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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The UK labour market has not fully recovered since Covid-19. Our economic activity 

rate has continued to lag behind the best-performing economies.1 We remain the only 

G7 economy where the employment rate has still not returned to its pre-pandemic 

level.2 Job vacancies are at a five-year low,3 and have a worrying place-based 

distribution: a large proportion of people on welfare benefits are in labour markets with 

very few vacancies.4 ,5  

The most disadvantaged people, and the most disadvantaged local communities, have 

suffered worse from this situation, with the ongoing Milburn Review highlighting that if 

action is not taken, the number of 16 25-year-olds not in education, employment, or 

training (Neet) in the UK ς already the second-highest in Europe, after Romania ς will 

increase to 1.25 million within five years.6  

The inactivity problem is not exclusively one facing young people: wider economic 

inactivity has risen sharply in recent years, particularly among working-age adults with 

health conditions (Figure 1). As the Mayfield Review highlighted, it now stands at over 

one in five of the working-age population ς much higher than leading countries such as 

the Netherlands (14.5%). If the government met its target to increase the employment 

rate to 80%, there would be 2 million more people in employment.7 

¢ƻ ŘŀǘŜΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ Ǉƻǎǘ-Covid recovery has been so weak 

has focused on worsening population health, NHS waiting lists, and shifts in 

preferences of workers (such as early retirement). In this report, we ŘƻƴΩǘ challenge the 

validity of these arguments in offering a partial explanation of what has happened. 

Instead, we shift the debate in a different direction by asking how the nature of work 

itself ς such as more precarious and lower-quality jobs ς might be contributing to exits 

from employment. We suggest that the ability of workers to be well-supported by their 

employers during disruptions to their working life ς such as an economic shock like 

Covid, or periods of ill health ς is a critical and underexplored part of the story on 

economic inactivity. 

To investigate this question, we use a mixed methods approach. Most of our analysis is 

based on longitudinal survey data from the large-scale UK household survey 

(Understanding Society),8 which is representative of people in paid employment and 

covers the period 2012нрΦ ²Ŝ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Ƨƻō ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴŀƭ 

¦Y vǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ²ƻǊƪ ƛƴŘŜȄΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Ƨƻōǎ ƻƴ нл ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

indicators ς including job security, flexibility, earnings, and workplace health and safety. 
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We published an accompanying supplementary report alongside this one, which 

provides a more comprehensive overview of the methodology underpinning this work9.  

Alongside this, we carried out qualitative interviews with 10 people with direct 

experience of leaving paid employment and/or claiming out-of-work benefits in recent 

years. Participants were recruited through MIS Group and were remunerated for their 

participation. All interviews were conducted on a semi-structured basis. The findings 

from these interviews tended to corroborate the quantitative analysis; we quote from 

them extensively throughout this report. The names and genders of all participants 

quoted in this report have been changed to protect their identity. 

We found that poor job quality is strongly associated with the likelihood of leaving 

work, with workers with lower job quality when interviewed in the prior wave (Wave T) 

much more likely to leave employment when interviewed in the wave after (Wave T+1). 

The rate of exit rose markedly during the pandemic, with the nature of the relationship 

also changing towards different forms of non-employment and affecting those in 

different-quality jobs to varying degrees. These patterns remain robust even when 

accounting for individual characteristics, suggesting that the nature of work itself may 

play an important role. 

We then examined which specific job quality indicators might be driving this 

relationship between poor job quality and job exit. We found evidence that autonomy 

and voice in the workplace are particularly important: jobs that enable workers to adjust 

hours, modify tasks, or take time off when needed are more likely to support continued 

employment. By contrast, roles that are rigid, insecure, or lacking in managerial support 

often leave workers with little option but to leave when their health deteriorates. 

Qualitative evidence highlights how exits are frequently the result of cumulative 

pressures, rather than single shocks, and how small differences in job design can 

determine whether individuals remain in work. 

We also found that these risks are concentrated in more precarious forms of 

employment, including self-employment and zero-hours contracts. While often 

presented as flexible, these roles frequently lack the protections and stability needed to 

support workers through periods of ill health. This suggests that the rise in the level and 

variety of precarious employment may make the labour market increasingly vulnerable 

to rises in inactivity in the future. 

