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Micro-level studies of labour market behaviour have 
fl ourished in the last three decades thanks to the increasing 
availability of large datasets covering individuals and 
households (Angrist & Krueger, 1999). The demand for such 
research – examining individual labour market outcomes 
and how they react to policy or institutional changes – is 
likely to continue against a policy background that stresses 
the importance of personal skills and individual decisions 
about work and careers. Longitudinal data play a key role 
because they enable researchers to observe directly how 
individuals’ experiences evolve over time as features of 
their environments change. Household panel data, such 
as the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) and now 
Understanding Society, add an extra dimension because 
individuals can be studied in the context of their household 
and interactions between household members. 

Studies using the BHPS have covered all the main areas 
of labour market research. Not surprisingly, a major focus 
has been on investigating the determinants of wages. 
Some studies have investigated conventional wage 
determinants, like training (Booth & Bryan, 2005), labour 
market experience and job tenure (Williams, 2009), industry 
affi liation (Benito, 2000), and trade unions (Andrews, 
Stewart, Swaffi eld & Upward, 1998); while other studies 
have investigated more unexpected sources of wage 
variation like marriage (Bardasi & Taylor, 2008), motherhood 
(Gangl & Ziefl e, 2009) and housework (Bryan & Sevilla- 
Sanz, 2010). Other researchers have investigated earnings 
inequality (Blundell, Gosling, Ichimura & Meghir, 2007) and 
individual earnings dynamics (Stewart, 2007), measured 
intergenerational earnings mobility (Nicoletti & Ermisch, 
2008) and looked at social position more broadly (Gershuny, 
1999). Issues around disadvantage, for example to do with 
disability (Berthoud, 2008); gender (Manning & Swaffi eld, 
2008), and recurring unemployment (Arulampalam, Booth 
& Taylor, 2000), have also received much attention.

The longitudinal structure of the BHPS, following people 
over time as policy changes, has been used as a test bed 
to evaluate initiatives such as the National Minimum Wage 
(Arulampalam, Booth & Bryan, 2004) and in-work benefi t 
reform (Francesconi, Rainer & van der Klaauw, 2009). 
Longitudinal data are also vital to examine end-of-career 
transitions out of the labour market and retirement (Banks 
& Smith, 2010). 

A major advantage of 
the BHPS, and now 
Understanding Society, 
over surveys like the 
Labour Force Survey 
(Offi ce for National 
Statistics, 2010b) is the 
coverage of subjective 
well-being measures 
and wider life domains. 
For example, researchers 

have investigated job satisfaction (Green & Tsitsianis, 2005) 
and assessed links between shift work and mental health 
(Bara & Arber, 2009). It is also often crucial to take account 
of within-household interactions: educational choices may 
involve both parents and children (Ermisch & Francesconi, 
2000), and housework hours in couples depend on the 
interaction of both partners and their gender role attitudes 
(Kan, 2008). Thus, state-of-the-art labour supply models 
have taken account of both members of a couple (Couprie, 
2007). Many other topics involve consideration of the 
household context, for instance family happiness (Booth 
& van Ours, 2008) and family migration (Boyle, Feng & 
Gayle, 2009). 

Understanding Society promises to extend the opportunities 
for research in all of these areas, as well as stimulating 
innovative work in new areas thanks to the range and 
detail of the information collected. The next section outlines 
the key new features of Understanding Society that are 
particularly relevant to work research.

Work is a dominant experience in most people’s lives. They spend years 
preparing for it through education and training, it is typically their main 

activity and means of support during their prime years, and pension savings from work are the bedrock of a decent 
retirement. Despite recurrent predictions over the years of a future leisure society, there is little evidence that work is 
getting any less important: even though there has been a reduction in the average (men’s) working week over the last 
century, it has been completely offset by increased labour force participation by women; and while young people’s working 
hours have fallen, this is largely because they stay in education longer to prepare for their careers (Ramey & Francis, 
2009). Meanwhile older people’s working lives are likely to lengthen in the coming decades as life expectancy continues 
to increase and pension provision becomes less adequate. This chapter provides an overview of labour-market research 
based on household panel data, before outlining the new possibilities opened up by Understanding Society, and giving an 
overview of the main work-related measures in the survey. We conclude with an illustration, taken from the data, of the 
new opportunities. 

