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Introduction 
Over the past two decades, labour markets in the 
European Union (EU) have undergone a significant 
transformation, marked by an expansion in non-standard 
employment and flexible working arrangements. While 
full-time, permanent contracts remain the dominant 
form of employment, non-standard arrangements,       
such as part-time and temporary contracts, have 
become increasingly common. 

Non-standard employment does not inherently imply 
vulnerability on the part of the worker. It can offer 
benefits for both employers and workers, including 
greater productivity and better work–life balance. 
However, vulnerability arises when non-standard 
employment is involuntary or when multiple                      
non-standard characteristics intersect, such as 
involuntary part-time work and temporary status. 

This report examines vulnerability from a job-based 
perspective. Employment vulnerability is defined as a 
multidimensional phenomenon encompassing income 
inadequacy, employment insecurity and lack of 
workplace rights. It is distinct from the broader concept 
of job quality, which encompasses dimensions such as 
earnings but also includes dimensions such as work 
intensity, the physical environment and other aspects of 
working life. 

The report analyses trends in the prevalence of 
employment vulnerability across the EU-27 between 
2009 and 2021 and examines how vulnerability relates 
to various aspects of working life. In addition,                          
it assesses relevant policy and legislative developments 
aimed at mitigating vulnerability and supporting the 
transition to more secure and sustainable forms of 
employment. 

Policy context 
The EU addresses non-standard and precarious 
employment through policy and legislative acts. 

Principle 5 of the European Pillar of Social Rights 
underlines workers’ right to fair and equal treatment 
regarding their working conditions, access to social 
protection and training, irrespective of the type and 
duration of the employment relationship. It advocates 
preventing the abuse of atypical contracts and 
encourages fostering transition towards open-ended 
forms of employment.  

In December 2025, the European Commission issued a 
Quality Jobs Roadmap. The roadmap stresses the 
importance of businesses in the EU remaining 
competitive while upholding high labour standards; to 
achieve this, a clear, proportionate and innovation-
friendly regulatory framework is needed, with social 
partners playing a key role in identifying practical 
solutions. 

In terms of existing EU legislative measures, the key 
legal instrument, adopted in 2019, is the Transparent 
and Predictable Working Conditions Directive. Also of 
importance are the Platform Work Directive and the 
Posted Workers Directive, although these forms of work 
and relevant policy measures are not explicitly 
addressed in this report. Many years before the 
adoption of the Transparent and Predictable Working 
Conditions Directive, the Part-time Work Directive,              
the Fixed-term Contracts Directive and the Temporary 
Agency Work Directive aimed to curb the risks of 
precariousness by seeking to ensure that part-time, 
temporary and agency workers had the same rights as 
and equal treatment with workers on full-time and 
open-ended contracts. 

Key findings 
£ Employment vulnerability increased across the EU 

following the 2007–2008 financial crisis, driven by 
an expansion in involuntary temporary and                 
part-time work, but it has been declining since 2016 
and is now below the pre-crisis level. 

£ In 2021, Spain and the Netherlands showed the 
highest levels of vulnerability, while central and 
eastern European Member States reported the 
lowest. The nature of employment vulnerability 
differs substantially across Member States. Income 
inadequacy is the dominant dimension in 
continental Member States and central and eastern 
European Member States, while employment 
insecurity is more prevalent in Mediterranean and 
Nordic Member States. Lack of workplace rights 
contributed the smallest share to employment 
vulnerability across the majority of Member States, 
with the highest share found in Greece. 

Executive summary
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£ Women, young workers, migrants, Roma, people 
with disabilities and LGBT+ individuals (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual and trans people and other sexual and 
gender minorities) are more likely to experience 
vulnerable employment. The evidence suggests 
that these groups face barriers, including 
stereotypes or prejudice, difficulties combining 
working life and family responsibilities (especially 
women) and difficulties with legal regulations and 
with recognition of qualifications and skills 
(especially migrant workers). 

£ Employment vulnerability does not automatically 
result in poor working conditions. Employees 
experiencing vulnerability in a single dimension 
have mixed outcomes in their working lives, 
performing better than non-vulnerable employees 
in some areas while facing disadvantages in others. 
It is the accumulation of multiple vulnerabilities 
that consistently leads to negative outcomes,         
such as poorer job prospects, limited access to 
training and development opportunities, reduced 
decision-making autonomy, a lower level of 
organisational participation, less favourable 
working time arrangements, unpredictable 
earnings and more limited access to various pay 
components. 

£ Most physical health indicators showed no 
significant differences between vulnerable and 
non‐vulnerable employees. Workers experiencing 
multidimensional vulnerability show higher rates of 
anxiety and depression than non‐vulnerable 
employees but are less likely to report work‐related 
stress. 

£ EU and national policy and legislation seek to offer 
both flexibility and protection. On the one hand, 
they support the flexibility required by employers 
and workers to adapt employment to fluctuations 
in the economic context and to personal needs.       
On the other hand, they put in place measures to 
ensure equal treatment between workers on 
standard and non-standard contracts, to foster the 
creation of – and transition to – higher-quality jobs 
and to prevent the use of non-standard 
employment in ways that might undermine 
workers’ rights or job security. 

£ Policy measures have focused on (1) ensuring 
greater contractual certainty around working hours 
and working conditions for workers on non-
standard contracts, (2) encouraging transfers from 
fixed-term to open-ended employment and 
preventing the abuse of temporary contracts,                
(3) regulating zero-hours contracts and reducing 
the use of other precarious contracts and                         
(4) encouraging and enabling workers in 
involuntary part-time work to work additional 
hours. Many of the initiatives in these areas have 
arisen from or have been strengthened as a result of 
EU legislation. Because many amendments have 
been introduced only recently, evaluation of their 
impact on the balance between flexibility and 
protection in the labour market are lacking. 

Policy pointers 
£ Vulnerability is a multidimensional phenomenon 

and requires integrated policy responses 
addressing the job-related, individual and 
intersectional factors that contribute to a worker’s 
vulnerability. 

£ Non-standard employment does not inherently 
imply vulnerability. Policies need to offer flexibility 
and protection while preventing abuses of atypical 
work, which undermine employment standards. 

£ EU legislation has strengthened the rights of 
workers on non-standard contracts, but legislation 
alone cannot resolve issues such as unequal access 
to training, which can further exacerbate 
vulnerability. 

£ Effective regulation relies on robust enforcement, 
including sufficient inspection capacity, accessible 
complaint procedures and regular monitoring of 
compliance. 

£ Digitalisation and AI are reshaping work, requiring 
continuous review of regulatory frameworks to 
safeguard job quality while enabling innovation. 
The Quality Jobs Roadmap and the consultation on 
the Quality Jobs Act seek, among other things, to 
contribute to this process, which will require the 
active involvement of social partners. 

£ While not directly addressed in this report, 
discrimination and disadvantage linked to personal 
characteristics need to be tackled through 
legislation, policy and awareness raising to ensure 
equal access to quality jobs.  

 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge
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An expansion in non-standard employment and flexible 
working arrangements has been a defining feature of 
labour markets in the European Union (EU) over the 
past two decades. Although core employment (full-time, 
permanent) still accounts for the largest share of 
employment in the EU, non-standard contractual 
arrangements have become increasingly common,            
for example in mobile work and platform work based  
on information and communications technology 
(Eurofound, 2020a). 

These developments have been driven by multiple 
factors. At the macro level, what are often referred to as 
‘mega-drivers’ – technological change, demographic 
change, globalisation and the weakening of trade union 
density and collective bargaining coverage – have 
contributed to a declining share of standard 
employment arrangements in total employment 
(Eurofound, 2020b). In the aftermath of the 2007–2008 
global financial crisis, technological change contributed 
to the emergence of new forms of work that defy 
traditional employment classifications. More recently, 
advances in artificial intelligence (AI) are likely to have 
significant implications for labour markets, changing 
the nature of work with significant consequences for 
wages and equality. Both demographic change and the 
pension reforms introduced over the past decade have 
contributed to the growth in non‐standard employment, 
with older workers increasingly transitioning into 
retirement through part‐time arrangements 
(Eurofound, 2025a). In addition, reforms in employment 
protection legislation have sought to increase flexibility, 
often with the dual objectives of reducing unemployment 
and facilitating labour market integration for 
disadvantaged groups (Adăscăliței et al., 2016). 

Non-standard forms of employment are often 
associated with increased flexibility, and they can serve 
as a tool enabling employers to increase productivity 
(for example, by allowing employers to bring in workers 
with specific skills only when they are needed), reduce 
labour costs and improve competitiveness. Such 
arrangements may also offer advantages for workers, 
particularly in enabling better reconciliation of work 
and personal responsibilities. For instance, part-time 
work can facilitate labour market participation for 
individuals with caring responsibilities. 

Non-standard employment should not be equated with 
employment vulnerability. Rather, it is the intersection 
of multiple non-standard employment characteristics, 
such as the combination of temporary work and                
part-time status, that tends to generate cumulative 
disadvantages. This accumulation of vulnerabilities can 
be associated with poorer working conditions, reduced 

access to social protection and limited career 
progression, thus increasing the risk of in-work poverty 
and labour market segmentation (Eurofound, 2020a). 

Accordingly, this report conceptualises vulnerability 
primarily through the lens of employment-related 
characteristics. These include involuntary part-time and 
temporary employment, exposure to in-work poverty, 
perceived risk of job loss and limited access to 
employment rights or social protection. Given that such 
indicators are not directly applicable or comparable in 
the case of self-employed individuals, the analysis in 
this report is limited to employees only. 

EU policy context 
Principle 5 of the EU’s European Pillar of Social Rights 
states: 

Regardless of the type and duration of the 
employment relationship, workers have the right to 
fair and equal treatment regarding working 
conditions, access to social protection and training. 
The transition towards open-ended forms of 
employment shall be fostered. 

[...] 

Employment relationships that lead to precarious 
working conditions shall be prevented, including by 
prohibiting abuse of atypical contracts. 

(European Commission, 2017, p. 14). 

On 4 December 2025, the European Commission 
published a Quality Jobs Roadmap, emphasising that 
greater productivity in the EU should go hand in hand 
with improved job quality and increased labour market 
participation (European Commission, 2025). The 
roadmap stresses the importance of businesses in the 
EU remaining competitive while upholding high labour 
standards; to achieve this, a clear, proportionate and 
innovation-friendly regulatory framework is needed, 
with social partners playing a key role in identifying 
practical solutions. A first-stage consultation of social 
partners on the forthcoming Quality Jobs Act was also 
launched. The consultation highlighted various areas 
that future legislation could cover, including algorithmic 
management and AI at work, new occupational safety 
and health risks, subcontracting and the just transition. 
Throughout the roadmap, enforcement of existing 
legislation and the important role of the social partners 
are emphasised as vital to ensuring that all workers 
benefit from established rights and protections – areas 
also emphasised as being of particular importance in 
research (Zwysen, 2025). 

Introduction
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In terms of existing EU legislative measures, the key 
legal instrument, adopted in 2019, is the Transparent 
and Predictable Working Conditions Directive (Directive 
(EU) 2019/1152), which had to be implemented by all EU 
Member States by August 2022. The directive broadened 
existing information rights, entitling workers to more 
complete information on the essential aspects of their 
work, to be received early in the employment 
relationship and in writing. It also created a new set of 
rights, such as the right to receive a written reply to a 
request to transfer to a more secure job and the right to 
be informed within a reasonable period in advance of 
when work has to be performed. The rights set out in 
the directive apply to workers in all forms of 
employment relationships, including most forms of 
flexible, non-standard work, such as zero-hours 
contracts (under which a worker is asked to be available 
for work but there is no guarantee of a minimum 
number of hours), casual work and platform work.  
Many years before the adoption of this directive, the 
Part-time Work Directive (Directive 97/81/EC) in 1997, 
the Fixed-term Contracts Directive (Directive 
1999/70/EC) in 1999 and the Temporary Agency Work 
Directive (Directive 2008/104/EC) in 2008 aimed to curb 
the risks of precariousness by seeking to ensure that 
part-time, temporary and agency workers had the same 
rights as and equal treatment with workers on full-time 
and open-ended contracts. 

Although this report addresses vulnerability from a      
job-based perspective (i.e. in terms of the 
characteristics of the primary employment 
relationship), at the political level a broader policy 
framework seeks to ensure that other aspects 
contributing to individual employment vulnerability are 
addressed. These measures may intersect with action 
required from a job-based perspective, as do, for 
example, measures taken as part of the EU Anti-Poverty 
Strategy, the European strategy for the rights of persons 
with disabilities and the European Child Guarantee, 
which all seek to support the better integration of more 
individuals into better-quality employment. 

Aims and structure of the report 
The report pursues four main objectives, which are 
reflected in its structure. 

Chapter 1 defines employment vulnerability and 
examines the drivers of it, building on previous 
Eurofound research and related literature. 

In Chapter 2, the report analyses trends in the prevalence 
of employment vulnerability across the EU-27 between 
2009 and 2021. It also identifies the demographic 
groups most likely to be affected by such vulnerability. 

Chapter 3 explores how vulnerability relates to various 
aspects of working life and job quality, including areas 
such as use of technology, health and well-being and 
the reconciliation of work and private life. 

Finally, in Chapter 4, the report assesses relevant policy 
and legislative developments aimed at addressing 
employment vulnerability, with a particular focus on 
measures that support the transition to more secure 
and sustainable forms of employment. 

Data sources and methodology 
This report draws on a diverse range of sources and 
materials. 

A review of existing literature on employment 
vulnerability informed the conceptual framework 
presented in Chapter 1 ‘Defining employment 
vulnerability’. 

At national level, information was gathered in July 2024 
from all Member States through the Network of 
Eurofound Correspondents. National correspondents 
conducted desk research and consulted publicly 
available sources, responding to a structured 
questionnaire developed by Eurofound. The 
questionnaire covered three key areas: (1) changes in 
regulation governing fixed-term, temporary and         
open-ended contracts, (2) active labour market policies 
supporting the transition of workers from vulnerable to 
standard employment and (3) research findings on 
groups most likely to be in vulnerable labour market 
situations. The information on the first two areas 
provides the empirical foundation for Chapter 4, while 
that on the third is summarised in the section ‘Drivers of 
vulnerability’ in Chapter 1. 

The quantitative analysis is based on European Union 
Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) data for 2009 to 2021, 
which underpin the trend analysis in Chapter 2. The 
analysis covers the period from 2009 to 2021 based on 
the availability of income data in the EU-LFS; the full 
data necessary for the calculation are not available from 
2021 onwards. Sweden is excluded due to missing 
income data throughout the period. Additionally, data 
from the European Working Conditions Survey 2024 (1) 
(EWCS 2024) were used to examine differences in 
working life outcomes among employees with varying 
levels of vulnerability. The relationship between 
employment vulnerability, job quality and employee 
characteristics – such as age and gender – is explored 
through multivariate analysis, controlling for relevant 
sociodemographic and employment-related factors. 
These findings are presented in Chapter 3.

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

(1) The analysis is based on the EWCS dataset valid as of July 2025. 
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Defining vulnerability 
The most common approach to defining employment 
vulnerability is to measure a job against a ‘yardstick’ 
job, typically identified as permanent, full-time, well-
paid and with access to labour rights and social 
protection (Rodgers, 1989; Vosko, 2002, 2006). While this 
approach points to the multidimensional nature of 
vulnerability, it also conflates a variety of labour market 
situations with diverse implications for job quality and 
for whether individuals are in a vulnerable situation or 
not. For example, while involuntary part-time work is 
usually associated with vulnerable employment, 
voluntary part-time work is not necessarily so and can 
act as a stepping stone to permanent, full-time 
employment arrangements. In addition, voluntary 
part‐time work may support better work–life balance, 
serve to accommodate caring responsibilities, reflect 
personal or household preferences, or act as a 
transitional pathway towards retirement for older 
workers. 

Previous empirical studies have measured employment 
vulnerability using a wide range of survey items and 
dimensions that vary across studies and countries. 
Kreshpaj et al. (2020) review the literature and find that 
typically vulnerability has five distinct dimensions:                
(1) income inadequacy, (2) employment insecurity,                  
(3) lack of rights and social protection, (4) work 
environment and (5) health outcomes and social 
deprivation. However, the authors emphasise that the 
latter two dimensions were not included in their 
definition of vulnerable employment, as they were 
viewed as ‘possible consequences of [vulnerable 
employment] but not as unique to or defining of such 
employment’ (Kreshpaj et al., 2020, p. 239). The 
dimensions highlighted by Kreshpaj et al. (2020) broadly 
align with those proposed by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) for measuring vulnerability, which 
are (1) low wages, (2) poor protection from termination 
of employment (linked to temporary employment),             

(3) lack of access to social protection and benefits 
(associated with part-time jobs) and (4) lack of or 
limited ability of workers to exercise their rights at work 
(ILO, 2012). 

