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Introduction 
 

There is a well-developed narrative around insecure work that says that conflict between 

workers and businesses is being slowly resolved in favour of the businesses, generating 

mass insecurity of work. Allegedly, a boom in sharing platforms like Uber and Airtasker 

means jobs that were once done by securely employed workers are now performed by 

quasi-independent contractors1. Prominent Australians have claimed that part-time work 

has exploded as businesses find ways to undercut existing workers and re-allocate labour 

to incur lower costs via the excessive use of casual labour contracts. Prominent industry 

groups have responded to this narrative with claims that diversification of work is driven 

by worker choices and preferences, and highlight the benefits to workers of the greater 

level of flexibility. In a policy debate dominated by partisan voices engaging in 

“megaphone diplomacy”, it becomes difficult to undertake the objective assessment of 

the state of play that is necessary for rational policymaking.  

 

In approximating the state of play, there are two clear camps. The side of the debate 

opposing growth in insecurity (unions, progressive think tanks, many Labor politicians) 

largely decries a combination of macroeconomic factors and business behaviour as the 

causes of mass insecurity. Meanwhile, the responding side (employer associations, 

conservative think tanks, many Liberal politicians) dismisses these concerns as unlikely 

based on a mix of economic rationalisations and theory (e.g. flexibility of work benefits 

marginal workers who cannot work standard schedules) and post-2000 casualisation and 

job tenure data. Occasionally punctuating the debate is the voice of an academic drawing 

attention to a specific issue through media formats like the ABC’s Fact Check2. 

 

This environment is not conducive to raising the level of public understanding of the issues 

involved in insecure and non-standard work. As the public profile of the issue continues to 

build, it becomes more likely that political leaders will seek to address the issue through 

broad reform that may struggle with the complexity of the task at hand. While this process 

is far more nuanced than offering a more attractive “product” to secure re-election, the 

quality of public understanding of the issue being addressed is a key factor influencing the 

quality of that policy response.  

 

Much of the terminology in this debate is contested, but for the purposes of this Paper we 

take “insecurity” to refer to the effect on a worker of factors including variable working 

hours and income, a negative subjective experience for the worker of the irregular nature 

of their work, and a lack of certainty about ongoing work. We have kept the effects on the 

worker front of mind while exploring insecurity, as this is the core of the justification 

behind government intervention which underpins the public debate.  

 

This Paper firstly aims to better inform members of the public, commentators and political 

observers as to the current status of this key part of the issue, work at the most marginal 

end of the security spectrum. Secondly, we aim to present a more robust framework for 

                                                           
1 Most recently, in June 2018 the Fair Work Ombusman opened a case against Foodora, alleging 
that the company broke sham contracting laws by misrepresenting to their workers that they 
were “independent contractors”. This is yet to be resolved in favour of either party. 
 
2 Such as this article regarding the rate of casualisation http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-04-
17/fact-check-casualisation/9654334 
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considering these issues. We attempt to draw boundaries around several kinds of insecure 

labour addressed in public discourse, and in doing so, we hope to shed further light on the 

nature of the problem. Casual work makes up a strong majority of the kind of this kind of 

work, so this is where most of our attention is focused.  
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Methodology 
 

In preparing this Paper, FPL Advisory conducted an extensive review of submissions placed 

by political actors with an interest in the topic, existing academic literature, and statistical 

analysis of a variety of data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics to prepare an initial 

Consultation Paper. This Paper was the cornerstone for consultation with experts in labour 

economics, the changing nature of employment and labour trends. The Consultation Paper 

was developed to inform this Paper. Should you wish to read it in addition, it can be 

accessed by contacting FPL Advisory directly. 

 

Stage 1: Research Piece 
 

An analysis of the current understanding of insecurity in the Australian context must take 

into account extensive submissions from various stakeholders. A first-principles approach 

to this issue indicates that an impartial presentation of key statistical indicators alone will 

not be enough to unveil a clear and non-partisan view of insecurity in the labour force, 

given the wide range of conceptions of insecure work that commentators have. Therefore, 

a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods was used to consolidate existing 

thinking and evidence on the topic into an assessment of the current understanding of this 

kind of non-standard work. 