Older people’s 
working lives 

are likely 
to lengthen 

in the coming 
decades 

INTRODUCTION
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NEW FEATURES OF 
UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY OF 
RELEVANCE TO WORK RESEARCH
Large sample: Understanding Society contains 40,000 
households compared to 8,000 in the BHPS. A drawback 
of surveys with moderate sample sizes is that specifi c 
sub-groups of interest, such as older workers or the 
unemployed, are often too small for detailed analysis. 
The larger sample size in Understanding Society should 
give researchers a much greater insight into differing labour 
market experiences across employment subgroups, and 
allow differentiated analysis within categories like gender, 
occupation and industry. It will also be possible to do fi ner 
analysis by region, exploring the effect of regional economic 
conditions or policies on employment experiences. Local 
area research will be facilitated by the release of a wide 
range of geographical identifi ers, allowing information to be 
matched in at different levels (for example, travel-to-work 
areas and census-based small areas). Chapter 11 has more 
detailed information about these research opportunities. 

Ethnic minority boost 
sample: Understanding 
Society includes a booster 
sample of nearly 5,000 
individuals from the fi ve 
main ethnic minority 
groups: Indian, Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi, Caribbean 
and Black African (as well 
as ‘other’ backgrounds). 

The ethnic minority boost will provide suffi cient numbers of 
cases to allow the labour market experiences of ethnic 
minority individuals to be analysed robustly for the fi rst time 
in a UK panel survey. Respondents in the boost sample 
receive the same questions as the main sample as well as 
extra questions focusing on ethnicity issues, for example 
discrimination in getting jobs, training and promotion (a 
white comparison sample of 500 households is also asked 
the extra questions). The ethnic minority boost will allow 
researchers to explore issues like integration and 
disadvantage in the labour market, and to see how they 
evolve over time.

Data linkage: as well as the provision of geo-codes to allow 
local area characteristics to be matched to the data, there 
are plans to link in administrative records. The information 
that will be available potentially includes records of health, 
benefi t receipt, participation in government employment 
schemes, educational results, savings and pensions, 
earnings and National Insurance contributions. 

Wide topic coverage and rich contextual variables: 
Understanding Society covers a wider range of topics 
than the BHPS, which opens up opportunities for research 
linking work behaviour to other life domains and facilitates 
interdisciplinary work. Examples of new or enlarged topic 
areas are social networks, risky behaviour, psychological 
traits, cognitive ability, health (including direct physical 
‘biomarker’ measures), marital relationship quality, well-
being and sleep quality. By placing households’ work 
activities within the broader context of their lives as a 
whole, Understanding Society will allow a richer view of 
labour market trajectories than is possible with other 
surveys. Later in this chapter we provide a glimpse of the 
possibilities by taking a fi rst look at how job characteristics 
are related to sleep duration and quality.

WORK MEASURES IN 
UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY
As with the other key topic areas in Understanding Society, 
the work content consists of a core set of annually repeated 
questions with more detailed questions included in periodic 
rotating modules. Table 1 summarises the core work 
content of Understanding Society. The top part of the box 
lists the annual repeated measures that capture the main 
characteristics of current work activity as well as a history 
of changes since the previous interview (from Wave 2 only). 
The new work history questions are simpler than the BHPS 
versions (for example some characteristics of jobs between 
waves, like sector and workplace size, were little used and 
are omitted) but there is new information on the main 
attraction of a new job (for example, more money or more 
fl exible hours), and the dates of maternity or paternity leave 
are collected. The fi rst wave of the survey also lists some 
questions from the survey’s Initial Conditions module. These 
include highest qualifi cation and age of leaving full-time 
education (listed in the lower part of Table 1). 

The Employment History module is also a major source of 
work related information. In this module, respondents were 
asked for the details of their fi rst job and for each additional 
employment spell since leaving full-time education. These 
questions were previously asked of respondents in the 
BHPS. The Employment History module was included in the 
Wave 1 interview between January and June, 2009, so for 
about a quarter of the new sample.  

More detailed information about employment conditions and 
work schedules is collected in an Employment Conditions 
module, planned for every two years (beginning in Wave 2), 
with a longer module planned for every 4 waves (beginning 
in Wave 4). 

Understanding 
Society will allow 

a richer view of 
labour market 

trajectories than 
is possible with 

other surveys
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Table 2 summarises the measures in the short module, 
which considerably expand the coverage of work conditions 
contained in the BHPS. New measures include more 
detailed working time indicators, job autonomy and negative 
well-being at work (anxiety and depression scales). Possible 
additions in the longer module are measures of work and 
organisational commitment, job preferences, harassment 
at work and within-household work time synchronisation. 
These new measures will open up opportunities for 
investigating the interactions between the household and 
labour market in more depth than is possible using datasets 
focused mainly on the labour market, for example the 
Workplace Employment Relations Survey (Department 
for Business, Innovation and Skills, n.d.) and Labour Force 
Survey (Offi ce for National Statistics, 2010a) or on the 
household, for example the General Lifestyle Survey (Offi ce 
for National Statistics, 2010b).

