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The recession and subsequent recovery package has had a profound impact on 
employment in Scotland, particularly for women. The employment rate gives a clear 
indicator of women’s activity in Scotland’s paid labour market. Figure 11 outlines the 
trends in male and female employment from the pre-recession period to December 
2012. Women’s over-representation in public sector employment underpins the 
gendered differences in patterns of job losses. Male employment fell initially as jobs 
were lost in cyclically sensitive industries such as construction and manufacturing. 
The decline in female employment also fell initially but recovered slightly after 2009. 
However, in 2011, women’s employment rate fell sharply as a result of public 
spending restraint. Data indicates that from 2007 to 2012 there was a fall in the 
numbers of both men and women working in the public sector in Scotland; from 2007 
to 2012 the proportion of women working in the public sector fell by 2.5% from 38.2% 
to 35.7% and for men the proportion fell by 1.3% from 19.7% to 18.4%. 
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Part-time Employment 

Figure 2 indicates a rise in both male and female part time employment in Scotland. 
This trend indicates that workers are either reducing their hours in current 
employment or cannot find full time work and are therefore ‘underemployed’. The 
increase in levels of part-time employment for women has been more severe than for 
men.  
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 For all charts, the scale on the left refers to men and the scale on the left to women. All data is 

sources from Office for National Statistics, Labour Force Survey. 



Figure 2  

 

Figure 3 indicates that involuntary part-time employment (‘could not find a full time 
job’) has doubled since the start of the recession while voluntary (‘did not want a full 
time job’) has remained at roughly the same levels. Evidence for the UK suggests 
that more women than men are involuntarily in part-time work (TUC 2012, IPPR 
2012). To date, there is no publicly available data to confirm the gendered picture in 
Scotland at this time. Similarly, there is evidence that women in the UK are working 
below their current skills levels in an attempt to manage the balance between paid 
and unpaid work (Equal Opportunities Commission 2005, Perrons 2009). This is 
reinforced by the lack of part-time and/or flexible jobs available at senior 
management level which may, at least partly, explain female under-representation at 
the top of organisational hierarchies. Again, there is no Scottish research evidence 
available to shed light on the situation in Scotland.  
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There has been a substantial rise in the number of people who are self-employed 
since the Great Recession, which has helped to mitigate the jobs shortfall (Philpott 
2012). However, there is evidence to suggest that the increase in self-employment 
has been due weak demand in the labour market and not an increase in 
entrepreneurialism, i.e. self-employment, for many, has been a choice born out of 
necessity. Women account for 60% of the net rise in self-employment since the start 
of the recession (Ibid).Figures show that almost 89% of all newly self-employed 
people work less than 30 hours per week and are therefore classed as part-time 
(Ibid). The CIPD conclude that “it is likely that most [newly self-employed] would take 
a job if they could find one” (Ibid:2). At least some of the rise in self-employment 
precipitated by the recession can be said to be contributing to underemployment, 
particularly female underemployment.  

Discussion 

The recession has had highly gendered impacts on the Scottish labour market. 
Patterns of job losses post-recession have been underpinned by gender based 
occupational segregation. The rise in underemployment has also had differentiated 
outcomes for women and men. In the UK, more women are involuntarily in part-time 
work compared with men and women make up more than half of the increase in self-
employment. Evidence suggests that the increase in self-employment, which may be 
seen as an indicator of economic recovery, has occurred as a result of lack demand 
for labour rather than entrepreneurialism spurred by growth. Furthermore, the 
‘choice’ to work part time or to become self-employed is often seen as a choice that 
women make in order to balance paid work with caring responsibilities, and is 
therefore ‘voluntary’. However, this is a choice that is often made under conditions of 
constraint such as inability to find suitable, affordable childcare. Scotland has the 
2nd most expensive childcare in Europe with 25 hours of nursery care costing more 
than half the average part time wage (Children in Scotland 2011).  It could be argued 
that the true extent of women’s involuntary underemployment is therefore 
underestimated e.g. if childcare was more flexible and/or more affordable, women 
may in fact wish to increase their hours of work. In Scotland, there is a lack of 
publicly available data and research to confirm the picture drawn by UK evidence.  

Involuntary underemployment has negative outcomes for individual income and 
material wellbeing and evidence suggests that the recession have made the situation 
worse, particularly for women. Where women lack economic resources, children are 
more at risk of poverty as women tend to be the ‘money managers’ of the household. 
Addressing women’s underemployment, and the under-utilisation of their skills, is 
key to unlocking the productive potential of the Scottish economy. Policies to 
address the ‘underemployment crisis’ (TUC 2012) must recognise that patterns of 
participation in the labour market are different for men and women and that women’s 
‘choices’ are often ‘conditional’ on other factors with respect to their roles and 
responsibilities in the household.  
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