CHAPTER 9.

ANNA KIERSZTYN

WHO WORKS FOR LESS?
CONTINGENT WORK AND
UNDEREMPLOYMENT

Historically, attention has focused on the issue of underemployment as an
argument against limiting the assessment of employment hardship to one
simple measure, namely, unemployment. The point made was that the falling
unemployment rate did not necessarily reflect a true improvement on the
labor market, due to the existence of inadequate employment, often referred
to as “disguised unemployment” (e.g., Dooley and Prause 2004; Heath 1911;
Robinson 1936).1 Today, the issue of underemployment is of increasing concern due to the effects of industrial restructuring and job dislocation associated with economic globalization, and the growing prevalence of various forms
of “contingent employment” commonly associated with low−quality jobs.
Generally speaking, underemployment is usually defined by labor economists as the low quality or “economic inadequacy” of employment relative to
some standard of comparison (Robinson 1936; see also Friedland and Price
2003; and for other definitions, see Jones 1971). However, there is much disagreement among scholars as to what should be considered “low−quality”
employment and what should not.
One of the most prominent efforts to define and operationalize
underemployment is known as the Labor Utilization Framework (LUF),
developed by Hauser in the 1970s. The main focus here is not only on the
1 In Poland, so−called hidden unemployment among agricultural workers is a case in
point. It has long been stated in the economic literature that the official unemployment
rate in rural areas overestimates the actual amount of work available for farmers.
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“quality,” however understood, of different labor market positions, but, more
generally, on whether the workforce is utilized adequately or inadequately.2
The LUF uses three basic criteria to define economically inadequate
employment. Thus, three different (but not necessarily mutually exclusive)
types of underemployment can be identified: (1) underemployment by low
hours or involuntary part−time employment: less than full−time employment
for people who want to work longer hours; (2) underemployment by low
income, that is, poverty−level wages;3 and (3) underemployment by
occupational mismatch, which occurs when there is a substantial gap
between workers’ educational attainment and their occupational status
(Jensen and Slack 2003). Similar distinctions are also included in the
International Labor Organization (ILO) guidelines for the measurement of
underemployment and inadequate employment situations (ILO 1998).
Although the LUF provides a common framework for numerous
underemployment studies, significant variations in the utilization of the
“inadequate employment” concept can be found in particular studies utilizing
the LUF. First of all, many authors limit their analyses to only one or two of
the three types of underemployment. Some concentrate only on the
“educational mismatch” category, treating it as underemployment as such
(see Dooley 2003), while others exclude “overqualification” from their
studies due to measurement problems. Still others attempt to make the LUF
more comprehensive by including additional criteria. For example, Friedland
and Price (2003), in their study on the consequences of underemployment for
the health and well−being of workers, expand the LUF by adding a fourth
type of “inadequate employment,” status underemployment, which is defined
by the existence of a gap between expected and actual social status. “People
are ‘status underemployed’ when their job provides less occupational status
than expected on the basis of their background” (Friedland and Price 2003:
34). This approach is based on the assumption that the opportunity for status
attainment is one of the most important labor market rewards, and as such,
2 From this point of view, the underemployed population includes not only workers
with “bad” jobs, but also the unemployed or “subunemployed”—those who are not working and would like to be, but have given up looking for a job and would traditionally be
classified as “out of the labor force” (Jensen and Slack 2003). Since the object of this
study is primarily to assess the situation of those who are—in one way or another—
employed, I will not include this category in further analysis.
3 This phenomenon is sometimes referred to as “working poor,” which is somewhat
confusing due to the fact that poverty is usually measured at the household level; in other
words, one can have low−wage employment, yet not be considered poor if another household member has a well−paying job.
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should not be overlooked by scholars. In a 1987 study of self−esteem in
school leavers, Prause and Dooley included yet another category of
underemployed, the intermittently unemployed, which includes workers who
are currently adequately employed but have had spells of unemployment
during the preceding year (see Dooley 2003). This additional criterion points
to the fact that one of the most important characteristics of “high quality”
employment is the level of stability and sense of security it offers (Dooley
and Prause 2004; Fleetwood 2001).
This last issue is central to the widely debated concept of contingent
work, which in recent years has also been a subject of growing concern
among labor economists and sociologists (Polivka 1996b). Although this
term is frequently used to denote all forms of employment that differ from
“traditional,” full−time, salaried employment, in its original meaning
“contingent work” referred to short−term, unstable employment relations,
with high levels of worker insecurity and lack of attachment between
employer and worker. It was also seen as determined primarily by the needs
of employers, who wished to cut down on labor costs and to quickly adjust
to short−term fluctuations in demand. According to one influential definition,
contingent work is “any job in which an individual does not have an explicit
or implicit contract for long−term employment or one in which the minimum
hours worked can vary in a nonsystematic manner” (Polivka and Nardone
1989: 11). Jobs were defined as being short term or temporary if the
employee was working only until the completion of a specific project,
temporarily replacing another worker, hired for a fixed time period, or
performing a seasonal job only during certain times of the year (Polivka
1996a). Although by definition not all forms of contingent work arrangements
are synonymous with “low quality” employment, or are entered into
involuntarily (as some researchers assume), for the purpose of this study
I treat contingent employment as one kind of employment inadequacy, due to
the lack of job stability that it implies. This assumption seems reasonable in
light of survey results indicating that a vast majority of contingent workers
(especially those aged twenty−five or older, but below retirement age) would
prefer working under noncontingent arrangements (Hipple 1998). These
results also point to a much higher incidence of job search among contingent
workers—suggesting that “a substantial proportion of workers in these
arrangements were experiencing a much higher level of anxiety with respect
to future employment than were other workers” (Polivka 1996b: 73). This
anxiety may be even higher in transitional countries such as Poland, where,
as research has shown, labor turnover tends to follow a countercyclical
pattern and job tenure a procyclical pattern, opposite to what happens in
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advanced industrialized economies, indicating a risk aversion to job mobility
(Cazes and Nesporova 2001). Finally, it is often argued that contingent
employment offers fewer benefits in terms of hourly wages, employment
security, promotion opportunities, health insurance, pensions, and so on
(Hipple 1998; Hipple and Stewart 1996a; Kalleberg 2000).
Researchers who voice concern over the growth of underemployment and
contingent work point to a number of negative social and psychological consequences of various forms of employment inadequacies. Some studies found
that underemployment has a number of adverse effects on individual
well−being, causing, for example, depression and health problems (Dooley
2003; Dooley, Prause, and Ham−Rowbottom 2000; Friedland and Price 2003).
At the macro level, the overall costs of inadequate employment may well
exceed the social loss directly associated with the underutilization of labor and
waste of human capital. The presence of negative job characteristics may indicate a lack of commitment on the part of the employer to maintaining
a long−term relationship with a worker. Thus, from the point of view of sociological theory, an important drawback of “bad” jobs is the fact that they are
unable to generate bonds of social solidarity and may result in anomie
(Durkheim 1999). The problems related to the social control function of labor
can be illustrated by research results suggesting that, in Poland, the “low quality” of employment is one factor explaining territorial variations in the growth
of crime rates (Kiersztyn 2005a). This aspect of various employment inadequacies makes underemployment an important topic of sociological inquiry.

