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The Chartered Institute for Personnel Development (CIPD) used 
Understanding Society to investigate the circumstances of the lowest paid



I n many developed economies, changes 
 in the types of jobs available are reducing 
the opportunities of low-paid workers to 
progress, explained by some as being due to 

the ‘hourglass’ economy. Moving on to better-
paid employment is important not just for 
earnings mobility but also for motivating and 
retaining employees who want to develop their 
careers. Opportunities to progress in work can 
also help drive forward long-term policies on 
productivity and raise living standards.

This research aimed to find out why some 
people get stuck in low-paid work whilst 
other progress out, considering both personal 
and household characteristics.

HOW WAS UNDERSTANDING  
SOCIETY USED?
The research combined the British Household 
Panel Survey (BHPS) with Waves 2 and 3 of 
Understanding Society. The combined data 
was useful for this research as it spans over 
20 years providing a long-term frame for 
examining who escapes, or gets stuck in, 
low-paid work. The combination of personal 
and households characteristics allowed 
the researchers to consider a broad range 
of factors such as caring responsibilities 
for children and other family members, 
health circumstances and the attitudes and 
motivations of individuals. A typology was 
developed of the typical characteristics of 
those in low paid work. 

The sample was low-paid workers from the 
first ten waves of the BHPS (1990-2000), 
followed over the next decade. For this 
research, low-paid workers were defined 
as those earning no more than 20 per cent 
above the minimum wage. The research 
examined outcomes for these people using 
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the typology developed in previous research 
by the Resolution Foundation. Workers were 
defined as ‘escapers’ if they had progressed 
from low-pay at eight, nine and ten years 
later. Workers were defined as ‘stuck’ if their 
pay remained low across the second decade 
of observation. 

The statistical analysis was followed by focus 
groups with people in low-paid work, drawing 
out particular attitudes, desires and barriers 
to advancement and how these could be 
overcome. 

KEY FINDINGS
The data analysis found that personal and 
household characteristics were important 
factors in why some people can, or cannot, 
escape low pay. 

Being stuck in low-paid work was associated 
with being relatively older, being female or 
having health conditions or disabilities that 
limited work. Location also mattered; people 
living in London had the greatest chance 
of escaping low pay compared to all other 
regions of the UK.

Women were more likely to be stuck in 
low-paid work than men. This risk increased 
for lone mothers and mothers with children 
younger than five. The risk was cumulative; 
mothers were increasingly like to be stuck 
in low-pay with each year they were lone 
parents and with each year of having a  
young child. 

In relation to their work, remaining in low-pay 
has a U-shape association with job satisfaction; 
being very satisfied, or very dissatisfied, 
with their job increased the risk of being 
stuck. Working part-time, being in a small 

workplace and working in a low-wage industry 
all increased the chances of being unable 
to progress if a person had been in these 
situations for two or more years (out of ten).

Escaping low-pay was associated with 
gaining qualifications -each qualification 
gained compared to having no qualifications 
increased the chance of escaping. In relation 
to the work environment, each year of 
having promotion opportunities, each year of 
receiving annual increments and both moving 
to the public sector, and each year of working 
in the public sector, were all associated with 
leaving low-pay.

Overall, the research identified five groups 
of people who represent low-paid workers 
in the UK – some groups were more likely to 
escape low pay than others. Whilst entry-
level strivers made up almost one-third 
of low-paid workers, this group had the 
greatest chance of escaping low pay over 
time. In contrast, low-skilled older women not 
seeking advancement comprised almost one-
quarter of low-paid workers and had a high 
chance of being stuck in low-paid work. 

CONCLUSIONS
The findings have implications for both 
employers and policymakers. 

For employers, it is important to identify and 
support workers who want to progress with 
clear routes for career development. 

For policymakers, the research identified 
three areas for development: signposting, 
part-time pathways and pre-school 
childcare. There is a role for government 
to provide information to low-paid workers 
on how to progress; this could use existing 

infrastructure (such as Jobcentres) and 
administrative data to target signposting 
services to those on low pay. There is a 
further role for policies to professionalise 
low-paid sectors to clarify career progression 
routes, with complementary pathways for 
part-time workers.

Finally, increasing the free childcare 
entitlement for low-paid workers (15 hours 
per week at the time of the report) due to 
the increased risk of being stuck in low-paid 
work for part-time workers and mothers with 
young children was recommended. Since this 
research was conducted, the government has 
extended free childcare provision to 30 hours 
for working households with children aged 
three and four. 

IMPACT
The CIPD commissioned this research to 
inform their public policy work and increase 
the evidence base on progression from low-
paid work. The CIPD have cited the findings 
from this research in their engagement with 
policymakers and other key stakeholders. The 
findings from the report attracted significant 
media coverage, including an article in the 
Financial Times and in the management 
trade press. 

The CIPD is the professional body for human 
resource and people development experts 
in the UK and across the world. It has 
140,000 members and has a key function in 
providing insights and resources through its 
knowledge hub. Crucially, the research also 
demonstrates how professional organisations 
can use Understanding Society to encourage 
informed practice amongst its members – in 
this case to tackle one of the most pertinent 
issues facing the UK economy.

“I hope by describing the barriers to progress, 
we can go some way to informing the creation of  

a more dynamic labour market in the UK.” 

Sir Charlie Mayfield,  
Chairman, John Lewis 

Partnership



Understanding Society has been commissioned 
by the Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC). The Scientific Research Team is led by 
the Institute for Social and Economic Research 
(ISER) at the University of Essex.

FURTHER INFORMATION
The research was commissioned by the CIPD, 
undertaken by Tooley Street Research and 
sponsored by the John Lewis Partnership. 
Further information on the research can be 
accessed via the CIPD: https://www.cipd.
co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/people/
pay/progression-barriers-report

This research uses a typology of outcomes 
for low-paid workers developed by the 
Resolution Foundation: 
http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/
uploads/2014/08/Starting-out-or-getting-
stuck-FINAL.pdf

This case study is part of a series aimed at 
potential users of Understanding Society 
data, including: policy makers, researchers 
and people in a position to influence social 
policy. If you would like to discuss how we 
can help support and raise awareness of the 
policy impact of your research, please email 
policyunit@understandingsociety.ac.uk
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