Building on previous literature, a vulnerable job – 
referred to in some studies as a ‘precarious job’ – is 
defined in this report as ‘a job that entails income 
inadequacy (insufficient earnings to maintain an 
adequate standard of living), employment insecurity 
(poor protection against job loss and 
underemployment) and lack of workplace rights              
(the worker experiences excessive working hours or lack 
of control over working hours or atypical working time, 
or is actively searching for another job because 
conditions are unsatisfactory)’. This definition adopts a 
‘job-based perspective’, focusing on the characteristics 
of the primary employment relationship rather than      
the overall labour market situation of the individual, 
which may include multiple-job holding (ILO, 2012).  
This approach is justified by evidence that vulnerability 
among multiple-job holders stems primarily from            
the poor quality of the main job rather than from 
multiple-job holding itself (Piasna et al., 2021). While 
holding multiple jobs can signal vulnerability, 
particularly when one job is insufficient to make ends 
meet, the considerable heterogeneity among          
multiple-job holders means that vulnerability is not a 
universal characteristic. The job-centred approach 
captures the quality of the worker’s primary 
employment, which research has identified as the key 
determinant of vulnerability. 

Each dimension of vulnerability has been examined on 
numerous occasions in the literature. For income 
inadequacy, measurement approaches vary, depending 
on data availability. Studies use low hourly wages 
(Gutiérrez-Barbarrusa, 2016; García-Pérez et al., 2017), 
low monthly or annual wages (Murillo-Huertas et al., 
2023) or low incomes (Olsthoorn, 2014). The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) emphasises that both absolute 

1 Defining employment vulnerability
Key takeaways 
£ Employment vulnerability is viewed in this report from a job-based perspective. It is defined as a 

multidimensional phenomenon encompassing income inadequacy, employment insecurity and lack of 
workplace rights. 

£ While non-standard forms of employment are often associated with vulnerability, they do not inherently entail 
vulnerability. Specifically, in the case of temporary or part-time work, vulnerability arises especially when such 
arrangements are involuntary. 

£ Research indicates that individual characteristics such as gender, gender identity, age, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, migration background and disability are associated with a higher risk of vulnerability. 
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and relative incomes are relevant concerns (OECD, 2014, 
2018). Despite the methodological variations, studies 
converge on identifying vulnerability in this dimension 
through low wages or incomes; specifically, they tend to 
consider that vulnerability exists when individual wages 
or incomes fall below 60 % of the median, following the 
Eurostat threshold (2) (García-Pérez et al., 2017; Orfao et 
al., 2021; Murillo-Huertas et al., 2023). 

With regard to employment insecurity, Olsthoorn 
(2014) argues that vulnerability arises when contracts 
can be easily terminated, although adequate 
unemployment benefits and policies aimed at reducing 
unemployment duration (particularly active labour 
market policies) can mitigate this. Conceptually, 
Rodgers et al. (1989) and Vosko (2006) maintain that 
measuring vulnerability requires assessing both the risk 
of job loss and its consequences for workers, including 
access to unemployment benefits and likely 
unemployment duration. Due to the limited availability 
of data on unemployment protection, employment 
insecurity is considered in this report to comprise two 
elements: poor protection against termination of the 
employment relationship and underemployment.  
These dimensions are typically identified, respectively, 
through contract type (temporary) and working time 
(part-time) (Kreshpaj et al., 2020; Orfao et al., 2021; 
Murillo-Huertas et al., 2023). 

However, as mentioned above, it is important to note 
that flexibility does not inherently create vulnerability, 
and non-standard employment does not necessarily 
generate insecurity (Fullerton et al., 2011). 

Existing research on employment trajectories confirms 
that the ‘dead-end’ hypothesis – which posits that 
certain forms of non-standard employment trap 
workers in persistent vulnerability rather than serving 
as a pathway (or ‘stepping stone’) to more stable, 
standard employment – does not apply uniformly to all 
non-standard employment. Stepping-stone effects have 
been documented for some forms of temporary work, 
while dead-end patterns concentrate specifically in 
involuntary part-time employment, marginal part-time 
jobs (where the employee works fewer than 15 hours 
per week) (Kauhanen et al., 2015; Broughton et al., 
2016), temporary work agency positions, involuntary 
temporary employment and casual/seasonal jobs 
(Kauhanen et al., 2015; Filomena et al., 2022). These 
forms of employment are often concentrated in specific 
sectors and occupations characterised by seasonal 
demand, cyclical fluctuations or structural 
requirements for numerical flexibility, reflecting 
economic factors beyond individual worker choices. 

Accordingly, recent studies have identified employment 
insecurity specifically through involuntary temporary 
and part-time employment (Kretsos et al., 2016; Orfao 
et al., 2021; Murillo-Huertas et al., 2023). Short-hours 
part-time work and marginal hours are therefore 
established indicators of both poor job quality 
(Messenger et al., 2015) and employment vulnerability 
(Fagan et al., 2014; Kalleberg, 2018). 

As regards lack of workplace rights, various indicators 
have been linked to vulnerability. These include both 
company- or job-level deficiencies and structural 
arrangements that undermine worker protection.                
At the company or job level, employment vulnerability 
manifests itself in lack of union coverage (Kreshpaj et 
al., 2020), unpredictability of work schedules and lack of 
control over working time (Schneider et al., 2019; 
Campos-Ugaz, 2022), long working hours (Burger, 2020) 
and atypical working time (Campos-Ugaz, 2022;       
Murillo-Huertas et al., 2023). These factors can 
negatively affect workers’ health, well-being, family      
life and work–life balance (Campos-Ugaz, 2022). 
Structurally, certain forms of employment 
systematically exclude workers from standard 
protections and social security coverage. Examples 
include ‘mini-jobs’ in Germany (marginal employment 
with reduced social insurance contributions), ‘flexi-jobs’ 
in Belgium (supplementary employment, for those who 
already have a job or are retired, with limited social 
protection) and various forms of subsidised or unpaid 
work arrangements, including certain apprenticeships 
and traineeships. 

Some atypical working time arrangements may reflect 
workers’ preferences. For instance, high earners may 
choose longer hours due to the higher opportunity cost 
of leisure time. To capture this dimension, Orfao et al. 
(2021) included job search as a vulnerability indicator 
only when workers were seeking better working 
conditions, while Murillo-Huertas et al. (2023) examined 
overqualification as an indicator of employment 
vulnerability. 

Drivers of vulnerability 
Employment vulnerability can be explained by the 
interplay of structural, institutional and attitudinal 
factors. While demographic characteristics such as age, 
ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, religion and 
migration status are often associated with increased 
risk of vulnerability, these characteristics alone do not 
determine outcomes. Rather, vulnerability seems to 
emerge from systemic barriers, such as discrimination, 
lack of recognition of qualifications, legal constraints 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

(2) This measure approximates Eurostat’s ‘at-risk-of-poverty rate before social transfers’, which is defined as the share of persons with an equivalised 
disposable income, before social transfers, below the risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60 % of the national median equivalised disposable income 
(after social transfers). Retirement and survivors’ pensions are counted as income before transfers and not as social transfers. 
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and limited access to education or training, that affect 
multiple groups in overlapping ways. This chapter 
summarises the evidence collected by the Network of 
Eurofound Correspondents on the most important 
explanatory factors for employment vulnerability. 

Discrimination 
Discrimination, whether based on gender, age, 
ethnicity, migration status, disability, sexual 
orientation, gender identity or religion, contributes to 
employment vulnerability. It affects hiring practices, 
workplace treatment, promotion opportunities and 
access to training. 

Young people often face age-based discrimination, with 
21 % of those aged 19–29 in the EU mentioning having 
experienced discrimination in employment due to being 
perceived as ‘too young’ (FRA, 2020a). Older workers, 
similarly, encounter ageism, with stereotypes around 
health, outdated skills and salary expectations affecting 
their employment prospects (Baszczak et al., 2021; 
Eurofound, 2025a). 

Employers may hold stereotypes about migrant 
workers, which can limit their opportunities in the 
labour market (Lancee, 2021). Several Dutch studies on 
ethnic discrimination, particularly in the hiring process, 
have suggested that applicants with non-Dutch-
sounding names are treated differently. These biases 
seem to be driven by stereotypes and a lack of 
information on individual candidates, leading 
employers to rely on generalisations based on ethnicity 
(Netherlands Institute for Social Research, 2021).                    
In Sweden, job applicants with names associated with 
Somalia and Iraq were disadvantaged compared with 
Swedish applicants (Vernby et al., 2018). In Austria, 8 % 
of foreign-born people felt discriminated against in their 
current jobs, compared with 5 % of native Austrians, 
with 78 % citing foreign origin as the reason (Statistik 
Austria, 2022). A Finnish study suggests that 26 % of 
immigrants who had worked or applied for a job had 
experienced discrimination at work or when looking for 
a job. This is almost double the figure for the whole 
population (14 %) (THL, undated). 

Discrimination appears to be a barrier to access to the 
labour market also for Roma (FRA, 2020b, 2022, 2025).      
It manifests itself in unequal treatment as regards job 
applications, promotions, access to training and 
education, and overall treatment in the workplace.                
In Romania, Roma individuals have been found to be 
almost seven times more likely to experience                  
work-related discrimination than the non-Roma 
population (Stanila et al., 2020). In Czechia, 35 % of 
Roma experience discrimination when looking for a job, 
and 14 % experience discrimination at work (Research 
Institute for Labour and Social Affairs, 2024). 

LGBT+ people (lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans people 
and other sexual and gender minorities) may face 
discrimination in access to employment or in the 
workplace, often compounded by invisibility and fear of 
disclosure (Eurofound, 2016; FRA, 2020c, 2024).                         
In Germany, one study found that 30 % of LGBT+ people 
had experienced workplace discrimination (de Vries et 
al., 2020), while, in Croatia, it has been found that 75 % 
experienced some form of discrimination, harassment 
or abuse (Ayyash, 2021). Trans people may face 
particular challenges in hiring and promotion due to 
biases around appearance, voice and name (Takács, 
2016; Motmans et al., 2017; Diversiteit in Bedrijf, 2019). 

Research indicates that religious minorities, and 
especially Muslim people, may face discrimination in 
recruitment and workplace conditions (Eurofound, 
2017a; Valfort, 2020; Di Stasio et al., 2021). Some 
Member States and organisations apply rules on the 
wearing of religious symbols; for example, in some 
countries this is banned in parts of the public sector, 
with the stated objectives of ensuring secularism, 
neutrality and equality. However, studies document 
that such rules can have differential personal impacts, 
including negative impacts on Muslim women who wear 
the hijab (Unia, 2020). Discrimination also affects Jewish 
people, Orthodox Christians and other religious groups, 
as indicated by research conducted in Poland and 
Slovenia (Office of the Polish Commissioner for Human 
Rights, 2018; Bajt, 2021). 

Discrimination against people with disabilities is mainly 
reflected in lack of promotion and lower remuneration 
(Slovenian Advocate of the Principle of Equality, 2024). 
In addition, they can experience psychosocial barriers 
(prejudice and negative attitudes) or physical or 
architectural obstacles on the way to or in the 
workplace. 

Legal regulations 
Legal barriers, such as immigration laws and 
regulations, may limit access to employment, 
particularly for asylum seekers and migrant workers. 
Employers may be reluctant to hire them due to 
administrative burdens or assumptions that they will 
leave the country (Ladić et al., 2020). For example, 
Finnish research suggests that the work permit system 
hinders the mobility of migrant workers, making them 
dependent on employers and vulnerable to precarious 
employment due to fears of losing their legal status 
(Könönen, 2018). In Sweden, non-EU migrants need to 
maintain employment with sufficient wages to avoid 
deportation. Limited access to labour courts and 
interest groups further exacerbates their position 
(Loschert et al., 2023). In Slovakia, Ukrainian workers 
may face exploitation due to their vulnerable status 
(Chudžíková et al., 2018). 

Defining employment vulnerability
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Some researchers argue that employment regulations 
may make it more difficult for young workers to retain 
employment, as the last-in-first-out principle is applied 
by many employers during economic downturns. The 
introduction of stricter rules governing dismissal can 
shape employers’ hiring strategies, making them more 
cautious about taking on young or inexperienced 
workers (Johansson Junttila, 2010). 

Recognition of qualifications and skills 
Several studies indicate that the non-recognition of 
foreign qualifications represents a barrier for migrant 
workers to accessing employment that is appropriate to 
their level of education. It may also force migrant 
workers to rely on less secure and lower-paid jobs 
(Schäfer, 2019; Loschert et al., 2023). For example, in 
Italy, 60 % of foreign graduates from non-EU countries 
and 43 % from Member States are employed in low- or 
medium-skilled professions, compared with 19 % of 
Italians with a degree (Italian Ministry of Labour and 
Social Policies, 2023). Similar patterns are observed in 
Austria (Statistik Austria, 2022). Ukrainian refugees in 
Estonia and Poland frequently work in positions below 
their qualification level due to mismatches between 
national education systems (Dudek et al., 2023; Kangur, 
2024). 

Research suggests that, even when formal qualifications 
are recognised, employers’ perceptions may still 
influence how they assess the adequacy of skills among 
certain groups. Older workers are frequently assumed 
to possess outdated qualifications or to lack 
technological and language skills, which can hinder 
their labour market opportunities (Baszczak et al., 2021; 
Eurofound, 2025a). 

Caring responsibilities 
Women bear a disproportionate burden of unpaid care 
for children and family responsibilities (EIGE, 2020).  
This shapes their labour market participation and 
increases their likelihood of entering and remaining in 
vulnerable forms of employment. When returning to 
paid work after maternity or parental leave, many 
women need to reassess their working life and career 
expectations to accommodate caring responsibilities, 
often accepting reduced hours, a part-time contract or  
a role with limited progression in order to manage time 
demands (European Commission, 2021; EIGE, 2024). 
When affordable care services are not available, women 
are more likely to drop out of the labour market 
altogether or accept flexible, and often vulnerable, 
employment that enables them to reconcile working  
life with caring responsibilities.  

These patterns also extend beyond early parenthood. 
Women are more likely than men to combine paid     
work with care for both children and ageing relatives 
(middle-aged adults in this situation are often referred 
to as the ‘sandwich generation’). This increases the 
incidence of reduced working hours and career 
interruptions (Eurofound, 2025a). Combined with 
employer expectations that women will be less 
available or less committed to paid work because of 
caring responsibilities, this increases the prevalence of 
vulnerable employment among women in the EU. 
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This chapter examines the incidence of and trends in 
employment vulnerability across the 27 EU Member 
States (i.e. excluding the United Kingdom) from 2009 to 
2021. Despite a growing body of evidence on the 
implications of vulnerability in the EU and elsewhere, 
comparative analyses that map long-term trends across 
countries are scarce. To fill this gap, the chapter 
develops a novel multidimensional approach to 
measuring vulnerability that encompasses not only 
employment insecurity but also inadequate income and 
poor working conditions. The analysis is based on data 
from the EU-LFS and introduces the Adjusted 
Multidimensional Vulnerability Index (AMVI). 

The AMVI measures both the prevalence and the 
intensity of vulnerability across the EU. It focuses on 
three core aspects of job quality: whether earnings are 
adequate, whether employment is secure and whether 
workers have basic workplace rights and protections. 
For each aspect, a clear threshold defines when a job 
becomes vulnerable. A job is financially vulnerable if 
earnings fall below 60 % of the median. Employment 
insecurity is identified if workers are in involuntary 
temporary or involuntary part‐time jobs, or if they work 
fewer than 15 hours per week. Vulnerability in terms of 
workplace rights is identified if there are excessive 

working hours or lack of control over working hours, 
atypical working time or if the worker is actively job 
searching because conditions are unsatisfactory.            
The AMVI is calculated in two steps. First, the share of 
jobs that are vulnerable in at least one dimension is 
calculated. Second, the number of dimensions affecting 
these vulnerable jobs is measured. Combining both 
results produces a single index ranging from                            
0 (no vulnerability) to 1 (high vulnerability); thus, the 
index measures both the prevalence of vulnerability  
and its severity. For more information, see Annex 1. 

Trends in vulnerability between 
2009 and 2021 
The rate of vulnerability (3) across the EU-27 followed a 
distinct two-phase pattern between 2009 and 2021. 
Following the 2007–2008 financial crisis, vulnerability 
increased from 21.4 % in 2009 to 23.8 % in 2014, 
meaning nearly 1 in 4 workers were in vulnerable 
employment by 2014. However, from 2014 onwards, 
vulnerability declined steadily, falling to 22.1 % in 2019 
and 18.8 % in 2021 (see Figure 1). This overall trend 
masks considerable variation in both levels and 
trajectories across Member States. 