Taken together, the findings point to the fact that rising non-employment is also shaped 

by changes in the quality and design of available work. Policy responses therefore need 

to go beyond supporting individuals, and instead focus on how jobs themselves can 

better accommodate changing health and circumstances. 



5 The good work effect: How high -quality work can lead a jobs recovery  
 

From this analysis, we suggest that the gƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǘǿƛƴ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ Ƨƻō ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 

and employment participation may be mutually reinforcing, under the right conditions: 

¶ Lower-quality jobs are linked to higher exit rates : Workers in the lowest-

quality fifth of jobs are significantly more likely to leave employment (1.63.4 

times, depending on the model used), particularly following changes in their 

health. Low job quality overall is associated with greater risk of exit from work, 

with some potential evidence of a quasi-causal relationship. 

¶ The Covid-19 pandemic created new vulnerabilities for workers in non -

standard employment relationships, especially the self -employed, and in 

certain sectors of the economy. Previous UK governments were able to achieve 

rises in the employment rate in part due to rises in self-employment. Our 

analysis suggests this trend exposed these workers to greater risks during Covid-

19. When the pandemic hit, it left a large proportion of workers vulnerable ς with 

few support mechanisms to retain work when experiencing an episode of ill 

health. This poses a challenge for the current government in choosing how to 

recover the labour market. 

¶ A combination of άhealthy jobέ characteristics is particularly protective for 

workers. Supporting existing qualitative literature on this topic, and reinforcing 

the findings of previous studies usi10  this report presents quantitative evidence 

of a set of characteristics strongly associated with lower risks of non-

employment. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this includes job security, but factors such 

as worker-oriented flexibility, autonomy, and protections arising from continuous 

employment are also associated with it. 

¶ There is evidence that άhealthy jobsέ are especially protective for workers 

who experience a worsening of mental health, or who develop a long - term 

health condition, between waves . Healthy jobs  defined here as jobs with 

greater levels of autonomy, job security, and other features ς were 

disproportionately more protective in helping prevent labour market exit for 

workers who experienced a worsening of mental or long-term health than 

workers who did not. This suggests these characteristics are especially important 

in keeping those who experience a health-related shock in work. They may, for 

example, reflect having better in-work protections to help them manage a 

transition while working. 

¶ Investing in άgood workέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

employment targets, as well as being a desirable objective in itself. Without a 

drive for a good-jobs- led economic recovery, the government will struggle to 

achieve a sustained higher employment rate. Those in employment will continue 
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to be vulnerable to ill-health-related economic shocks, as they were in previous 

crises. The risk will only continue as our society ages, because increasing 

numbers of people in the workforce will have to manage health conditions 

alongside paid work. 

We end the report with an outline of proposals to improve accessibility to good work for 

workers with long-term health conditions, which build on the vital safeguards 

introduced in the Employment Rights Act 2025. We propose the following: 

¶ The government should expressly commit to a good- jobs- led economic 

recovery, rebuilding the labour market back to a better state than it was 

before the pandemic to build resilience from future shocks . The incoming 

Prime Minister has made encouraging statements about the role of high-quality 

work as part of his drive to deliver.11 There should be explicit recognition that 

without a drive to improve job quality, workers at the bottom of the labour 

market will remain vulnerable to future disruptions, as they were during the 

pandemic. NEF will be setting out a good-jobs-led economic strategy in 

forthcoming research; a key element must be strengthening rights for self-

employed workers and enhancing labour market opportunities available to young 

people. 

¶ The government ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ άǿƻǊƪ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴέ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ to 

allow individuals with health limitations to work part - time and variable hours 

within an agreed range. This model would guarantee a minimum core of hours 

while building in flexibility as capacity changes, with clear review points to assess 

progress. This would adopt the partial work or phased reintegration system used 

ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 5ŜƴƳŀǊƪΩǎ CƭŜȄƛ- jobs scheme: maintaining labour 

market attachment without requiring full recovery before return. 

