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First published as part of the September 2020 Labour Market Report

Background  
The Labour Force Survey (LFS) uses internationally agreed definitions for employment, 
unemployment and economic inactivity. This short paper focuses on those in 
employment and discusses the variation in hours worked in 2019 before the COVID-19 
pandemic, and during 2020.  

Employment and Hours Worked 

The following groups are included in the LFS employment total published each month in the 
Labour Market Report: 

those aged 16 and over AND in the interview reference week 

did one hour or more of paid work OR 

had a job they were temporarily away from OR 

were on government supported training OR 

did unpaid family work. 

Typically the vast majority of the employed total is made up of those who did at least one 
hour or more of paid work in the reference week (usually over 90% of the employed).  

Those who had a job they were temporarily away from and expect to return to consistently 
make up the next largest group. This is usually made up of people on maternity or paternity 
leave, on holiday, sick or injured, bank holidays, between jobs, and more recently includes 
those furloughed (those who expect to return to their job). 

Those on government supported training schemes and those doing unpaid family work (i.e. 
those working for a family business and not taking a formal wage but benefiting from the 
profits) make up about 1% of the employment total.  
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Although the employment rate (16-64) has remained relatively high at above 71% since the 
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic (first case in NI February 2020), LFS estimates for 
(average actual) weekly hours worked have been at record lows. 

Figure 1 shows the distribution of hours worked for the most recent quarter, May-July 2020 
and the same quarter last year as a comparison.  

Figure 1: Distribution of total weekly actual hours worked, aged 16+, May-July 2019 
and May-July 2020 

There is a similar overall trend between the actual hours worked in May-July 2019 and May-
July 2020, however, the difference in the proportion of employed people who worked no 
hours in the reference week is pronounced, an increase from 8% in 2019 to 23% in 2020 
(72,000 to 199,000). Of the 23% who worked no hours in the reference week in 2020, 45% 
or 89,000 worked no hours due to ‘economic reasons’, this was the most common reason. 
In 2019, the most common reason of the 8% who worked no hours in the reference week, 
was due to leave (excluding bank holidays/parental leave) or holiday at 49% or 35,000. 

Nearly a third (32%) of people in employment worked between 37 and 40 hours per week 
(equivalent to the standard ‘9-5’ working pattern) in May-July 2019, decreasing to 28% in 
May-July 2020. There is a peak in both 2019 and 2020 at 38 hours and 40 hours, with a 3rd, 
much higher peak at zero hours in 2020. 

23%

8%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70+
Weekly Hours Worked

MJ20

MJ19

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/statistics/LMRF1.1SEP20.xlsx
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Further information 

Usual and Actual Hours Worked 

The LFS includes questions on both usual hours worked and the actual hours worked in the 
reference week. See Page 79 in the Labour Force Survey questionnaire, also available via 
the ONS Labour Force Survey – user guidance page. 

Early indications of the impact of the coronavirus and lower response rates on survey 
imputation methodology show that there is little impact from the use of existing methodology 
on the measure of employment (less than 0.1 percentage points). Measures relating to hours 
in this release understate the reduction in the actual number of hours worked by 
approximately 5 to 6%. Further information is available within ONS’s latest Employment in 
the UK release. 

Temporarily away from work 

‘Temporarily away from work’ is an experimental measure and is provided to help users 
understand the composition of the employment rate. Those furloughed under the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) are included in estimates of ‘temporarily away 
from work’ and total employment. Those who were working fewer hours and furloughed were 
coded by interviewers as having ‘work interrupted due to economic causes’. As such 
although we cannot say definitively that any observed differences are directly due to people 
furloughed, or otherwise away from work due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it is likely to be the 
main driving factor for the change on year.  

Useful links 

NISRA Labour Force Survey: 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/labour-market-and-social-welfare/labour-force-survey 

ONS Employment in the UK 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemploye
etypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/latest 

International Labour Organization 

https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm 

ONS People temporarily away from paid work in the UK: August 2020 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemploye
etypes/articles/peopletemporarilyawayfrompaidworkintheuk/august2020 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/labourforcesurveyuserguidance/volume2aj2020.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/labourforcesurveyuserguidance
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/latest
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/labour-market-and-social-welfare/labour-force-survey
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/latest
https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/peopletemporarilyawayfrompaidworkintheuk/august2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/peopletemporarilyawayfrompaidworkintheuk/august2020