Research Questions and Hypotheses
Since the issue of underemployment or contingent work is a relatively new
topic of research in Poland, this study attempts to formulate an initial diagnosis of the problem. Four basic questions are the focus of analysis: (1) What
is the prevalence of the different forms of underemployment listed above and
(2) how has it changed over recent years? (3) To what extent do these different forms of underemployment and contingent work arrangements overlap?
(4) How are they distributed across different demographic categories of the
Polish population, regions of the country, or segments of the labor market?
First, numerous studies point to the fact that underemployment and
contingent work is becoming increasingly common in advanced,
industrialized countries (Brewster, Maine, and Tregaskis 1997; Uzzi and
Barness 1998). This change in the character of labor relations is usually the
result of attempts on the part of employers to lower labor costs and increase
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flexibility, combined with labor market pressures weakening workers’
bargaining power. For example, since 1970, virtually all of the increase in
part−time work in the United States has been due to the growth of involuntary
part−time work. As Kalleberg (2000) states, “part−time work in the United
States and other countries . . . in recent years has thus changed from an activity
that mainly accommodates the needs of the workforce for shorter hours to one
that meets employers’ needs and preferences for such things as lower costs
and more flexible staffing” (344). Also, especially in the case of European
Union (EU) countries, high unemployment rates create pressure toward the
liberalization of employment protection legislation, which can have the
negative side effect of a decline in the quality of available employment
(Thurow 1999). Though labor market research in Poland tends to focus
primarily on the issue of unemployment, and data enabling assessment of the
prevalence of underemployment are not readily available, there are reasons to
believe that in recent years the problem has become more serious. For
instance, according to data from the quarterly Economic Activity Survey
(BAEL) conducted by the Central Statistical Office (GUS), the proportion of
temporary contract workers grew steadily from 10 percent in 2001 to nearly
24 percent in 2004 (cited in Kiersztyn 2005b)—which is more than in the EU.
Second, the assumption is sometimes made in the LUF literature that
these different forms of underemployment are mutually exclusive and
organized in a hierarchical fashion (Friedland and Price 2003). However, the
assumed hierarchy seems somewhat doubtful—on what grounds can we say
that a certain kind of employment inadequacy—for instance, low wages—is
“less serious” than overeducation? Furthermore, assuming that various
dimensions of underemployment are mutually exclusive precludes research
aimed at assessing the extent to which various types of employment
hardships “go together.” Answering this question on the basis of empirical
data seems important, as it may be argued that underemployment is not
problematic due to the simple fact that some jobs offer lower wages than
others and that some are less stable than others. The trouble begins when
different negative job characteristics combine, creating a sharp and more or
less permanent division between those who have access to “good” or at least
“reasonable” jobs, and those who are left with substandard employment,
poverty−level wages, and no sense of security. A similar point is made by
Frieske on the issue of social exclusion (Frieske 1999).
Third, it has been generally proved that underemployment is not distributed evenly across different categories of the population. For example,
according to ILO research, women suffer higher rates of underemployment
than do men. As stated by labor economist Lin Lim, “women’s economic
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activities remain highly concentrated in low−wage, low−productivity and precarious forms of employment, with men dominating the highest−paying occupations and women the lowest” (ILO 1996). American survey data show that
women and relatively young people are more likely to be contingent workers
than are men and people over age forty−five, respectively (Hipple 1998;
Polivka 1996c). It has also been noted in the literature that the risk of underemployment is more prevalent among nonmetropolitan residents (Jensen and
Slack 2003). It should be expected that analogous differences exist in Poland.
Fourth, there are reasons to believe that underemployment in Poland is
unevenly distributed across different regions of the country. Drawing on
numerous developmental studies that focus on the prevailing differences in
economic potential between Polish territorial units, I hypothesize that underemployment is more likely to occur among people living in Eastern Poland,
which is generally poorest and least developed, as well as in heavily industrialized parts of the country, especially the regions of Łódź and Silesia (Czyż
2002; Gorzelak and Jałowiecki 2000). The latter situation is the result of economic difficulties experienced in the years following the transition from
communism. Plant closings and industrial restructuring, which affected primarily those living in these “old” industrial regions, contribute to a higher
incidence of underemployment. Another important regional economic variable is the unemployment rate. I expect that in the context of high unemployment, workers are also more likely to experience underemployment, due
to their weaker bargaining power.4
Fifth, drawing on the points made by Kaufman and Hodson (1982) in
their assessment of the dual−economy model, I analyze the extent to which
important differences in the prevalence of underemployment will depend on
the individual’s position in the labor market, defined by his or her place in
the occupational and industrial structure, sector of the economy, type of ownership, size of the company, and so on. It can be assumed that each job is
characterized by a specific set of resources and vulnerabilities for workers
attempting to retain or improve their position in the workplace, which affects
underemployment levels. For example, numerous studies have found that the
service sector is generally associated with higher underemployment rates (see
4 It is also worth noting that in the voivodships that are now most affected by structural unemployment (northern and western Poland), agriculture during the communist
period was dominated by state−owned farms (PGR), which ceased to exist after 1991. The
Polish literature points to numerous social and economic problems, such as poverty,
joblessness, and social exclusion, plaguing the rural population previously employed in
the PGR.
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Jensen and Slack 2003). The data indicate that contingent work arrangement
rates are highest in services and construction (Hipple 1998; Polivka 1996c)—
which is confirmed in the literature on Polish labor market segmentation
(Krynska 1996). In Poland, research has also shown major differences in the
situation of workers in manufacturing (Domański 2000a; Krynska 1996).
Industrial branches such as the manufacture of textiles, furniture, or food
products, with low capital−intensive production, are also the industries that
offer the lowest wages and the “worst” quality of employment (GUS 2003).
Another result of the labor market segmentation study cited above suggests
that the “quality” of employment depends on the size of the company, with
higher rates of underemployment for people working in small firms. This
may be explained by the fact that in large companies workers are more likely to be unionized, which increases their bargaining potential (Krynska
1996). Finally, in Poland, employment in the public sector is usually regarded as more stable than work in private companies (Domański 2000a). On
average, over the past few years, workers in the public sector receive higher
wages than private−sector employees.5
Another frequently mentioned phenomenon in the context of the underemployment debate, are so−called atypical work arrangements: temporary
help agency, contract company, and on−call labor, as well as independent
contracting (Hipple and Stewart 1996b; Polivka 1996b), which are becoming increasingly prevalent in contemporary labor markets and replacing “traditional” jobs.6 Though the point is often made that workers in these kinds
of employment relations are generally worse off than their fully employed
counterparts (see, for example, Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson 2000),
research has shown that, in practice, “some nonstandard jobs (such as contract work) often pay better than standard work, while other kinds of nonstandard work (especially part−time and temporary work) pay relatively
poorly” (Kalleberg 2000: 358; see also Hipple and Stewart 1996b).
Similarly, not all atypical employment is, in fact, contingent (Polivka and
Nardone 1989). An important question for empirical research is: What is the
exact relationship between underemployment and nonstandard work
arrangements in different countries, and under what conditions can it be
associated with low quality employment?
5

As shown, for example, by data from the most recent Polish Yearbook of Labor
Statistics (GUS 2003).
6 Some authors tend to include other forms of employment relations in the category
of “nonstandard work,” for example, part−time work and fixed−term contracts (Kalleberg
2000).
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In sum, I hypothesize that a growth in underemployment, similar to the
one that has been going on in developed countries in past years, is also occurring in Poland. This change may be twofold: on the one hand, an increase in
the incidence of different kinds of underemployment (low wages, contingent
work, and/or skills−mismatch), and on the other hand, a tendency for certain
kinds of employment hardships to combine. Both processes can be exacerbated in transitional economies by labor market problems associated with
industrial restructuring. Drawing on both Polish and foreign literature,
I expect underemployment to be more common among women, young workers, the least educated, and nonmetropolitan residents. Employment inadequacies are presumably more prevalent in Eastern Poland, former industrial
centers, and regions experiencing the highest levels of structural unemployment. Finally, it can be anticipated that people employed in certain branches
of the economy (services, construction, and low capital−intensive manufacturing) are more likely to be among the underemployed. The same may be
true for workers in low status occupations, in small private companies, and in
nonstandard employment situations.

