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Background 

 

Economic and Labour Market Statistics (ELMS) publishes employee jobs estimates from the Quarterly 

Employment Survey (QES) and from Pay As You Earn Real Time Information (PAYE RTI) which is 

supplied by Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC).  

 

Employee jobs estimates are calculated from the Quarterly Employment Survey (QES) aspect of the 

Quarterly Business Survey (QBS). The QES has a sample size of approximately 6,000 and covers all 

employers with 25 or more employees, all public sector employers, all businesses with more than one 

industry activity and a representative sample of smaller firms. The PAYE RTI data are extracted directly 

from HMRC’s PAYE RTI system. This is the system employers use to take Income Tax and National 

Insurance contributions before they pay wages to employees, and includes everyone who had a paid 

employment during the reference period rather than a sample of people.  

 

As employees who are "furloughed" as part of the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) 

programme should still have their payments reported through this system, they should feature in the 

PAYE RTI data. The QES also includes furloughed employee jobs.  

 

 Further information on the background and methodology of the QES can be found on the QES 

background webpage.  

 

 Further information on the background and methodology of the PAYE RTI can be found on the 

ONS PAYE RTI Methods webpage.  

 

 The latest results from the QES can be found on the QES webpage. The latest RTI data can be 

found on the NISRA PAYE RTI webpage.  

 

This short paper details the definitional differences between the two measures and the strengths and 

weaknesses of each. 

 

Explaining the difference between QES and PAYE RTI  

 

Table 1 on the following page provides a comparison of the QES and PAYE RTI data sources, including 

background information, reporting periods, definitions and coverage.  

 
 
 
 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/hmrc-paye-rti-earnings-and-employment
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/labour-market-and-social-welfare/quarterly-employment-survey
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/qes-background
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/qes-background
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/articles/newmethodsformonthlyearningsandemploymentestimatesfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationpayertidata/december2019
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/labour-market-and-social-welfare/quarterly-employment-survey
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/hmrc-paye-rti-earnings-and-employment
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Table 1: At a glance – QES and PAYE RTI data sources explained 
 

 QES PAYE RTI 

Source A sample survey of approximately 6,000 NI businesses.  HMRC’s PAYE RTI system, which covers anyone who 
had a paid employee job during the reference period. 

Timeliness Published quarterly in mid March, June, September and 
December. There is a three month time lag between 

reference data and publication date.  

Published monthly with a six- to seven-week gap between 
the end of the reference period and the publication date. 

Early estimates (flash estimates) with a two week time lag 
are based on around 85% of information. 

Reference Period The reference date is in March, June, September and 
December each quarter.  

Monthly average of daily counts of the number of 
individuals in payrolled employment. 

Statistical 

Methods 
Imputation, weighting and sampling variability as a result 

of collecting data via sample surveys. 

 Calendarisation, imputation, and data adjustments.  

Outputs Employee jobs in NI. Payrolled employees. 

Inclusions  All workers aged 16 years and over paid directly from 
the business’s payroll(s) who are based in Northern 
Ireland  

 Those temporarily absent but still being paid e.g. 
maternity leave 

 Seconded/Agency Staff paid directly by you 

  All individuals receiving pay through a PAYE scheme. 

Exclusions  All Employees based outside Northern Ireland 

 Voluntary workers 

 Former Employees only receiving a pension 

 Self-employed workers 

 Working owners who are not paid via PAYE 

 Self-employed 

 

Breakdown Full-time and part-time breakdowns are available within 
the data, along with breakdowns by gender, 
public/private and lower level industry sector (two-digit 
Standard Industrial Classification (SIC)) level.  

Collects banded information on hours worked, but does 
not differentiate between full-time and part-time workers. 
Age, industry sector and region breakdowns are 
available.  

Statistical output Number of employee jobs and index of jobs. Monthly average.  

Location  Place of work. Home address. 

