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EMPLOYMENT STATISTICS: IMPORTANT ISSUES
A lifelike puzzle missing some pieces

A major purpose of employment statistics is to furnish an indicator of the number of persons who, during a specified period, contribute to the production of goods and services in a society. The analysis of the relationships between employment, income and other social and economic variables is necessary to plan and monitor employment, vocational training and similar types of programmes.


It is often argued that employment statistics, as presently compiled, provide a misleading picture of the actual work situation. True, employment statistics may show that few women work when simple observation shows the contrary. Children, older persons and workers whose contribution to the economy is thought to be marginal often face a similar misrepresentation. It can also happen that a large number of persons included in employment statistics may actually be performing non-work activities over long periods of time. Employment statistics may convey the idea that all workers put in the same amount of work, whereas in reality they may be working different hours and at different levels of productivity. And just to complicate matters, different methods of collecting data on employment produce different employment estimates. What is at issue here is the way the concept of employment is defined in theory and the way it is measured in practice.

Who is counted as employed?

No unique definition of employment is used by all countries. Many national definitions tend to converge towards the internationally agreed definition of employment in the Resolution on statistics of the economically active population, employment, unemployment and underemployment adopted by the 13th International Conference of Labour Statisticians in 1982. The international definition is broad enough to leave a certain margin for national interpretations.


Employment is defined in terms in terms of a reference period, which can either be short, such as a day or week,
 or long, such as one year. Statistics based on a short reference period in turn distinguish between persons "at work" and persons "not at work". In all cases, they only cover persons above a certain age. Persons "at work" are those engaged, for at least one hour, in the production of goods or services, as defined by the System of National Accounts. Persons "not at work" are those who did not happen to be working during the reference period but who had a job or enterprise from which they were temporarily absent for reasons such as sickness, vacation, strike, education leave or disorganisation or suspension of work. 

Missing pieces

In some cases, employment statistics may underestimate the number of women and children who contribute to the production of goods and services in a country. Much depends on the reference period used, the age limit fixed or the activities considered as “work”, but perhaps to a larger extent, on how employment is measured.


A short reference period provides an instant image of the employment situation at a given time. It is useful in economies where there are few or no seasonal variations or movements in and out of employment. In such cases, this measurement fairly accurately reflects the employment situation during the entire year. But when seasonal or casual work is common or when there are significant movements in and out of employment during a year, then a single measurement will underestimate the number of persons who work on a casual basis or only during the high agricultural, commercial or tourist seasons. If indeed employment is measured only once during the year and the reference period is chosen during a "low" season, the measured number of seasonal workers will be negligible. Members of society, for example, who are engaged in agricultural activities only during part of the year in many countries could thus be left out. Measurement over a longer period of time obviates such pitfalls, either by repeating the measurement at set intervals or by using a longer reference period, such as one year. Where frequent measurement is carried out, the seasonal pattern of employment can be evaluated and the data can be seasonally adjusted. 


Where a long reference period is applied, employment statistics are derived from information on the number of days or weeks of employment, unemployment or inactivity experienced by the population during that period. Persons are considered as usually employed when they are economically active most days or weeks over the long period, and have more days or weeks of employment than of unemployment. Here again, casual or seasonal workers risk falling between two stools: if they only work some days or weeks during the reference period they will end up being excluded from the employment statistics. 


Employment figures refer to persons above a certain age limit. A specific value is not set out in the international standards, but should be chosen to cover those age groups which participate substantially in economic activity and in order to reduce the cost of information collection. In many countries it is the end of the compulsory schooling or the minimum- working-age established by legislation. Whatever the lower age limit, younger workers will inevitably be omitted from the statistics. This omission may hamper efforts to identify child labourers. However, omissions in reporting can have en even greater impact on the measurement of child labour. Child labour is often a situation where children are put to work illegally. It is unlikely to be declared when conventional methods of data collection are used, even if no lower age limit were specified.


The link between employment and the System of National Accounts (SNA) allows the development of consistent employment and production statistics. But there is one drawback: it causes many women who work to be excluded from the employment statistics. The SNA covers the production of goods and services for sale or barter in the market and the production of goods for own consumption (as illustrated in Table 1). Persons, however, who only render services for own consumption are not accounted for in employment because their activities are not included in the SNA. Hence, employment defined in these terms leaves out all women who are exclusively dedicated to housework and childcare. The matter has given rise to much debate. Although it is generally recognised that the distinction between what is included or excluded from the SNA rests on conceptual and technical consideration, it has been intimated that the distinction between inclusions or exclusions from the SNA is based on the sex of the persons usually performing the activities. 


The number of young workers and women may also be underestimated because of the way employment is measured. Indeed, it is not easy to identify persons whose main activity is not to work but to be a student, houseworker or job seeker. They themselves experience difficulties in seeing themselves as workers, especially if they work at their home or for little or no pay. In-depth questions in household surveys may only bring out such facts. They should be directed to specific situations or list specific activities which tend to be dismissed as work, such as farm activities, ironing or looking after other persons' children for pay. (Figure 2 shows the set of questions asked in the Honduras Labour Force Survey to identify these types of workers). Countries where these situations are common but which do not resort to questionnaires of this type may significantly underestimate the number of women and young persons in employment.

Is there any over counting?

The international definition of employment includes persons "not at work" during a short reference period. During any short period, there will always be persons temporarily absent from work due to vacation, sickness, economic or other reasons. They would have been recorded as "at work" had the short reference period been chosen at another date. That is why they are included in employment. But how to tell whether a person is "absent from work" and yet still in employment? This is done on the basis of a number of criteria, such as the assurance of returning to work or the continued payment during the absence period. These criteria are ambiguous indeed, and have led to wide differences in the way countries apply them in their national statistics. They are also tied up with national legislation on paid and unpaid leave. Statistics on employment in countries whose laws allow workers to take long leave without losing their jobs will tend to show a higher share of persons absent from work than statistics in countries whose laws are less favourable in this sense. For example, Scandinavian countries have the highest proportion of men and women "not at work", which may be a reflection of their legislation regarding leave. 

