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ONS reveals first business estimates of
employee contracts without guaranteed
hours
A snapshot survey by the Office for National Statistics has shown that employers in Great Britain are
using around 1.4 million employee contracts that do not guarantee a minimum number of hours. The
estimate includes all those contracts under which some work was done during a two-week period
between late January and early February 2014.

Non-guaranteed hours contracts (NGHCs) include, but are not exclusively, “zero-hours contracts”,
as they also include some other contract types that do not guarantee a minimum number of hours.    

Around 13% of employers surveyed reported some use of NGHCs, including almost half of all
businesses in the tourism, catering and food sectors. More than one in five employers in health
and social work reported using them, although they were found to be relatively rare in financial and
professional services and the manufacturing, energy and agricultural industries.

Larger employers were much more likely to use NGHCs than smaller ones. Nearly half of
businesses with 250 or more employees make some use of NGHCs compared with 12% of
businesses with fewer than 20 employees.

The new estimate is the result of the first employer-based survey on NGHCs conducted by the
Office for National Statistics. To date its only other related estimate has been from employees taking
part in the Labour Force Survey (LFS). That total was most recently put at  583,000, suggesting that
a number of people work for more than one employer. The LFS also shows that people working on
“zero-hours contracts” were more likely to be female (55%), in full-time education (18%) or part-time
workers (64%) than the rest of the workforce. They were also more likely to be under 25 or over 65
years old.   

In addition to those NGHCs reported to be in use during the two-week survey period, ONS found
evidence of a further 1.3 million contracts where no work was undertaken. This total might include
people with contracts with several employers; agency staff, those not wanting to work; those who
have found another job elsewhere but remain on employer records; some people on leave or sick
and those not offered work in the reference period. Overall, this group probably includes some
contracts that need to be added to the official 1.4 million estimate but needs to be investigated in
more detail. ONS will undertake further research in this area and report later in 2014.
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Background notes

1. The article is on the ONS website at http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lmac/contracts-with-no-
guaranteed-hours/zero-hours-contracts/art-zero-hours.html

2. ONS has also today published the response to the public consultation on zero hours contract
data at http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/about-ons/get-involved/consultations/consultations/zero-
hours-consultation/zero-hours-consultation-response-summary.doc

3. ONS announced its intention to ask a question on NGHCs in its employer surveys on 22 August
2013: see http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/mro/news-release/ons-announces-additional-estimate-
of-zero-hours-contracts/zhc0813.html

4. For more detail on the methodology used in the LFS question on zero hours contracts, see an
article published by ONS on 26 July 2013: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-
quality/specific/labour-market/articles-and-reports/zero-hours-contracts.pdf

5. There is also supplementary analysis on zero hours published by analysts within BIS at 9.30 on
30 April: www.gov.uk/government/publications/zero-hours-contracts-supplementary-analysis.
It is a complement to the ONS work published in order to provide a fuller picture on zero hours
and other contract types that do not guarantee a minimum number of hours.

6. Details of the policy governing the release of new data are available from the media relations
office.

7. National Statistics are produced to high professional standards set out in the Code of Practice
for Official Statistics. They undergo regular quality assurance reviews to ensure that they meet
customer needs. They are produced free from any political interference.
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8. Details of the policy governing the release of new data are available by visiting
www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice/index.html or from the Media
Relations Office email: media.relations@ons.gsi.gov.uk
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