2 Prevalence of employment 
vulnerability in the EU   

Key takeaways 
£ Employment vulnerability increased across the EU following the 2007–2008 financial crisis, driven by an 

expansion in involuntary temporary and part-time work, but it has declined since 2016. 
£ Spain and the Netherlands show the highest levels of vulnerability, while central and eastern European Member 

States report the lowest. However, the nature of vulnerability differs substantially across regions of the EU. 
£ Financial vulnerability (income inadequacy) is the dominant dimension in continental Member States (Austria, 

Belgium, France, Germany and Luxembourg) and central and eastern European Member States, while 
employment insecurity is more prevalent in Mediterranean and Nordic Member States (Denmark, Finland and 
Sweden). 

£ Employment vulnerability is concentrated among women, young workers (aged 15–29), those with lower levels 
of education and foreign-born employees; however, the transitory nature of youth vulnerability in Nordic 
Member States suggests that pathways out of vulnerable employment situations exist for young people there. 

£ The number of years a worker has spent in the labour market is a critical protective factor. Each additional year 
of work experience reduces the likelihood of vulnerability by 1 percentage point. Over a 20-year career, this 
translates to a 20-percentage-point reduction in vulnerability risk, representing a substantial protective effect.

(3) The rate of vulnerability measures the share of jobs in the sample that are vulnerable or that fall below the threshold in at least one dimension. It is 
calculated as the number of precarious jobs divided by the total number of jobs in the sample. 



10

Spain and Portugal consistently recorded the highest 
vulnerability rates throughout the period, with Spain 
reaching 30.4 % in 2019 – meaning that nearly 1 in 3 
Spanish workers were in vulnerable employment.            
The Netherlands also showed persistently high rates 
(28.4 % in 2014, declining to 23.0 % in 2021), as did 
several Nordic and continental Member States, 
including Finland (declining from 26.8 % to 23.3 %) and 
Germany (declining from 24.3 % to 19.8 %). Cyprus 
experienced the most dramatic increase, with 
vulnerability surging from 19.3 % in 2009 to 33.2 % in 
2014, following the country’s 2012–2013 financial crisis, 
before moderating to 26.4 % in 2019. 

In contrast, most eastern European Member States 
recorded lower rates of vulnerability, typically below      
20 %. Slovakia showed particularly low levels in 2009 
(8.7 %) and 2019 (9.6 %), although the rate had 
increased to 18.1 % by 2021. Greece and Ireland started 
with relatively low rates in 2009 (12.6 % and 12.8 %, 

respectively) but saw substantial increases during the 
period of the economic crisis (roughly between 2007 
and 2013) and beyond, with Greece’s rate rising to            
18.6 % and Ireland’s rate rising to 21.1 % by 2021. 
Hungary displayed a volatile pattern, spiking to 31.1 % 
in 2014 before declining to 17.1 % in 2021. 

The post-2014 decline in EU-wide vulnerability suggests 
that economic recovery and policy interventions at both 
national and EU levels to address vulnerable 
employment had measurable positive effects. However, 
several Member States, such as Croatia, Greece, Ireland, 
Italy and Slovakia recorded a higher rate of vulnerability 
in 2021 than in 2009, indicating persistent structural 
challenges in these labour markets. The data also reveal 
that vulnerability responded to country-specific 
economic conditions, particularly evident in Cyprus’s 
crisis-driven spike and Ireland’s steady increase despite 
overall EU improvement. 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure 1: Employment vulnerability rates in the Member States and the EU-27, 2009–2021 (% of employees)
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Notes: The figure is sorted by 2021 values. No data available for Sweden. No data available for the Netherlands in 2009, Czechia in 2019 or 
Cyprus, Czechia, Lithuania, Poland or Romania in 2021. The EU-27 data are weighted averages of the rates of vulnerability in the Member 
States. Some values are not immediately visible in the chart due to slight overlapping. 
Source: Authors’ estimates based on the EU-LFS.
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The AMVI – which combines both the proportion of 
workers in vulnerable employment and the intensity of 
their vulnerability – shows a similar two-phase pattern 
to the incidence rate, although with notable differences 
in scale and Member State rankings. The EU-27 average 
increased from 0.11 in 2009 to 0.12 in 2014 and 2016, 
before declining to 0.11 in 2019 and 0.10 in 2021      
(Figure 2). This post-2016 improvement suggests not 
only that fewer workers are experiencing vulnerability 
but also that those who remain vulnerable face fewer 
accumulated vulnerable conditions across the three 
dimensions. 

When examining both the incidence and the intensity of 
employment vulnerability together through the AMVI, 
substantial differences emerge across Member States, 
with distinct trends over time. As Figure 2 shows, Spain 
and the Netherlands recorded the highest AMVI values 
among those Member States for which data are 
available for 2021 (around 0.16–0.17), but for different 
reasons. In Spain, vulnerable workers face a high 

intensity of vulnerability, with vulnerable jobs 
accumulating on average around half of the possible 
vulnerability dimensions. The increase in Spain’s AMVI 
value from 0.16 to 0.17 between 2009 and 2016 was 
driven primarily by growing intensity rather than rising 
incidence; despite 193 000 fewer vulnerable jobs, those 
remaining became more severely vulnerable across 
multiple dimensions. This pattern may partly reflect the 
lower dismissal costs associated with temporary 
employment and the subsequent shedding of 
vulnerable jobs during the financial crisis. 

The Netherlands tells a different story. While also 
reaching AMVI values of 0.16–0.17, the increase from 
0.14 to 0.17 between 2009 and 2015 (not shown in 
Figure 2) stemmed from rising incidence rather than 
growing intensity. The number of vulnerable jobs 
increased by 165 000 even as total employment fell by 
236 000, meaning vulnerability spread to a larger share 
of the workforce. However, the intensity of vulnerability 
among those affected remained relatively stable.  

Prevalence of employment vulnerability in the EU

Figure 2: AMVI values for the Member States and the EU-27, 2009–2021 (scale of 0–1)
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Notes: The figure is sorted by 2021 values. No data available for Sweden. No data available for the Netherlands in 2009, Czechia in 2019 or Cyprus, 
Czechia, Lithuania, Poland or Romania in 2021. The EU-27 data are weighted averages of the rates of the AMVI values in the Member States. 
Source: Authors’ estimates based on the EU-LFS.
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This distinction matters for policy. Spain’s challenge 
was the deepening severity of existing vulnerable 
employment, while the Netherlands faced increasing 
incidence of vulnerability across the workforce. 

In most other Member States, the AMVI remained lower 
(around 0.11 or below in 2019), reflecting low intensity 
of vulnerability. When workers in these Member States 
experience vulnerable employment, it typically involves 
only a single dimension, most commonly financial 
vulnerability (low income), rather than the 
accumulated, multidimensional disadvantage seen in 
Spain. This pattern of single-dimension vulnerability 
requires different policy responses from those needed 
to address the multidimensional vulnerability prevalent 
in Mediterranean Member States. 

The cyclical nature of employment vulnerability is 
evident in the data. The AMVI rose across most Member 
States following the 2007–2008 financial crisis, then 
declined during the subsequent economic expansion. 
This improvement probably reflects both favourable 
macroeconomic conditions and targeted policy 
interventions by the EU institutions and national 
governments. Initiatives such as the European Pillar of 
Social Rights, the integration of social objectives into 
the European Semester and related measures have 
focused on improving working conditions, promoting 

social inclusion, enhancing job quality and ensuring 
adequate minimum wages. However, several Member 
States, including Croatia, Greece, Italy and Slovakia, 
recorded higher AMVI values in 2021 than in 2009, 
indicating persistent structural challenges requiring 
continued policy attention. 

The relative contribution of each dimension to overall 
vulnerability varies across Member States, revealing 
fundamentally different types of employment 
challenges in different parts of the EU (Figure 3).               
For 2019, two distinct patterns emerge: in 
Mediterranean and Nordic Member States, employment 
insecurity (involuntary temporary and part-time work) 
was generally the dominant driver of vulnerability; in 
continental and central and eastern European Member 
States, income inadequacy (low pay) tended to 
contribute most to overall vulnerability. 

In Ireland, Italy, Poland, Spain, the Netherlands, 
Portugal and Croatia, employment insecurity played the 
strongest role, accounting for between 56 % and 44 % of 
total vulnerability. In Ireland, employment insecurity 
contributed 56 % of vulnerability, the highest share in 
any Member State. Italy (50 %), Poland (49 %) and Spain 
(47 %) also had employment insecurity as the primary 
driver. The Netherlands (46 %), Portugal (45 %) and 
Croatia (44 %) displayed similar patterns. In these 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure 3: Relative contributions of income inadequacy, employment insecurity and lack of workplace rights 
to AMVI values, by Member State, 2019 (% of total)
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Member States, the prevalence of involuntary 
temporary work, involuntary part-time work and 
marginal part-time employment represented the central 
policy challenge. Income inadequacy, while still a 
significant factor (accounting for between 34 % and 38 % 
of vulnerability in these Member States), played a 
secondary role. 

A middle group of Member States – Greece, Cyprus, 
Finland, Denmark, Slovakia and France – had more 
balanced contributions, with income inadequacy and 
employment insecurity each accounting for somewhere 
between 36 % and 44 % of vulnerability. Greece stands 
out, with a relatively high contribution from lack of 
workplace rights (23 %), the highest share in this 
dimension in any Member State, suggesting particular 
challenges relating to working time arrangements and 
working conditions alongside income and security issues. 

In contrast, income inadequacy was the dominant 
driver of employment vulnerability in most continental 
and central and eastern European Member States. In 
Austria, Germany and Belgium, income inadequacy 
contributed between 55 % and 52 % of total 
vulnerability, with employment insecurity playing a 
smaller role (between 35 % and 30 %). This pattern was 
even more pronounced in a group of mostly eastern 
European Member States: Bulgaria (74 %), Estonia (72 %), 
Hungary (72 %), Lithuania (68 %), Romania (66 %),  

Malta (65 %), Luxembourg (65 %), Latvia (64 %) and 
Slovenia (63 %) all recorded income inadequacy as the 
overwhelming driver of vulnerability. In Bulgaria, nearly 
three quarters of vulnerability stemmed from low income, 
with employment insecurity contributing just 15 %. 

The lack of workplace rights dimension consistently 
contributed the smallest share across all Member States 
(between 7 % and 23 %). Workers experiencing this type 
of vulnerability typically also experience at least one of 
income inadequacy and employment insecurity;                  
in other words, it rarely occurs as the sole type of 
employment vulnerability in a vulnerable job. Greece 
(23 %), Cyprus (21 %), France (21 %), Luxembourg (20 %) 
and Finland (20 %) had the highest contributions from 
this dimension, indicating particular challenges with 
excessive working hours, atypical working time or poor 
working conditions. Hungary (7 %), Ireland (9 %), 
Lithuania (10 %) and Bulgaria (11 %) recorded the lowest 
contributions from these dimensions, suggesting that, 
when vulnerability exists in these Member States, it 
manifests itself primarily in income inadequacy or 
employment insecurity rather than working conditions 
issues. 

Employment vulnerability varies considerably across 
economic sectors, with services sectors generally 
having higher AMVI values than manufacturing and 
construction in most Member States (Figure 4). In 2021, 

Prevalence of employment vulnerability in the EU

Figure 4: AMVI values for sectoral groups, by Member State, 2021 (scale of 0–1)
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private services (e.g. accommodation, food services, 
financial and insurance activities) recorded the highest 
or second-highest AMVI value in the majority of Member 
States, while public services (e.g. health, education, 
community care) also showed elevated levels of 
vulnerable employment in several Member States. 
However, this pattern is not universal, and significant 
differences among Member States reveal distinct 
sectoral patterns and labour market dynamics. 

In continental and Nordic Member States, vulnerability 
tends to be heavily concentrated in services sectors. 
Germany shows the starkest contrast, with private 
services recording an AMVI value of 0.26, more than 
three times higher than those of manufacturing and 
construction (both 0.08). The Netherlands displays a 
similar pattern (0.28 in private services versus 0.13 in 
manufacturing and 0.09 in construction), as do 
Denmark (0.28 versus 0.12 and 0.12, respectively), 
Finland (0.28 versus 0.12 and 0.10, respectively) and 
Austria (0.25 versus 0.11 and 0.12, respectively).  
Belgium shows high levels of vulnerability both in 
private services (0.22) and, in particular, in public 
services (0.27). France also records elevated levels of 
vulnerability in both private services (0.23) and public 
services (0.28), with the highest public service AMVI 
value of the continental Member States. These patterns 
reflect the need for flexibility in work organisation in the 
services sectors, including extended operating hours 
requiring part-time schedules and atypical working 
time, which often translate into non-standard employment. 

Mediterranean Member States display elevated levels of 
employment vulnerability across multiple sectors, 
although vulnerability in services remains prominent. 
Spain shows particularly high AMVI values for both 
private and public services. Agriculture also has a high 
level of vulnerable employment in Spain and, in 
particular, in Italy, which is in addition to the high 
proportion of undeclared work in the sector in these 
Member States. In Portugal, levels of vulnerability are 
relatively even across sectors, with manufacturing 
showing unusually high levels (0.26) compared with 
other Member States. Greece also displays a fairly even 
distribution of vulnerability across sectors, with 
construction notably elevated compared with the average. 
Italy’s agriculture sector records the second-highest 
sectoral AMVI value overall, probably reflecting 
relatively high proportions of seasonal work and 
informal employment and a high concentration of 
migrant labour in the sector. 

Newer Member States display a contrasting pattern, 
with manufacturing often recording a higher level of 
employment vulnerability than services. Croatia has the 
highest AMVI value in the manufacturing sector among 
this group. Bulgaria shows elevated vulnerability in both 
agriculture (0.30) and manufacturing (0.20), at higher 
levels than its services sectors. Hungary’s construction 
sector has a higher level of vulnerability (0.21) than its 

private services sector (0.19). Slovakia and Slovenia 
have relatively evenly balanced levels of vulnerability 
across sectors. 

Luxembourg is an outlier, with agriculture recording an 
exceptionally high AMVI value of 0.60 – by far the highest 
value observed across Member States and sectors 
(Figure 4). This probably reflects specific characteristics 
of Luxembourg’s small agricultural sector and the 
prevalence of cross-border worker arrangements. 
Agriculture also shows substantial variation across 
Member States, from 0.11 in Greece to 0.60 in 
Luxembourg, with elevated levels in general in 
Mediterranean Member States (Italy 0.41, Spain 0.38, 
Portugal 0.27), reflecting seasonal work patterns and 
heavy use of migrant labour.  

Ireland and Malta have relatively low to moderate levels 
of vulnerability across most sectors, consistent with 
their low overall AMVI values, although Ireland’s AMVI 
value for private services (0.27) is high. 

Differences in vulnerability between 
different sociodemographic groups 
Women experience higher levels of employment 
vulnerability than men across all Member States, but 
the magnitude of this gender gap varies considerably 
across Member States and has evolved differently over 
time (Figure 5). In 2009, the gender gap (measured as 
the difference in AMVI values between women and men) 
ranged from 0.024 points in Poland and Lithuania to 
0.138 points in Germany, indicating substantial 
variation among Member States in gender inequality in 
employment vulnerability. 

The continental Member States, along with Cyprus, 
Spain and Italy, recorded the largest gender gaps in 
2009. Germany had the widest gap (0.138 points), 
followed by Cyprus (0.126), Spain (0.119), France 
(0.118), Belgium (0.117) and Italy (0.116). Luxembourg 
(0.110) and Austria (0.108) also displayed substantial 
gender disparities. In these Member States, women 
were far more likely than men to experience vulnerable 
employment, and, when vulnerable, they faced more 
severe multidimensional disadvantage. These large 
gaps probably reflect women’s over-representation in 
involuntary part-time employment and their 
concentration in low-wage services sectors, persistent 
gender wage gaps and career interruptions related to 
care responsibilities. 

By contrast, eastern European Member States generally 
recorded smaller gender gaps. Poland (0.024), Lithuania 
(0.026), Latvia (0.027) and Romania (0.028) had the 
narrowest disparities in 2009, with Hungary (0.042), 
Bulgaria (0.046) and Croatia (0.047) also having 
relatively modest gaps. Mediterranean Member States 
occupied a middle position, with Greece (0.052) and 
Portugal (0.068) showing moderate gender differences, 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge
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while Nordic Member States varied, with Denmark 
having a moderate gap (0.053) and Finland a larger one 
(0.093). 

Between 2009 and 2020, the gender gap narrowed in 
most Member States, indicating convergence in 
employment vulnerability between women and men. 
Germany showed the most dramatic reduction, with the 
gap falling from 0.138 to 0.080 points. Other Member 
States showing substantial narrowing of the gap 
included Belgium (from 0.117 to 0.072), France             
(from 0.118 to 0.092), Luxembourg (from 0.110 to 0.070), 
Malta (from 0.083 to 0.038) and Spain (from 0.119 to 
0.097). This convergence reflects both improvements in 
women’s employment conditions and, in some cases, 
increasing vulnerability among men following the 
financial crisis and subsequent labour market changes. 

