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Abstract
The literature on atypical employment has largely focused on the individual level. This 
paper provides a novel account of the dynamics of atypical employment, specifically part-
time and temporary employment, within couples. Analyzing a sample of 29 European 
countries using 2016 EU-SILC data, it investigates the association between partner and 
own atypical employment. The results show that temporary employment does come in 
couples, in that partner temporary employment is associated with a higher likelihood of 
own temporary employment. A significant portion of this result is driven by individuals 
with partners in temporary employment themselves exhibiting characteristics predisposing 
them to temporary employment. These results are largely consistent across Europe. Accu-
mulation of part-time employment is also observed, albeit at a smaller scale. However, it 
occurs at the two extremes of the income distribution only, among very low-earning and 
very high-earning couples. In contrast, in the middle of the income distribution, there is no 
association between partner and own part-time employment, which is more consistent with 
classic household specialization patterns. An association between partner and own part-
time employment is only found in a minority of European countries, most systematically in 
Northern and Western Europe, but also in some Southern and Eastern European countries.

Keywords Partner effects · Atypical employment · Couples · Labour market

1 Introduction

A growing body of research examines the determinants and socio-economic consequences 
of atypical employment, that is, employment diverging from full-time, permanent employ-
ment where workers are employed on a contractual basis by an employer (Hipp et  al., 
2015). Atypical work is complex; workers have diverse socio-economic characteristics and 
work in a range of jobs (Eichhorst & Marx, 2015; Nightingale, 2019). Generally, atypi-
cal employment is associated with disadvantages, including inferior working conditions, 
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reduced access to training opportunities (Eurofound, 2012) and wage penalties (Fauser & 
Gebel, 2023; Giesecke, 2009; Kahn, 2016; Westhoff, 2022).

Most research on atypical employment focuses on the individual level, paying less 
attention to the couple or household dimension. Yet interlinkages between partners’ 
lives may influence employment decisions and career success (Blossfeld & Buchholz, 
2009). Scholarship on household joblessness demonstrates that household factors mat-
ter for welfare. In many countries, jobs are increasingly concentrated in certain house-
holds, with important implications for the likelihood of living in poverty and material 
deprivation (de Graaf-Zijl & Nolan, 2011; Gregg et al., 2009). However, it is equally 
important to examine whether certain types of jobs are concentrated in households and 
couples (Horemans, 2016). Given the material disadvantages associated with atypical 
work, if partners in atypical employment couple up, this may affect their ability to pool 
risks and insulate against poverty (Biegert & Ebbinghaus, 2020). This paper examines 
whether atypical employment is indeed concentrated in couples focusing on two types 
of atypical work, temporary and part-time employment.

A body of sociological literature examines the association between partner employ-
ment and resources and individuals’ labour market career, including labour force par-
ticipation and occupational attainment (Bernasco et al., 1998; Brynin & Francesconi, 
2004; Róbert & Bukodi, 2002; Verbakel & De Graaf, 2008). Often focusing on women, 
this literature demonstrates that husbands’ income reduces labour market activ-
ity (Henz & Sundström, 2001) and higher partner resources increase the likelihood 
of part-time and fixed-term work (Dieckhoff et  al., 2015; Henz & Sundström, 2001; 
Kanji, 2011; Verbakel & de Graaf, 2009). However, it does not specifically examine 
the association between partner and own atypical employment.

This article builds on two recent studies showing an association between partner 
and own temporary employment in the Netherlands (De Lange et  al., 2013) and six 
European countries (Grotti & Scherer, 2014). No such investigation exists for part-
time employment. The contribution of this article to this emerging literature is a first 
detailed and comprehensive account of the association between partner and own atypi-
cal employment, comparing two distinct forms of atypical work, temporary and part-
time employment.1 Given the growing evidence that types of atypical employment are 
heterogeneous, such a comparative view is substantively important (Giesecke, 2009; 
Westhoff, 2022) and facilitates an understanding of factors driving the potential accu-
mulation of atypical employment in couples.