¶ The government should introduce a specific financial incentive for employers 

who hire workers in lower conditionality groups who have been on benefits 

for a continuous period, such as a discount or exemption on employer 

national insurance contributions . This could be integrated within both the 

partial work scheme and the existing system of employer incentives for young 

people through the Youth Jobs Guarantee and Youth Jobs Grant, although we 

suggest this financial incentive should be for all adults and not exclusive to the 

young. 
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EVALUATING COMPETING 
EXPLANATIONS FOR RISING EXITS FROM 
EMPLOYMENT 
Chapter 1 focuses on explanations for the post-Covid labour market shifts experienced 

by the UK. We do this by focusing specifically on the rise in inactivity among people of 

working age, simply because this is the population studied in most depth in existing 

research. This population also accounts for the vast majority of those not in paid 

employment; ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ Ǉƻǎǘ-Covid experience has been 

most unusual compared with other countries. We investigate this using a broad range of 

official labour market statistics, mostly from the Labour Force Survey and administrative 

universal credit statistics from the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP). We also 

focus mainly on trends among those with an accompanying sickness, health condition, 

or disability. 

We define inactivity and employment in more detail in the accompanying 

methodological report, but for this main report, it is important to carefully distinguish 

inactivity from unemployment. While neither group is in paid employment, these are in 

fact two separate categories. To meet the official criteria for unemployment, someone 

needs to be either (a) not doing any paid employment when surveyed, actively seeking 

work over the last four weeks, and available to start work within the next two weeks or 

(b) waiting to start a job they have already found, within the next two weeks.12  

To meet the criteria of being inactive, someone needs to be out of paid work but not 

meet the two criteria for unemployment. The inactive population can include students, 

retirees, and those unable to work for other reasons, such as a long-term illness or 

disability. However, it can also include people who would like a job, but were not 

actively seeking one when surveyed, for whatever reason, perhaps because they hold no 

hope of finding a job in the current labour market, due to a lack of available work 

opportunities.  

In later chapters of the report, we broaden our focus to break down non-employment 

into three more distinct categories: the unemployed, those inactive who would like a 

regular paid job (what could be termed άpartiallyέ or άwant workέ inactive), and those 

who are neither seeking nor would like work (what might crudely be termed άfully 

inactiveέ). We also restrict our sample to only those below state pension age, and 

remove those in full-time education or training from the measure of inactivity.  
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THE RISE IN INACTIVITY 
Since the Covid-19 pandemic, the UK has experienced a marked increase in inactivity, 

driven predominantly by rising levels of long-term sickness. Understanding the factors 

underpinning this shift is critical to explaining the persistence of higher inactivity rates. 

Since the pandemic, the UK has persistently struggled to reverse the decline in labour 

market participation. Before the pandemic, inactivity ς ie those neither working nor 

looking for work ς had been steadily falling for a while, barely deviating from this trend 

in the financial crisis. As a proportion of the working age (1664) population, inactivity 

rates fell from around 23% at the start of the century, to around 20% by 2020, before 

rising again after the pandemic to around 22%.  

As Figures 1 and 2 show, ill health is the largest single driver of the post-pandemic rise 

in inactivity. Other categories have not sustained their initial increases: early retirement, 

for instance, rose sharply in the short term but has since unwound, leaving long-term 

sickness as the category that has grown most persistently since 2020. 

Figure 1: The UK has seen a rise in sickness-related inactivity since the pandemic.  

Inactivity due to long-term sickness, (1664, UK) 2000 to 2026 (thousands). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: NEF analysis of Office for National Statistics labour market statistics from the Labour Force 

Survey.13 
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Figure 2: The proportion of workers citing long - term sickness as a reason for inactivity has 

increased.  

Change in inactivity by reason, 202026 (16 64, UK). 

Source: NEF analysis of Office for National Statistics labour market statistics from the Labour Force 

Survey.14 

This rise in health-related inactivity has also been reflected in the universal credit 

statistics, where there has been a substantial rise in the no work requirements group. 

While some claimants move into this category if they have caring responsibilities, most 

are in this group after being assessed in a Work Capability Assessment as having limited 

capability for work and work-related activity, meaning they are not required to search 

for employment or participate in work preparation. 