However, not all Member States followed this pattern. 
Croatia, Greece and Latvia saw modest increases in the 
gender gap, from different starting points. Croatia’s gap 
widened from 0.047 to 0.061, while Greece’s increased 
from 0.052 to 0.056 and Latvia’s increased from 0.027 to 

0.033. Several Member States’ gender gaps were 
relatively stable over the period, including Denmark, 
Estonia, Italy, Lithuania, Poland and Slovenia, 
suggesting persistent structural factors maintaining 
gender inequalities in these labour markets. 

By 2020, the gender gap ranged from 0.015 points in 
Romania to 0.111 points in Italy, indicating that, while 
progress had been made EU-wide, substantial gender 
inequalities in employment vulnerability persist, 
particularly in Mediterranean and some continental 
Member States. 

Furthermore, young workers (aged 15–29) face 
substantially higher levels of employment vulnerability 
than adult workers (aged 30–64) in nearly all Member 
States, with both higher incidence (more young people 
affected) and higher intensity (more dimensions of 
vulnerability per job for young people) driving the gap. 
Nordic Member States recorded the most striking 
differences, with the AMVI among young employees 
around 0.2–0.3 points higher than among adult 
employees in 2021 (Figure 6). In Denmark in 2015,              
for example, 59 % of young workers were in vulnerable 
employment compared with just 11 % of adults, with 
the intensity indicator showing that young people were 
facing an average of 0.58 vulnerable dimensions versus 
0.46 for adults. This amounted to a 0.3-point gap in the 
AMVI, representing a very large difference in both the 
prevalence and severity of vulnerability (Eurofound, 
2025b). In contrast, by 2021, Greece, Italy, Slovenia and 
Spain had moderate gaps between young people  and 
adults (0.12–0.20 points), while Austria, Belgium, 
Germany and Luxembourg had smaller gaps (below        
0.1 points). France is a notable exception among the 
continental Member States, with a gap of 0.14 points in 
2021, bringing it closer to the Mediterranean pattern. 
Most central and eastern European Member States 
recorded minimal gaps (below 0.05 points), with the 
Baltic states and Bulgaria showing the smallest 
differences between age groups. 

The gap between young and adult employees followed 
a general pattern of increase until around 2015, 
followed by a subsequent decline in most Member 
States. However, the COVID-19 pandemic appears to 
have disproportionately affected young people in 
several Member States. Ireland showed a dramatic 
increase from 0.041 in 2019 to 0.113 in 2021, while 
Greece’s gap rose from 0.154 to 0.165 and Spain’s from 
0.188 to 0.196 during this period. The gap had been 
narrowing in these Mediterranean Member States until 
2020, suggesting that the pandemic reversed positive 
trends. Other Member States maintained a gap of the 
same magnitude or the gap continued to reduce, 
indicating varied impacts of the pandemic in this regard 
across the EU. 

Prevalence of employment vulnerability in the EU

Figure 5: Gender gap in the AMVI, by Member State, 
2009 and 2020
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The large youth–adult gaps in Nordic Member States, 
combined with a very low level of employment 
vulnerability among adults, support the interpretation 
that vulnerability is largely a transitory phase during 
school-to-work transitions in these Member States. 
Young people enter labour markets through flexible, 
often vulnerable arrangements, but the low level of 
adult vulnerability suggests that most young people 
successfully transition to stable employment as they 
gain experience. Conversely, the minimal youth–adult 
gaps in eastern European Member States probably 
reflect different dynamics, namely high barriers to 
labour market entry resulting in elevated youth 
unemployment rates, rates of young people not in 
employment, education or training (NEET) and youth 
inactivity rates (Mascherini, 2018). Young people who do 
secure employment in these Member States may be 
positively selected (i.e. have higher levels of specific 
skills or qualifications compared to the general 
population or the broader pool of applicants), with 

greater likelihood of obtaining permanent or full-time 
positions, while those unable to find good-quality         
jobs remain outside the labour market entirely. The 
above-average share of young people who are NEET 
lends credibility to this hypothesis. 

Educational attainment has a strong protective effect 
against employment vulnerability across all Member 
States. In 2019, workers with tertiary education 
consistently experienced lower vulnerability rates than 
those with below-secondary education (Figure 7). 
However, the magnitude of this educational gradient 
varies considerably across Member States, revealing 
different patterns as regards how education shields 
workers from vulnerable employment and suggesting 
distinct relationships between skills, qualifications and 
labour market outcomes. Continental and most eastern 
European Member States display the steepest 
educational gradients, with particularly large gaps 
between workers with low and high levels of education. 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure 6: Gap in the AMVI between young employees (aged 15–29) and adult employees (aged 30–64), by 
Member State, 2009 and 2021
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In Germany, for example, 48 % of workers with below-
secondary education faced employment vulnerability, 
compared with just 10 % of tertiary-educated workers – 
a gap of 38 percentage points. Hungary recorded the 
most extreme gradient: 58 % of workers with a low level 
of education were vulnerable versus only 6 % of highly 
educated workers, a remarkable 52-percentage-point 
difference. Bulgaria and Slovakia display gaps of a 
similar magnitude. Other Member States with steep 
gradients include Austria (43 % versus 14 %), Denmark 
(44 % versus 13 %), Finland (49 % versus 18 %), 
Luxembourg (41 % versus 10 %) and the Netherlands  
(47 % versus 15 %). These patterns indicate that tertiary 
education provides substantial protection against 
vulnerability in these labour markets, with workers with 
a low level of education facing a dramatically higher risk 
of experiencing employment vulnerability. 

Mediterranean Member States display more moderate 
educational gradients, with elevated vulnerability even 
among highly educated workers. Spain had the smallest 
relative gradient: 37 % of workers with a low level of 

education were vulnerable compared with 24 % of 
highly educated workers – a gap of only 13 percentage 
points. Greece (21 % versus 14 %, a 7-point gap) and 
Italy (32 % versus 20 %, a 12-point gap) had similarly 
compressed gradients, while Portugal (33 % versus       
20 %, a 13-point gap) and Cyprus (40 % versus 20 %,           
a 20-point gap) displayed slightly larger but still 
moderate differences. Notably, vulnerability rates 
among tertiary-educated workers in these 
Mediterranean Member States (between 14 % and 24 %) 
were substantially higher than in continental and most 
eastern European Member States (between 5 % and           
14 %), suggesting issues of overqualification, skills 
mismatches or labour market structures that generate 
vulnerability even among highly qualified workers. 

Foreign-born workers experience moderately higher 
levels of employment vulnerability than native-born 
workers in most Member States, although the 
magnitude of this migrant–native gap varies 
considerably across Member States and has evolved 
differently over time (Figure 8). In 2021, the gap ranged 

Prevalence of employment vulnerability in the EU

Figure 7: Vulnerability rates for employees with different levels of educational attainment, by Member State, 
2019 (% of employees)
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from negligible or even negative in some eastern 
European Member States to 0.10 points in Greece and 
0.12 points in Italy, indicating substantial variation 
among Member States in how migration status relates 
to employment vulnerability. 

As Figure 8 shows, Mediterranean Member States 
consistently recorded the largest migrant–native gaps, 
although most showed improvement over time. Spain 
had a substantial gap, which, however, narrowed 
considerably from 0.14 in 2009 to 0.10 in 2021. In Italy, 
the gap increased between 2009 and 2014 and had 
decreased again by 2021, although to a level higher  
than in 2009. Greece displayed the most volatile 
pattern, with the gap surging from 0.11 in 2009 to 0.19  

in 2014, during the country’s financial crisis, before 
declining to 0.10 in 2021. Cyprus recorded exceptionally 
large gaps (0.19 in 2009, 0.24 in 2014, 0.17 in 2016),      
the highest figures observed across the EU. Portugal 
showed a remarkable improvement, with the gap 
narrowing from 0.04 in 2009 to just 0.006 in 2021, nearly 
eliminating the migrant–native difference. These large 
gaps in Mediterranean Member States probably reflect 
multiple factors, including the concentration of 
migrants in low-skilled occupations and in seasonal and 
temporary work (particularly in agriculture, 
construction and tourism), barriers to the recognition of 
credentials, language challenges and potentially 
discrimination.

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure 8: Gap in the AMVI between migrant employees and native employees, by Member State, 2009–2021
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The previous chapter used EU-LFS data to identify and 
examine the prevalence of employment vulnerability in 
different labour market contexts. This chapter 
investigates the relationship between employee 
vulnerability, job quality, and health and well-being 
outcomes, drawing on data from the 2024 edition of      
the EWCS. 

While efforts were made to align the operationalisation 
of vulnerability in analysing the EU-LFS and the EWCS 
2024 data, differences in survey questions resulted in 
some minor variations. For the EWCS data, a 
vulnerability index, distinct from the AMVI, was 
constructed to capture three dimensions, namely: 

£ income inadequacy 
£ employment insecurity 
£ lack of workplace rights. 

The index summarises in how many of these dimensions 
employees experience vulnerability. Based on the index 
values, three groups of employees are distinguished: 

£ non-vulnerable – employees who do not 
experience vulnerability in any dimension; 

£ vulnerable – employees who experience 
vulnerability in one dimension; 

£ highly vulnerable – employees who experience 
vulnerability in more than one dimension. 

The distinction between vulnerable and highly 
vulnerable employees is made because an employee’s 
situation differs qualitatively as the number of 
dimensions of vulnerability experienced increases, with 
the risks associated with each dimension accumulating. 

Further details on the measurement of vulnerability 
using the EWCS data are provided in Annex 2. 

Vulnerability rates based on the EWCS data (Figure 9) 
generally differ from vulnerability rates based on the 
EU-LFS data. This is due to differences in calculation 
and to different reference points in time. The shares of 
vulnerable workers do not necessarily reflect the overall 
quality of working life. Instead, Member State rankings 
reflect differences in labour market structures across 
the three dimensions of income inadequacy, 
employment insecurity and lack of workplace rights.  
For example, employment insecurity is more prevalent 
in some Mediterranean and Nordic Member States, 
while financial vulnerability is more common in 
continental and eastern European Member States (for 
more details, see ‘Prevalence of employment 
vulnerability in the EU’ in Chapter 2). 

This chapter presents the results separately for women 
and men. According to the overview report on the 2024 
edition of the EWCS, the labour market remains highly 
segregated by gender: only one quarter of women and 
men work in gender-balanced workplaces, while 6 in 10 
are employed in workplaces where the majority of the 
people are of the same gender (Eurofound, 2026a).  

3 Working life and employment 
vulnerability   

Key takeaways 
£ Vulnerability does not automatically lead to worse working conditions. Rather, it is the accumulation of 

multiple dimensions of vulnerability that produces consistently negative outcomes. 
£ The most pronounced disadvantages are concentrated among highly vulnerable employees. They experience 

poorer job prospects, more limited access to training and development opportunities, less autonomy, lower 
levels of organisational participation, less favourable working time arrangements and more limited working 
time flexibility. Their earnings are more unpredictable, they face greater financial strain and they have more 
limited access to various pay components. They also report higher levels of anxiety and depression, and – 
among women in particular – more frequent difficulties sleeping. 

£ Vulnerable employees experience mixed outcomes compared with those who are not vulnerable. They 
generally have poorer job prospects, more limited access to training and opportunities for development and 
lower levels of organisational participation than non-vulnerable employees. In other domains, however, such 
as exposure to adverse behaviours or risks posed by the physical environment at work, they have the same 
outcomes as non-vulnerable employees or even better outcomes. 

£ Both vulnerable and highly vulnerable employees are less likely to use advanced technologies than non-
vulnerable employees and may benefit less from technology-driven task augmentation. 
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For this reason, working conditions may differ for 
women and men, making separate analyses more 
appropriate. 

The chapter is structured as follows: it begins with a 
general overview of the job quality of vulnerable 
employees, followed by a detailed examination of 
individual job quality dimensions where notable 
differences emerge among vulnerability groups 
(whereby employees are categorised according to 
whether they are not vulnerable, vulnerable or highly 
vulnerable). Finally, it explores selected indicators 
related to technology use, health and well-being, and 
reconciliation of work and private life. 

Overview of job quality 
This section provides an overview of how vulnerability 
relates to the job quality of employees in the EU-27.     
Job quality is assessed across seven dimensions, 
following Eurofound (2012): 

£ physical environment 
£ social environment 
£ prospects 
£ skills and discretion 
£ work intensity 
£ working time 
£ earnings 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure 9: Rates of vulnerable and highly vulnerable employees in the Member States and the EU-27, by 
gender, 2024 (% of employees)
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A more detailed description of these dimensions is 
provided in the following sections. The high-level 
analysis examines associations between these 
dimensions and employee vulnerability, controlling for 
several individual and contextual factors: gender, age, 
Member State, economic sector and broad occupational 
category. The results are presented by gender in      
Figure 10. 

Compared with non-vulnerable employees, vulnerable 
employees report markedly lower job quality in relation 
to earnings and prospects, with this disadvantage 
deepening as the intensity of vulnerability increases. 
This outcome is expected, given that both earnings and 
job prospects are central criteria in defining 
vulnerability groups. Vulnerable employees also 
experience lower job quality in skills and discretion, 
with the gap widening further among highly vulnerable 
employees. The results for social environment and 
working time are more mixed: highly vulnerable 
employees fare worse, while vulnerable employees do 
not have significantly different outcomes from their 
non-vulnerable counterparts and in some cases have 
slightly better outcomes. As regards work intensity, all 

employees in vulnerable categories, with the exception 
of highly vulnerable men, generally report higher job 
quality, and to a lesser extent they also benefit from a 
better physical environment. 

These findings indicate that the relationship between 
vulnerability and job quality is not straightforward.            
A possible explanation is that highly vulnerable 
employees work in various employment situations with 
cumulative disadvantages, while, in the case of 
vulnerable employees, vulnerability in a single 
dimension may be offset by other job characteristics. 
Negative outcomes thus may emerge from multiple 
vulnerabilities reinforcing each other. 

The following sections provide a more detailed 
examination of the associations between vulnerability 
and specific job quality indicators in dimensions where 
notable differences are observed across vulnerability 
groups. The relationship between vulnerability and job 
quality in other dimensions is summarised in the 
section ‘Other job quality dimensions’. Box 1 outlines 
the statistical model used to examine job quality and 
working life outcomes. 

Working life and employment vulnerability

Figure 10: Association between vulnerability and job quality dimensions, EU-27, 2024 (reference category: 
non-vulnerable employees)

Men: vulnerable Men: highly vulnerable Women: vulnerable Women: highly vulnerable

Physical environment 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.02

Social environment 0.01 − 0.03 − 0.01

Prospects − 0.06 − 0.14 − 0.03 − 0.12

Skills and discretion − 0.06 − 0.08 − 0.04 − 0.07

Work intensity 0.03 0.07 0.04

Working time − 0.07 0.03 − 0.04

Earnings − 0.14 − 0.19 − 0.11 − 0.17

Notes: In the figure, positive values indicate that the given category of vulnerability is associated with an improvement in the dimension of 
job quality in question, relative to non-vulnerable employees; negative values indicate a deterioration. The length of each bar reflects the 
strength of the association. All job quality indicators are scaled from 0 (lowest job quality) to 1 (highest job quality). Each row presents the 
regression coefficients of a separate multilevel regression model, with one job quality indicator as the dependent variable. All models 
control for employee vulnerability, respondents’ age group, economic sector, broad occupational category and Member State (as the higher-
level unit). Models were estimated separately for women and men using weighted data. Only parameters statistically significant at the 5 % 
level are shown. 
Source: EWCS 2024.

The previous chapter highlighted that vulnerable employees are concentrated in specific sectors and 
occupations. Consequently, differences in working conditions between vulnerability groups may reflect not only 
vulnerability itself but also the broader environment in which employees are operating. To isolate the effect of 
vulnerability, the analysis looks at job quality and working life outcomes using statistical modelling. The model 
takes into account employees’ vulnerability group, age group, economic sector, broad occupational category and 
Member State. The model then predicts job quality and quality of working life outcomes (referred to as ‘predicted 
shares’) for different vulnerability groups while reflecting the real composition of employees in the data across 
these characteristics. A cumulative link model with a logit link was applied, and predictions are based on average 
probabilities calculated for all employees using the ‘as observed’ covariate distribution. Separate models were 
estimated for women and men.

Box 1: The statistical model
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Prospects 
Prospects are linked with workers’ need for safety and 
control over their future, making them an important 
determinant of health. Good prospects mean that jobs 
are secure, fairly rewarded and recognised as making a 
valuable contribution to organisational success. They 
are linked to higher earnings, career development and 
opportunities to build skills, making work more 
meaningful and fulfilling (Albrecht et al., 2021). 
Conversely, poor prospects and employment insecurity 
act as sources of mental health difficulties and 
occupational stress (Rajani et al., 2016). They create fear 
of losing income, workplace relationships, 
opportunities for growth and the sense of purpose that 
work provides. 