 

This stage utilised the Forsyth Inquiry’s August 2016 final report and the submissions made 

to the Inquiry as a basis for political discourse analysis. This Inquiry was a recent and 

government commissioned exploration into the nature of insecure work (and labour hire 

firms, which we have excluded for reasons discussed later), and therefore provides a 

relatively up to date and cross-sector view of stakeholders’ positions. The Inquiry was 

commissioned by the Victorian Government, so some of the focus is on state-level issues, 

although a large number of national organisations (such as the Australian Council of Trade 

Unions and the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry) placed submissions which 

address the issue at a national level. These submissions formed the core of the discourse 

analysis, which operationalised the individual claims and grouped them together by theme 

to provide a basic structure for the Consultation Paper.  

 

Available evidence relating to each of these themes was then reviewed. This process was 

part literature review, part assessment of the claims made and part analysis of the reasons 

for any discrepancies. The review relied on a mix of existing academic papers, many of 

which use data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 

Survey run by the Melbourne Institute, and publicly released statistics from the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS). Due to the contested nature of insecurity, we infer insecurity 

through a mix of qualitative and quantitative measures. This process necessarily meant 

making decisions about what is important and therefore meant some level of subjective 

judgement is unavoidably present. The full list of original claims is retained in the 

Consultation Paper for verification or challenge by other commentators or analysts and 

can be obtained by contacting FPL Advisory directly. 

 

For clarity, the forms of work generally recognised are: 

1. Permanent full time (or “standard work”. Full time is normally considered 38 hours 

a week) 

2. Permanent part time 
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3. Contract or fixed-term 

4. Casual work (which can have full time or part time hours) 

5. Self-employment/contractor (highly heterogenous, worker uses own ABN to 

provided services) 

6. Temporary/agency work (worker is employed by a business that rents their labour 

out to a third party) 

 

Stage 2: Consultation Paper 
 

Analysis and findings from the research stage were consolidated into a Consultation Paper, 

addressing six key issues that surfaced repeatedly in our review of inquiry submissions; 

1. What do we know about the existence of “insecure” work? 

2. Who are the people who work casual jobs? 

3. Are people caught in casual jobs? 

4. What characteristics to casual jobs themselves have? 

5. Where do casual jobs come from and where are they found? 

6. What effect do casual jobs have on the people who work them? 

7. The Paper served as the basis for consultation with sector experts. 

 

Stage 3: Expert Engagement  
 

Recognised experts in the field of labour economics were engaged with to test the analysis 

and findings and to ensure consistency with the established academic literature. We 

received feedback from academics and economists from the University of Melbourne and 

the Per Capita Institute and thank them for their contribution. 

 

Stage 4: Draft and Release Occasional Paper 
 

Bringing together what we found at each stage, along with the expert insights, we now 

present to you the completed Occasional Paper. Considering what we found regarding the 

nature and structure of insecure work, we also propose the Four Cohort Model to guide 

application of our findings. A detailed explanation of this new Model can be found in the 

final section of this Paper. 
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Discussion 
 

Our discourse analysis uncovered a number of recurring themes within the insecure work 

space that speak to the debate’s quality and relevance to vulnerable workers. We found 

that political actors and partisan think tanks or associations largely took broad views of the 

issue and made policy recommendations that tackled the issue from an aggregated 

standpoint. There was little recognition of the varying impact of insecure work across 

different demographic groups. However, our assessment indicates that most signs of a 

transition to insecure work come from the pre-2000 period and that there is little evidence 

of an ongoing, economy-wide transition to mass casualisation or mass insecurity. This is 

not to say that insecurity does not exist or that it is static across every industry, simply that 

there is scant evidence that it is increasing at an economy-wide level as the primary 

narrative suggests.  

 

Status of the policy debate 
 

Political analyses of impacts of insecure work tended to either take the worst-case or best-

case scenario and apply that scenario across the board. Given that even a light reading of 

the literature in this field stresses the diversity of the casual and non-standard work sector, 

the causes of the divergent and simplified state of these perspectives is likely a political 

rather than a level-headed assessment of the situations and prospects of insecure workers. 