As a secondary contribution, the paper examines a large sample of 29 European 
countries. The aim is to provide a detailed account of the association between part-
ner and own atypical employment across this sample. Establishing empirical regulari-
ties, and the extent of country commonalities therein, is an important first step towards 
shining light on a relatively understudied question. However, while country variation 
in the patterns observed is discussed, the paper does not seek to formally investigate 
the causes of such variation. This task is left to future scholarship.

1 Due to data limitations, dependent self-employment or temporary agency work cannot be examined.
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2  The Relationship Between Partner and Own Atypical Employment

As couples pool resources and make joint decisions regarding labour supply, the household 
can influence social stratification and inequality. In this context, atypical employment can 
be seen as a form of reduced labour market connection through an impermanent labour 
market attachment or reduced working hours.2 There are several reasons to expect an asso-
ciation between partner and own atypical employment. Before describing these in detail, 
however, some key differences between temporary and part-time employment that could 
influence the associations observed are highlighted.

2.1  Temporary and Part‑Time Employment: Different Forms of Atypicality

Though both temporary and part-time employment can be considered a form of looser 
labour market connection, these two employment relationships are distinct in several ways. 
Such differences may influence the potential association between partner and own atypical 
employment and the underlying factors driving it.

To begin with, temporary and part-time employment are associated with labour market 
disadvantage to different extents. Temporary employment is disproportionately located in 
a secondary labour market with lower labour market bargaining power and inferior work-
ing conditions and employment protection (Barbieri, 2009). While part-time workers may 
still face institutional disadvantages such as lower unionization (O’Dorchai et al., 2007), 
part-time work is much more established in labour markets and associated with similar 
employment rights as full-time employment (Giesecke, 2009). Accordingly, the labour 
market disadvantage associated with temporary employment is larger than for part-time 
work, as demonstrated by research showing that part-time wage penalties are smaller than 
those associated with temporary employment (Bardasi & Gornick, 2008; Giesecke, 2009; 
Kahn, 2016). Indeed, part-time employees at the top of the wage distribution do not face 
wage disadvantages (Westhoff, 2022).

Moreover, these differences are reflected in the socio-economic make-up of atypi-
cal workers. Temporary workers tend to be younger and negatively selected with regard 
to education and labour market experience (Baranowska & Gebel, 2010; Barbieri, 2009; 
Gebel & Giesecke, 2009). In contrast, the likelihood of working part-time is less influ-
enced by labour market experience (Giesecke, 2009). Moreover, a gendered dimension is 
apparent: for women, household factors such as children strongly influence the likelihood 
of part-time work (Ibid.). Overall, part-time and temporary employment therefore differ 
with regard to both workforce characteristics and the extent of labour market disadvantage 
associated with them, which will affect the association between partner and own atypical 
employment.

2.2  The Accumulation Scenario: A Positive Association Between Partner and Own 
Atypical Employment

Atypical employment could accumulate in couples due to several reasons. First, labour 
market outcomes of partners may be interlinked due to shared restrictions (Ber-
nasco et  al., 1998). For example, this includes local labour market conditions, which 

2 This looser labour market connection could be a choice or a result of constraints placed on labour market 
participants. This complex question cannot reliably be disentangled in a correlational analysis.
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could impact the ability to obtain standard, rather than atypical, employment (Grotti 
& Scherer, 2014). Moreover, partners share household-level factors, such as children. 
Workers with non-market responsibilities may prefer a looser labour market connection, 
particularly a reduced number of working hours (McGinnity & McManus, 2007). Car-
ing responsibilities for elderly relatives have similar effects (Keck & Saraceno, 2010). 
However, while these factors affect both partners equally in theory, the influence of 
household structure is likely gendered. Care work is predominantly taken up by women 
in all European countries, though the extent of this gender division varies by national 
policy configuration and normative models (Ciccia & Bleijenbergh, 2014). Hence, car-
ing responsibilities likely result in women in particular taking up part-time work, rather 
than an accumulation of such work within (heterosexual) couples.