Since 2013, the share of universal credit claimants assigned to the no work requirements 

group has increased steadily. As of February 2026, around 50% of all claimants fell into 

this category, up from roughly 11% in 2018.15 This rise reflects both demographic shifts 

(including an ageing claimant population and higher numbers with health conditions) 

and the growth in long-term sickness and disability claims within the benefits system. 

Once individuals are assessed into this category, they are not expected to look for work, 

and many remain outside the labour market for extended periods. 
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Taken together, the rise in health-related inactivity alongside the growth of the no work 

requirements group indicates that a larger number of people are becoming detached 

from the labour market because of health conditions. Understanding why this group has 

grown (and why returning to work has become increasingly difficult for many within it) 

is therefore central to explaining the recent rise in economic inactivity. 

EXISTING EXPLANATIONS FOR THE RISE IN INACTIVITY 
Researchers and policymakers have offered three main explanations for the persistence 

of sickness-related inactivity in recent years. The first is simply a sicker population, the 

second is a growth in structural barriers to healthcare such as rising NHS waiting lists, 

and the third is a fall in worker motivation. However, none of these explanations 

appears to fully explain the shifts that we have seen in the UK labour market. 

On the first explanation, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) found that the health 

conditions people report as the reason for being inactive rose uniformly across a range of 

different and unrelated conditions, suggesting no single illness (such as Covid-19 or 

long Covid) has driven a deterioration in health. The Health Foundation has also found 

that poor health drove a rise in economic inactivity for those aged 5069, and that this 

rise pre-dated the pandemic.16 Taken together, this points to a general deterioration in 

health but does not in itself explain why the labour market has been unable to 

accommodate more of those affected. Many individuals with health conditions can 

remain in work where jobs are sufficiently flexible and supportive, and a significant 

share of those who are inactive due to ill health report wanting to work. The key 

question, therefore, is not simply why health has worsened, but why worsening health 

has resulted in higher rates of labour market exit. 

This leads to the second explanation: reduced access to healthcare, particularly through 

ǊƛǎƛƴƎ bI{ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ƭƛǎǘǎΣ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ƻǊ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

The broad-based nature of the increase in reported health conditions lends some 

support to this argument. If the rise were driven by a specific illness, it would point more 

clearly to changes in underlying health. Instead, the fact that increases are observed 

across many unrelated conditions is consistent with a more systemic constraint, such as 

delays in diagnosis, poor treatment, or a lack of ongoing care. In this sense, pressures 

within the healthcare system may be preventing individuals from managing their 

conditions effectively, increasing the likelihood that they exit the labour market. 

While there is some evidence for this argument,17 the Office for Budget Responsibility 

(OBR) estimated that NHS waiting lists only made a modest contribution to economic 

inactivity.18 It  found that most people on waiting lists are either in employment or not of 
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working age, limiting any labour supply effect. Only a small share of the long-term sick 

and inactive are waiting for treatment, and their time out of work tends to stretch far 

beyond typical waiting periods. Either way, this story is unlikely to explain the total rise 

in health-related inactivity. 

The third reason offered for rising inactivity is that workers are less motivated to find a 

job. This is not borne out by statistics either. Within the inactive population, there has 

been a rise in the number of inactive people who want a job compared to those who do 

not, suggesting the rise is not driven by a falling desire for work. Nor is there any 

evidence that health-related issues are fictitious. To the contrary, rises in underlying ill 

health are to be expected as societies age ς with the number of working-age people with 

health conditions set to continue rising over the coming years.19  

Figure 3: A growing proportion of inactive people report wanting a job, suggesting they are 

involuntarily out of work, even if they do not feel able to actively search for it .  

Percentage share of working-age inactive (aged 16-64, UK) who want a job.  

Source: NEF analysis of Office for National Statistics labour market statistics from the Labour Force 

Survey.20 21 

The data on inactive people who want a job finds a direct echo in qualitative accounts. 

Kane's experience illustrates how the barrier to staying in work is often not motivation 
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but inflexibility, and how the absence of basic adjustments can force an exit that the 

worker themselves did not want.  

Kane (office job with strict attendance policy):  

ϦΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ϥƛƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴϥΤ ƛŦ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎƛŎƪ-sick, you have to be in the office. If 

you're sick-sick, you have to call in sick. 