The wide diversity of employment situations

The international definition of employment suggests that persons "at work" during a short reference period need only work one hour during that period. As a consequence, employment statistics encompass a very heterogeneous group of workers. They cover persons in self-employment and those in paid employment (see Box 2), persons who worked full-time in one or more jobs as well as students or houseworkers who worked a few hours, persons who actively looked for work while working a few hours in a marginal activity, and casual workers who happened to work during the short reference period.


This one-hour limit is not mandatory in the international definition and in principle longer limits may also be used. The Netherlands has argued, for example, that persons who work only a few hours during the reference period are too different from those who work full-time schedules. The one-hour limit gives priority to employment activities over unemployment or inactivity, hindering the application of the resulting statistics to other social domains. This does not coincide with how people perceive their work situation. Persons who work a few hours tend to identify themselves with their main activity (students, retired persons, houseworkers) rather that with their employment status. It also presents measurement problems because persons who work a few hours are difficult to detect, and changes in the way the concept is measured result in large differences in the measured number of these workers. However, only when all persons who do some work (including those who work very little) are considered, can a consistent link be established between employment and production statistics. This is why the ILO advocates the "one-hour" rule.


Persons who work short hours during the reference period should be distinguished from those who worked full-time schedules, and this can be done by classifying workers according to the hours they work. Persons who voluntarily work short hours are commonly known as part-time workers. Workers, however, who are compelled to work short hours as an alternative to being out of a job are in "time-related" underemployment. The link between time-related underemployment and unemployment is very strong. In countries where unemployment is low the number of underemployed persons tends to be high.


Although underemployment resulting from short hours can be relatively high, it is thought to be the least important of underemployment forms in terms of the number of workers it affects. A more important form of underemployment is that which results from an inadequate use of the workers' capacities. These forms of underemployment are referred to inadequate employment situations, but are rarely measured by countries. The international guidelines which exist on this subject do not yet provide operational guidelines.

Different methods and conflicting estimates

Employment statistics are conventionally obtained from two types of sources: household (or more specialised labour force) surveys and establishment surveys, each with its own methodology. Not surprisingly the employment figures they generate have distinct features. When statistics from both sources are published simultaneously, users have to be aware of their differences to understand and interpret them correctly.


Establishment surveys obtain data from employers' payment and attendance records, which provide precise information on the number of occupied posts as well as on income and hours of work over a specified period of time, which can be one year. However, establishment surveys usually only cover regular employees who work in medium size and large establishments. Small establishments are difficult to identify and have a high attrition rate which renders the creation and maintenance of directories needed for sampling very difficult. This is a serious handicap in countries where a proportionately large share of the labour force is working in micro-enterprises. As a rule, information on the casual, subcontracted and other non-regular paid workers is not readily available from such records.


Household surveys obtain their information from workers or from members of their household, through replies to a standard questionnaire. The subjective nature of the replies, of course, can lead to errors of different kinds. Respondents may not understand the questions being raised, forget certain activities or purposely provide incorrect information. When household members give information about third persons, they may not necessarily be fully aware of their activities, in particular if these activities happen on an irregular basis.

Hence, household surveys tend to be less precise about employment, income and hours of work than establishment surveys. 


In contrast, household surveys can cover all workers, including the self-employed, casual workers, unpaid family workers, outworkers and paid workers in small production units. Household surveys aim at complete worker coverage. The challenge, however, is to identify persons who worked a few hours during the short reference period, but whose main activity is to be a student, houseworker or job seeker. Household surveys can also provide compatible information for a greater number of subjects, including on employment, unemployment and underemployment, which establishment surveys cannot do.


In household surveys, employment data refer to the number of persons "at work" or "not at work" as opposed to establishment surveys which refer to the number of occupied posts. The distinction is important in the case of persons who have two regular jobs in large establishments. These are counted twice in establishment surveys, but only once in household surveys.

Table 1.
Examples of non-market activities covered by the present SNA concept of production of goods and services
Included 1


Excluded
Growing or gathering field crops, 
Threshing and milling grain
Constructing
Cleaning, decorating and maintaining

fruits and vegetables
Making butter, ghee and cheese
dwellings
dwelling, incl. small repair

Producing eggs, milk and food
Slaughtering livestock
Constructing farm
Cleaning, repairing household

Hunting animals and birds
Curing hides and skins
buildings
durables, vehicles or other goods

Catching fish, crabs and shellfish
Preserving meat and fish
Building boats and
Preparing and serving meals

Cutting firewood and building poles
Making beer, wine and spirits
canoes
Caring for, training and instructing

Collecting thatching and weaving
Crushing oil seeds
Clearing land
children

materials
Weaving baskets and mats
for cultivation
Caring for the sick, infirm or

Burning charcoal
Making clay pots and plates

old people

Mining slat
Weaving textiles

Transporting household members or

Cutting peat
Making furniture

their goods

Carrying water
Dressmaking and tailoring


Handicrafts made from non-primary products

1 These activities are only included if the amount of a good produced for own final use is quantitatively important in relation to the total supply of that good in a country

Source: Based on System of National Accounts, 1993.
�System of National Accounts 1993, Eurostat, IMF, OECD, UN and World Bank, Brussels/ Luxembourg, New York, Paris, Washington, D.C., 1993.
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