Data and Measurement
Data for the analysis are taken from the past two waves of the Polish Panel
Study, Social Structure in Poland (POLPAN), conducted in 1998 and 2003.
From the full sample, I selected those who, at the time of the study, had any
job. I excluded respondents who were either very young (under twenty−five) or
above retirement age (which, in Poland, is sixty−five for men and sixty for
women), assuming that in those groups employment was more likely to be only
a source of additional income (i.e., odd jobs performed by students, or part−time
work to supplement pensions), in which case contingent employment could be,
in a sense, a natural and maybe even preferred situation (Polivka 1996b).

Underemployment
Owing to the exploratory character of this study, and the multidimensional
nature of the concept of underemployment and “contingent work,” several
measures of employment inadequacies are analyzed. The underemployment
indicators utilized in this study can be divided into two groups: those related
directly to negative job characteristics (low wages or instability) and relational measures that attempt to capture employment inadequacies resulting
from a mismatch between the individuals’ education and their attained occu-
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pational status and job requirements.7 The choice of these types of underemployment as the focus of analysis seems appropriate in light of the fact that,
as numerous studies by the Public Opinion Research Center (CBOS) illustrate, wages and stability are the two most important characteristics of “good”
employment (CBOS 2004). Second, case studies I conducted in four relatively isolated small towns in Poland suggest that a recent major problem
plaguing local labor markets is the unavailability of employment that adequately utilizes the education and skills attained by members of the local
community (Kiersztyn 2005a).
Underemployment by low income is measured as the percentage of nonagricultural workers with monthly earnings close to the minimum wage level
(which was approximately net 420 zl and 600 zl, in 1998 and 2003, respectively). Although an alternative operationalization of wage–underemployment,
based on official poverty thresholds, is more common in the literature,
I consider the minimum wage a less arbitrary criterion. It can be directly
associated with the idea of “contingent work”: when the employee’s
attachment to the company is not of value to the employer (e.g., in the case
of employees that can be easily replaced), the employer has no reason to pay
the worker more than the law forces him to.8
7 In the case of the first group, I focus primarily on underemployment understood as the
consequence of specific employment relationships. Therefore, I am mostly interested not in
the low quality of employment in general, but in the low quality of jobs that could be associated with a lack of commitment on the part of the employer to retain a worker. This is why
the first group of variables excludes independent farmers—despite the fact that they are the
ones most likely to experience negative job characteristics, as indicated in the Polish literature (Krynska 1996). On the other hand, I chose not to exclude entrepreneurs from the analysis, due to the fact that a significant proportion of the self−employed could be in alternative work relationships (such as independent contracting), working for a specific contractor,
who could be de facto considered as their employer.
8 Many studies utilizing the LUF framework use a different indicator of wage−
underemployment: a variable informing whether the respondent’s job−related income would
be above a certain level if he or she were working full−time. In this study, I focus on what the
individual actually earns, regardless of the number of hours he or she works. An obvious
drawback of this approach is that it excludes workers whose wages are above the legal minimum only because they work longer hours. With POLPAN, this cannot be adequately taken
into account due to possible inaccuracies in the data on the number of hours worked per week.
More important, adjusting for fewer or more hours does not seem the best solution for the purpose of this study. It is not clear why involuntary part−time workers, who as a result of their
part−time status receive low wages, should be excluded from the wage−underemployed category. While this issue is not of concern in studies where underemployment by low hours and
low wages is considered mutually exclusive by definition, it has to be taken into account in
analyses that assume that various forms of employment hardship can coexist in practice.
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Another important aspect of the employer–worker relationship, directly
associated with the degree of their mutual attachment, is the duration of
employment over time. In this study, respondents who, during the five years
preceding the panel study, worked, consecutively, for three or more separate
employers are assumed to be in a situation of low employment stability (I treat
periods of self−employment as one separate employer, regardless of how
many times they occurred). This indicator is highly correlated with a variable
that identifies short−tenured workers (i.e., those who have held their current
job for less than one year), commonly used in the literature (Polivka 1996a).
The duration of employment is problematic as a measure of underemployment at the individual level because it does not take into account situations in
which short tenure is an obvious result of a person’s age, and thus not necessarily indicative of “low−quality” employment. A simple measure based on
employment duration seems more suitable for analyses intended to measure
trends in “contingent work” at the aggregate level, than for individual−level
studies of underemployment and its correlates.9
In defining part−time (or irregular) work for the purpose of this study,
I apply the POLPAN definition, according to which irregular employment
occurs when the number of hours worked per week falls below fifteen, and at
the same time employment duration is less than three months (any kind of
stable employment, based on indeterminate contracts, is not classified as
part−time).10 Obviously, applying this criterion in order to identify part−time
or short−term jobs does not rule out the possibility of mistakenly including
9 In Bureau of Labor Statistics analyses, apart from short tenure, two other indicators
of “contingent work arrangements” are utilized: workers whose reported jobs were temporary or not expected to continue (for other than personal reasons) and the respondents’ perception of being able to hold their current jobs for less than a year (Polivka 1996a).
Analogous variables were not used in this study for two reasons. First, data allowing
assessment of whether the respondents’ jobs are temporary or short−term are not available. Second, even though POLPAN includes a variable on the respondents’ anticipation
of losing his or her job, its validity as an indicator of “contingent work” is somewhat
questionable in the Polish context. In Poland, the subjective fear of job loss may not be
associated with specific work arrangements, but can result mainly from a common negative perception of the general economic situation and high unemployment rates—as indicated by the results of public opinion polls (CBOS 2002).
10 In studies utilizing the LUF, part−time employment is usually defined as working
less than thirty−five hours per week. However, this criterion is somewhat arbitrary, and,
in fact, varies across countries (Kalleberg 2000). Moreover, its applicability in Poland
seems limited. According to POLPAN data, the percentage of respondents working less
than thirty−five hours per week is highest among the highest status occupational group:
managers and professionals. This suggests that in Poland (where one can have the legal
status of a full−time employee while actually working for less than forty hours per week),
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people who voluntarily accept the status of “part−timers.”11 With POLPAN
data, the only way to verify whether part−time work (or, in fact, any kind of
work) is “involuntary” is to look at the respondent’s actions, which can result
from dissatisfaction with his or her current work situation. One such action is
the attempt to find a different job. Obviously, irregular employment is not the
only undesirable job characteristic that could potentially be the main reason
for undertaking a search for new employment (e.g., see Polivka 1996b).
I consider a person underemployed if, despite performing his or her current
job, he or she has spent any time looking for work during the six years preceding the study (I only take into account periods of job search that occurred
during the respondent’s current employment, so as to exclude cases in which
the search was successful—and the problem of underemployment may no
longer exist for this person).
The second group of underemployment indicators is based on
a comparison between the individual’s educational level and his or her
attained labor market status. I include three variables in the analysis: the first
two are intended to capture the phenomenon of the underutilization of skills.
Occupational mismatch occurs when the education level is higher than what
is common for a given occupation. Under this definition, an individual whose
educational attainment is higher than the modal value in their occupational
group (Polish Classification of Occupations, aggregated at the one−digit
level) is considered overeducated.12 Another way to look at skills−mismatch
working shorter hours could, for the most part, be voluntary and associated with the
“retention” of primary market part−time jobs (Fleetwood 2001). A similar assumption is
made in labor market segmentation analyses (Krynska 1996), where a lower number of
hours worked per week, in the case of full−time employees, indicates a “higher quality”
of jobs.
11 However, using survey items concerning the desire to work full−time, which is the
most common solution to this problem (Dooley 2003; Friedland and Price 2003; Jensen
and Slack 2003), can also be misleading. It could cause a significant underestimation of
the actual incidence of “involuntary” part−time work. As Fleetwood (2001) observes, in
the case of “part−timers” who do not express the wish to work longer hours, “it is not clear
that they do not want full−time employment: they may simply not want to work any more
hours in a low−quality job” (64).
12 Another relatively common operationalization of occupational mismatch, educational level more than one standard deviation above the mean years of schooling for workers with the same occupation (DeJong and Madamba 2001; Jensen and Slack 2003), can
be criticized because the one standard deviation statistical criterion used to define overeducation is somewhat arbitrary. I decided to use the modal value instead, due to the fact
that POLPAN contains only information on the respondent’s level of education (data concerning years of schooling can therefore be obtained only indirectly, by recoding the original, ordinal educational attainment variable, which can generate some inaccuracies).
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is by comparing the actual distribution of individuals among occupational
positions with some standard of meritocratic allocation. Under meritocratic
allocation, educational attainment is the main criterion for assigning people
to jobs (Slomczynski, Krauze, and Peradzynski 1988). Skills−mismatch
occurs when this meritocratic principle is violated, namely, when people with
more schooling receive lower−status job positions than less educated people.
Thus, any individual for whom the value of the work−complexity index falls
below the minimum level for someone with the same amount of schooling
under meritocratic allocation is considered skills−underemployed. This
approach has not yet, to my knowledge, been used in analyses of underemployment. However, it seems particularly interesting as it allows for direct
measurement of the extent of human capital “waste,” and the extent of the
resulting social loss (it should be noted that, in Poland, education is mostly
publicly financed), given the occupational structure. As such, it can easily be
fitted into the LUF framework, with its underlying concern for the efficient
utilization of human resources. The final indicator of underemployment represents whether respondents hold occupations of lower socioeconomic status
than would be predicted by their educational attainment. An individual is
defined as status−underemployed, if he or she has completed at least high
school, and at the same time the occupational prestige index score attributed
to his or her occupation (four−digit Polish Social Classification of
Occupations) is lower than one standard deviation below the mean prestige
score for people with the same level of education (see Friedland and Price
2003).13