"I was torn between having to continuously take a day off here and there, when I 

knew that if I just didn't have to deal with the transport and the fatigue that resulted 

from that, I would have enough energy to do the work from home. But they refused to 

let me work from home." 

THE POTENTIAL ROLE OF JOB QUALITY  
This report explores the case for a fourth explanation of the rise in health-related 

inactivity. We suggest that in addition to the factors discussed already, it could be driven 

by the underlying quality of the work done by workers in the years before the pandemic. 

Within this, we are also specifically interested in the effect that the changing nature of 

work and employment might have had ς including a rise in the number of non-

standard, precarious jobs. This includes solo self-employment, and insecure and 

inflexible employment arrangements such as zero-hours contracts. We hypothesise that 

this may have played a role in making the UK more vulnerable to the labour market 

shocks of the pandemic. 

We suggest the effect of job quality on exit from employment runs in both directions. A 

low-quality job is likely to have a direct effect on the likelihood of wanting to leave the 

labour market, and within this developing a health issue in the first place. This could 

then in itself drive an unwanted exit from work. Analysis of multi-country panel data 

suggests this is indeed the case, with lower-quality work found to directly worsen health 

and wellbeing outcomes ς with job quality accounting for greater variation in wellbeing 

among men than women.22 

However, even when low-quality work does not directly cause exit, it makes exit more 

likely when external effects intervene in the labour market. For example, if there is a 

deterioration in the wider economy, it is generally the most insecure and precarious jobs 

which go because these are the easiest to lay off.23 Low-quality jobs are also often 

located in sectors most vulnerable to falls in consumption during economic downturns, 

such as retail and hospitality.24 The pandemic arguably made this pattern more 

pronounced by extending the heightened risk of layoffs to all face-to-face services 

deemed non-essential.  
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In a similar vein, those in more precarious arrangements may also find it harder to re-

enter the labour market, due both to weaker labour market conditions and to the nature 

of their employment relationship. For example, there is evidence from Germany that 

self-employed workers facing an involuntary exit often suffer sustained negative health 

and wellbeing outcomes, which persist even two years after a job loss.25 This would 

make sense, since success in self-employment depends heavily on building and 

maintaining relationships: the loss of these relationships during a shock makes re-

starting a business even more difficult.  

Likewise, when ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘŜǎΣ Ƨƻō ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ 

ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ŜȄƛǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘeir 

deterioration in health. Where employment is precarious, workers have fewer of the 

protections (contractual, financial, and relational) that would allow them to absorb a 

health shock without losing their livelihood entirely. Job quality therefore interacts with 

the other three explanations discussed already. Rising ill health and poor job quality are 

not competing explanations for rising inactivity: they compound one another. 

DEFINING AND MEASURING JOB QUALITY  
To investigate our hypothesis and build on this fourth strand of research, this report 

analyses the role that underlying job quality might have played in explaining this shift 

out of paid employment. The bulk of the analysis uses large-scale longitudinal data from 

a well-established UK household survey (Understanding Society), covering over a 

decade (201225), with a representative sample of 24,000 workers across nearly 70,000 

observations. To complement this, we undertook interviews with several people who 

have experienced transitions out of work, many due to ill health, to discuss the role that 

their jobs played in this process and explore the interface with the welfare system. 

Job quality is measured using an existing UK Quality of Work (QoW) index built using 

the same survey.26 It  has been updated for this report to include a comprehensive range 

of new indicators. The dimensions used in the index are closely aligned to well-

established indices in existing job quality literature.27,28 Figure 4 shows the indicators, 

dimensions, and weights of the QoW index. In total, there are six dimensions to the 

index, and twenty indicators, as follows: 

¶ Earnings qualityΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǘŀƪŜ-home pay compares with the 

minimum income standards (earnings sufficiency); how their gross hourly wages 

sit within the wage distribution (earnings equity); and whether they are 

contributing to a personal pension or, if over 60 and not contributing, receiving 

an adequate pension income. 
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¶ SecurityΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Ƨƻō ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΦ Lǘ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΣ 

measuring whether they worked continuously enough with the same employer 

to accrue associated rights at work, eg against unfair dismissal (continuous 

employment); whether they are in a permanent or temporary job (security of 

contract); and their self-assessed risk of losing their job over the next year 

(perceived job security). 