Table 3 lists some other items not included in the work core 
or special modules, but of relevance to work research. The 
fi rst three are measures of time devoted to forms of non-
market work (volunteering, housework and informal care), 
while the fi nal item measures work-related discrimination 
among the ethnic minority boost.

 Labour market activity status 

 Contract type (permanent/seasonal/fi xed-term etc)

 Industry affi liation (SIC07)

 Occupation (SOC2000)

 Managerial duties

 Workplace size

 Sector (private/public)

 Standard and overtime hours (paid and unpaid)

 Gross and net pay, and pay period

 Salaried or hourly paid

 Hourly pay rate, and overtime pay and rates

 Place of work (home, employer’s premises etc)

  Second job characteristics (occupation, self-employment, 
hours, earnings)

  Education and training courses, and qualifi cations obtained

  Activity changes, including job and employer changes, 
and reasons for changes

 Membership of workplace pension 

 Number of employees if self employed

 Nature of self-employment (business, work for self etc)

 Profi t/loss or average business income

 Job satisfaction 

 Job search activity

 Characteristics of last job if not working

 T ravel to work time and mode of transport

 Highest educational qualifi cation and vocational qualifi cations

 School and full-time education leaving ages

 Immigrant status and citizenship

 Occupation in fi rst job (quarter sample only)

 Employee/self-employed (had employees) in fi rst job 
 (quarter sample only)

 Managerial duties in fi rst job (quarter sample only)

 Employment status history (quarter sample only)

 Parents’ employment and occupation when respondent 14 years old

 Parents’ immigrant status

 Parents’ educational qualifi cations 

 Compensation method (performance pay, bonus, annual increments)

 Union coverage and membership

 Characteristics of workplace pension

 Usual daily work times; weekend working

 Availability and use of fl exible work

 Job autonomy

 (Negative) well-being at work

 Preferences and expectations job change (e.g. better job, training,
 stopping work)

 Subjective job security

 Physical activity in job (physical work module)

 Commuting and access to work (commuting behaviour module)

 Time spent volunteering in last 12 months and 4 weeks (from Wave 2)

 Hours of housework (from Wave 2)

 Hours of informal care provided within and outside household, 
 and to whom 

  Perceived discrimination (based on sex, age, ethnicity etc) in getting 
a job, promotion or training (ethnic minority boost and general 
population comparison only)

 Annual repeated work measures

 Background measures 

Table 1 Core work measures in Understanding Society

Table 2 Employment conditions module (from Wave 2)

Table 3 Other work-related variables
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DATA ILLUSTRATION: SLEEP 
DURATION AND QUALITY 
ACCORDING TO JOB 
CHARACTERISTICS
This section uses data from the fi rst wave of Understanding 
Society to illustrate how the labour market can be related 
to the broader context of people’s lives. We take a fi rst look 
at how employees’ working hours, level of managerial 
responsibility and overall job satisfaction are associated with 
their duration and quality of sleep. Previous research has 
looked at how sleep duration may be affected by other uses of 
time, for example time spent at work (Biddle & Hamermesh, 
1990), but has especially focused on the adverse health 
outcomes associated with low sleep quality. As detailed in the 
more extensive analysis in Chapter 10, poor sleep is both a 
symptom and a precursor of poor health and is associated 
with work problems like accidents and absenteeism. 
International evidence also shows that job stressors strongly 
predict poor sleep quality (Knudsen, Ducharme & Roman, 
2007; Lallukka, Rahkonen, Lahelma & Arber, 2010). 

