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     ONLY HALF OF SELF-EMPLOYED WORKERS ARE HAPPY WITH THEIR HOURS 

New analysis reveals the UK’s self-employed workers miss retirement savings more than sick pay 
 
 

 

Only half of all self-employed workers are happy with their hours, according to new research that 
suggests that the current high levels of employment in the UK are masking significant under-
employment among some workers.  

The research, published by the Centre for Economic Performance (CEP) at the London School of 
Economics, also finds less-educated young men working in the ‘gig economy’ – mostly delivery and 
private hire drivers – are the self-employed workers who are most likely to want conventional jobs.  

With one in seven of the UK workforce now in self-employment, this research finds that many value 
the flexibility that working for themselves can bring – but others feel that they have no choice. 

“There is evidence of significant under-employment among the self-employed,” Jack Blundell, report 
author, said. “What stands out is that while most self-employed workers are satisfied with their 
choice, there is a group of young men with few qualifications who feel they had no other options. 

“This group has been at the forefront of technological disruption in the labour market – and they are 
potentially vulnerable to further changes, such as self-driving cars. 

“While self-employment can provide some income to these workers in an economic downturn, they 
are not reaping the benefits of flexibility, such as being able to work from home, that other self-
employed workers say they enjoy.” 

The research The UK’s self-employed workers: who they are and what they need, published in CEP’s 
CentrePiece magazine, identifies six distinct groups of self-employed workers: 

• Female service workers – predominantly women, part-time and non-graduates. Occupations 
include hairdressing, cleaning and childcare. 

• London professionals – predominantly men, full-time and highly educated. Typically work in 
banking and finance. 

• Less-educated young men – the group most likely to have left school without five good 
GCSEs. Occupations include private hire and delivery drivers.  

• Managers – older than other groups, mostly men. Typical working as hotel or restaurant 
owners or managers. 

• Older healthcare and education workers – the most highly educated group and most likely to 
work part-time. Typically women working in health or education. 

• Construction workers – the largest group of the six. Tradesmen working in the construction 
industry 

 

The study is based on the Labour Force Survey carried out by the UK’s Office for National Statistics, 
which includes data on more than 6,600 self-employed people and data from the LSE-CEP Survey of 

https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp569.pdf


Alternative Work Arrangements, which covered a representative sample of 20,000 workers including 
2,240 self-employed workers.  

When asked if they would prefer conventional jobs – 41% of the group that contains predominantly 
less-educated young men wants traditional employment, compared with fewer than 25% of workers 
in the other groups. 

And while for all six groups of self-employed workers, flexibility is the main motivation for self-
employment the second most common motivation varies substantially across workers. Construction 
workers are particularly motivated by better pay, with over a third reporting this as the main reason 
for self-employment, while the two groups mostly made up of women, female service workers and 
older healthcare /education workers want to be able to work from home. 
 
The survey, described in more depth in the CEP occasional paper Clusters in UK Self-employment, 
also asked about what benefits of a conventional job they would most value, all types of workers 
place retirement savings at the top of their list – with paid sick leave coming second. 
 
“The group of low-educated young men, who relative to other groups place a lower value on sick 
leave and more on retirement contributions. This group is then particularly concerned over saving 
for their future,” the paper concludes. 
 
… 

Notes for editors:  

1. The UK’s self-employed workers: who they are and what they need, published in CentrePiece, Vol 
25, Issue 1. The article is a summary of Clusters in UK Self-employment by Jack Blundell, a CEP 
Occasional Paper.  

2. CentrePiece is the magazine of the Centre for Economic Performance. It is published three times a 
year. The Spring 2020 issue is Volume 25, Issue 1. Cover price £5; subscription rates on application to 
+44 (0)20 7955 6963. To subscribe: http://cep.lse.ac.uk/centrepiece/CentrePiece_subscription.pdf  

3. The Centre for Economic Performance is an independent research centre based at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science. Its members are from the LSE and a wide range of 
universities within the UK and around the world.  

4. For more information contact:  

Romesh Vaitilingam, CentrePiece Editor: romesh@vaitilingam.com  

Helen Ward, Communications manager, CEP: h.ward1@lse.ac.uk  

Tel: 0207 955 7395; Mob: 07970 254872  
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