We also identified that most of the statements avoided taking easily falsifiable stances. An 

example is the claim that fraudulent contracting and similar arrangements are an epidemic 

that speaks to the rising insecurity experienced by the workforce at large; lacking clear 

trend data for such arrangements meant we could neither accept nor reject this 

proposition. Similarly, comparisons to OECD averages for “insecure” work are difficult to 

draw conclusions from given the widely divergent nature of such work between Australia 

and many OECD countries. For example, in much of the European Union “casual” work 

largely does not exist and temporary workers experience a wage penalty for their status 

as insecure workers; in Australia, casual workers are (in theory at least) compensated for 

their insecurity via a 25% wage premium. The argument from some labour market experts 

is that it is partly because Australia has made casual employment attractive for many 

workers that we have a relatively high rate of it. 

 

Through our assessment of these claims, we have not found a convincing case to say either 

that insecurity is massive and growing, or that insecurity does not exist and the diversity 

we see is predominantly due to worker choice and flexibility. However, we would welcome 

the presentation of new or previously overlooked evidence to support these claims. That 

there is little evidence of a significant and ongoing shift towards casualisation and 

insecurity in the economy is a positive finding, but the implications of this for the status of 

the policy debate are grim. While industry groups deny that insecure work exists and 

unions claim it is harmful enough to justify massive government intervention, the 

academic community has developed a large and detailed body of work that yields 

significant insights for this debate that are often overlooked. 

 

Signs of ongoing transition to mass insecurity 
 

The key elements of the political debate around the changing nature of work is whether 

or not job insecurity is at epidemic levels and whether or not it is rising. We note that 
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casualisation and insecurity are different phenomena, but they are often discussed 

alongside each other and therefore we also consider whether or not the rate of 

casualisation is high or growing. 

 

If insecurity was rising across the economy, we would expect people to be at their jobs for 

shorter tenures on average, to be fired at higher rates and/or to be moving into more 

marginal forms of labour. Existing analyses of job tenure3, dismissal rates, rates of workers 

holding a second job, and rates of self-employment4 fail to find evidence of an ongoing or 

significant increase in job insecurity across these metrics. Claims about illegitimate labour 

hire practices and sham contracting are more difficult to evaluate, given the lack of precise 

time series data indicating non-compliance by such companies. Criticisms of this sector 

focus on the “triangular” relationship where a worker is hired by the labour hire firm and 

then “rented out” to third parties for whom the worker conducts the work.  

 

In any case, employees paid through a labour hire agency account for just over 1% of all 

employees, so trends specific to the labour hire sector are unlikely to have a meaningful 

impact across the whole labour force. A similar situation is present regarding the “gig 

economy” and related issues of quasi-independent contracting. Workers who rely on these 

types of work still account for an exceedingly small percentage of the workforce and so we 

have largely left them aside from our analysis; any changes here are unlikely to have had 

meaningful impacts across the labour force so far although they may in future. 

 

Growth in the casual workforce boomed in the 1990s but has since largely stabilised. There 

has been a modest increase in the usage of casual workers in the 2015-17 period, although 

the small window in which we see this effect means we should be careful about inferring 

larger trends and indeed, the increase takes casual employment back to where it was in 

the mid 2000s5. We should therefore consider casualisation as a transitionary event that 

occurred during the economic reforms and turmoil of the 1980s-90s period. Since this 

transition is largely complete and the economy is now on a new footing, further policy 

work to improve the lives of working Australians should consider this new paradigm 

instead of implicitly assuming a return to a pre-1980 framework is desirable or even 

feasible. 

 

In the post-2014 period, some evidence has emerged of a disconnect between 

underemployment and unemployment (which historically moved in tandem) and 

ambiguity in labour market indicators like wages6. While this period is short enough that 

                                                           
3 Borland, J. (2017). Labour market snapshot #39: Job insecurity in Australia – No rising story. 
Melbourne. Period of employment at least at low-tenure end has remained relatively unchanged 
over past decades. 
 
4 The Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research. (2017). Submission to the 
Select Committee on the Future of Work and Workers. Canberra: Parliament of Australia. 
 