Tables 4-6 and Figures 
1 and 2 relate selected 
job conditions to two 
sleep measures, hours 
per night and subjective 
sleep quality. They are 
taken from questions 
asked in the Understanding 
Society self-completion 
questionnaire 
(for full details of all the 

sleep items, see Chapter 10). The usual number of hours 
of sleep per night in the last month is grouped into three 
bands (less than 6 hours, 6–8 hours and more than 8 
hours). Poor sleep quality is indicated by the proportion of 
respondents who said that their overall sleep quality in the 
last month was ‘fairly bad’ or ‘very bad’. The tables cover 
employees of working age (see note to Table 4) from the full 
UK sample. It was not feasible to split the analysis into the 
separate UK countries because the cell sizes are too small 
when disaggregated by job characteristics.1 

Table 4 and Figure 1 relate the sleep measures to usual 
hours worked reported as: 30 hours or less (part-time 
work), 31–48 hours (standard full-time work) and more 
than 48 hours (long-hours jobs). Because men and 
women differ widely in their average working time, we 
also report separate results for men and women. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, working part-time is associated with a higher 

prevalence of long sleep durations: 14% of both men and 
women working part-time sleep for more than 8 hours per 
night, declining to about 6% (men) and 10% (women) for 
those working more than 30 hours per week (there is little 
difference between standard full-time and long-hours jobs).2

By contrast, working long hours rather than standard 
full-time hours is associated with less sleep. However, 
the reduction mainly shows up as an increase in short 
sleep durations (<6 hours) rather than a reduction in long 

1  Almost 80% of the sample is from England. Numbers of employees giving valid sleep quality responses in the other countries are: Wales, 400; Scotland, 773; Northern Ireland, 744.
2  Further disaggregation of the data shows that parental status also matters. Only 12% of mothers employed part-time (of children under 16 in the household) get more than 
8 hours’ sleep per night compared to 16% of women employed part-time without children in the household. There is little difference in the prevalence of long sleep durations 
between mothers and non-mothers working full time (11% and 10% sleep for more than 8 hours). Sample sizes are too small to make these comparisons for part-time men.

Sleep quality is 
associated with 
job satisfaction, 

refl ecting the 
links between 
well-being at 

work and home

  Figure 1 Sleep quality is fairly or very bad by hours worked

30 hours 
or less

31–48 hours

More than 
48 hrs

All

 % 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

■ MEN  ■ WOMEN

 Usual weekly work hours

  Figure 2 Sleep quality by managerial role

Manager

Foreman or 
supervisor

Not manager 
/ supervisor

All

 % 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Role

  Figure 3 Sleep quality by job satisfaction

1-2

3-5

6-7

 % 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Job satisfaction
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durations (>8 hours), and especially among women: 14% of 
women working more than 48 hours sleep less than 6 hours 
per night, compared to 9% of women working 31-48 hours.3  
The fact that there is little effect of long-hours working 
(compared to standard full-time) on long sleep durations 
suggests that time constraints are not the main reason for 
the lack of sleep. Other reasons, like stress, may be more 
important. (See Figure 1.) Consistent with this, we fi nd a 
higher prevalence of poor sleep quality among long-hours 

3  This relationship does not seem to be mediated by motherhood. That is, the relationship between work hours and sleep duration is not changed when statistical control for 
motherhood is introduced. This may be because very few mothers work more than 48 hours per week (less than 5% of those with children in the household in the sample).

workers, again especially among women: 31% of long-hours 
women report poor sleep quality compared to only 23% 
of those who work 31–48 hours per week. There is little 
difference in subjective sleep quality between women who 
work part-time and the standard full-time.

Turning to the association between sleep and managerial 
duties, Table 5 shows that managers are less likely to sleep 
for more than 8 hours (by about 4 percentage points) than 

Table 4 Sleep duration by hours worked (working-age employees)

 Usual weekly work hours 

 Men

 30 hours or less

 31–48 hours

 More than 48 hrs

 All

 Women

 30 hours or less

 31–48 hours

 More than 48 hrs

 All

< 6 hours

 8.7

 8.8

 10.8

 9.2

 10.1

 9.0

 13.8

 9.8

6–8 hours 

 76.9

 85.1

 83.4

 84.0

 76.0

 80.8

 77.1

 78.6

> 8 hours

 14.4

 6.0

 5.8

 6.7

 13.9

 10.2

 9.1

 11.6

Obs

333

2,679

850

3,862

1,874

2,407

343

4,624

Usual sleep duration (%)

Sample is respondents giving full individual interviews, whose main activity was paid employment, were aged between 16 years and State 
Pension Age (60 for women, 65 for men), and gave full information on the variables in the table. Estimates are weighted for survey design.

