flexibility of ZHC but wanted work with 

guaranteed hours. Workers in hospitality, stated that most of 

the work in hospitality is ZHC and they are calling for a ban to 

ZHC to give them the opportunity to have better contracts with 

guaranteed hours. There have been several calls for ZHC to be 

banned. The Labour Party Shadow chancellor John McDonnell 

pledged at the Labour Party conference running up to the 

December 12, 2019 elections, to ban the controversial 

contracts “to make sure every employee has a guaranteed 

number of hours a week”. This is a position that the Labour 

Party has held for several years. However, the Taylor review 

found banning zero-hour contracts would hurt more people 

than it would help [18]. The review argued that ZHC provided 

valued flexibility for both employers and individuals, such as 

carers, students, or working parents. While the flexibility 

offered by ZHC is helping workers balance work and other 

commitment, it no doubt have a negative effect on the worker. 

Furthermore, the way ZHC is targeted at students and mothers 

maybe a source of labour market and social exclusion the aim 

of which is to reduce labour costs. Women, students and those 

with lower education are over-represented among zero-hours 

contract workers [1]. 

5. Conclusion 

The study demonstrates that the use of ZHC has spread to 

other sectors including the education sector. Although, 

workers in lecturing jobs may know their work schedule 

months or even a year in advance, the uncertainty, insecurity 

as to whether their contracts might renewed or not leaves the 

workers in the same vulnerable position as workers in low 

paid jobs. Irrespective of the flexibility that ZHC offers to the 

workers and the employers, workers in other sectors 

generally find it difficult to manage and plan because of the 

uncertainty as to when work might become available. All 

workers on ZHC including those in lecturing jobs don’t fell 

they get the necessary training required to do their job and no 

hope of career progression. ZHC is associated with stress, 

anxiety thus affecting the wellbeing of the worker. Based on 

the findings presented in this paper, the following 

recommendations are made. 1) To provide all workers with 

permanent contract with an option to opt into a ZHC for 

those that want to or. 2) move ZHC contracts to a contract 

status that would guarantee some minimum works of work 

while retaining flexibility and improved working conditions. 

3) Develop the policy on ZHC to include mandatory rights 

like training, workers to be given at least four weeks’ notice 

of work and for workers to be paid where work is cancelled 

at very short notice. 4) Replace the use of ZHC in sectors like 

Education with fixed term contract. 
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