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OSITIVE DESTINATION: CLASSIFICATION OF ZERO HOUR CONTRACTS 

In November 2018 I informed the committee that I would outline the steps we were going to 
take to understand the prevalence of zero hour contracts amongst school leavers. 

We all share a similar aim of ensuring that we have the best possible data available to 
understand how well young people are making the transition into work. Within that, we take 
the challenge of exploitative zero hour contracts seriously and want to better understand 
what Government can do to help people in those circumstances. To that end, my officials 
have been working closely with Skills Development Scotland on this matter to explore the 
significant challenges identifying and recording whether a school leaver entering 
employment is on a zero hour contract. It has therefore taken some time to establish the 
feasibility of collecting zero hour contract information from school leavers and agree the most 
appropriate next steps. 

At present we monitor the prevalence of zero hour contracts in Scotland using the Labour 
Force Survey, conducted by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). Due to sample size, the 
estimate of the proportions of 16-24yr olds on zero hour contracts from this data is not 
reliable enough for year on year comparisons. Understanding who is or isn't on a zero hour 
contract is not straightforward. Contracts will not necessarily clearly state that they are a 
'zero hours contract'. ONS are counting the number of individuals who perceive they are on 
a zero hours contract, they do not examine each individual contract. The ONS researchers 
ask the question in face to face interviews with respondents. 

To ensure data, collected from school leavers, was consistent and comparable across the 
system all those gathering the data would need to adopt a consistent approach for asking 
school leavers whether they were on a zero hour contract. School leaver status is currently 
recorded by numerous individuals entering information into the school information 
management system (SEEMiS system) or through partner data uploaded into SOS. 
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The individuals who enter the data may not be in direct contact with the young person. This 
means while the primary status of a young person may be reliably known, any more specific 
information about their circumstances (e.g. their employer, or contractual status) will be 
less reliable. 

With the annual school leaving population being in the region of 50,000 pupils, ensuring 
a consistent approach was adopted to obtaining and validating information on their 
contractual status would be a substantial undertaking, and would inhibit SOS' ability to 
deliver and develop existing careers services. There are technical challenges too as IT 
systems will have to be adapted to store contractual information. 

Whilst exploring alternative sources of contractual information we approached HMRC. Whilst 
HMRC could potentially tell us the hours and earnings of individuals, their contractual status 
is not recorded. 

Therefore, to increase our understanding of number of young people employed on a zero 
hours contract, we have requested that the ONS include the question which asks about 'type 
of agreed work arrangement' and includes zero hours contracts as one of the response 
options, on the Annual Population Survey. This will give a larger sample of responses to this 
question than from the Labour Force Survey, where it is currently included, which will enable 
us to produce a more reliable estimate for number of people employed on zero hours 
contracts for the 16-24 age group in Scotland. 

SG officials are currently engaged in the necessary process to have this question added to 
the Annual Population Survey including: submitting the request in writing to the ONS on the 

17th of January 2019, attending and discussing this proposal at a meeting with ONS and 
representatives of other UK Government Departments and devolved administration on 7th 

February 2019. ONS are currently considering this request further and will notify us as to 
whether this question will be extended to the Annual Population Survey in the Summer 2019. 

Whilst having a reliable statistic helps us understand and quantify the prevalence of zero 
hour contracts, we also need to develop our understanding of what help people in these 
circumstances need. In addition to enhancing the data we receive through the Annual 
Population Survey, I will therefore commission independent research to better understand 
the experience of those young people on zero hour contracts.

This will be used to inform how services can be shaped to provide effective support. I hope 
the committee finds the content of this letter informative and I will be happy to update the 
committee on the matter as we take forward the steps outlined above. 
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