Independent Variables
The first group of explanatory variables characterizes the respondents’ position in the labor market. This includes: occupational status, self−employment
in “one−person firms,” employment in a state−owned company, size of company, and type of economic activity. Occupation is a categorical variable
based on the Polish Social Classification of Occupations, aggregated at the
one−digit level, with professional and managerial occupations as the reference category. The next variable, self−employed as a sole proprietor, is
13 It is worth noting that with the first measure of underemployment by skills−mismatch,

as with status−based underemployment, respondents with only elementary or vocational
education are not eligible, by definition, to be included among the overeducated. Moreover,
individuals with elementary education cannot be underemployed as a result of departure
from meritocracy.
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a rough indicator of one kind of atypical employment relations: independent
contracting. Individuals employed in state−owned companies are located on
the other side of the spectrum, as they usually have relatively stable, “traditional” work relations.
Data concerning size of the company and type of economic activity are
available only for individuals whose principal job is regular (full−time)
employment, according to the definition adopted in POLPAN. Size of
company gives information on the number of respondents working in
companies employing under 10, 10 to 49, 50 to 499, and over 500 workers.
The next variable, which denotes the type of economic activity, identifies the
respondents who were employed in construction, services and trade (this
category includes workers in two NACE sections: trade and repair, and hotels
and restaurants; Polish data suggest that both are characterized by similarly
low wages), and industrial branches that, according to the literature, offer the
lowest−quality jobs. They include: manufacture of nonmetallic mineral
products, rubber and plastic products, fabricated metal products, textiles,
furniture, food products, and beverages, as well as the tanning and dressing
of leather. According to the GUS data on gross wages and salaries in 2002,
these industries were characterized by the lowest wage levels, ranging from
6.8 percent to 47.9 percent below the national average for workers in the
manufacture of other nonmetallic mineral products, and tanning and dressing
of leather, respectively (GUS 2003).
In order to check for the existence of territorial variations in the prevalence of underemployment, I included several categorical variables describing the respondents’ place of living. First, type of residence: rural, small city
or town (under 100,000 inhabitants), and large city (population 100,000 and
more). However, since a simple, administrative urban/rural measure does not
adequately capture the differences between, for example, isolated villages,
where farming is the major activity, and areas surrounding large cities, which
are formally classified as “rural,” while mostly suburban in character,
I created a separate, nonmetropolitan residence dummy variable.
Metropolitan regions are defined here as those of the former Polish forty−nine
largest administrative units (“old voivodships”), in which cities or clusters of
cities with over 500,000 inhabitants are located. In the analysis, interactions
between the type of residence and nonmetropolitan location are also taken
into account. The remaining territorial variables identify the individuals who
live in the least developed, peripheral, Eastern voivodships (Warmińsko−
Mazurskie, Podlaskie, Lubelskie, Świętokrzyskie, Podkarpackie), heavily
industrialized voivodships (Łódzkie, Śląskie), and voivodships with the highest unemployment rate, located mostly in the northern and western parts of
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Poland (Warmińsko−Mazurskie, Zachodniopomorskie, and Lubuskie).
Finally, I included three demographic control variables: gender, with men as
the reference category, and educational level (type of school). The third variable, age category (young/old) was created by grouping together the
youngest (aged twenty−five to twenty−nine) and oldest (aged over fifty−five)
respondents from the sample. The remaining respondents are the reference
category.