Two job prospect indicators (employment status and 
self-perception of job security) were used to classify 
employees into vulnerability groups. To avoid circular 
reasoning, this section focuses on indicators of job 
prospects that were not used in the vulnerability 
classification. 

The predicted shares show that highly vulnerable 
employees, regardless of gender, consistently face 
worse job prospects than non-vulnerable employees 
(Figure 11). They are less optimistic about career 
advancement, more likely to anticipate an undesirable 
change in their work situation and more likely to be 
afraid of asking for better working conditions. 

For vulnerable employees, however, the picture is less 
clear. Their outcomes vary by indicator and gender, and 
in some cases they even report better results than non-
vulnerable employees.  

Major organisational restructuring and downsizing 
negatively affect health and well-being, among both 
those losing their jobs and those who remain (de Jong 
et al., 2016). Impacts include increased anxiety and 
psychological distress and poorer physical, and in 
particular cardiovascular, health. The predicted shares 
of employees who had experienced downsizing in their 
current workplace over the previous three years show 
little variation by vulnerability group or gender. The 
lowest levels are observed among non-vulnerable 
employees (18 % of men and 19 % of women), while the 
shares for vulnerable and highly vulnerable employees 
are only slightly higher, at around 22 % for both women 
and men. The differences between employees in 
vulnerable categories and non-vulnerable employees 
may be underestimated, as vulnerable and highly 
vulnerable employees are more likely to hold temporary 
contracts. As a result, their tenure with their current 
employer – and thus the reference period for this 
question – will often be shorter than it is for non-
vulnerable employees. 

Skills and discretion 
The EWCS measures skills and discretion across four key 
dimensions: access to training, cognitive demands and 
opportunities for development, autonomy and 
participation in workplace organisation. The analysis in 
this section is structured around these dimensions. 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure 11: Job prospects, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who strongly agreed or tended to agree with 
the relevant statements. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Access to training 
Vulnerability has a marked negative effect on 
employees’ access to training. As shown in Figure 12, 
vulnerable workers have significantly lower predicted 
shares of participation in both training paid for by the 
employer and training received on the job. These 
predicted shares decline even further among workers 
identified as highly vulnerable. The effect of 
vulnerability is evident for both women and men,           
but it is stronger in magnitude for women. 

This has important implications for workers’ career 
prospects and for wider labour market outcomes.           
The EU faces labour shortages and skills mismatches 
that constrain productivity growth and competitiveness 
across the Member States. Training and upskilling are 
central to addressing these shortages, enabling workers 
to adapt to technological change, the green transition 
and evolving job demands. Limited access to training 
may reinforce existing inequalities in skills and labour 
market opportunities. Over time, this can limit 
companies’ ability to innovate and increase 
productivity. 

Learning opportunities at work 
This area of the skills and discretion dimension captures 
the extent to which workers are challenged in their 
tasks and supported in developing their skills on the 
job. Opportunities for creative work and task variation 

contribute to self-development and are also important 
drivers of work motivation. The indicators look at 
several aspects, including how often workers must 
interrupt their current tasks to take on unforeseen ones, 
the degree to which they can apply their own ideas and 
whether their job involves complex tasks, learning new 
things or making difficult decisions. This area also 
considers whether workers work in a language different 
from their mother tongue and whether they have 
enough opportunities to use and improve their 
knowledge and skills in their current job. 

Figure 13 shows that non-vulnerable employees 
experience greater cognitive demands and have more 
opportunities for development than highly vulnerable 
employees and – to a lesser extent – vulnerable 
employees. These gaps are evident across most 
indicators, suggesting that vulnerability is linked to 
reduced opportunities to apply and further develop 
skills. 

The largest differences across vulnerability groups are 
observed in undertaking complex tasks, while 
differences are smaller in relation to applying one’s own 
ideas (particularly among women). Gender gaps are 
generally small for most indicators, with the exceptions 
of handling complex tasks and making difficult 
decisions. These gender differences tend to narrow as 
vulnerability increases, although the effect is modest. 

Working life and employment vulnerability

Figure 12: Access to training, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who had participated in the relevant types of 
training to improve their skills during the 12 months before the survey. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Autonomy 
Autonomy refers to the degree of discretion employees 
have in their job, for example when it comes to choosing 
the method, order or speed of their work, or having a 
say in selecting their colleagues. Autonomy enables 
employees to organise their tasks in ways that best suit 
their needs and ensure safety. A lack of such autonomy 
can place strain on employees’ health and well-being. 

Vulnerable and highly vulnerable employees 
consistently report lower levels of autonomy than       
non-vulnerable employees (Figure 14). However,              
the size of this effect is relatively limited, and no 
consistent relationship emerges between the degree      
of vulnerability and the magnitude of the effect across 
the different indicators. For all indicators, gender 
differences between vulnerability categories are also 
limited in scale. 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure 13: Learning opportunities at work, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. For the items ‘Undertaking complex tasks’, ‘Learning new things’, ‘Making difficult decisions’ and 
‘Working in a foreign language’, the figure shows the predicted shares of respondents whose job involves these aspects. For the items 
‘Handling unforeseen problems’ and ‘Applying ideas’, the figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who reported dealing with these 
aspects at least occasionally or rarely. For the item ‘Having enough opportunities to improve one’s skills’, the figure shows the predicted 
shares of respondents who either strongly agreed or tended to agree with this statement. For further details on the calculation of the 
predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Organisational participation 
This area of the skills and discretion dimension reflects 
the opportunities employees have to take part in 
organisational decisions that affect their work. It 
focuses on the capacity of employees to influence 
decisions directly as individuals, rather than through 
workplace or trade union representatives. 

Non-vulnerable employees consistently have higher 
predicted shares of organisational participation than 
vulnerable employees (Figure 15). The size of this gap 
increases for highly vulnerable employees. The only 
exception is the indicator on being consulted before 
personal objectives are set, where differences across 
vulnerability groups are small for women. 
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Figure 14: Autonomy at work, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who mentioned being able to change the 
various aspects of their work always or often, and for the item ‘Has a say in choice of colleagues’ it shows the predicted shares of those who 
could do so always or most of the time. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.

Figure 15: Organisational participation, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)

Non-vulnerable Vulnerable Highly vulnerable
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who mentioned experiencing the relevant 
items always or most of the time. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Working time quality 
The duration and organisation of working time are key 
dimensions of job quality, with direct effects on 
employees’ health and well-being. Ensuring a good 
balance between working and non-working time across 
the life course is essential for sustainable employment. 
This balance can be supported by adapting both the 
length and the scheduling of working hours to meet the 
needs of both employees and organisations. 

Several working time indicators (involuntary part-time 
employment, excessive working hours and atypical 
working time, such as working shifts, weekends or 
nights) were used to classify employees into 
vulnerability groups. This section focuses on indicators 
of working time quality that were not part of the 
vulnerability classification, namely on working time 
arrangements and working time flexibility. 

Working time arrangements 
This section covers three aspects of working time 
arrangements: working time predictability, working 
time regularity and rest periods between working days. 
Lack of predictability affects employees who cannot tell 
in advance how many hours they will work in the 
following month. Working time regularity is a composite 
indicator covering four aspects: working the same 
number of days each week, the same number of hours 
each day and the same number of hours each week and 
having fixed starting and finishing times. The indicator 
on lack of rest periods identifies employees who, at 
least once in the month before the survey, had fewer 
than 11 hours between the end of one working day and 

the start of the next, contrary to the requirements of the 
EU Working Time Directive. 

The EWCS data suggest that vulnerability has a marked 
impact on working time arrangements. Compared with 
non-vulnerable employees, highly vulnerable 
employees generally have worse predictability of 
working hours, less regular working hours and a higher 
likelihood of insufficient rest periods between working 
days (Figure 16). These differences are statistically 
significant. The pattern is less clear among vulnerable 
employees. Vulnerable men generally experience 
poorer working time arrangements than non-vulnerable 
men, while vulnerable women have arrangements that 
are comparable to, or in some cases better than, those 
of non-vulnerable women. However, most of these 
differences have only limited statistical significance. 

Another pattern is that men are more likely than women 
to experience negative working time arrangements, and 
this gender gap is more pronounced among vulnerable 
and highly vulnerable employees. 

Working time flexibility 
This section examines working time flexibility. It covers 
how employees’ working time arrangements are set, if 
they can take a break when they wish, how easily they 
can take an hour or two off to attend to a personal or 
family matter and how often they had to work during 
their free time to meet work demands in the 12 months 
before the survey. 

Notably higher predicted shares of highly vulnerable 
employees than of non-vulnerable employees are never 
or rarely able to take a break when they wish, and the 
same is true of the predicted shares finding it fairly or 
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Figure 16: Working time arrangements, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)

Non-vulnerable Vulnerable Highly vulnerable
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who mentioned experiencing the relevant 
issues with working time arrangements. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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very difficult to arrange to take an hour or two off during 
working hours (Figure 17). Among vulnerable employees, 
the pattern is mixed: the shares for vulnerable men are 
comparable to those for non-vulnerable men, while 
those for vulnerable women are lower than those for 
non-vulnerable women – although this difference is of 
limited statistical significance. 

When looking at the predicted shares of employees 
whose working hours are set exclusively by their 
company or organisation, and of those who regularly 
work in their free time to meet work demands, 
vulnerable women (and highly vulnerable women in the 
case of the latter indicator) are less likely to report this 
than non-vulnerable women. Among men, the 
differences across vulnerability groups are of limited 
statistical significance for these variables. 

Earnings 
Monetary rewards are a crucial element of working life. 
Not only do earnings provide workers with the means to 
make a living and support themselves and potentially 
others, they can also serve as motivation to work. What 
matters is not only the level of earnings, but whether 

monetary rewards are predictable, fairly determined 
and sufficient to sustain a livelihood. 

This section examines the predictability of earnings, 
fairness in relation to effort, the extent to which jobs 
meet employees’ need to make ends meet and the 
components of pay. The level of earnings is not 
discussed here, as this indicator was used to classify 
employees into vulnerability groups (see Annex 2). 

Adequacy and predictability of earnings 
There is very little difference across vulnerability groups 
in the perception of the fairness of pay in relation to 
effort (Figure 18). The only exception is highly 
vulnerable men, a significantly higher predicted share of 
whom report that they do not feel appropriately paid 
considering all their efforts and achievements at work. 

By contrast, there are pronounced and statistically 
significant differences between vulnerability groups in 
the predicted shares of employees who find it difficult 
to make ends meet and those who cannot tell in 
advance how much they will earn in the next three 
months. In both cases, non-vulnerable employees 
report the lowest predicted shares, and these shares 
increase with the intensity of vulnerability. 
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Figure 17: Working time flexibility, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Difficult to arrange to take an hour or two off during working hours
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Working at least several times a month in free time to meet work demands
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who mentioned experiencing the relevant 
issues with working time flexibility. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Pay components 
The predicted shares of non-vulnerable employees 
receiving a basic fixed salary or wage, extra payments 
for additional hours or overtime, performance-related 
pay or other types of benefits are notably higher than 
those of vulnerable or highly vulnerable employees, 
with the latter group usually lagging behind (Figure 19). 

As regards the shares of those receiving piece-rate 
payments and commission or tips, there are no 
significant differences across vulnerability groups, 
except for highly vulnerable men, who are more likely 
than others to receive these pay components. 

A further notable pattern is that the predicted shares of 
men tend to be higher than those of women for all the 
pay components, with the exception of a basic fixed 
salary or wage, and this pattern holds across all 
vulnerability groups. 

Other job quality dimensions 
A closer look at the predicted shares suggests that the 
differences between non-vulnerable, vulnerable and 
highly vulnerable employees are of limited magnitude 
in the dimensions of the physical environment, the 
social environment and work intensity. 

Across the indicators of the physical environment, 
vulnerable and highly vulnerable employees generally 
experience comparable levels of exposure to physical 
risks and demands to non-vulnerable employees or 
lower levels than them (see Figure A1 in Annex 3). 

The social environment covers adverse social 
behaviour, discrimination, social support and quality of 
management (see Eurofound (2026a) for a description 
of these areas). In relation to adverse social behaviour, 
vulnerable employees have lower exposure than            
non-vulnerable employees for some indicators.                     
By contrast, highly vulnerable employees generally face 
higher levels of workplace risk in this regard, although 
the extent differs by type of behaviour and gender          
(see Figure A2 in Annex 3). The prevalence of 
discrimination shows little variation across vulnerability 
groups, except among highly vulnerable men, who 
report higher levels of discrimination than non-
vulnerable men and similar levels to those experienced 
by women. Regarding social support and quality of 
management, vulnerable employees generally 
experience the most favourable conditions, followed      
by non-vulnerable and highly vulnerable employees, 
with the last group reporting the lowest levels of social 
support and the poorest quality of management. 
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Figure 18: Adequacy and predictability of earnings, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted 
shares, %)

Non-vulnerable Vulnerable Highly vulnerable

Not paid appropriately considering efforts and achievements
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Has difficulty making ends meet
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. ‘Not paid appropriately considering efforts and achievements’ refers to respondents who tended to 
disagree or strongly disagreed with the statement that they felt that they were paid appropriately considering all their efforts and 
achievements in their job. ‘Has difficulty making ends meet’ refers to respondents who stated that it was fairly difficult, difficult or very 
difficult for their household to make ends meet with their household’s total monthly income. For further details on the calculation of the 
predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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The work intensity dimension covers quantitative 
demands, pace determinants and their 
interdependency and emotional demands (for more on 
these areas, see Eurofound (2026a)). Non-vulnerable 
employees tend to report the highest predicted levels of 
quantitative demands (see Figure A3 in Annex 3); for the 
pace determinants indicators, the predicted shares of 
non-vulnerable employees tend to be higher than or 
similar to those of vulnerable employees, highly 

vulnerable women and, with some exceptions, highly 
vulnerable men (see Figure A4 in Annex 3). Vulnerability 
appears to have only a limited effect on employees’ 
exposure to emotional demands. 

Overall, these findings are consistent with the results on 
the relationship between vulnerability and job quality 
presented in the section ‘Overview of job quality’. 

Working life and employment vulnerability

Figure 19: Pay components, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents whose earnings include the relevant items. For 
further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Technology use 
Digital technologies are transforming job quality by 
enabling telework and remote collaboration, expanding 
the use of algorithmic management and automating 
cognitive tasks through generative AI. These 
developments typically begin with the reshaping of 
individual tasks, but they are expected over time to alter 
the broader organisation of work. Thus, digitalisation 
has far-reaching implications for the nature of work and 
overall job quality. It can both improve and worsen job 
quality for vulnerable workers. On the one hand, it can 
augment tasks, creating new, higher-value activities.  
On the other hand, differential access to technology and 
digital skills can amplify existing vulnerabilities (OECD, 
2022). Algorithmic management and platform 
technologies can also increase surveillance, intensify 
performance monitoring and transfer economic and 
employment-related risks, such as job and income 
insecurity, unpredictable work schedules, and limited 
access to future work, to workers (Baiocco et al., 2022). 

In the EWCS 2024, respondents were asked whether 
they used the following technologies at work. 

£ Computing devices. Computers, laptops, tablets, 
smartphones or other mobile digital devices. 

£ Wearables. Devices worn on the body, such as 
smartwatches, smart glasses or other sensors. 

£ Cobots (collaborative robots). Robots that 
collaborate with workers. 

£ Online platforms. Tools that allow multiple users to 
edit data or documents (such as Google Docs, OneDrive 
and customer relationship management tools). 

£ Remote meeting software. Software enabling 
online meetings or teleconferences. 

£ Generative AI. AI that simplifies complex mental 
tasks or makes recommendations on how work 
should be performed (such as ChatGPT, Llama,  
Dall-E, Midjourney and Jasper). 

Non-vulnerable workers consistently have higher levels 
of use of all the technologies covered by the survey   
(see Figure 20). There are two exceptions: there are no 
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Figure 20: Use of technology at work, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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statistically significant differences across vulnerability 
groups for wearables and none for cobots among men. 

Gender differences are also evident. Women are more 
likely to use computing devices, online platforms and 
remote meeting software, while men are more likely to 
use cobots and generative AI. These gender patterns are 
also observed among vulnerable and highly vulnerable 
workers, with differences between vulnerability groups 
tending to be more pronounced for women than for men. 

Emerging research suggests that AI has tended to 
augment rather than replace jobs, primarily by 
automating routine tasks while creating new ones that 
require human oversight, creativity or technical 
expertise (OECD, 2024). The EWCS 2024 asked 
respondents who used information and 
communications technology  at work to what extent 
technology had affected their tasks in the three years 
before the survey. Figure 21 shows that the tasks of 
highly vulnerable men and vulnerable and highly 

vulnerable women were less affected by technology 
than those of their non-vulnerable counterparts.           
This applies both to the removal of some tasks and to 
the creation of new ones. Across all vulnerability 
groups, employees were more likely to report that 
technology had created new tasks rather than removing 
existing ones. With regard to technology enabling       
more interaction with colleagues, differences across 
vulnerability groups are minimal among men.          
Among women, however, highly vulnerable employees 
are less likely to mention that technology facilitated 
more interaction with colleagues than vulnerable or               
non-vulnerable women. 

