
The Quality of Employment in 
Northern Ireland

Dr Lisa Wilson, Economist  

NERI (Nevin Economic Research Institute)

Belfast

lisa.wilson@nerinstitute.net

@lisawilsonNERI

Annual Northern Ireland Economic Conference 2018: 

Addressing economic challenges 

8th November 2018, Armagh City Hotel



Overview

• Job quality - why is it on the agenda?   

• Impacts?

• What do we know?

• What has been done, what needs to be done?



The latest draft NI Executive 
Programme for Government 
2016-2021 included as 1 of 
its 14 strategic outcomes: 

‘we have more people 
working in better jobs’. 



Recognition of Quantity & Quality of Jobs



Measurement covers more jobs……
but what about better jobs?



Impetus for concern with job quality 

Growing concern about the spread of ‘bad jobs’.  

Debate centred around questions such as: 
• Is work becoming more precarious? 
• Is work not being rewarded in the same way/to the same extent that it used to 

be? 
• Is work becoming increasingly polarised between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ jobs?
• Are ‘bad’ jobs getting increasingly ‘bad’?

Growing concern given the potentially profound influence which job 
quality has for: 

• Overall health & wellbeing of the worker. 
• Business performance and outcomes. 
• Broader economic and societal wellbeing/progress. 



Why job quality is important?

• Negative consequences for other aspects of a workers life: 
– Difficulty accessing credit/securing a mortgage, delayed marriage & family 

formation. 

– Negative effect on health & well-being of workers & their families. 

• Negative consequences for business: 
– ‘Hidden managerial costs’

– Slows innovation & brings longer-term losses in productivity. 

• Negative consequences for labour market, economy & overall society: 
– Mitigating negative effects brings huge costs. 

– Substantial tax losses & increased reliance of insecure, low paid workers on state 
benefits. 

– Growing wage and income inequality because gains from economy become 
increasingly divided between those in ‘good’ jobs & those in ‘bad’ jobs.

– Productivity & long-term economic growth. 
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Measuring Job Quality in Northern Ireland



NEF (2014) Good Jobs in Northern Ireland, OFMDFM. Carnegie UK Trust (2018) Measuring Good Work. 



What do we know about the quality of jobs 
in Northern Ireland?



Non-standard & Precarious Work

Share of labour market by nature of employment arrangement, 2017

See: Wilson, L. (2017) Patterns and Trends in Standard and Non-Standard employment arrangements, Belfast: NERI, Working Paper No. 45.
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Non-standard & Precarious Work
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Non-standard & Precarious Work

Average actual number of hours worked, 2008-2016

See: Wilson, L. (2017) Patterns and Trends in Standard and Non-Standard employment arrangements, Belfast: NERI, Working Paper No. 45.



Non-standard & Precarious Work

Percentage who would like to work extra hours in addition to those they usually work 
at current basic rate of pay, 2008-2016

See: Wilson, L. (2017) Patterns and Trends in Standard and Non-Standard employment arrangements, Belfast: NERI, Working Paper No. 45.



Non-standard & Precarious Work

Involuntary Temporary Employment 
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Low Pay & In-work poverty
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Low Pay & In-work poverty

• The Real Living Wage is based on the cost of a basket of household goods and 
services considered by the public as necessary to obtain a minimum 
acceptable standard of living.  

• 28% of workers earn less than real living wage (£8.75). 

• NI has the highest proportion (28%) of jobs earning less than the Real Living 
Wage. UK average is 23%.



Working Environment

%

(Low) Satisfaction/Sense of value 26

(High) Stress 65.7

(Low) Control or flexibility 48.9

(Poor) Physical environment 45.4

Source: Wilson, L. (2016) Divisions in job quality in Northern Ireland, Belfast: NERI Working Paper No. 38. 



Satisfaction or sense of value The work I do is interesting 

The work I do is useful 

I work with supportive colleagues

Overall, I am satisfied with my job

Stress I work to tight deadlines most or all of the time (reverse coded)

I find my work stressful (reverse coded)

Control or flexibility I decide how I do each task 

I decide what time I start or finish work 

It is easy for me to take a couple of hours off work for personal matters

Physical environment My work is physically demanding or psychically tiring (reverse coded) 

My workplace is always a comfortable temperature 

There is a lot of smoke, dust, fumes or noise where I work (reverse coded)

All questions asked on a five point Likert scale with response options including strongly agree; agree; neither agree nor 
disagree; disagree and strongly disagree. 

See: Wilson, L. (2016) Divisions in Job Quality in Northern Ireland, Belfast: NERI, Working Paper No. 38.



Changes in job overtime

Level of skill used
Variety of tasks 

performed
Level of 

responsibility

Progressed 60 58 54

Stayed the same 35 36 40

Regressed 5 6 6

Source: Wilson, L. (2016) Divisions in job quality in Northern Ireland, Belfast: NERI Working Paper No. 38. 



Trade Union Membership

All Employment Employees Self-employed

Union member 26 29 8



What & How we measure, is what 
matters!

• ‘Better Jobs Index’ - what is being planned & considered for inclusion? Who is 
making the decisions? 

• What will a ‘better job’ mean? Better than now? Is this good?

• Index v dimensional approach. 

• Depth vs. breadth.

• What indicators will capture the dimensions? 

• Sample size? Need to segment by for example, sector, occupation, 
sociodemographic characteristics. 



What & How we measure, matters!

• Lot to be taken from the Carnegie Report on Measuring Good Work. 

• Need for engagement with relevant stakeholders in NI & in particular ICTU. 

• NERI Belfast currently engaged with mapping out job quality in Northern 
Ireland based on framework identified in Carnegie Report - will discuss the 
pros and cons from a Northern Ireland perspective what has been 
suggested. Watch this space. 
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