Results
Changes in the Nature and Levels of Underemployment
As the data in Table 9.1 indicate, there has been some growth in the prevalence of underemployment in Poland during the past few years. This especially concerns the proportion of respondents whose net earnings were close
to the legal minimum wage (or even fell below this level), which increased
by over 5.5 percentage points, and the share of workers whose main employment was part−time or irregular in character (an increase of 2.5 percentage
points). These results are generally confirmed by additional analysis that
includes only those respondents who participated in both waves of the panel
study (column 3), which suggests that the observed changes are not a result
of uncontrolled shifts in the demographic composition or other important
characteristics of the study sample. Among the individuals who had a job at
the time both waves were conducted, these two changes are statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
Another observation worth noting is the increase in the prevalence of
overeducation. While the data in Table 9.1 suggest that this may be largely
due to differences between the 1998 and 2003 samples, this result can be better understood in light of occupational career and status trajectory analyses
that have shown that individuals’ actual status generally tends to increase
over the years (especially in earlier stages of the occupational career), converging with meritocratic status (Slomczynski, Krauze, and Peradzynski
1988). Therefore, analyses limited to respondents who participated in both
panel waves are more likely than full sample comparisons to show a decrease
in overeducation. This explains the fact that while there has been a significant
fall in the rate of status−underemployment among those who had a job during
both study waves, data in the first two columns of Table 9.1 suggest that in
the period under study, practically no changes occurred. Generally, in the
case of the three measures designed to capture discrepancies between educational attainment and occupational position, it seems more appropriate to
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compare the full 1998 and 2003 samples, because this allows us to take into
account the changes in opportunities and hardships encountered by consecutive cohorts entering the labor market in the study period.
Table 9.1. Underemployment in 1998 and 2003
Respondents who
who participated in both
participated in at least Respondentspanel
waves
one panel wave
McNemar
pct. point
x2
sig.
1998
2003
change
n
Underemployment indicator

1

2

3

4

5

6

12.80

0.000

Minimum wage

7.41

12.99

7.02

448

Part−time job

2.75

5.39

3.54

477

Instability

5.28

6.18

–0.34

477

1.64

0.200

Job search while working

3.27

4.44

0.10

477

0.00

1.000

Overeducation

17.89

21.97

0.71

567

0.10

0.757

Skills−mismatch

22.12

24.12

–0.37

567

0.72

0.396

Status−underemployment

0.001a

8.46

8.09

–0.99

567

4.69

0.030

Contingent work

10.24

13.79

1.89

477

0.01

0.910

Education–job discrepancy

27.97

28.84

–1.52

567

2.45

0.118

Overall underemployment

35.61

40.57

2.61

572

0.19

0.661

Note: Data in column 3 include also individuals who were not working during the time of the
other panel wave.
abinomial distribution, exact test.

By grouping the original indicators into three categories depending on
the type of employment inadequacies that they describe, overall indexes
of underemployment were created. Apart from wage−underemployment
(which is measured by only one variable, workers whose earnings are at or
below the minimum level), they include: contingent work relations (irregular
work, instability, and searching for alternative employment), and an
education–occupation discrepancy measure (overeducation, skills−mismatch,
and status−underemployment). For each index (as well as for the overall
underemployment measure), it is assumed that a person can be considered
underemployed if at least one kind of employment inadequacy (as measured
by the indicator variables) is present. As Table 9.1 demonstrates, even though
both contingent work and the overall rate of underemployment appear to
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have grown to some extent in the period between 1998 and 2003, none of
these changes was statistically significant for respondents who participated in
both waves of the panel study. On the whole, it appears that what has grown
in recent years is not so much the frequency of underemployment in the study
sample (apart from wage−underemployment) as the degree to which certain
employment hardships tend to “go together,” as shown in Table 9.2. For each
underemployment index, the overall percentage of respondents experiencing
two or three kinds of employment inadequacies simultaneously increased
somewhat between 1998 and 2003. More important, it seems that there is
a tendency for different types of underemployment to combine to an
increasing extent. This concerns especially wage−underemployment. The
proportion of workers who not only received minimum earnings but also had
contingent employment or were performing jobs that did not offer them the
expected status or adequately utilize their skills increased by 7.6 percentage
points in the study period.
Table 9.2. Cumulation of Underemployment Characteristics in 1998 and 2003 (%)
Negative work characteristics:

1998

2003

Contingent work (excluding farmers)
only irregular employment
only unstable employment
only job search while working
irregular + unstable
irregular + job search
unstable + job search
irregular + unstable + job search

19.6
48.5
21.6
0.0
7.2
3.1
0.0

26.4
36.8
24.1
4.6
4.6
0.0
3.4

Education–job discrepancy
only overeducation
only nonmeritocracy
only status−underemployment
overeducation + nonmeritocracy
overeducation + status−underemployment
nonmeritocracy + status−underemployment
overeducation + nonmeritocracy + status−underemployment

16.3
22.3
3.7
31.2
1.0
10.3
15.3

15.0
22.9
0.9
34.1
0.5
0.0
26.6

Overall underemployment (excluding farmers)
only low wage
only contingent
only mismatched
low wage + contingent
low wage + mismatched
contingent + mismatched
low wage + contingent + mismatched

8.3
11.1
63.0
2.6
3.6
8.5
2.8

10.0
13.6
51.8
5.3
9.3
8.0
2.0
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However, the relationships between various employment hardships are
not as strong as would be expected. Only the three indicators of education–job discrepancy are strongly intercorrelated, with Pearson coefficients
ranging from 0.41 to 0.69. There also appears to exist a moderate positive
relationship between minimum earnings and irregular employment (r = 0.24).
Minimum wages were weakly but significantly correlated with other indicators of underemployment: skills−mismatch, status−underemployment, and
searching for alternative employment (r = 0.14, 0.10, and 0.08, respectively).
A statistically significant correlation was also found between having an irregular job and searching for alternative employment (r = 0.19). The latter suggests that this type of work situation in Poland can be regarded as largely
involuntary.

Factors Influencing the Probability of Underemployment
The aim of the second part of this analysis is to identify factors and
characteristics that are related to the probability of an individual being
underemployed either by low wages, contingent work relations, or
education–job discrepancy. I focus on the most recent POLPAN data from
2003. Due to the relatively weak associations between various indicators of
“employment inadequacies,” each of these three types of underemployment
is analyzed in separate logistic regression models. For minimum wages and
contingent employment, the analysis proceeds in three steps. In the first step,
I focus on variables that characterize the respondent and his or her place of
residence. The second model includes only variables describing the
individual’s work position. The main object of this analysis is to identify the
segments of the labor market in which underemployment is most likely to
occur. In the last step, all variables are included in the model. Equations with
education–job discrepancy as the dependent variable include only
demographic variables and the respondent’s place of residence
characteristics. The decision to drop labor market segmentation variables
from this analysis was motivated by the fact that any relationship between
work characteristics and education–job discrepancy would be, in a sense,
artifactual, as skills−mismatch or status−underemployment by definition
concern individuals who hold low−status jobs.
As the results presented in Table 9.3 demonstrate, all three models
designed to explain the incidence of minimum wages fit the data well. The
relationships between the dependent variable and demographic
characteristics are mostly as expected. First, being a female increases
one’s chances of minimum level earnings almost 2.5 times, as compared
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with males. However, the results of the third regression analysis suggest
that this relationship can be, to some extent, attributed to certain aspects of
women’s position in the labor market. In both the first and third model,
people who are fifty−five years old or older are more than four times more
likely to be wage−underemployed than workers aged thirty to fifty−four.
Contrary to predictions, being young (under thirty years old) does not have
a significant effect on the probability of being among the low−earning
group. This surprising result is understandable in light of the fact that the
age category in which—according to U.S. studies cited above—various
“bad” job characteristics are most common (twenty−one− to
twenty−four−year−olds) was excluded from the sample.14 The strong
relationship between the level of education and chances of receiving
minimum wages lends further support to the thesis that education
increases people’s chances in the labor market. (In Model 3, the
educational attainment variable was excluded due to the strong
relationship between education and occupational status.)
There appear to be some territorial variations, albeit not very large
ones, in the prevalence of wage−underemployment. First of all, living in
a rural nonmetropolitan area (the variable “nonmetropolitan residence,”
included in the equations, is an interaction of rural residence and
nonmetropolitan voivodship) almost doubles the probability of earning
minimum wages relative to other types of residence.15 A significant
increase in wage−underemployment is also associated with living in
Eastern Poland. These relationships hold even when regional variations
resulting from differences in the industrial and occupational structure are
taken into account (Model 3).