Health and well-being 
Because work both affects and depends on health, 
safeguarding workers’ well-being is vital for sustainable 
employment and organisational performance. Mental 
health is central in this regard, and a distinction needs 
to be made between promoting positive mental            
well-being and addressing mental ill health. Effective 
workplace strategies should combine measures that 
enhance well-being and resilience with interventions 
that support those experiencing psychological 
difficulties. 

The analysis examined the effect of vulnerability on 
both physical and mental health. For physical health, 
the majority of indicators show no significant 
differences across vulnerability groups. This chapter 
therefore focuses on some mental health indicators 
related to working life, namely employees’ risk of 
depression and their experiences of anxiety, sleeping 
difficulties, stress, physical exhaustion and feeling 
emotionally drained by work. 

The results for mental health and well-being show a 
mixed picture (see Figure 22). Vulnerable employees 
report similar outcomes to or even better outcomes 
than non-vulnerable employees for most indicators.  
The only exceptions are anxiety and risk of depression, 
which are higher among vulnerable men than among 
non-vulnerable men, although these differences have 
only weak statistical significance. 

The picture is more complex for highly vulnerable 
employees. Compared with non-vulnerable employees, 
they have a higher prevalence of anxiety and 
depression. In addition, highly vulnerable women are 
more likely to experience sleeping difficulties. By 
contrast, highly vulnerable employees are less likely to 
experience stress at work than their non-vulnerable 
counterparts, and highly vulnerable women are also 
less likely to report feeling emotionally drained by their 
work. For the remaining indicators, the differences are 
not statistically significant. 

Gender patterns are also evident. Non-vulnerable 
women have worse outcomes than non-vulnerable men 
across all indicators. However, the gender gap tends to 
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Figure 21: Impacts of technology on tasks, by 
vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 
(predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The relevant questions 
were asked only of respondents who indicated that their job 
involved computer/wearable tech use at least a quarter of the 
time or who answered positively to any of the other technology 
use questions (on cobots, platforms, generative AI and remote 
meeting software). For further details on the calculation of the 
predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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narrow in magnitude among vulnerable and highly 
vulnerable employees. 

Reconciling work and private life 
Work–life balance strongly shapes decisions to enter 
and remain in employment. Poor balance can 
undermine well-being, harm performance, disrupt 
family and social ties and limit personal development, 
as work and private life are closely interconnected. 
Supporting employees in reconciling the two spheres is 
vital, especially in the context of an ageing population 
and growing care needs. 

In the 2024 edition of the EWCS, work–life balance was 
measured by asking respondents how well their 
working hours fitted with their family or social 

commitments outside work. Among non-vulnerable 
employees, 16 % of both women and men reported that 
their working hours did not fit very well or did not fit at 
all well with such commitments. For women, work–life 
balance improves with increasing vulnerability: 14 % of 
vulnerable women and 13 % of highly vulnerable 
women reported no or a poor fit between their working 
hours and family or social commitments. In contrast, for 
men, vulnerability has no statistically significant effect 
on work–life balance. 

A similar pattern is observed for work–life conflict 
indicators. Respondents were asked how often, in the 
12 months before the survey, they kept worrying about 
work when not working, felt too tired after work to do 
some of the household jobs that needed to be done, or 
found that their job prevented them from giving the 
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Figure 22: Mental health outcomes, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents affected by the relevant items. The item ‘At risk 
of (major or clinical) depression’, which was surveyed in the EWCS 2024, is based on the World Health Organization’s Well-being Index.             
If someone scores less than 50 (out of 100), this is interpreted as indicating that they are at risk of depression. For further details on the 
calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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time they wanted to their family. For all three 
indicators, vulnerable employees were less likely to 
report experiencing work–life conflict than                     

non-vulnerable employees (Figure 23). These 
differences were generally less pronounced for highly 
vulnerable employees and for men. 
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Figure 23: Work–life conflicts, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who experienced each of the three conflicts 
always or most of the time in the 12 months before the survey. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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EU policy and legislation seek to balance measures 
offering flexibility with measures ensuring protection for 
workers. They aim to foster the flexibility needed by 
employers and workers to adapt employment to 
fluctuations in the economic context, to ensure 
competitiveness and to meet personal needs. However, 
they also incorporate measures to ensure equal 
treatment between workers on standard and non-
standard contracts and to foster the creation of – and 
transition to – higher-quality jobs. 

One of the goals of this study was to gather information 
about legislation, policies and collective agreements 
adopted at Member State level to encourage or support 
the transition from non-standard to standard 
employment and to ensure greater certainty around 
employment and working conditions. In particular, the 
aim was to collect information on such measures 
targeting workers in arrangements combining different 
non-standard work statuses – for example, temporary 
and part-time or self-employed and part-time – and 
those on zero-hours and casual contracts. Since the 
focus of this research was job-based vulnerability, 
measures to address individual factors that contribute 
to vulnerability in employment were not included. 

The types of policy measures that were included can be 
summarised as those intended to: 

£ ensure greater contractual certainty around 
working hours and working conditions for workers 
on precarious contracts; 

£ encourage transfers from fixed-term to open-ended 
employment and prevent the abuse of temporary 
contracts; 

£ regulate zero-hours contracts and reduce the use of 
other precarious contracts; 

£ encourage and enable workers in involuntary       
part-time work to work additional hours. 

This chapter summarises the information collected on 
such measures by members of the Network of 
Eurofound Correspondents in 2024. 

Increasing contractual certainty 
As shown in Chapter 2, although standard employment 
remains the most prevalent form of employment in the 
EU, there has been a proliferation of non-standard 
employment, including work under zero-hours 
contracts, casual work and platform work. (Platform 
work is not discussed here, as it is covered in other 
Eurofound publications (Eurofound, 2021; EIGE and 
Eurofound, 2023). Further information on the topic can 
also be found in the Eurofound platform work 
repository (4).) This has contributed to an awareness of 
the need for stronger protections to provide workers 
with greater certainty about their working hours and 
conditions, and the employment rights and protections 
available to them. 

4 Policy and institutional responses 
to employment vulnerability   

Key takeaways 
£ Fixed-term contracts can provide entry points into employment, but their effectiveness as a pathway to 

permanent jobs varies significantly, depending on worker characteristics and institutional context.                          
EU legislation and national measures aim to prevent abuse of successive fixed-term contracts and to promote 
the transition to open-ended employment. 

£ Casual and zero-hours contracts, which often lack stability and social protection, may expose workers to higher 
risks of poor working conditions and in-work poverty. EU legislation and national measures increasingly aim to 
regulate these contracts to ensure greater clarity and protection for workers. 

£ Voluntary part-time work may help workers to combine work with their care responsibilities and/or to improve 
their work–life balance. Recent EU and national measures aim to enable workers to increase their hours 
through rights to request, awareness campaigns on the impacts of part-time work on social security benefits, 
and expanded childcare provision. The measures are intended to support gender equality and labour supply.

(4) The repository can be found at https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/en/surveys-and-data/platform-economy. 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/en/surveys-and-data/platform-economy
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Although the Written Statement Directive (Council 
Directive 91/533/EEC) already required employers to 
inform employees of the conditions applicable to the 
contract or employment relationship, its provisions 
were increasingly seen as insufficient in the context of 
the proliferation of non-standard employment.             
This contributed to the adoption of the Transparent  
and Predictable Working Conditions Directive in 2019. 
This directive was to be implemented by the Member 
States by August 2022, and it applies to workers in all 
forms of work and all types of employment relationship, 
including those on casual contracts. 

The directive provides workers with the right to more 
complete information on the essential aspects of their 
work (such as their workplace and working hours) in 
writing and early in the employment relationship.                
It also limits the length of probation periods and the  
use of restrictions by employers to prevent workers 
from taking up a job with another employer. 
Furthermore, it stipulates that workers must be 
informed within a reasonable notice period of their 
work assignment. The directive also requires Member 
States to take effective measures to prevent abuse of 
zero-hour contracts and to ensure that workers are 
provided with mandatory training related to the job free 
of charge. Workers also have the right to receive a 
written reply to a request to transfer to a more secure 
job. Article 12 gives workers the right to request ‘a form 
of employment with more predictable and secure 
working conditions’ after a certain period. 

The implementation of this last provision in legislation 
at national level was reported to have taken place in 
several Member States. For example, new legislation 
adopted in Estonia provides that, as of August 2022, an 
employee has the right to request improved contractual 
conditions. The employer is obliged to consider the 
request and, in the case of rejection, to justify the 
decision in writing. Similarly, Article 11 of Law 5053/2023 
in Greece provides employees with at least six months’ 
service with the right to request more secure and 
predictable conditions. Employers have to provide a 
reasoned written reply within one or two months, 
depending on the size of the enterprise. In 2023, Poland, 
similarly, introduced such a provision in Article 29, 
paragraph 3, of the Labour Code, requiring employers  
to respond to such requests in writing within one 
month. A similar clause was added to legislation in 
Finland, which already required employers to inform 
workers on fixed-term contracts and part-time workers 
when permanent, full-time positions became available 
in the workplace. Similar changes have been enacted in 
other Member States to transpose the directive, but, 
due to the brief implementation period, no evaluations 
of the impact of such provisions are available as of the 
time of writing. 

Encouraging transfers to open-
ended employment and preventing 
abuse of fixed-term contracts 
Fixed-term employment clearly provides an opportunity 
to access work or enter the labour market, although the 
link between the use of atypical contracts and 
employment is far from straightforward. Over the years, 
various scholars have challenged the view that less job 
protection (and more labour market deregulation) leads 
to job creation (see, for example, Oesch, 2010). It is also 
relevant that previous studies have found little evidence 
to suggest that employment protection strictness  
(often measured using the OECD indicators of 
employment protection) is associated with higher 
unemployment levels (Layard et al., 2005; Bassanini et 
al., 2006; Heyes et al., 2012). 

A key question being posed by policymakers is whether 
temporary and fixed-term work act as an effective 
stepping stone towards permanent (and by definition 
more secure) employment. Temporary employment can 
offer valuable work experience and skills development, 
particularly for those at the outset of their career, and it 
can also support the establishment of networks that can 
facilitate the transition to permanent employment 
(Autor et al., 2010). On the other hand, where fixed-term 
contracts are extensively used as a tool to support 
flexibility, they can hinder more permanent labour 
market integration into higher-quality jobs, as firms 
have less incentive to provide training and individuals 
may be less inclined or less able to finance investing in 
their own skills. Different research approaches                   
(for example, as regards countries and time periods 
covered, methodologies and data sources) lead to 
different results, delivering mixed conclusions on 
whether temporary work functions as a pathway to 
more secure employment or restricts long-term career 
prospects. 

For example, studies from the Netherlands and the 
United Kingdom have found that temporary 
employment reduces the transition time to permanent 
employment for unemployed jobseekers (de Graaf-Zijl 
et al., 2011) and increases the subsequent probability of 
permanent employment, particularly for men and 
workers with higher levels of education (Booth et al., 
2002). Research in Italy has also found only a positive 
impact on men’s transition to permanent employment 
(Bruno et al., 2013). A more recent study in Italy has 
demonstrated a difference in conversion rates from 
temporary to permanent contracts between the north 
and the south of the country, with conversion being 
more likely in northern Italy (Camussi et al., 2022). 

In summary, studies carried out to assess the stepping-
stone versus dead-end effects of temporary 
employment find significant variation in the outcomes 
of temporary employment depending on worker 
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characteristics, career history and institutional context. 
A recent analysis of European Union Statistics on 
Income and Living Conditions longitudinal data, carried 
out on behalf of Eurofound, reveals that temporary 
employment has a positive impact on the move to 
permanent employment that depends on age, gender 
and education level; hours worked also have a 
significant impact on such transitions (Eurofound, 
2026b). Young workers, highly educated workers, men 
and those working more hours were more likely to 
progress into permanent jobs. 

Legislative measures 
The Fixed-term Contracts Directive, which was based on a 
framework agreement negotiated by the EU cross-industry 
social partners in accordance with Articles 154 and 155 
of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, 
aims to improve the quality of fixed-term work by 
ensuring the application of the principle of                          
non-discrimination and to establish a framework to 
prevent abuse arising from the successive use of          
fixed-term contracts. It provides that a fixed-term 
worker should not be treated less favourably than a 
comparable permanent worker solely because they 
have a fixed-term contract, unless different treatment 
can be justified on objective grounds. The directive 
contains a set of options for measures to be taken at 
national level to prevent abuse arising from the 
successive use of fixed-term employment contracts or 
relationships. It also calls upon employers to inform 
fixed-term workers about vacancies that become 
available in the company or organisation and, where 
possible, to facilitate access by fixed-term workers to 
appropriate training, with a view to enhancing their 
skills, career development and occupational mobility. 

However, data from the EWCS have shown that workers 
on fixed-term contracts continue to be less likely to 
have access to training and assess their career 
prospects less positively than workers on open-ended 
contracts (Eurofound, 2017b). 

At the time of implementation of the directive, although 
many Member States already had some regulatory 
provisions pertaining to fixed-term work, most 
introduced new legislation to transpose the directive, 
particularly in relation to the principle of non-
discrimination and measures to prevent abuse. 
However, substantial differences exist among Member 
States regarding measures introduced to regulate and 
prevent the abusive use of successive fixed-term 
contracts. As indicated above, under the provisions of 
the directive, Member States were given the opportunity 
to select from a range of options. 

The differences that have arisen relate to a number of 
points. First, acceptable objective reasons for the use of 
first-time fixed-term contracts (not required by the 
directive) or successive fixed-term contracts (as suggested 
in the directive) are specified in law in several Member 

States: Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain and Sweden              
(for certain types of fixed-term contracts). In the other 
Member States, objective reasons are either not 
required or they are not stipulated in law, and instead 
the courts interpret what constitutes an objective 
reason. 

Only a limited number of Member States (such as 
Bulgaria, Czechia, Portugal and Romania) have 
introduced a cap on the duration of individual              
fixed-term contracts, with most Member States instead 
placing a limit on the maximum duration of fixed-term 
employment with the same employer (during which 
time several contracts can be concluded). Overall limits 
on the maximum duration of fixed-term employment 
range between 18 months and 5 years, but they are 
mostly in the region of 2 to 3 years. In several Member 
States, the maximum duration of fixed-term 
employment with the same employer is not specified; 
however, in most of these cases, objective reasons are 
required to renew fixed-term contracts, which arguably 
limits the repeated conclusion of such contracts by the 
same employer. 

In relation to the third measure aimed at preventing 
abuse (i.e. limiting the number of renewals), several 
Member States (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechia, 
France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania and Slovakia) 
have introduced such a measure. Usually, between one 
and three renewals are allowed, up to the maximum 
period of fixed-term employment, where the law 
imposes such a limit. In Poland, for instance, the law 
limits the number of renewals, but it does not impose 
any limitation on the maximum cumulative duration of 
the successive contracts. 

The directive leaves it to the Member States to 
determine the conditions under which fixed-term 
contracts should be regarded as successive. This results 
in significant differences in the maximum intervals 
allowed between successive fixed-term contracts from 
not more than 30 consecutive days (in Latvia, Lithuania 
and Poland) to 3 years (in Czechia). In certain cases, this 
period is very short, allowing fixed-term employment to 
continue for years, and thus arguably failing to prevent 
the abusive use of successive fixed-term contracts.  
Such short intervals can also undermine the 
effectiveness of other preventive measures put in place, 
such as a limitation on the number of renewals. 

Several Member States introduced changes to their 
provisions governing fixed-term work during the 
economic crisis. In some Member States, these changes 
were time-limited to the crisis period, but others set no 
time limits on these amendments. In most Member 
States, these legislative changes tended in the direction 
of providing greater flexibility in the use of fixed-term 
employment, primarily by extending the permitted 
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overall duration of fixed-term employment 
relationships with the same employer. 

The scale of changes to legislation on fixed-term 
contracts at Member State level has been relatively 
limited over the past five years. A notable exception is 
Spain, where the latest labour law reform (Royal 
Decree-Law 32/2021) limited the use of temporary 
contracts. It abolished what are known as ‘work and 
service’ contracts and limited the use of some other 
temporary contracts. This measure was negotiated and 
agreed with cross-industry social partners, and it has 
already reduced the share of temporary contracts in 
employment in Spain. In 2023, new legislation in Croatia 
limited the cumulative duration of fixed-term contracts 
to three years, while a reform of Swedish labour law 
stipulated that fixed-term employment becomes 
permanent following contract renewal after 12 months, 
rather than the previous 24 months. In Sweden, three 
objective situations are considered to justify the 
conclusion of a fixed-term employment contract: the 
replacement of a worker on temporary leave of 
absence, seasonal work and ‘special fixed-term 
employment’, a category introduced in 2022, which 
replaced many previously available categories, such as 
project work and, most notably, general fixed-term 
employment. 