Table 5 Sleep duration by managerial role (working-age employees)

 Role 

 Manager

 Foreman or supervisor 

 Not manager/ supervisor

 All

< 6 hours

 8.5

 10.6

 9.6

 9.5

6–8 hours 

 85.6

 79.4

 79.6

 81.2

> 8 hours

 5.9

 10.0

 10.8

 9.3

Obs

2,215

1,260

4,987

8,462

Usual sleep duration (%)

See note to Table 4

Table 6 Sleep duration by job satisfaction (working-age employees)

 Job satisfaction: from 1 
 (completely dissatisfi ed) to 7
 (completely satisfi ed)

 1–2

 3–5

 6–7

 All

< 6 hours

 14.4

 10.9

 8.3

 9.5

6–8 hours 

 78.2

 79.6

 82.2

 81.1

> 8 hours

 7.4

 9.5

 9.5

 9.3

Obs

580

2,650

5,296

8,526

Usual sleep duration (%)

See note to Table 4
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either foremen or supervisors, or those with no managerial 
duties. But there is little difference in the prevalence of short 
sleep durations, and no difference in subjective sleep quality 
across managerial duties, as shown in Figure 2.

Finally, Table 6 shows a strong relationship between sleep 
and job satisfaction (reported by respondents on scale of 
1 to 7, but aggregated into three bands owing to small 
numbers in some of the categories). Those who are most 
dissatisfi ed with their jobs are more than 6 percentage 
points more likely to sleep for less than 6 hours per 
night than the most satisfi ed employees, and just over 2 
percentage points less likely to sleep for more than 8 hours. 
These differences are paralleled by a strong gradient in 
sleep quality: 33% of the most dissatisfi ed employees report 
poor sleep quality, declining to 18% of the most satisfi ed 
(see Figure 3). These results are clear evidence of the links 
between well-being at work and at home.

SUMMARY
This illustrative analysis focuses on the association of job 
characteristics and work satisfaction on sleep duration and 
perceived sleep quality. Working long hours is associated with 
less sleep and poorer sleep quality, especially for women. 
Having managerial duties is not related to perceived sleep 
quality or having short hours of sleep. Job satisfaction 
is strongly associated with sleep quality and to sleeping 
fewer than 6 hours per night. Future analyses can begin to 
disentangle the effects of other factors related to both sleep 
and employment such as the effects of health and personal 
relationships at home. 

CONCLUSIONS
Understanding Society is the only UK data source to track 
individuals’ skills development and work experiences year 
by year in the context of their households. Against the 
background of a rich body of micro-level research into 
employment and labour markets, this chapter has outlined 
what Understanding Society has to offer researchers in the 
future. Compared to its predecessor, Understanding Society’s  
much larger sample (and in particular the ethnic minority 
boost) opens up the prospect of much fi ner analysis of the 
labour market trajectories of ethnic minorities and other 
subgroups, and of region-specifi c trends. The rich data 
available in a variety of other domains will allow researchers 
to study in much more depth how individuals’ work 
experiences are embedded in other aspects of their lives 
and that of their households. 

Sample Size
The sample is respondents giving full individual 
interviews, including the self-completion questionnaire, 
whose main activity was paid employment, were aged 
between 16 years and State Pension Age (60 for women, 
65 for men), and gave full information on the variables 
in the table. Those in full-time education are excluded. 
The sample size is also restricted to permit the analysis 
of sleep variables which are in the adult self-completion 
questionnaire. Estimates are weighted for survey design.

Findings
Understanding Society will be a rich resource for 
labour market research. Its longitudinal data will permit 
examination of how individuals’ work lives evolve over 
time as aspects of their environments change. Labour 
market behaviour can also be examined in relation to the 
household context. Annual or core work measures include 
attributes of the occupation and workplace, earnings, 
participation in pension schemes, job satisfaction, 
and commuting behaviour. In Wave 2, an employment 
conditions module will provide more detailed views of 
features of work.

Use of the work data is illustrated by assessing the 
association of work related characteristics and sleep 
duration and perceived quality, which are also examined 
in Chapter 10. This application shows the utility of 
Understanding Society for examining the links between 
well-being at home and work. Sleep duration is categorised 
as less than 6 hours, 6-8 hours, and more than 8 hours. Poor 
sleep quality was expressed by persons saying their sleep 
in the last month was fairly bad or very bad. 

Long work hours (more than 48 hours per week) are 
associated with an increase in short sleep durations, 
particularly for women workers. In addition 30% of women 
who work more than 48 hours per week say their sleep 
is poor, compared to 23% of those working 31-48 hours. 
Sleep quality has little association with hours worked for 
men. 

There is a strong association between these sleep 
outcomes and job satisfaction: 18% of the most satisfi ed 
report poor sleep with 33% of those who are least satisfi ed. 
In addition the least satisfi ed are more likely to have 
shorter sleep duration (14%) than those who are most 
satisfi ed (8%). 
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