14 Additional regression analyses (not shown here) of the full POLPAN sample confirm this interpretation. Respondents between twenty−one and twenty−four years of age
were 2.9 to 3.8 times more likely to experience wage underemployment than were thirty−
to fifty−four−year−olds (the relationship was statistically significant), depending on model
specification. The null result for those between the ages of twenty−five and twenty−nine
remained unchanged.
15 However, this relationship seems questionable, as it does not hold under different
model specifications (the inclusion of respondents aged twenty−one to twenty−four and
above retirement age in the sample lowers the regression coefficient to 1.2–1.3,
depending on which control variables were included in the equation). The remaining
results for wage−underemployment were statistically significant regardless of model
specification: regression coefficients were generally similar in magnitude (albeit
somewhat lower for respondents’ education, skilled manual workers, and employment in
services and trade).
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Table 9.3. Minimum Wage in 2003: Logistic Regression Results
Model 1
Independent variables
Sex: female

B

SE

Exp(B)

0.90 0.27

Model 2
B

SE

Exp(B)

Model 3
B

SE

Exp(B)

2.456**

0.58 0.31

1.790°

1.437

0.00 0.42

1.004

5.230**

1.45 0.47

4.261**

Respondent’s age (category):
Young (twenty−five to twen- 0.36 0.36
ty−nine)
Old (fifty−five or older)
1.65 0.38
Respondent’s education:
Elementary

2.74 0.62 15.471**

Vocational school

2.32 0.52 10.161**

High school

1.55 0.52

4.721**

Nonmetropolitan residence

0.67 0.28

1.958*

0.60 0.34

1.817°

Region: least developed

0.63 0.28

1.886*

0.56 0.33

1.756°

1.18 0.48

3.257*

Occupational group
Skilled manual workers

0.90 0.45

Unskilled manual workers

3.03 0.44 20.769** 3.08 0.47 21.816**

Public−sector firms

–0.76 0.37

One−person firms

1.35 0.60

2.456*

0.466* –0.84 0.38

0.432*

3.846*

3.139°

1.14 0.64

Industry:
Low−wage manufacturing

0.42 0.44

1.516

0.29 0.46

1.334

Services and trade

0.81 0.38

2.248*

0.69 0.41

2.000°

Hired in small company
Intercept

–4.75 0.54

0.009

0.75 0.38

2.109*

0.70 0.40

2.019°

–3.44 0.40

0.032

–4.28 0.49

0.014

Notes: Reference categories: age—respondents 30–54; education—higher; occupational
group—managers, professionals, technical and office workers, or self−employed with employees; industry—remaining NACE sections and divisions (mining and quarrying, electricity, gas
and water supply, transport, storage and communication, financial intermediation, real estate,
renting and business activities, public administration and defense; compulsory social security,
education, health and social work, other community, social and personal service activities, and
manufacturing not classified as low−wage). Model 1: n = 616 (farmers are excluded from the
sample). Models 2 and 3: n = 577 (farmers, soldiers, and respondents whose primary job is
part−time are excluded).
Model 1: x2 = 68.660, df = 8, p =0.000, –2 log likelihood = 407.064; Cox and Snell R2: 0.105;
Nagelkerke R2: 0.196.
Model 2: x2 = 82.395; df = 7, p = 0.000, –2 log likelihood = 323.860; Cox and Snell R2: 0.133;
Nagelkerke R2: 0.263.
Model 3: x2 = 103.056; df = 12, p = 0.000, –2 log likelihood = 303.180; Cox and Snell R2:
0.182; Nagelkerke R2: 0.324.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two−tailed).
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two−tailed).
°Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (one−tailed).
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The incidence of underemployment by low earnings is strongly
influenced by several aspects of the individuals’ position in the labor market.
By far the worst situation is that of unskilled workers, who are over twenty
times more likely to receive minimum wages than people in white−collar
occupations. As would be expected, skilled manual workers are another
at−risk group. Furthermore, being self−employed in “one−person firms”
(which includes independent contractors) significantly increases the
probability of wage−underemployment. The opposite is true for employment
in publicly owned companies, which reduces the chances of receiving
minimum wages by more than 50 percent. The models also show that, when
differences in occupational position are taken into account, the relationship
between type of economic activity and the probability of underemployment
is not as strong as was expected. Regression analyses offer no grounds to
assume that employment in low−wage manufacturing increases the chances
of receiving minimum wages. The same is true for construction workers
(since minimum wages did not occur among respondents employed in this
section, it was dropped from the equation). Only employment in trade and
services seems to affect underemployment. Working in these industries, by
itself, doubles the chances of being in the lowest−earnings group, which is
consistent with predictions. Finally, the findings suggest that people working
in small firms (fewer than ten employees) are significantly more likely to
earn minimum wages than other workers, which is consistent with the results
of Polish labor market segmentation research.
The results of logistic regression analyses explaining the incidence of
contingent work relations are presented in Table 9.4. While the first model
has low predictive value, the remaining two models fit the data fairly well.
The equations suggest that the chances of contingent employment are higher
for young workers and people with only elementary education. More
surprising is the result suggesting that, with respect to chances of unstable
contingent work, there are practically no differences between people with
high school education and those with vocational education. The results are
even more surprising when respondents below twenty−five or above
retirement age are included in the sample: while the relationship between
high school education and contingent work remains virtually unchanged, the
coefficients for vocational education fall below the level of statistical
significance. This could mean that, in Poland, the chances of experiencing
certain kinds of employment hardships may be similar among people with
university diplomas and those with only vocational education!

WHO WORKS

FOR

LESS? CONTINGENT WORK...

173

Table 9.4. Contingent Work in 2003: Logistic Regression Results
Model 1
Independent variables

B

SE

Exp(B)

–0.44

0.25

0.647°

0.84

0.29

2.318**

Elementary

1.11

0.55

3.034*

Vocational school

0.66

0.34

1.926°

High school

0.69

0.34

1.992*

Sex: female
Age: under thirty

Model 2
B

SE

Exp(B)

Model 3
B

SE

Exp(B)

–0.49

0.26 0.615°

0.60

0.30 1.819*

Respondent’s education:

Type of residence: big city

0.59

0.26

1.798*

0.56

0.26 1.745*

Region: least developed

0.56

0.29

1.742°

0.57

0.30 1.761°

Region: postindustrial

0.68

0.29

1.974*

0.75

0.30 2.123*

Occupational group
Technical and office workers

0.80

0.40 2.229*

0.92

0.41 2.504*

Skilled manual workers

0.52

0.36 1.677

0.61

0.38 1.839

Unskilled manual workers

1.12

0.41 3.067**

1.28

0.42 3.604**

Public−sector firms

–1.46

0.34 0.232** –1.43

0.35 0.239**

One−person firms

0.87

0.44 2.392*

0.93

0.45 2.537**

–2.08

0.31 0.125

–2.63

Intercept

–2.89

0.37

0.056

0.39 0.072

Notes: Reference categories: education—higher; occupational group—managers, professionals, or self−employed with employees. Model 1: n = 631 (farmers are excluded). Models 2 and
3: n = 623 (farmers and soldiers are excluded).
Model 1: x2 = 25.596, df = 8, p = 0.001, –2 log likelihood = 480.579; Cox and Snell R2: 0.040;
Nagelkerke R2: 0.072.
Model 2: x2 = 35.698, df = 5, p = 0.000, –2 log likelihood = 468.087; Cox and Snell R2: 0.056;
Nagelkerke R2: 0.100.
Model 3” x2 = 54.025, df = 10, p = 0.000, –2 log likelihood = 449.760; Cox and Snell R2:
0.083; Nagelkerke R2: 0.150.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two−tailed).
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two−tailed).
°Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (one−tailed).