In recent years, some Member States have sought to 
address issues in the use of fixed-term ‘seasonal’ 
employment in employment relationships that, by their 
nature, are not actually seasonal. In Cyprus, for 
example, an agreement was reached between trade 
unions and the State Health Services Organisation that 
it would put an end to the routine ‘seasonal’ 
recruitment of employees paid by the hour in state 
hospitals. Instead, recruitment would now be on a 
permanent basis, with seasonal/occasional recruitment 
being used only to account for seasonal variations in 
demand or to cover for the long-term health-related 
absence of permanent staff. This type of temporary 
recruitment can be done only following agreement 
between the trade unions and the State Health Services 
Organisation. It is expected that this will significantly 
reduce the number of seasonal employees performing 
such tasks. Similarly, from November 2023, the 
employment status of 1 800 educators in pre-primary, 
primary, special, sectoral and secondary technical 
education will be converted from temporary to 
permanent employment between 2024 and 2027. 

Active labour market policy measures 
Another approach used to encourage the conclusion of 
permanent (rather than fixed-term) contracts relates to 

requirements or support linked to active labour market 
policies, with some Member States providing financial 
incentives to employers recruiting people from certain 
groups on open-ended contracts. For instance, in 
Luxembourg, financial support can be granted to 
central and local government employers and non-profit 
organisations that recruit long-term unemployed 
individuals over 30 years of age if the post being created 
is a new, additional position. The employer must seek 
the opinion of the staff delegation (an employee 
representative body that is mandatory in businesses 
with at least 15 staff members in Luxembourg) 
regarding the creation of such new ‘integration jobs’. 
Financial support is available for the first three years of 
such a permanent post, at a level that reduces each 
year. The subsidy is higher for the creation of such a job 
for a long-term unemployed jobseeker over the age of 
50 and is paid until the employee retires. 

In Malta, the Access to Employment Scheme provides 
employers with subsidies encouraging the conclusion of 
open-ended contracts with people with disabilities and 
those over the age of 50 (5). In addition, specific tax credits 
are available to small and medium-sized enterprises 
converting fixed-term contracts to open-ended ones.  
The Investing in Skills programme has also been revised 
to provide additional support to employers of up to         
70 % of training costs if they subsequently offer these 
more highly skilled workers permanent contracts. 

The Balanced Labour Market Act (WAB) in the 
Netherlands modified transition payments to be paid by 
employers to employees who have lost a job that was 
based on a temporary contract; employees are entitled 
to this transition payment from the first day of their 
employment. The aim is to incentivise employers to 
offer temporary workers permanent contracts at an 
earlier stage. 

Through the Converte+ measure, Portugal provides 
financial incentives to employers to convert fixed-term 
contracts to permanent ones in line with a tripartite 
agreement concluded in 2018 on combating precarious 
work and labour market segmentation. To be eligible, 
contracts must be continued for a minimum of                   
24 months following the start date of the open-ended 
contract, and they must comply with minimum wage 
regulations and, where applicable, collective bargaining 
agreements. A further measure to support the conversion 
of fixed-term contracts to open-ended ones is also 
available for employers concluding such contracts with 
workers who belong to the under-represented gender  
in an occupation where a gender makes up less than 
33.3 % of the workforce (the list of such occupations is 
updated on a regular basis). 
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Although it does not aim to encourage the conclusion of 
permanent contracts, Romania’s solidarity contract 
measure does aim to provide longer-term employment 
of up to three years for marginalised young people, to 
ease their transition to more permanent employment 
through work experience. Marginalised young people 
are defined as individuals aged between 16 and 25 who 
have left the child protection system, have a disability, 
lack family support, have dependent children, have 
served one or more custodial sentences or are victims of 
human trafficking. 

Permanent recruitment of young people is the target of 
the Slovenian measure ‘Faster entry of young people 
into the labour market’. This is aimed at individuals 
aged up to 29 and provides subsidies to employers 
recruiting such workers on permanent contracts with 
mentoring, training or education. Financial support is 
also available to employers hiring individuals on 
permanent contracts for green jobs (for instance, in 
sustainable tourism or renewable energy), or long-term 
unemployed and low-skilled workers on permanent 
contracts of any type. Similar subsidies are also 
available in Slovakia for the recruitment on permanent 
contracts of disadvantaged jobseekers and young 
people not in education or employment. 

Regulating zero-hours contracts 
and reducing the use of other 
precarious contracts 
The use of casual or on-demand work, sometimes in the 
form of zero-hours contracts, has increased in the EU 
(Eurofound, 2019, 2020b). Such work is characterised by 
the absence of a stable and continuous employment 
relationship. However, there is no agreed definition of 
casual work, and the resulting lack of methodological 
consistency in data collection and absence of 
comparable data make comparisons across Member 
States difficult (Eurofound, 2019). 

Clearly, those involved in casual work arrangements are 
more likely to come from groups of workers who are 
also more likely to be involved in other non-standard 
forms of employment, including young people, older 
workers, less-qualified workers and migrant workers. 
Like those engaged in most other forms of non-standard 
work, individuals on casual contracts are prone to 
experience inferior working conditions, have low 
incomes and have limited or no access to social and 
employment protection, making them more likely to 
experience in-work poverty and pension poverty 
(Eurofound, 2019). The Transparent and Predictable 
Working Conditions Directive sought to address some of 
these challenges by requiring greater clarity for workers 
about their employment and working conditions, by 
requiring the introduction of measures to prevent the 
abuse of on-demand contracts and by giving workers 

the right to request more predictable and secure 
working conditions once they have completed six 
months’ service with the same employer. 

One form of casual contract is the zero-hours contract. 
Such contracts require workers to be available for work 
for a certain number of hours per week or when 
required but do not guarantee a specific number of 
hours. Zero-hours contracts and on-demand work are 
considered illegal in Member States like Austria, 
Belgium, Bulgaria, France, Ireland and Latvia. In recent 
years, Malta has taken steps to limit and control the use 
of zero-hours contracts, and, in Luxembourg, the Pirate 
Party made a proposal in February 2023 to add a 
provision to the Labour Code explicitly stipulating that 
working time cannot be set at zero hours. The Balanced 
Labour Market Act in the Netherlands also regulated 
zero-hours and other casual contracts more strictly,       
by mandating the provision of clearer terms and 
conditions of employment and reducing flexibility in the 
use of zero-hours contracts (Government of the 
Netherlands, undated). While they are not considered 
explicitly illegal, no provision allowing zero-hours 
contracts exists in Czechia, Germany, Slovenia or Spain. 
In Denmark, some collective agreements explicitly rule 
out the use of zero-hours contracts, such as the 
collective agreement in the retail sector (HK, 2023). 
Similarly, in Finland, a prohibition on zero-hours 
contracts exists in all collective agreements negotiated 
by the services sector trade union PAM (Service Union 
United PAM, 2023). These agreements cover sectors 
including commerce; hotels, restaurants and catering; 
the leisure industry; and the property services sector. 

It is not yet possible to assess the impact of the 
transposition of the Transparent and Predictable 
Working Conditions Directive on the use of zero-hours 
and other casual contacts in practice. 

Encouraging or enabling workers 
to work additional hours 
Over the decades, and particularly with the increase in 
female labour market participation, the share of part-
time employment in total employment has grown, 
although trends in recent years have been more stable. 
Part-time work is mainly used as a way to reconcile 
work and family life and is generally chosen, although 
the distinction between voluntary and involuntary     
part-time work can be blurred in situations where there 
is a lack of access to affordable, high-quality childcare 
and care for older people. It also remains a form of work 
primarily engaged in by women, due to ongoing gender 
differences in the sharing of unpaid work. 

The Part-time Work Directive was adopted on the basis 
of a framework agreement between the EU-level        
cross-industry social partners. The directive aims to 
remove any discrimination against part-time workers 
and to facilitate the development of part-time work on a 
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voluntary basis. It calls on employers to consider 
requests by workers to transfer from full-time to             
part-time work or vice versa should the opportunity for 
such a change arise. To facilitate this, timely 
information on such opportunities should be provided. 
Importantly, a worker’s refusal to transfer from full-time 
to part-time work or vice versa must not constitute 
grounds for dismissal. As far as possible, measures are 
to be taken to facilitate part-time work at all levels of 
the organisation and to facilitate access to training 
opportunities and career development for part-time 
workers. 

However, despite these provisions, evidence from the 
EWCS shows that part-time workers continue to be less 
likely to be represented at the higher levels of an 
organisation and have more limited access to training, 
further hampering career progression opportunities 
(Eurofound, 2017b). In recent years, there has also been 
an increase in the share of part-time workers working 
very few hours, which can impact income levels, social 
security benefits and pension entitlements (Eurofound, 
2020b). 

In a tight labour market, there has been greater 
emphasis on measures seeking to encourage part-time 
workers to increase their hours or to enable groups to 
enter or remain in the labour market by offering suitable 
working time schedules. This has also been one of the 
drivers of the discussion around the four-day working 
week and other models of working time reduction, 
which – it is argued – can encourage some workers to 
move closer to ‘full-time’ hours. This debate is not 
addressed in this report, since it is covered by other 
Eurofound research (Eurofound, 2024). 

The most common approaches to encouraging and 
enabling workers to increase their working hours 
reported by the national correspondents revolve 
around introducing or strengthening the right to 
request additional hours, raising awareness of the 
impact of part-time work on access to social protection 
and pension rights and addressing barriers to greater 
involvement in paid work. 

Right to request additional hours 
In the context of the transposition of the Transparent 
and Predictable Working Conditions Directive and the 
Work-life Balance Directive, many Member States have 
introduced or strengthened legislative provisions 
allowing workers to request transfers to more secure 
work contracts, such as full-time or (as discussed above) 
open-ended contracts. Provisions regarding the 
obligation to inform workers of positions with 
additional or full-time hours (or open-ended contracts) 
have also been strengthened. Where a contract with 

additional hours is requested and the request is 
rejected, the employer must provide a reasoned 
response within a set time frame. In some Member 
States, such as Germany, while trade unions have 
welcomed these measures, they question whether such 
provisions are sufficient to require employers to 
seriously engage with such requests. The central 
employer organisation in Germany (the Confederation 
of German Employers’ Associations, BDA), on the other 
hand, has questioned the need to introduce new 
provisions, arguing that existing legislation already 
promoted informal communication on such issues. 

Since the beginning of 2019, a law introducing ‘bridging 
part-time work’ has been in force in Germany, allowing 
employees to work part time for a period of five years 
with the right to return to their previous working hours. 
An employer in a company with more than 45 workers 
must provide sound operational reasons for rejecting a 
request for bridging part-time work from a worker who 
has been in their position for more than 6 months.         
The measure is aimed at providing greater flexibility for 
workers who wish to reduce their hours temporarily but 
subsequently want to return to the originally agreed 
working hours. The intention is for individuals to be able 
to retain their careers despite changing life 
circumstances. 

An initial evaluation by the Institute for Employment 
Research (IAB) at the Federal Employment Agency 
found that bridging part-time work is taken up more 
frequently by women than by men and is primarily used 
in larger companies covered by collective bargaining, 
with employee representation and with well-qualified 
and higher-paid employees. Its use has led to around    
10 000 additional hires to compensate for the loss of 
working hours. It is argued that the low level of 
utilisation could be because the regulation is not yet 
sufficiently well known and many employees to whom 
the provision might have appealed had already 
informally moved to shorter working hours. In addition, 
the statutory regulation does not cover all desired 
periods, as some employees would like to reduce their 
working hours for less than one or more than five years. 
A significant proportion of employees are also excluded 
from the statutory entitlement because they work in 
companies with less than 45 employees (Hohendanner 
et al., 2023). 

No further national-level evidence was provided on 
assessments of the impact of provisions on the right to 
request to work additional hours. 
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Awareness raising regarding the impact of 
part-time work on social security and 
pension rights 
In Denmark, several initiatives have been implemented 
in the public sector to encourage more full-time 
working. Around EUR 800 000 were allocated each year 
in 2024, 2025 and 2026 to continuing and developing a 
municipal initiative called En fremtid med fuldtid                
(‘A future with full-time’). Around EUR 260 000 were 
allocated annually in the same years to a project called 
Sammen om fuldtid i regionerne (‘Together for full-time 
in the regions’). As part of this project, all regional 
positions are advertised as full-time roles, and all 
employees have the right to be employed full time. 
Collective agreements in the sector include provisions 
that encourage employees to work full time. Relevant 
initiatives include efforts to raise awareness of the 
benefits of working full time and to encourage 
appropriate shift scheduling and other work practices to 
enable full-time working. 

In Germany, the Equality in the Labour Market action 
programme of the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, 
Senior Citizens, Women and Youth has been in place 
since 2022 and aims to promote equal opportunities for 
and equal participation of women and men in the 
labour market and in family care work and to create the 
conditions for independent livelihoods and old-age 
security for all (BMBFSFJ, 2022). One of the 
programme’s initiatives is an information campaign 
that informs employees and employers about the 
advantages of converting ‘mini-jobs’ (a particular form 
of marginal employment in Germany) into employment 
that is, by contrast, subject to social insurance 
contributions. 

Support for child and adult care 
A key reason why workers – and women in particular – 
work part time is the lack of access to affordable,        
high-quality childcare provision. This can also be seen 
to apply to adult care; evidence in this area is less 
widespread, although, with demographic ageing,            
the issue will probably come to affect more families. 

Based on a behaviour microsimulation using the 
Eurolab multidimensional labour supply and demand 

model, Narazani et al. (2025) argue that achieving 
higher childcare participation rates would result in an 
overall increase in labour supply, made up of mothers 
with children under the age of three. Variations among 
Member States in terms of labour market participation 
and childcare systems lead the authors to argue that 
universal, one-size-fits-all targets across the EU may not 
be efficient. 

The European Child Guarantee, adopted by the Council 
of the European Union in 2021, aims to prevent and 
combat social exclusion by guaranteeing effective 
access for children in need to free early childhood 
education and care, free education and healthcare, 
healthy nutrition and adequate housing. In relation to 
access to early childhood education and care, 
Eurofound has found that, by 2022, nine Member States 
(Belgium, Denmark, France, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain and Sweden) 
had achieved a participation rate of 45 % of children 
under the age of three in early childhood education     
and care – the policy target set for 2030. For children 
between the age of three and compulsory schooling 
age, seven Member States (Belgium, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland, Spain and Sweden)  
had achieved the 2030 target of 96 % by 2023 
(Eurofound, 2023). 

Policy and legislative measures implemented at 
Member State level acknowledge barriers to labour 
market participation or working additional hours, and in 
particular barriers linked to childcare and other care 
responsibilities. For example, in Germany, the Second 
Act on the Further Development of Quality and 
Participation in Child Daycare aims to increase 
investment in childcare infrastructure (BMBFSFJ, 2025). 
Latvia and Slovakia are also implementing measures to 
enhance childcare provision, and Malta has reinforced 
its subsidies for childcare services, making them more 
affordable for working parents. Article 11(c) of the 
Council recommendation establishing a European Child 
Guarantee asks Member States to submit action plans 
on how they will implement the European Child 
Guarantee, with progress to be reported every two years 
(Council of the European Union, 2021), and these plans 
and progress reports are made available by the 
Commission (European Commission, undated). 
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Non-standard forms of employment have become more 
common in the EU over the past two decades. However, 
not every form of non-standard employment entails 
vulnerability for workers. From a policy perspective,           
it is essential to distinguish between voluntary and 
involuntary forms of non-standard work, as the latter 
are more likely to be associated with precariousness 
and reduced job quality. This report illustrates that it is 
in particular the accumulation of non-standard 
employment characteristics in a job that results in 
vulnerability. 

While employment vulnerability has generally been 
decreasing in the EU since 2016, it remains persistent in 
several Member States (such as the Netherlands and 
Spain). The nature of vulnerability varies among 
Member States. In continental and central and eastern 
European Member States, income inadequacy 
dominates. In Mediterranean and Nordic Member 
States, employment insecurity is the key driver. 

Vulnerability is more prevalent in low-skilled 
occupations and in services sectors, especially private 
services. These sectors often rely on non-standard 
contracts and atypical working hours, contributing to 
higher rates of vulnerability. 

Women, young people, employees with lower levels of 
education, people with a migrant background, Roma, 
LGBT+ people, religious minorities and people with 
disabilities are disproportionately represented in 
vulnerable forms of employment. Multiple factors 
contribute to this, including discrimination, restrictive 
legal frameworks (particularly affecting migrant 
workers), caring responsibilities (especially among 
women) and barriers to the recognition of qualifications 
and skills (affecting migrants in particular). Workers 
may also suffer from being in a poor bargaining position 
(especially young people) or from lack of demand on the 
labour market (notably people with lower levels of 
education). When these characteristics intersect,  
people are at a particularly high risk of experiencing 
employment vulnerability. Job tenure and labour 
market experience are critical protective factors. 