5 Gilfillan, G. (2018). Update to casual employee estimates - 2004 to 2017. Retrieved from 
Parliament of Australia: 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/
FlagPost/2018/March/Update_to_casual_employee_estimates-2004_to_2017. 
 
6 As discussed by Reserve Bank governor Philip Lowe https://theconversation.com/vital-signs-
poor-wage-growth-means-interest-rates-could-be-low-for-a-long-time-98240 and Greg Jericho at 
the Guardian https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2017/jun/19/higher-wages-
would-be-nice-mr-lowe-but-weak-unions-make-it-unlikely 

https://theconversation.com/vital-signs-poor-wage-growth-means-interest-rates-could-be-low-for-a-long-time-98240
https://theconversation.com/vital-signs-poor-wage-growth-means-interest-rates-could-be-low-for-a-long-time-98240
https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2017/jun/19/higher-wages-would-be-nice-mr-lowe-but-weak-unions-make-it-unlikely
https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2017/jun/19/higher-wages-would-be-nice-mr-lowe-but-weak-unions-make-it-unlikely
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establishing causal relationships or real trends is difficult, the lack of substantial 

macroeconomic change or any real changes to bargaining power or workplace law mean 

there is no immediately identifiable cause. These trends are observable in other advanced 

economies and our reading of the existing literature indicated that this is an emerging area 

of scholarship that will benefit from further academic work in future. 

 

Impact of insecure work on the most vulnerable workers 
 

As outlined in the introduction to this paper, we have chosen to focus on the acute end of 

the job security spectrum and direct our attention on vulnerable workers. In our definition 

of the most vulnerable workers, we considered the major impacts of marginal work like 

that criticised by campaign groups. The key indicators were irregularity of income, 

irregularity of hours and job satisfaction. The clearest data used in the literature says that 

casual employment has negative effects on a worker’s earnings and ability to manage their 

finances7, and places the worker at significantly higher risk of unemployment8. These kinds 

of work are also significantly more variable in terms of hours worked than standard work, 

which is indeed the point for many workers. Hours that can accommodate non-

employment related activities are sought after by demographics like students or working 

parents. This results in varying income from week to week and necessarily makes life 

planning, loan servicing and other long-term decision making more difficult. 

 

Workers who want the flexibility but also a measure of income and job certainty can find 

casual arrangements lacking. While some progress has been made by the Fair Work 

Commission in allowing more flexible arrangements for part-time work9, it is still the case 

that businesses often use casual employment contracts to provide themselves with 

flexibility. Due to the need for this flexibility and the new service-heavy structure of the 

economy, it is clear that balancing out the need of businesses to vary hours and the needs 

of workers for consistent income or hours should be a feature of any policy response to 

insecurity. In doing so, it is also important to note that while casual workers can effectively 

be fired with no warning, when asked, more than 80% of casuals say they expect to still be 

with their employer in 12 months10. This indicates that there is some expectation of 

ongoing work on the part of many casuals, despite there being few formal protections for 

these workers. 

 

                                                           
 
7 Green, C., & Leeves, G. (2013). Job security, financial security and well-being; new evidence on 
the effects of flexible employment. Scottish Journal of Political Economy, 60(2), 121-138. 
 
8 Lass, I., & Wooden, M. (2017). Measurement, prevalence and the socio-demographic structure of 
non-standard employment; the Australian case. Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and 
Social Research, University of Melbourne. 
 
9 Marin-Guzman, D. (2017). What will the real effect of casual conversion clauses be?. The 
Australian Financial Review. Retrieved from: https://www.afr.com/news/policy/industrial-
relations/what-will-the-real-effect-of-casual-conversion-clauses-be-20170705-gx5gvj 
 
10 Gilfillan, G. (2018). Update to casual employee estimates - 2004 to 2017. Retrieved from 
Parliament of Australia: 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/
FlagPost/2018/March/Update_to_casual_employee_estimates-2004_to_2017 
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Casual workers are also at higher risk of being underemployed, which when a worker is 

working fewer hours a week than they want, although this is not a defining feature of all 

casual work. When analysing part time work, it is important to note the significant 

difference between permanent part time and casual part time. Permanent pat time 

workers have reasonably reliable work schedules and a measure of certainty regarding 

ongoing work, while casuals have few formal protections in these areas and can have their 

shifts varied or cancelled at little or no notice. Conversely, part time casual workers can 

change availability or shifts subject to practical concerns, and do not have to consistently 

work the same shifts, offering greater flexibility. 