Another unexpected, albeit weak, result is that women appear to be somewhat less affected by the risk of contingent employment, as compared with
men.16 This is contrary to the assumption that women, who often bear the
additional burden of child care, are more likely to hold unstable jobs or work
shorter hours. One possible explanation lies in the fact that in Poland,

16 This result does not hold when respondents under age twenty−five or above retirement age are included in the sample.
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employment among women tends to be concentrated in industries where contingent work arrangements are relatively rare (i.e., social services).
Regression results also point to some interesting territorial variations in the
likelihood of being employed under contingent work arrangements. First, the
chances of underemployment are higher for individuals living in large cities
with more than 100,000 inhabitants. They are also significantly higher for
people living in the least developed eastern parts of Poland as well as in former industrial regions. These relationships remain relatively unchanged
when occupational position is included in the model.
It also appears that occupation is related to the probability of contingent
employment: being an unskilled worker raises this probability approximately three times, as compared with managers and professionals. A significant
rise in the chances of underemployment is also associated with membership
in the technical and office workers group. However, and contrary to expectations, the findings do not allow us to conclude that there are any differences
in the prevalence of contingent work relations between managers or professionals and skilled manual workers—even controlling for the strong “stabilizing” effect of employment in public−sector companies. This relationship
holds regardless of the study sample (results not shown here). As predicted,
working in a “one−person firm” increases the chances of contingent work.
Due to the fact that data on the type of activity or size of company were
unavailable for respondents performing irregular jobs (according to the
definition used in POLPAN), these two variables were dropped from
the equations. Additional regression analyses (not shown here) performed
on a subsample of hired, regular employees did not find any significant
relationships among industry, company size, and the likelihood of job
instability or engaging in a search for alternative employment.
The final part of the analysis focuses on the extent to which demographic
characteristics and place of residence influence the chances of an
education–job discrepancy. The results are shown in Table 9.5. In the first
model, there are no controls for individuals’ educational attainment. In the
second equation, respondents with elementary or vocational education were
excluded from the sample. This accounts for the obvious fact that
overeducation and status−underemployment are more prevalent among
people who have high school or university education versus those who have
completed only vocational schools.
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Table 9.5. Education—Job Discrepancy in 2003: Logistic Regression Results
Model 1
Independent variables

Model 2

B

SE

Exp(B)

B

SE

Exp(B)

Sex: female

0.278

0.166

1.321°

–0.18

0.21

0.840

Age: under thirty

0.483

0.226

1.622*

0.34

0.29

1.410

Residence: large city
Residence: nonmetro

0.415
–0.24

0.197

1.514*

0.10

0.23

1.110

0.206

0.787

0.63

0.29

1.870*

Region: least developed

0.471

0.197

1.602*

0.41

0.25

1.510*

Region: postindustrial

0.487

0.215

1.628*

0.66

0.27

1.930*

0.181

0.25

–0.51

0.23

0.600

Intercept

–1.39

Notes: Model 1: n = 742 (full sample). Model 2: n = 394 (respondents with at least high school
education).
Model 1: x2 = 24.919, df = 6, p = 0.000, –2 log likelihood = 866.552; Cox and Snell R2: 0.033;
Nagelkerke R2: 0.047.
Model 2: x2 = 14.327, df = 6, p = 0.027, –2 log likelihood = 529.882; Cox and Snell R2: 0.036;
Nagelkerke R2: 0.048.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two−tailed).
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two−tailed).
°Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (one−tailed).

Neither model is well fitted to the data. The first equation suggests that
five factors can significantly raise the chances that an individual will experience an “education–job discrepancy,” namely, being under age thirty, being
a female, living in a city with over 100,000 inhabitants, and living in eastern
Poland or former industrial regions. When variations in educational attainment are taken into account, only the last two variables remain statistically
significant.17 However, a new significant relationship can be observed: nonmetropolitan residence raises the chances of education–job discrepancy by
almost 90 percent.

Discussion and Conclusions
In general, the results presented here suggest that the prevalence of certain forms of underemployment in Poland has grown in recent years.
What seems especially alarming is the large magnitude of increase in the
17 The relationship between education–job discrepancy and living in eastern Poland
is insignificant when respondents under twenty−five or above retirement age are included
in the sample (results not shown here).
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percentage of workers whose earnings are close to the minimum wage
level. More detailed analyses, not presented in this chapter, are even more
disquieting. They show that that this change is concentrated mostly in
rural areas, and—even more so—in nonmetropolitan voivodships. This
finding, together with the regression results presented above, confirms
the well−known thesis that there are, in fact, “two Polands,” where the
economic well−being of the population and development perspectives differ sharply. This is also consistent with the results of my qualitative case
studies of four relatively isolated small towns, where during the interviews I was often told that a significant proportion of local employers
were reluctant to pay wages exceeding the legal minimum, taking advantage of the difficult situation of local labor markets—especially when the
workers were easily replaceable and the level of employee–worker
attachment was low (Kiersztyn 2005a). The data presented above also
suggest that wage−underemployment is becoming, in a sense, more serious, as it tends to appear in combination with other kinds of employment
inadequacies.
In general, the results of regression analyses concerning low wages
were strong and met theoretical expectations: women and the less educated
suffer the highest risk of wage−underemployment, as do manual workers,
service sector employees, those employed in small companies, and
self−employed as sole proprietors. On the other hand, employment in the
public sector significantly reduces the chances of experiencing the various
employment hardships focused on in this chapter. Regression results for
contingent employment were weaker, and more unexpected. Consistent
with predictions, the chances of unstable work relations were highest
among respondents with elementary education, unskilled manual workers,
the young, and sole proprietors. However, no differences between people
with high school and vocational education were found (additional analyses
even suggested that respondents with high school diplomas were, in fact,
more likely to experience contingent work arrangements than those with
only vocational education) and also no differences between managers or
professionals and skilled manual workers. This surprising result could be—
at least to some extent—the result of a specific situation in the Polish labor
market, where the demand for skilled manual workers is relatively high.
According to GUS research, 57 percent of vacant job positions in October
2003 were for workers with vocational training (16.4 percent for candidates
with secondary education, and 14.7 percent for those with tertiary education). A more recent study suggests that a large proportion of job offers
were for skilled manual workers (27.4 percent) and professionals (19.9 per-
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cent) (GUS 2004, 2005a).18 Recent Polish educational reform with its strong
emphasis on general (instead of vocational) training is regarded as one of the
factors that may contribute to a deficit of skilled manual labor in the coming
years—while the demand for workers with higher education will not meet the
increasing supply of university graduates (Kabaj 2005). This could result in
a relatively strong labor market position for some groups of skilled manual
workers. The relatively high proportion of “contingent workers” among managers or professionals can be attributed to the fact that, at least in some cases,
unstable employment relations may have been entered into voluntarily by
members of this high−status occupational group.
The regression analyses also point to some interesting regional patterns,
which were mostly consistent with expectations derived from the regional
development literature. The chances of underemployment are greater for
people living in eastern Poland (low wages, contingent work, and possibly
education–job discrepancy) and in heavily industrialized voivodships
(contingent work and skills−mismatch).19 The results also suggest that when
territorial variations in the demographic composition of the population are
taken into account, skills−mismatch (and, possibly, minimum wages) are
associated with living in nonmetropolitan areas, while contingent work
relations are more frequent among big city residents. In light of these results,
an interesting question for future research concerns the association between
various kinds of employment hardships and the processes of economic
development and structural change in transitional countries. For example,
contingent work can be viewed primarily as a characteristic of postmodern
“risk society,” with high levels of labor mobility (Beck 2002). Although the
higher incidence of contingent work in large cities lends some support to this
contention, poor employment opportunities in Eastern Poland suggest that
Polish underemployment should be regarded mostly as a symptom of more
18 In