Furlough  Includes furloughed employees.  Includes furloughed employees. 

Designation National Statistic. Experimental. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/ukstandardindustrialclassificationofeconomicactivities/uksic2007
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Explaining the main differences between QES and PAYE RTI 
 
The QES has a sample size of approximately 6,000 and covers all employers with 25 or more 

employees, all public sector employers, all businesses with more than one industry activity and a 

representative sample of smaller firms. Breakdowns are available by lower level industry sector (two digit 

SIC), gender, working pattern and public/private sector  

 

The PAYE RTI data are extracted directly from HMRC’s PAYE RTI system and includes everyone who 

had a paid employment during the reference period rather than a sample of people. Breakdowns are 

available by age band, region and industry sector. PAYE RTI data is released monthly – QES is released 

quarterly. 

 

The QES and HM Revenue and Customs’ (HMRC’s) Pay As You Earn (PAYE) RTI measure different 

things. The PAYE RTI counts people in employment and is not a measure of jobs (as measured by the 

QES). For example within the QES, a person with two jobs would be counted twice.  

 

PAYE RTI counts anyone who has a paid employee job during the reference period; it is a monthly 

average of daily counts of the number of individuals in payrolled employment. The QES counts the 

number of jobs occupied by people aged 16 years and older on a specific count date. 

 

PAYE RTI data covers the whole employee population (for those paid through PAYE),  whereas the QES 

is a sample survey of businesses. Imputation, weighting and sampling variability as a result of collecting 

data via sample surveys are another explanation for some of the differences seen. 

 

The PAYE RTI data are classed as Experimental Statistics as the methodologies used to produce the 

statistics are still in their development phase. As a result, the series are subject to revisions. The QES 

has been designated as a National Statistic. The QES estimates for the latest quarter as well as the 

previous four quarters are provisional and subject to revision in light of (a) late responses to surveys and 

administrative sources and (b) where cross survey congruence checks provide more accurate data. As a 

result of seasonal adjustment factors which are re-estimated every quarter, there may be amendments to 

the seasonally adjusted series outside of the revisable period (previous four quarters) and applicable 

back to March 2005. 

A blog published by ONS, helps to explain the differences between business survey estimates and 
HMRC payroll estimates and recommends HMRC payroll data as the most timely and best single, overall 
indicator of the labour market 
 
In order to get a clearer understanding of how similar the outputs from the two measures are, they are 

plotted together in the chart below. 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/ukstandardindustrialclassificationofeconomicactivities/uksic2007
https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2021/01/29/painting-the-full-picture-what-our-statistics-tell-us-about-the-labour-market/
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Figure 1: Seasonally Adjusted QES Jobs and HMRC PAYE RTI Payrolled Employees, September 
2014 to September 2021 

Download figure 1 Data 

Key Findings: 

 As the chart indicates, the QES and the PAYE RTI series follow similar trends; however, 
employee jobs from the QES are consistently higher than payrolled employees from PAYE RTI. 
This can largely be attributed to QES counting the numbers of jobs rather than people (as 
measured by PAYE RTI).  

 The number of payrolled employees in NI in September 2021 was 1.2% higher than in June 2021 
and 3.5% higher than in September 2020. The QES estimates in September 2021 showed 
increases of 7,520 jobs (+1.0%) since June 2021 and 8,070 jobs (+1.0%) since September 2020. 

 September 2021 PAYE RTI data showed that the number of payrolled employees were above 
pre-COVID levels for the second consecutive quarter. September 2021 QES estimates showed 
that employee jobs have almost returned to the pre-COVID December 2019 level (-0.1% or -460 
jobs). 

 Between 2014 and 2020, the number of payrolled employees had generally been increasing each 
quarter; this trend was also seen within the QES series. Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, RTI 
payrolled employees peaked at 752,560 in March 2020, whereas QES peaked at 779,930 jobs in 
December 2019.   
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https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/qes-background