 

A clear majority of casuals do want part time hours. HILDA data shows that around 73% of 

casual workers on part-time hours want to be on part-time, representing 11% of all 

employees, while the balance wished they were working full time hours, representing 4% 

of employees. This suggests that by and large, casual workers are happy not having full 

time hours, although underemployment is more prevalent among casual workers than 

permanent part-time workers11. 

 

The proportion of workers on these kinds of irregular work who rate the inconsistency as 

a desirable feature is unclear, but casual workers do rate their work as less secure and are 

more dissatisfied with their hours worked according to HILDA data12. However, the 

average rating for casuals on job security is still a reasonable 7.4 out of 10 compared to 8 

out of 10 for permanent employees. They are also more likely to be satisfied with their 

total pay and agree more with the statement “I get paid fairly for the things I do in my job”, 

however this might be an indication that on average casuals think their jobs are low skilled 

and relatively low value-adding rather than an indication that casuals are satisfied with 

their incomes.  

 

Profile of casual work; age, main occupation, multiple job holders 
 

When considering the demographic profile of casual workers, we can look at both the 

demographics that are most prevalent in the data and those that are more likely to 

experience significant negative effects of their casual status than others. Primarily, it is 

important to note that a third of casual workers are also studying full time and nearly 43% 

of casuals are living in their parents’ household13. While many of these workers could still 

be considered as being in insecure work, their characteristics are substantially different to 

workers who are not in formal education; labour market transitions for those exiting 

formal education are much more favourable than, for example, older casual workers with 

                                                           
11 36% compared to 20% for part time workers; 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/
pubs/rp/rp1718/CasualEmployeesAustralia 
 
12 Gilfillan, G. (2018). Update to casual employee estimates - 2004 to 2017. Retrieved from 
Parliament of Australia: 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/
FlagPost/2018/March/Update_to_casual_employee_estimates-2004_to_2017. 
 
13 Lass, I., & Wooden, M. (2017). Measurement, prevalence and the socio-demographic structure 
of non-standard employment; the Australian case. Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and 
Social Research, University of Melbourne, p.17 
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a history of scattered casual work14. This confirms that the image of casual workers as a 

head of a household trying to conduct long-term casual work as their chief economic 

activity is a much smaller component of the casual workforce than has been recognised. 

Being in casual work for a time as your primary economic activity has negative impacts on 

future earnings, but the effect is larger for male workers than female workers. This 

indicates a gendered element to the impact on earnings, as influences like prestige impact 

job transition. 

 

ABS statistics show that the proportion of casual to non-casual jobs increased by 7.6 

percentage points between 2004 and 2016 for workers aged 15-19 and 5.4 percentage 

points for workers aged 20-24. In other age brackets, the rate stayed largely the same 

although some age brackets saw substantial annual variation over the course of 2004 to 

2016. This reverses at the older end of the distribution; the rate for the 60-64 and 65 and 

over brackets decreased by 6.3 and 18.4 percentage points respectively15. This means that 

since 2004, younger workers have taken casual jobs at a higher rate, while older workers 

have taken casual jobs at a lower rate than was previously the case. This is in the context 

of declining youth labour force participation rates, most of which has occurred in the years 

after the 2007-8 financial crisis although some of this is likely due to higher rates of full 

time post-secondary study16. Given what we know about the kinds of jobs shed during 

periods of economic crisis, this could indicate that younger workers are taking the brunt 

of increased casualisation and underemployment as firms seek to redistribute their 

employment-related risks. These patterns do not suggest an ongoing and structural 

transition to more casualised work for this demographic. However, if every time we 

experience an economic crisis it increases youth casualisation to a new, higher baseline, 

the long term picture could be more bleak. 

