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  “In none of the 12 countries in the 

study is there a legal definition of 

precarious work. Terms such as 

‘atypical’ or ‘vulnerable’ sometimes 

appear, as does ‘employees in a 

disadvantaged position’ but ‘precarious 

work’ does not” 
Sonia McKay (2012), p. 112 



Key objectives of this presentation 

 
  1. To identify the main approaches in understanding 

the term ‘precarious work’ 

 

 2. To identify how precarious work manifests itself, 

with particular focus on European Labour Relations 

 

 3. To identify the challenges that ‘precarious work’ 

poses for European Labour Relations 



Structure of the presentation 

 

  Introduction 
 
Part I – Main approaches to understanding precarious work 
 
Part II – Manifestations of precarious work in Europe 
 
Part III – Policy debates and reform approaches on  
precarious work in Europe 
 
 
Conclusion 
 



Part I – Understanding Precarious Work 

(PrW) – Main Approaches 
 

 

 

1. PrW as a structural feature of particular sectors of the 
labour market (e.g. agriculture, tourism, other inherently 
‘seasonal’ or ‘fluctuating’ sectors) 

2. PrW as associated to particular types of work contracts or  
forms of work relations (e.g. ‘atypical’ work, or ‘very 
atypical’ work, informal and irregular work, posted work…) 

3. PrW as a multidimensional concept involving both 
normative/legal, contextual, personal/group, and subjective 
dimensions (such as gender, age, race, health psychology, 
skills, nationality…) 

4. PrW as a normal feature of capitalist labour markets, and 
one that can be contrasted through effective regulation for 
decent work 



Part II – Manifestations of precarious work in Europe 

 

 
Common features  and national variations 

• (Vosko, 2004) ‘Manifestations of precarious work are 
similar across … countries: they include job insecurity, low 
wages, limited social benefits and statutory entitlements, 
and a lack of control over the labour process. In each 
case, precarious work is also gendered. At the same time, 
there are important differences’  

• Rodgers (1989)  
– ‘temporal precariousness’: the degree of certainty over the 

continuity of employment’.  

– ‘organizational dimension’ ‘workers’ individual and collective 
control over work’.  

– ‘economic dimension’: ‘pay and salary progression’.  

–  ‘social dimension’ focussing on the ‘Legal, collective or customary 
protection against unfair dismissal, discrimination, and 
unacceptable working practices; and social protection, that is, 
access to social security benefits covering health, accidents, 
unemployment insurance’.  



Part II – Manifestations of precarious work in Europe  
 

 • EC (2004) – EP (2010) – McKay (2012)– 
disproportionate manifestation in sectors of the 
labour market dominated by women and young 
workers 

National specificities (esp. McKay 2012) 

• E.g. high incidence of ‘economically dependent workers’ in Italy 

• E.g. 2 high incidence of part-time and ‘marginal jobs’ in 
Germany 

• E.g. 3 high incidence of fixed-term contracts in Spain 

• E.g. 4 high unemployment amongst young workers in Greece 

• E.g. 5 ‘Bogus self-employed’ workers (esp. in the construction 
industry, see ‘blacklisting’ scandal) 

 

 



Part II – Manifestations of precarious work in Europe  
 

 • Notion of ‘very atypical jobs’ (Eurofound, 2010) 

– Very short part-time work (Germany, France) 

– Short fixed-term contracts (Spain) 

– Employment based on oral contracts (Italy) 

– Zero hours contracts (UK) 



Part III – Policy debate and refrom approaches on 

precarious work in Europe 

 

 
Strong link between ‘understanding’ of the problem, 

and recommended ‘cure’ 

 

E.g. 1. Problem:  Sectors affected by PrW. Solution: 

regulation of particular sectors (e.g. McKay (2012) 

on BUL use of EU structural funds to formalise 

agricultural contracts; UK Gangmasters Licensing 

Authority; Hotel sector in FR and school teachers in 

IT) 

 



Part III – Policy debate and reforms approaches on 

precarious work in Europe 

 

 
E.g. 2. Problem:  Particular forms of (non-standard) 

work affected by PrW. Solution: regulation of 

particular typologies of precarious work, sometimes 

by reference to an equal-treatment approach (e.g. 

the EU atypical work Directives) sometimes with ad 

hoc measures(e.g. Seasonal Work Directive) or 

radical (and v. problematic) proposals (e.g. ‘single 

contract’) 

 



Part III – Policy debate and reform approaches on 

precarious work in Europe 

 

 
E.g. 3. Problem:  PrW as the consequence of 

various regulatory failures but very much context 

specific. Solution: regulation through floor of rights 

or enforcement legislation, accompanied by specific 

measures targeting groups (e.g. various EU 

‘minimum harmonization’ Labour Law Directives, 

Equal-treatment legislation, Employers Sanction 

Directive, Posted-Workers Enforcement Directive, 

Public Procurement D, EP Resolution on Pr Women 

Workers, Juncker’s proposal for European minimum 

wage, VET programmes) 

 



Part III – Policy debate and reform approaches on 

precarious work in Europe 

 

 
E.g. 4. Problem:  Precariousness inherent to labour 

markets – all work relations increasingly more 

precarious. Solution: a holistic approach to the 

mutualization of risks to workers 

-Fundamental labour standards not just a ‘floor’ of ‘minimum’ 

rights  

-Expanding the reach of (decent) labour law 

-Respect and promotion of (centralised forms) of CB and TU 

-Equal treatment no longer ‘the’ solution but just ‘a’ solution 

-Mainstreaming ‘Decent Work’ in all policy areas, both social 

and economic and financial 

-Horizontal (rather than context specific) enforcement 

 

 

 



Conclusions 
 

 • No single universally accepted definition 

• A complex and multi-dimensional solution, but obviously if 

there is the (political) will there will be a (regulatory) way 

• So far EU economic integration very much part of the 

problem (posting of workers; country of origin principle 

disguised under ‘market access principle’; EES/Lisbon 

Agenda/Europe 2020; Flexicurity; Austerity, Stability Pact, 

Bail-outs) and not offered much of a solution 

• Mainstreaming ‘Decent Work’ approach as a possible way 

(but where is the will?) 