¶ Autonomy and voice . This captures the ability workers have to shape their 

working environment, and the manner in which they can go about their work. It 

ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-assessed autonomy over the nature 

and pace of their tasks (autonomy over work tasks and pace) and the manner and 

ordering of their work (autonomy over work manner and order); and whether 

there is a union or staff association in their workplace (collective voice). 

¶ Working time quality . This captures the availability of formal (formal flexibility) 

and informal (informal flexibility) flexible working arrangements in their 

ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜΤ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-

assessed influence over the time they start or finish their working day (influence 

over working time); whether their hours of work exceed the UK working time 

directive or the average for full- time workers (excessive hours); and the extent to 

which their job involves unsociable weekend working (non-standard working 

time). 

¶ Prospects. This captures the prospects workers have for advancement within 

their jobs, or within the occupation in which they operate. It is captured using 

measures of whether they have managerial responsibilities in their current job 

(managerial duties); their expectations of training, advancement within their job 

or a better job or business prospect within the next year (short- term prospects); 

and whether they work in an occupation with good long-term occupational 

growth prospects, given their qualification. 

¶ Health and safetyΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Řŀȅ-to-day exposure to health and 

ǎŀŦŜǘȅ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ 

of employment in their main job, using Health and Safety Executive data on 

reported work fatalities by industry (work fatalities); and using Labour Force 

Survey data on self-reported work accidents (work accidents) and illnesses (work 

illnesses) by industrial classification.  

This index is used in a range of ways. Much analysis in this report looks at each indicator 

separately. It explores the effect of higher scores on each indicator (ie better job quality) 

on the likelihood of exiting into non-employment. However, some of the more complex 

analysis also uses the aggregated index score overall, which combines individual 
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workers' scores across all six dimensions into a single weighted sum. This is discussed 

more extensively in the accompanying methodological report.29 

The rest of this report is split into three further chapters. Chapter 2 explores the 

relationship between job quality and non-employment and describes the key features of 

the job quality index used. Chapter 3 focuses specifically on the role that new forms of 

precarious employment, particularly self-employment and zero-hours contract use, 

might have played in this picture. Chapter 4 sets out our policy proposals, in light of 

these findings. A separate supplementary report, published alongside this one, sets out 

further details on the data and methods used, and provides a more comprehensive 

review of how this work builds on the academic literature on this topic. 

Figure 4: Workers' job quality was measured using a comprehensive multidimensional index, 

which has been updated especially for this report.  

Indicators, dimensions, and weights of the updated UK Quality of Work Index. 
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Source: Reproduced and updated from a separate paper.30 See methodology report for further details. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN JOB 
QUALITY AND EXITS FROM EMPLOYMENT 
A growing body of longitudinal evidence points to a clear relationship between low-

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŜȄƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ For example, 

studies using cohort data for England show that workers in roles characterised by low 

autonomy are significantly more likely to leave employment earlier than expected, even 

after accounting for prior health.31 A large Swedish cohort study finds that poor working 

conditions, including low control and high physical strain, significantly increase the risk 

of early labour market exit via disability, sickness absence, and unemployment.32 These 

factors explain a substantial share of early exits, particularly among lower-educated 

workers. 

This literature also points to a broader concept that underpins this chapter: the role of 

what we term άhealthy jobsέΦ33,34 ,35 These are jobs that are structured in ways that allow 

people to remain in employment as their health circumstances change. Roles that offer 

security, flexibility, autonomy, and support are more likely to sustain employment over 

time, including through periods of ill health. By contrast, jobs that are insecure, rigid, or 

lacking in worker voice may be less able to absorb even relatively common health 

shocks, increasing the likelihood of labour market exit. 

Against this backdrop, this chapter examines whether workers in lower-quality roles are 

more likely to leave employment, and which specific job characteristics appear to matter 

most. In doing so, we first seek to establish the overall relationship between job quality 

and labour market exit, before examining the role of individual job characteristics, and 

finally considering whether healthy jobs are especially important in enabling workers to 

remain in employment when their health deteriorates. 