 

A report prepared for the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations17 

examined whether workers are “trapped” in casual jobs in the way often asserted by 

campaigners. The report defines a “trapped” worker as “a worker who is dissatisfied but 

also indicates that they have a low probability of voluntarily quitting their job within the 

next 12 months”. It found that such workers made up 2% of the working population; this 

figure was roughly the same for casual and non-casual workers. The report also found that 

in a given year, around 30% of casual workers moved to a non-casual job. After considering 

the influence of graduating students and the high percentage of casual workers who have 

been at their jobs for longer than a year, this means casual workers generally do not move 

rapidly into a new permanent job, even though a great many do. Therefore, we could not 

fairly say that transitioning rapidly through casual work on the way to permanent work is 

a “typical” feature of the journey of casual workers on the whole. That is to say, casual 

work is not usually a stepping stone on the way to a full time job. 

 

                                                           
14 Watson, I. (2013). Bridges or traps? Casualisation and labour market transitions in Australia. 

Journal of Industrial Relations, 55(1), p.7. 
15 Based on ABS 6333.0 - Characteristics of Employment, Australia, August 2017 (historical data) 
 
16 (2014). Labour force participation - Youth at risk and lower skilled mature-age people: a data 
profile. Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency, Canberra, p.7. 
 
17 Buddelmeyer, H., Wooden, M., & Ghantous, S. (2006). Transitions from Casual Employment in 
Australia. Report prepared for the Australian Government Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations under the Social Policy Research Services Agreement (2005-09). 
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In determining whether casual workers generally rely on a casual job as their major 

economic activity, and therefore their level of risk from casual contracts that can more 

easily be terminated, we examined whether casual workers tended to work more than one 

job if they weren’t in full time study. While the data wasn’t segmented enough to measure 

this directly (although this is worthy of further study), we can see from HILDA data that 

casuals have multiple jobs at a higher rate than workers in standard, fixed-term, or 

temporary agency work, although lower than part-time workers (12.4%, 4.4%, 9.5%, 9.1% 

and 14.9% respectively)18. However, while higher than for “permanent” workers, 12.4% is 

still low enough to preclude the holding of multiple jobs from being a defining feature of 

casual work. This indicates that the majority of casual workers (at least by a small margin) 

are working a single casual job as their main economic activity, putting them at greater 

risk of financial insecurity, since they have neither formal study nor another readily 

available job to fall back on should they lose the casual job. A mitigating factor of this could 

be partners’ incomes; a third of casual workers indicated that their role in the household 

was as a member of a couple. If this kind of casual work is used to supplement a 

household’s main income rather than as the primary income, the risks to the household 

would be smaller although the individual risks to financial independence, future earnings 

and superannuation remain for the casual worker. 

 

Causes of change; industrial evolution 
 

As the Australian population gets older and wealthier, demand for services fulfils a much 

larger role in the economy. This is a commonly accepted phenomenon that is a 

fundamental influence on the Australian economy, driving employment growth in 

industries like hospitality, health and tourism. In these sectors, part-time and casual work 

is more prevalent since they are more suited to varying and non-traditional hours of work. 

Employment in traditional industries like manufacturing has stagnated in gross terms, and 

as a proportion of the labour force has been in structural decline.  

 

Analysis of the changing nature of the labour force needs to consider that jobs added to 

the economy don’t necessarily come at the expense of those elsewhere in the economy. 

Growing services sectors don’t necessarily mean shrinking employment in manufacturing, 

for example. While Manufacturing is declining as a percentage of the total labour force, 

the sector has employed a fairly consistent number for workers (1.1 million workers in 

1985 compared to around 900,000 today). The percentage decline is a result of the labour 

force nearly doubling in size by expanding a number of other functions and industries that 

were previously less important to overall employment. Recognition of this dynamic is 

absent when commentators use gross numbers to argue points about changing 

employment composition, such as the claim that the economy adding casual jobs indicates 

the “casualisation” of industries previously dominated by permanent employment. 

