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Remit 
 
“An inquiry into the scale and character of underemployment in Scotland and its 
short and long-term implications for Scotland’s economy and people.” 
 
Terms of Reference 
 
In response to the increase in the levels of underemployment in Scotland since 
2007, the Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee has decided to conduct a short 
inquiry into underemployment to explore the scale and characteristics of this trend in 
more detail. In particular, the Committee believes that it is important to also consider 
the impact of underemployment more broadly by assessing the impact of 
underemployment on the economy and on the people concerned.  
 
Underemployment comprises both visible and invisible underemployment. Visible 
underemployment refers to both involuntary part-time employment and temporary 
short-time work, while invisible underemployment encompasses work of inadequate 
productivity, where an individual is not utilising his or her skills. Given the difficulties 
in defining and measuring invisible underemployment, the collection of data focuses 
on visible underemployment. In Scotland, the following definition of 
underemployment is used1— 

“Underemployment includes all employed persons aged 16 and over 
who during the reference week were willing to work additional hours, 
meaning that they: 

 

 Wanted another job in addition to their current job(s), or 

 Wanted another job with more hours instead of their current job(s), or 

 Wanted to increase the total number of hours worked in their current job(s). 
 

Recent research conducted on behalf of the TUC has estimated that the 
underemployment rate in Scotland has increased from 7.67% in 2008 to 10.95% in 
2012.2 A similar trend is evident at the UK level. The TUC report shows that while 
unemployment rose sharply in 2008, and more slowly in 2009, the number of people 
in the UK in part-time work who want a full-time job has increased by half a million 
since 2009. It has been suggested that this phenomenon has prevented 
unemployment rates from rising even higher. The TUC has also established that 
underemployment rates are highest among young people in the UK, with a 25% 

                                            
1
 Scottish Government Local Area Labour Markets in Scotland Statistics from the Annual Population 

Survey 2010, 2011. 
This is based on the conceptual framework for measuring the labour force which was adopted by the 
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th
 International Conference of Labour Statisticians in 1982. Local Area Labour Markets in Scotland 

Statistics from the Annual Population Survey. 
2
 TUC Under-employment Crisis. A TUC analysis of under-employment across the UK. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/09172458/0
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/09172458/0
http://www.tuc.org.uk/tucfiles/367/Underemployment%20report.pdf


increase in the number of young people who are underemployed, and that there has 
been an increase in the number of older workers aged 65 and over who are 
underemployed. 

The implications of underemployment on individuals and for the economy has been 
little explored. The incidence of unemployment has historically been used as the key 
indicator of a lack of demand in the labour market, but the rise in underemployment 
suggests a more complicated picture. The Committee has therefore decided to make 
understanding underemployment a key focus of its inquiry. This will allow it to then 
consider the costs of underemployment more fully. Once it has established more 
detail on the nature of underemployment it will explore how the public sector, 
business, the third sector and the Scottish Government can take action to tackle 
underemployment without having the unintended consequence of increasing 
unemployment levels. 

The Committee has decided to focus its inquiry on the following four themes— 
 
Understanding underemployment  

 In what areas is more data needed to be able to better understand the 
characteristics of underemployment in Scotland? 

 What has been the impact of the economic downturn since 2008 on 
underemployment? 

 Which groups are most likely to be affected by underemployment? 

 Are there certain sectors in which underemployment is more prevalent? 

 What is known about the degree of “invisible” underemployment, where 
people are employed in posts which do not make use of their skill levels? 

 Is underemployment sufficiently understood for policies to be targeted to 
address it? 

 Will there be a correlation between a return to economic growth and a decline 
in underemployment? 

 What are the reasons for a worker being underemployed? 

 How has the capacity for an employer to reduce workers’ hours helped 
maintain the number of employees and sustained the business in the 
economic downturn? 

 
The impact of underemployment 

 What are the impacts of underemployment on productivity, tax revenue, 
welfare costs and pension contributions? 

 How does underemployment impact on skills, earning capacity (now and in 
the future), future career prospects and health? 

 
The role of the public sector, business and the third sector 

 How can the underemployed be supported in finding full-time employment? 

 Does more need to be done to ensure that the underemployed can access 
training? 

 Is there a role for businesses and the third sector in supporting the 
underemployed? 
 

 
 



The role of the Scottish Government 

 How can underemployment be addressed without having the unintended 
consequence of increasing unemployment levels? 

 Is there a need for the Scottish Government to adapt its policies and 
strategies to address underemployment? What scope does it have to do this? 

How to submit written evidence 

You are invited to respond to any, or all, of the questions contained in the terms of 
reference in your submission. You may also raise any other issues that you consider 
to be pertinent to this inquiry. Evidence should be reasonably brief and submitted in 
Word format (normally no more than 4-6 sides of A4 in total). 

The deadline for receipt of written submissions is Wednesday 30th January 2013. 
Owing to the timescale normally required for the processing and analysis of 
evidence, late submissions will only be accepted with the advance agreement of the 
clerk. 

Please send written submissions electronically to: 

eet@scottish.parliament.uk 

You may also send a hard copy of written submissions to: 

Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee 
Scottish Parliament 
Holyrood 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

We welcome written evidence in any language. 

Policy for Handling Written Evidence 

Before you submit your written evidence, please ensure that you have read our 
policy on treatment of written evidence. Written submissions will be handled in 
accordance with this policy. 
 
Contact 
 
For details about the Committee’s work on the inquiry, please contact Katy Orr, 
Senior Assistant Clerk, 0131 348 5230. 
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