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Understanding social inequalities

Teacher Answers 1 Activity 2

Explain what is meant by zero-hour contracts:

According to www.gov.uk, zero-hour contracts are also known as casual contracts. Zero-hour contracts are usually for ‘piece work’ or ‘on call’ work. This means that workers can be asked to work 
only when the employer requires them to do so. The employer is under no obligation to give out work; but equally the employee does not have to accept work from the employer. In some 
cases the employer can issue full time working hours or no hours. Employees are only paid for the work done.

Make a list of the groups 
of people who might be 
employed on a zero-hour 
contract

Give reasons as to why 
they might be employed 
on a zero-hour contract

Make a list of the benefits 
to the employer of such a 
contract

Make a list of the benefits 
to the employee of such a 
contract

Make a list of the likely 
drawbacks for the 
employer of such a 
contract

Make a list of the likely 
drawbacks for the 
employee of such a 
contract

Young learners

Mature learners

Longterm unemployed 
seeking work

Immigrants

Mothers with young children

Retirees

De-skilled

Unskilled

Limited time – busy with 
studies or childcare

Variety of skills

Large workforce

Choice, control and flexibility

Cost effective

Freedom to hire and fire

Flexibility

Mothers can work around 
school runs

Freedom to choose or decline 
hours

May benefit those who are 
on benefits as they can work 
the required hours and still 
maintain eligibility

Increased staff turnover

Limited commitment from 
staff

Unstable income 

Unpredictable working hours

Limited employment rights 
e.g. sickness pay

May affect eligibility to state 
benefits

Job insecurity

Who benefits the most from this type of contract? Explain why.

The employer. (Compare the list of benefits for the employer to that of the employee to explain.)

Who benefits the least from this type of contract? Explain why.

The employee. (Compare the list of drawbacks for the employee to that of the employer to explain.)

Where possible, learners should be encouraged to apply the theories in their explanation. 

Example: Marxist feminists will view the zero-hour contract as an exploitative tool against women as in combining the dual role of caring for children and working outside the home; women 
stand to lose out on employment rights such as sickness pay. This type of contract arrangement invariably benefits the employer, hence perpetuating capitalism to the detriment of women.