DEFINING NON-EMPLOYMENT 
To assess whether deteriorating job quality could plausibly contribute to rising inactivity, 

we first examine whether workers in lower-quality roles are more likely to exit 

employment. Our definition of job quality and data used are explained in the previous 

chapter. They are also elaborated on in more detail in the methodological report.  

We define non-employment in three ways, splitting the non-working population into 

three distinct groups:  

¶ The first is ILO unemployment using the official definition used by the 

government and many countries, and is the official measure of unemployment 
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ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ [ŀōƻǳǊ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ όL[hΤ ƘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨL[h 

ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΨύ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ !ǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ мΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

predominantly covers those who are out of work, have actively searched for work 

in the past four weeks, and are available for work within two weeks. However, 

those who have found a job and are starting within two weeks are also included 

here. 

¶ The second is people who are out of work but only partially meet the  criteria for 

unemployment. They want a job but fall short of the search or availability 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ Ψǿŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪΩ ƛƴŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ 

partially inactive. 

¶ Third, we explore those who become fully inactive. These are out of work and 

meet none of the criteria for unemployment: they are neither seeking work nor 

available to start work.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, this is both broader and slightly more granular than the 

measure of inactivity used in many existing studies of the UK labour market, which tend 

to focus on inactivity and sometimes just health-related inactivity. However, it should be 

borne in mind that the majority (~80%)1,36 of the working-age population who are out of 

work are inactive anyway. Because we have a wide range of job quality indicators and 

rich longitudinal data, we can explore this question in more depth than previous studies.  

THE GENERAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN JOB QUALITY 
AND NON-EMPLOYMENT 
In this subsection, we first track the exit rate of workers across different levels of job 

quality. While this analysis is not causal, it helps gain insight into the general pattern of 

which types of jobs are most likely to potentially lead to work exit, setting up a more 

causal, detailed exploration in the following subsections. 

In our qualitative interviews, Shantanu highlighted how exits from employment are 

often not the result of a single decision, but the culmination of sustained pressures 

within low -quality roles. 

Shantanu (local authority): 

"I just felt I was drowning. At that point, I think it doesn't matter how much money 

they threw at me τ I don't think I would have been able to continue." 

 

1 Extrapolated from figures in Andy Powell and Brigid Francis-Devine (2026). 
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Figure 5 examines transitions out of employment across the working population, 

grouped into quintiles of job quality (QoW), from the lowest-quality 20% of jobs (Q1) to 

the highest-quality 20% (Q5).  

Figure 5: Those in the lowest-quality jobs are significantly more likely to exit into non -

employment, particularly during the pandemic.  

Exit rates into non-work between waves by job quality quintile. 

Notes: Exit rates into three forms of non-work at Wave T+1 by QoW quintile of worker in Wave T. Sample 

grouped by pairs of waves in Understanding Society. 

Source: NEF analysis of Understanding Society. See methodology report for further details.37 

This reveals a notable overall increase in all quintiles between 2012ς14 and 2022ς24 in 

the proportion of workers exiting into non-employment, consistent with the population-

level trend. While this rise accelerates sharply during the Covid-19 pandemic, exit rates 
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were already trending upwards before the pandemic and have not fully returned to pre-

pandemic levels in the more recent period. 

Importantly, we find that exit rates are strongly associated with job quality. Workers in 

the lowest-quality jobs consistently face the highest likelihood of leaving employment, 

indicating a clear gradient between job quality and labour market attachment. However, 

the post-pandemic increase in exits is not confined to these groups; workers in higher-

quality roles have also experienced elevated exit rates, suggesting a broader shift in 

labour market dynamics. 

This gradient is consistent with our hypothesis that if the share of workers in lower-

quality or more precarious roles has increased over time, this could place upward 

pressure on overall exit rates from employment. 

The destinations of labour market exits differ markedly by job quality. Workers in lower-

quality jobs are much more likely to leave employment for unemployment or forms of 

economic inactivity that suggest they would still like to work. Throughout this report, we 

refer to these outcomes as less-voluntary forms of non-employment. 

During the pandemic period (202023), 41% of workers in the lowest fifth of jobs by 

quality who left the labour market moved into ILO unemployment or partial inactivity. 