                                                           
18 Lass, I., & Wooden, M. (2017). Measurement, prevalence and the socio-demographic structure of 
non-standard employment; the Australian case. Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research, University of Melbourne, p.12. 
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Based on Australian Bureau of Statistics 6291.0.55.003 - Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, May 2018, Table 04 

 

Compounding the effect of industrial composition, there is good evidence to indicate that 

a growing number of employers have been using part-time (much of which is casual) work 

contracts to give themselves flexibility to respond more quickly to changing market 

conditions. A 2016 study found in particular that employers since the 1990s have been 

increasingly varying hours worked rather than number of employees contracted to 

respond to changes in conditions19. This could temper the impact on unemployment of 

economic downturns, but potentially leads to greater underemployment instead. Indeed, 

underemployment grows strongly in periods of economic downturn in Australia and these 

effects tend to last longer than it takes for the economy at large to recover. 

 

                                                           
19 Bishop J., Gustafsson L. & Plumb M. (2016). Jobs or Hours? Cyclical Labour Market Adjustment in 
Australia. RBA Research Discussion Paper No 2016-06. 
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Based on Australian Bureau of Statistics 6202.0 - Labour Force, Australia, Feb 2018, Table 22 

 

The other key takeaway from these long-term trends is that the nature of employment as 

a result of the business cycle has changed since the 1990s. Unemployment is structurally 

lower and more stable since the late 1990s, and underemployment is structurally higher 

than the 1970s-80s but most of the growth occurred in the 1990s recession and the 

financial crisis of 2007-8. Predicting the future is a fool’s game but in trying to determine 

appropriate policy settings for the present, it’s equally foolish to conduct point-in-time 

comparisons between decades past and the present when the economy is on a 

substantially different footing.  

 

Causes of change; non-traditional entrants to labour markets 
 

Our reading of the evidence indicates that a substantial portion of new and non-traditional 

entrants to the labour force have chosen to enter casual work because it suits them. This 

is not to say that casual work is perfect for these people, just that it is the best option 

available on balance. We can see a greater proportion of young people in casual work 

(largely because more people are combining work and study and more people have the 

opportunity to study post-secondary qualifications) and a greater portion of women in 

more flexible forms of work (often as opposed to remaining out of the labour force) that 

tend to be more casualised. We therefore need to consider that the greater availability of 

flexible labour may be appropriate at a time of rising demand for industries more typically 

defined by variable working conditions, and the implications for regulating a large and 

persistent casual workforce to ensure worker rights are maintained. That these kinds of 

work are the best fit that is now available is not to say that new forms of government 

response are not needed. 
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Some level of variable work is desirable in order to accommodate these workers but the 

level at which a target should be set is difficult to determine empirically because such a 

target would involve normative judgements about what kinds of this work are 

“acceptable”. An ideal scenario would see the flexibility for employers maintained 

alongside the capability of workers to enter relatively stable working relationships. The 

proportion of the casual workforce that this applies to is unclear but it is far from 100%.   
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The Four Cohort Model of Security at 
Work 
 

Much of the academic understanding of casualisation is well-developed and long standing, 

but our view is that the failure of the political discourse to take advantage of this is not a 

failure of translation on behalf of the academic community. Campaign groups of all kinds 

are incentivised to catastrophise or minimise issues to the extent they can feasibly get 

away with, and the nature of the data in this field makes the effect of this even more 

pronounced. In trying to inform policymaking, we should turn to more applied models that 

give a more operationalised view of the issue at hand. Models that deal with the kinds of 

marginal employment we are concerned with are largely not fit for purpose or are 

designed more as theoretical constructs for academic work than applied models for 

policymakers. With this in mind, we have proposed a Four Cohort Model that recognises 

the differences in degree and type of insecurity between different kinds of jobs. 

 

The primary contribution of this Paper is the proposal of a Four Cohort Model of Security 

at Work. The Model seeks to support policymakers in treating different problems 

separately, and deliberately divides a complex spectrum into a series of general categories 

in order to facilitate this. 