Vulnerability does not automatically equate to poor 
working conditions. Some vulnerable employees report 
comparable outcomes to non-vulnerable workers, or 
even better outcomes, in specific areas. However, 
employees experiencing multiple vulnerabilities 
consistently report worse outcomes across most job 
quality dimensions, such as poorer job prospects, more 
limited access to training, less favourable working time 
arrangements and less predictable earnings. They also 
report higher levels of anxiety and depression. 

Vulnerable employees are less likely to use advanced 
technologies and may benefit less from task 
augmentation driven by the technology. This could 
potentially widen skills and opportunity gaps. Moreover, 
vulnerable workers are significantly less likely to 
participate in training paid for by their employer or on-
the-job training, which hinders their skills development. 
Continuous skills development is essential for 
increasing productivity and maintaining 
competitiveness, so jobs characterised by limited 
training participation, such as those held by vulnerable 
employees, may hamper individual career progression 
and reinforce existing inequalities in skills and labour 
market opportunities. Over time, this can constrain 
companies’ ability to innovate and increase productivity 
and can limit their economic performance. 

Even before the publication of the Quality Jobs 
Roadmap in December 2025, EU policy sought to take 
into account employers’ need for flexibility and workers’ 
personal needs while recognising that enhanced job 
quality and competitiveness go hand in hand. Many 
recent national legislative and policy initiatives aimed 
at tackling precarity have been linked to EU legislation – 
initially regarding the equal treatment of part-time and 
fixed-term contract workers and requiring Member 
States to adopt measures to prevent the abusive use of 
fixed-term contracts, and latterly through the 
implementation of provisions of the Transparent and 
Predictable Working Conditions Directive. The plans for 
the Quality Jobs Act, announced in September 2025, 
seek to address practices that can contribute to greater 
precarity in the workplace, such as subcontracting and 
algorithmic management. 

Policy pointers 
£ Vulnerability is a multidimensional phenomenon 

and therefore requires a multifaceted policy 
response, taking account of the linked individual, 
intersectional and job-related factors that can 
contribute to workers being in a vulnerable 
situation in the labour market. Addressing 
multidimensional vulnerability is of particular 
importance. 

£ Non-standard employment does not inherently 
imply vulnerability. Legislation and policy need to 
strike a balance between the needs and aspirations 
of employers and workers in terms of security and 
flexibility while preventing abuses of atypical work, 
which undermine employment standards. 

5 Conclusions and policy pointers
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£ Existing EU legislation and its transposition has had 
an important role to play in shaping national 
legislation and extending the rights of workers on 
more precarious contracts, for example to gain 
access to information on their terms and conditions 
of employment or to request improved contractual 
conditions. The experiences of the implementation 
of the directives on part-time and fixed-term work 
have shown that such provisions on their own are 
insufficient to address issues such as unequal 
access to training in the workplace, which can 
exacerbate vulnerability, particularly at times of 
rapid technological change. Further research is 
needed to assess the impact of this legislation on 
the ground in terms of addressing labour market 
vulnerability. 

£ Effective regulation depends on robust 
enforcement. This requires adequately resourced 
labour inspectorates, accessible complaint 
procedures, and systematic compliance monitoring 
to translate legal protections into tangible 
improvements in working conditions. 

£ Digitalisation and the increasing use of AI 
applications are further transforming workplaces 
and business models, requiring ongoing review of 
developments that can contribute to the 
emergence and proliferation of new forms of 
employment. This means that EU and national 
legislative and policy frameworks need to remain 
under review to react to such developments and 
ensure that benefits are gained while negative 
implications are prevented. The Quality Jobs 
Roadmap and the consultation on the Quality Jobs 
Act seek, among other things, to contribute to this 
process, which will require the active involvement 
of social partners. 

£ Although the issue is not directly addressed in this 
report, discrimination and disadvantage linked to 
individual factors (such as race, gender, sexuality, 
disability, age, ethnicity and class) and their 
intersection – which impact access to quality 
education and access to the labour market – must 
be effectively addressed through policy and 
legislation, alongside awareness raising leading to 
societal change.  

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge
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Annex 1: Measuring vulnerability in the EU-LFS 
The methodology behind the Adjusted Multidimensional Vulnerability Index (AMVI) was introduced by Alkire et al. 
(2007) in the field of multidimensional poverty and later applied to vulnerable employment by García-Pérez et al. 
(2017), Orfao et al. (2021) and Murillo-Huertas et al. (2023), among others. This index is calculated on a counting basis 
and has several advantages, since it permits an analysis of all the dimensions of vulnerability and, simultaneously,      
the measurement of the intensity and incidence of vulnerability in the Member States. A common approach in 
previous studies employing similar indicators is to assign equal weights to each dimension (García-Pérez et al., 2017; 
Orfao et al., 2021; Murillo-Huertas et al., 2023). This practice stems from the assumption that no single dimension can 
be considered inherently more important than the others in the assessment of vulnerability. 

The AMVI is used to analyse the incidence and intensity of employment vulnerability across the EU between 2009 and 
2021. The AMVI builds on three fundamental dimensions of job quality, described in the section ‘Defining vulnerability’ 
in Chapter 1. The first is income adequacy: whether a job provides sufficient earnings to maintain a decent standard of 
living. The second is employment security: whether workers can count on their jobs continuing and providing 
adequate hours. The third is workplace rights: whether workers have control over their working time, reasonable 
hours and decent conditions (Table A1). 

The methodology works through a systematic counting process. For each dimension, a clear threshold is established 
below which a job is considered vulnerable. For income, this threshold is set at 60 % of median earnings – the same 
benchmark used across EU policy to identify low pay and poverty risk. For employment security, vulnerability is 
identified through involuntary temporary work, involuntary part-time work or marginal hours (fewer than 15 hours per 
week). For workplace rights, vulnerability is considered to exist where there are excessive working hours or lack of 
control over working hours, atypical working time or active job search due to unsatisfactory conditions. 

If Xij is defined as the observation of dimension j for each individual i (with j = 1, …, 3) and Zj as the threshold 
established for dimension j, then a job is considered vulnerable in dimension j if Xij ≤ Zj. After determining Zj for each 
dimension, a new variable P is defined to measure the number of vulnerable dimensions of each individual’s job              
(a preliminary step towards establishing the second threshold). For each individual i, P is calculated as: 

with I{Xij  ≤ Zj} the indicator function of set {Xij  ≤ Zj}, wj the weight assigned to each dimension and n the total number 
of individuals. As previously done by García-Pérez et al. (2017), Orfao et al. (2021) and Murillo-Huertas et al. (2023), the 
same weight is assigned to each dimension (⅓). Pi will take values between 0 and 3, where smaller values reflect lower 
levels of vulnerability. For instance, a value of 0 indicates that an individual’s job is not vulnerable in any dimension, 
whereas a value of 3 indicates that it is vulnerable in all the dimensions. The second threshold that identifies a job as 

Annexes

Table A1: Summary of the dimensions, items and weights used to analyse incidence and intensity of 
vulnerability through the AMVI

Dimension Items measuring each dimension Item weight

Income inadequacy Low income (income under 60 % of the median of the income distribution) (1/3)

Employment insecurity Involuntary temporary employment, involuntary part-time employment or marginal           
part-time work (working fewer than 15 hours per week) (1/3)

Lack of workplace rights Lack of control over or excessive working hours (would like to work more hours or works 
more than 48 hours per week) (1/9)

Atypical working time (shifts, Saturdays, Sundays, nights, evenings) (1/9)

Searching for employment (active search or registration with a public employment service) (1/9)

Source: Authors.
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vulnerable has been established in Pi ≥ 1, that is, a job is considered vulnerable if vulnerability exists in at least one 
dimension. 

Using these variables, the AMVI emerges through a two-stage calculation. First, the incidence of vulnerability is 
calculated – that is, the proportion of jobs that are vulnerable in at least one dimension. The incidence of vulnerability 
is calculated through variable P. With H the incidence of vulnerability, it can be calculated as follows: 

where q represents the number of jobs identified as vulnerable according to the second threshold established, Pi ≥ 1. 

Second, the intensity of vulnerability is estimated, which captures the average number of vulnerable dimensions 
among vulnerable jobs divided by the total number of dimensions. The intensity of vulnerability can be measured 
through an indicator A, which captures the average number of vulnerable dimensions among vulnerable jobs divided 
by the total number of dimensions. In this sense, a higher value of A indicates a higher intensity of vulnerability.                 
A is defined as follows: 

with        the average number of vulnerable dimensions among vulnerable jobs and D the total number of dimensions, 
which in this case is 3. 

The final AMVI is a product of the two measures of incidence and intensity, creating a single measure that 
simultaneously captures how widespread and how severe vulnerability is. It is calculated by taking into consideration 
both the incidence (H) and intensity (A) of vulnerability. It is usually defined as M0: 

The AMVI value or M0 can be calculated for each Member State k, with k = 1, …, 27. 

The resulting index ranges from 0 to 1, with higher levels indicating more vulnerable jobs. Values below 0.11 indicate 
low vulnerability – roughly equivalent to one third of workers being vulnerable in one third of dimensions. Values 
between 0.12 and 0.25 indicate moderate vulnerability – approximately half of workers vulnerable in half of 
dimensions. Values above 0.25 denote high vulnerability, where either many workers are affected or those who are 
vulnerable face multiple severe problems, or both. 

To operationalise the AMVI, the EU-LFS dataset covering the period between 2009 and 2021 is used. Table A1 presents 
the set of items used to measure each dimension, along with their assigned weights. 

First, monthly income data from the EU-LFS are used to measure income inadequacy. While Eurostat collects gross 
monthly pay information, the files made available for scientific use provide data in deciles rather than exact figures. A 
job is classified as vulnerable in this dimension if monthly income falls below 60 % of the median. This threshold aligns 
with EU policy standards, specifically the Minimum Wage Directive (Directive (EU) 2022/2041), which requires Member 
States to use indicative reference values when assessing minimum wage adequacy. 

Second, for the employment insecurity dimension, three distinct indicators are used to identify those types of 
employment associated with employment vulnerability. A job is considered vulnerable if it satisfies at least one of the 
three following conditions: it is involuntary temporary employment, it is involuntary part-time employment or it is a 
marginal part-time job (defined as fewer than 15 hours per week). 

Third, lack of workplace rights is identified through three items that capture lack of control over the number of hours 
worked or excessive working hours (defined as more than 48 hours per week), working atypical hours (including work 
on Saturdays or Sundays or in the evenings, working nights or working shifts) and if a worker is actively searching for 
employment or is registered with a public employment service. 

Since some of these factors may result from the individuals’ free rational choices, equal weight is assigned to each 
item within the workplace rights dimension (see Table A1). For instance, if a job is not vulnerable in any other 
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dimension but involves excessive working hours (more than 48 hours per week), it is not classified as vulnerable. 
However, if a job is vulnerable in another dimension and, in addition, it involves excessive working hours, it will be 
considered vulnerable and will register a higher intensity in the AMVI index. Also, if an individual works excessive 
hours, has atypical working time arrangements and is simultaneously looking for another job, the job will be classified 
as vulnerable within this dimension. Conversely, an individual who works on weekends but has an adequate wage and 
a permanent position would not be considered vulnerable. However, a job involving weekend work and paying a low 
wage would register as more intensely vulnerable than a job classified as vulnerable based on low wages alone. 

Annex 2: Measuring vulnerability in the EWCS 
The vulnerability index was calculated at the employee level as the sum of three subindicators: income inadequacy, 
employment insecurity and lack of workplace rights. 

Income inadequacy is assigned a value of 1 if an employee’s income is less than 60 % of the weighted monthly median 
income of employees in the same Member State, and 0 otherwise. 

Employment insecurity is assigned a value of 1 if at least one of the following conditions is met, and 0 otherwise: 

£ the employee has a short temporary contract, defined as a contract of limited duration or a temporary 
employment agency contract lasting one year or less, or no contract at all; 

£ the employee is in involuntary part-time employment, meaning they work fewer than 32 hours per week in their 
main job, and their preferred weekly hours in that job are at least one hour more than their actual weekly hours; 

£ the employee is in marginal part-time work, defined as working fewer than 15 hours per week. 

Lack of workplace rights is calculated cumulatively, assigning a value of one third for each of the following conditions 
met: 

£ the employee works excessive hours, defined as more than 48 hours per week in total across all jobs; 
£ the employee has atypical working time, meaning they work shifts, work at least four times per month on 

weekends for one hour or more or work at least six times per month for two hours or more between 22:00 and 
05:00; 

£ the employee experiences job instability, defined as being (very or somewhat) likely to leave their current job 
within the next year or (strongly or somewhat) agreeing that they might lose their job in the next six months. 

The vulnerability index is interpreted as follows: 

£ value lower than 1 – employee is not vulnerable; 
£ value equal to 1 – employee is vulnerable; 
£ value higher than 1 – the employee is highly vulnerable. 

The EWCS operationalisation of vulnerability is designed to align with the approach used in the EU-LFS. However, due 
to differences in survey questions, the two approaches differ in several respects. 

£ Short temporary contracts. The involuntary nature of temporary employment used in the EU-LFS analysis cannot 
be determined from EWCS data, potentially lowering the vulnerability threshold compared with the EU-LFS 
analysis. 

£ Involuntary part-time employment. In the EWCS, this is identified indirectly, by comparing actual and preferred 
working hours, rather than through a direct question, as in the EU-LFS. 

£ Excessive working hours. In the EU-LFS analysis, this dimension also covers the wish to work more hours, but in 
the EWCS analysis this is excluded, as the wish to work more hours is used to identify involuntary part-time 
employment. 

£ Job search versus job instability. The EU-LFS analysis uses indicators of job search (active search or registration 
with a public employment service). No direct equivalent of these measures is available in the EWCS. The EWCS 
analysis uses job instability as a subdimension instead. 

Annexes
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Annex 3: Additional figures 

Employment and working conditions of the most vulnerable workers: Addressing an ongoing policy challenge

Figure A1: Exposure to physical risks and demands, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 
(predicted shares, %)

Non-vulnerable Vulnerable Highly vulnerable
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who experience the physical risks or demands 
in question at least a quarter of the time. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. The results are not 
presented for the indicators of physical environment with no statistically significant differences among the vulnerability groups, namely 
noise so loud that you would have to raise your voice to talk to people; high temperatures that make you perspire even when not working; 
low temperatures, whether indoors or outdoors; tiring or painful positions; lifting or moving people; and sitting for periods of at least half an 
hour at a time. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Figure A2: Exposure to adverse social behaviours, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted 
shares, %)

Non-vulnerable Vulnerable Highly vulnerable
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who experienced the reported behaviour in the 
month before the survey (in the case of verbal abuse, unwanted sexual attention, threats and humiliating behaviours) or in the 12 months 
before the survey (in the case of physical violence, sexual harassment, bullying/harassment and cyberbullying). For further details on the 
calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. The x-axis is scaled to range from 0 to 25. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Figure A3: Exposure to quantitative demands, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)

Non-vulnerable Vulnerable Highly vulnerable
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who mentioned working at high speed three 
quarters of the time or more, working to tight deadlines three quarters of the time or more, never or rarely having enough time to do a job, 
and very often or fairly often having to interrupt a task they are doing in order to take on an unforeseen task. For further details on the 
calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.

Figure A4: Exposure to pace determinants, by vulnerability group and gender, EU-27, 2024 (predicted shares, %)

Non-vulnerable Vulnerable Highly vulnerable
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Notes: Weighted data; employees only. The figure shows the predicted shares of respondents who mentioned being exposed to the pace 
determinants in question always or most of the time. For further details on the calculation of the predicted shares, see Box 1. 
Source: EWCS 2024.
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Getting in touch with the EU 
 
In person 

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct centres. You can find the address of the centre 
nearest you online (https://european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_en). 

On the phone or in writing 

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You can contact this service: 

–  by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls),  

–  at the following standard number: +32 22999696, 

–  via the following form: https://european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/write-us_en.  

Finding information about the EU 
 
Online 

Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on the Europa website 
(https://europa.eu). 

EU publications 

You can view or order EU publications at https://op.europa.eu/en/publications. Multiple copies of free 
publications can be obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local documentation centre     
(https://european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_en). 

EU law and related documents 

For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1951 in all the official language versions,  
go to EUR-Lex (https://eur-lex.europa.eu). 

Open data from the EU 

The portal https://data.europa.eu provides access to open datasets from the EU institutions, bodies and 
agencies. These can be downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and non-commercial purposes.  
The portal also provides access to a wealth of datasets from European countries.
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