By contrast, only 14% of workers in Q1 exited into these states. This means that workers 

in the lowest-quality jobs were almost three times as likely (2.93 times) to leave work for 

less voluntary forms of non-employment as workers in Q5. The gap was substantially 

smaller in our earlier period (201215), when the equivalent figure was 1.63 times. 

Since early retirees have been excluded from the analysis, these findings suggest that 

when workers in higher-quality jobs leave the labour market, they are more likely than 

those leaving lower-quality jobs to do so voluntarily. This interpretation is supported by 

the fact that many exits from higher-quality jobs are into full inactivity. Individuals in 

this group do not want a regular paid job and are not actively looking for work, meaning 

they do not meet the criteria for either partial inactivity or ILO unemployment. 

We further see that there has been a structural shift in the composition of exits across all 

levels of job quality. Exits into unemployment have declined, while exits into inactivity 

(particularly full inactivity, and to a lesser extent partial inactivity) have risen 

substantially. As a result, full inactivity now constitutes a much larger share of total exits 

than it did a decade ago ς going from almost four in ten exits of all workers (38.5%) in 
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2012 15 to almost seven in ten (71.2%) in 2022 25.2 Finally, while there are tentative 

signs of recovery in exit rates following the pandemic across the job quality distribution, 

these have not yet returned to the levels observed at the start of the previous decade. 

This raises the possibility that elevated rates of labour market exit (particularly into 

inactivity) may persist. 

Building on the findings of our previous subsections, it is possible to move beyond 

correlations observed at a single point and instead examine whether certain job quality 

indicators are associated with a higher probability of leaving work in the future. In 

particular, it allows us to test whether workers with specific job characteristics are more 

or less likely to transition into non-employment across the whole sample, over the 

whole period covered by Understanding Society. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF JOB SECURITY  
The previous subsection identified a general relationship between low job quality and 

higher risk of labour market exit. In this subsection, we look at specific indicators of job 

quality which are driving this relationship, examining which job characteristics enable 

workers to remain in employment; and which are typically absent in more precarious 

roles where workers are more likely to exit. 

We start by looking at job security. Figure 6 describes exit rates into non-work by 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vƻ² 

index. For example, it finds that, across the Understanding Society sample: workers 

without a permanent contract are twice as likely to fall into full inactivity; almost three-

and-a-half times more likely to fall into partial inactivity (3.38); and almost four times 

more likely to fall into ILO unemployment (3.88).  

This pattern is noteworthy. Workers without these protections are disproportionately 

more likely to be actively seeking work or to desire it, suggesting that insecure 

employment has pushed them out of their jobs rather than that they have chosen to 

leave. 

Our accompanying analysis paper investigates whether there is a causal association 

between low scores on each of these job quality indicators, including security, and 

greater risk of labour market exit, using a range of methods. It finds some evidence of a 

causal association for job security in particular. This suggests that increasing job security 

 

2 Analysis in the supplementary report suggests that natural ageing of respondents within the panel only plays 
a very minor role in this shift. This change is so dramatic that it mostly reflects a genuine change in the nature 
of exits over the time period. 
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in itself would be a useful route towards supporting sustainable employment ς rather 

than merely a feature of jobs which those with high security for other reasons may 

happen to access. 

Figure 6: Job security, and particularly the security of the job contract, was particularly important 

in determining likelihood of exiting a job.  

Exit rates out of work by score in each job security indicator. 

Notes: Figure shows, for each sub-set of workers with each job security score (Wave T), what proportion 

exited work in the subsequent wave (Wave T+1). 

Source: NEF analysis of Understanding Society. See methodology report for further details. 

THE ROLE OF AUTONOMY AND COLLECTIVE VOICE IN 
THE WORKPLACE 
Job quality extends beyond security alone. Other aspects of work organisation also 

appear to influence future labour market attachment. Our supplementary report finds 

evidence of a potential causal association between indicators in the autonomy and voice 

dimension of the QoW index and a lower risk of labour market exit.  

This dimension captures some important aspects of job quality, which are widely 

discussed in existing job quality literature. In addition to capturing the variety of the 

tasks done in the job, it also captures the influence that workers have over their working 

environment: their ability to shape how they go about doing their jobs. The collective 






















