 

We propose that the four categories, or cohorts of worker, are as follows: 

 

Cohort 1: dependable work and income 

• Workers with permanent, ongoing jobs (full time and part-time) 

o E.g. Accountant working full time, permanent contract at accounting firm 

• Self-employed who are genuine owners of established business 

o E.g. Highly paid industry expert who works on ad hoc consulting projects 

 
Cohort 2: quasi-dependable work and income 

• Skilled workers on fixed term contracts 

o E.g. Local council officer on a one year contract 

• Skilled workers employed via labour hire firm for highly paid, specialist work 

o E.g. Oil rig specialist working several months a year through a labour hire 

firm 

 
Cohort 3: tentatively unreliable work and income 

• Skilled workers on regular but casual contracts 

o E.g. A chef at a new restaurant working three or four nights on a casual 

contract 

• Nominally self-employed but dependent on sole client 

o E.g. Building sub-contractor working job-to-job 

• Workers who want casual contracts due to non-work factors 

o E.g. A parent returning part-time to the hospitality sector after their 

children reach school age  

 
Cohort 4: highly unreliable work and income 

• Casual workers who are underemployed and/or low skilled 

o E.g. Café servicepeople on casual contracts 
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• Workers who would be “casuals” but are misclassified as “independent 

contractors” 

o E.g. Quasi-independent workers using a food delivery app to work job-by-

job 

 

Classification note 

If a worker has multiple jobs, “their cohort” is the cohort of their main job. 

 

The Model involves a number of value judgements as to which category a type of work is 

allocated, for example we consider that a casual worker with marketable and in-demand 

skills is not exposed to the same kind of uncertainty as a worker who is unskilled or low 

skilled. This is because a market premium is placed on the skilled workers who have higher 

rates of pay (although not necessarily high by social standards), the worker can be 

expected to change jobs more easily, the employer is less likely to remove shifts or fire the 

worker (as their skills mean they are not interchangeable with other workers in the same 

way unskilled staff are), and the fact that they are skilled indicates some level of desire for 

that type of work (e.g. chefs train to be chefs with foreknowledge of the likely work 

conditions they will face when they enter that type of work). Our focus on Cohort 4 is not 

to say that other kinds of work are otherwise perfect. Efforts to improve the working 

conditions of insecure workers in other ways are still pursuing a worthy policy goal. While 

by no means perfect, this system of categorising allows policymakers to limit the scope of 

the type of worker they are aiming to assist with a particular reform. This reduces the 

chance of scope creep as well as of implementation failure, since the beneficiaries of a 

particular proposed reform are clearly defined and as a reform project progresses there 

are clearer checks that can be made to ensure the aim of the reform remains in focus. 

Ultimately, this approach supports the likelihood of the reform being effective. 
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Conclusions 
 

In focusing on certain kinds of casual workers, the most insecure, the bulk of our Paper 

addressed Cohort 4. The typical casual worker is female, part-time, working unskilled roles 

in hospitality or retail, and is in her twenties. However, the highly heterogenous nature of 

the casual workforce means there are still numerically large groups of workers in casual 

work who are older, in industries traditionally dominated by permanent full-time work, or 

otherwise not sitting within this typical profile. Some of these workers are in casual jobs 

because they have made a judgement for themselves that this is a more desirable 

arrangement than the alternatives. Second guessing such judgements is inappropriate, as 

policy should aim to improve people’s lives rather than force undesired changes merely to 

align with the personal views of the observer. This makes aggregate analysis difficult if our 

aim is to determine the characteristics of Cohort 4; any existing literature on casual 

workers lumps together workers who we would consider to be “less insecure” than the 

most vulnerable workers.  

 

The combined stories of economic transition, diversification of sectors, and non-traditional 

workers entering the workforce have combined to provide a compelling portrait of a new 

paradigm. This portrait also means returning to past paradigms is not feasible even if it 

were desirable. In recognising the structure of the Australian economy and workforce as 

substantively different to the situation in the 1980s, policymakers need to balance new 

considerations on multiple sides of the problem. 

 

We now have large and relatively new fields of employment compared to the 1980s. 

Considering the causes of these developments, we should use a policymaking framework 

that recognises that these sources of employment are here to stay and so require new 

forms of responses to mitigate the inevitable downsides. Recognising a structurally higher 

percentage of casual and part-time jobs is not to say that we must accept the attendant 

insecurity, and likewise, these downsides are inadequate for arguing for a wholesale 

reversion of economic structures to pre-1980s forms. It is clear that some use cases of 

casual work have largely negative impacts on the people that work them. Changes to the 

forms that these kinds of casual work take could come from a number of sources, but 

recognising the true nature of casual work is the necessary first step. 
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