fact, most of the enterprises surveyed in 2003 reported a deficit of workers with
vocational education (65.9 percent of the total number of employees sought). Data are
from a survey of large and medium−size economic units (in 2003, the sample consisted of
58,200 enterprises, and in the first half of 2005—101,100).
19 The result suggesting that high unemployment at the regional level has no significant influence on the probability of any type of underemployment may seem surprising. This null finding could be attributed to the fact that the variable used in this study,
unemployment rates aggregated at the voivodship level, does not account for potentially important, intra−voivodship variations in access to employment opportunities. The
unemployment rate in a particular powiat (a Polish administrative unit smaller than the
voivodship) may have a stronger and more direct influence on worker bargaining
power.
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general economic hardship, rather than a sign of modernization. A higher risk
of underemployment may also be one of the costs of economic transition.
Such an interpretation is suggested by the result that contingent work was
more prevalent in regions most strongly affected by industrial restructuring,
where contingent work relations can be associated with looking for a new job
after plant closure. Rapid economic change may also have generated
a structural “mismatch” between employee qualifications and employers’
needs, causing a situation in which workers have limited access to
employment that adequately utilizes their skills. If this is the case, an
important question for future research is whether these “transitional” forms
of underemployment will be temporary in nature.
The findings described above are preliminary, and should be the subject
of further research. The results could be weakened because of several data
limitations (the POLPAN survey was not designed for the specific purpose of
accurately measuring various dimensions of underemployment). First,
a serious methodological problem lies in the possibility of mistakenly
treating people who voluntarily enter into contingent work relationships or
accept low−paying jobs, as “underemployed.” POLPAN data do not include
survey items that could be used to assess the degree to which respondents
accept their current employment situation. In order to maximize the
probability of the respondents experiencing negative job characteristics
involuntarily, both the young (who may have not completed their education)
and those above retirement age (who have an alternative source of income
and therefore may not be driven to accept “bad” jobs by economic necessity)
were excluded from the study sample. However, this is only a partial
solution, and it could be regarded as inconsistent due to the fact that
individuals, who despite not having reached retirement age, receive early
retirement benefits or disability payments, remained in the sample.20 There
are three main reasons why I decided to include all respondents below
retirement age in my analysis of underemployment. First, according to GUS
data, disability benefits are, on average, much lower than retirement
payments (GUS 2005b). Second, people who have not reached retirement age
are more likely to be burdened by the costs of supporting their children, who
may not yet have entered the labor market or achieved a position that allows
them to “make a living.” Therefore, it can be assumed that the acceptance of
“bad” jobs by people on early retirement can often be a result of economic
20 It is also important to note that early retirement schemes were commonly used in
Poland as a method of reducing employment in the process of industrial restructuring,
in order to minimize the social costs of economic change.
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pressures. This assumption is supported by the results of additional analyses
(not presented here) limited only to workers receiving retirement or disability
payments. The findings suggest that respondents receiving the minimum
wage suffer more economic hardship than other workers on early retirement.
A majority of them are members of households whose average income is
perceived as insufficient to cover all of their necessary expenses (food—45
percent, media—40 percent, or medicine—50 percent). Third, the results of
regression analyses explaining the incidence of contingent work remain
practically unchanged, even when an additional control variable, which
identifies women who have children under age fourteen and individuals who
receive either early retirement or disability benefits, is included in the
equation (result not shown here). It should also be noted that reproducing the
regression models using the full POLPAN sample did not significantly alter
the main results of my analyses.
The lack of strong findings for contingent work suggests the need for further research. It is possible that the indicators used in this study do not adequately capture the problem of unstable and insecure work relations. Several
important indicators of “low quality” employment could not be included in
the analysis, due to the lack of appropriate information in the POLPAN database. For example, the indirect measure of employment instability used in
this study (having three or more separate employers in the past several years)
could be inaccurate, since in practice, working for the same employer for
a long period of time does not necessarily indicate high levels of employment
security—as in the case of some workers on fixed−term contracts. As
Fleetwood remarks, “A temporary worker who has his/her temporary contract continually renewed will appear in a quantitative survey of employment
duration or turnover as secure . . . it does not seem unreasonable to suggest
that insecurity might arise from the continual worry that the contract might
not be extended” (2001: 61). Even though Polish EPL places some limits on
the employers’ right to hire workers on fixed−term contracts (only two consecutive fixed−term contracts are allowed, the third has to be indeterminate),
there are reasons to believe that, in practice, employers sometimes attempt to
avoid this law (Kiersztyn 2005a). Unfortunately, POLPAN data do not
include information on the type of employment contract, which would allow
us to include temporary work in the analysis. There is also the important
question of the extent to which various work positions differ as to the presence of fringe benefits, such as health insurance and pensions, which should
be taken into account in future research.
Findings concerning the changes in education–job discrepancy rates
indicate that there has been no significant growth in this type of under-
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employment in Poland in recent years. However, it should be noted that all
three indicators of the discrepancy between educational attainment and
occupational position that were used in this study are “relative” measures, in
the sense that they take as points of reference the actual occupational
structure at a given time. As such, they may underestimate the problem of
underutilization of skills. It is possible that even under meritocratic
allocation, the skills of workers are not fully utilized (e.g., when all the
members of a population have a college degree and all the jobs available on
the labor market are for unskilled manual workers). The same is true for the
measure of status underemployment: as more educated individuals obtain
low−status occupations, the point of reference changes accordingly. This may
be the reason for the failure to observe significant changes in the
underemployment levels measured by these two variables, and may explain
the decrease in status−underemployment. Using alternative approaches to
measuring skill utilization, such as comparing the actual level of education to
the level required for the appropriate performance of a given job (see
Friedland and Price 2003) seems a promising area for future research. In
general, the results presented here strongly suggest that underemployment in
Poland is a problem that merits further attention.