Second, the accumulation of atypical employment may be driven by homogamy 
within couples, that is, individuals with similar labour market characteristics partnering 
up (Blossfeld, 2009). Human capital is an indication of a prospective partner’s potential 
lifetime earnings; partners recognize this in each other, as well as less tangible aspects, 
such as skills, motivations and social and cultural capital (Brynin & Francesconi, 2004). 
During partnership formation, partners engage in assortative mating with regard to 
many characteristics, including family background, occupation, education (Bernasco 
et al., 1998; Blossfeld, 2009; Henz & Sundström, 2001). This process implies the pool-
ing of economic and sociocultural characteristics, so that social inequality is enhanced 
through partnership decisions (Blossfeld, 2009). One consequence is the accumulation 
of atypical employment within couples. Individual-level characteristics, such as educa-
tion and age, affect the propensity of being in atypical employment (Bardasi & Gornick, 
2008; Eichhorst & Marx, 2015). As being atypically employed depends on individual 
resources, and resources are matched within couples, a positive association between 
atypical employment of partners occurs as a by-product (Bernasco et al., 1998).

In addition to these factors, partner atypical employment may also have a direct 
effect on own atypical employment, as partner resources affect labour market success. 
An individual’s social capital may be stimulated by their partner’s social and cultural 
resources, for instance through the partner providing contacts, giving advice and trans-
mitting cultural knowledge (Bernardi, 1999; Verbakel & De Graaf, 2008). Individuals in 
atypical employment are more likely to lack such social and cultural capital (De Lange 
et  al., 2013), in turn decreasing their partners’ chances for career success and obtain-
ing standard employment. Moreover, the effect of partner resources may be enhanced 
through cross stimulation (Brynin & Francesconi, 2004). While each spouse has their 
own career goals, they raise or lower them depending on the partner’s success, aiming 
to match their level of achievement (Bernasco et al., 1998).

The channels outlined—particularly homogamy and the effect of partner resources—
apply particularly to temporary work. As discussed, temporary workers tend to be nega-
tively selected and face substantial labour market disadvantage. Through matching on 
labour market characteristics and inferior resources of partners in temporary employ-
ment, an accumulation of labour market disadvantage and temporary work within cou-
ples is likely. In contrast, the disadvantage associated with part-time work is smaller and 
patterns of part-time work allocation within (heterosexual) couples tend to be strongly 
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gendered, depending less on individual labour market characteristics. Part-time work is 
therefore less likely to accumulate within couples.

2.3  The Compensation Scenario: A Negative Association Between Partner and Own 
Atypical Employment

While the reasoning above points to an accumulation of atypical employment in cou-
ples, other mechanisms suggest a negative association between partner and own atypi-
cal employment. Arguments in this vein go back to household production theory after 
Becker (1993). The basic approach to family labour supply extends the consumption-lei-
sure choice problem to include two decisions (Blundell & Macurdy, 1999). Labour sup-
ply is structured by pooling resources and maximizing utility within marriage, achieved 
through specialization in the distribution of paid and unpaid work (Bernardi, 1999). 
Efficiency is achieved when the resources of household members are allocated to activi-
ties relative to their comparative efficiencies. This results in a pronounced division of 
labour among partners—the person with a greater comparative advantage in the labour 
market will specialize there (Becker, 1993). A partner with higher labour market suc-
cess reduces the incentive to keep working, as the less successful partner can afford to 
withdraw from the labour market (Verbakel & de Graaf, 2008, 2009).

Importantly, this disincentive effect does not only influence labour market par-
ticipation. If partners stay in the labour market, they may reduce the amount of effort 
invested in paid work, by opting for a looser labour market connection, in the form of 
atypical employment, or striving for lower occupational success (Becker, 1993; Ber-
nardi, 1999; Róbert & Bukodi, 2002). Conversely, when one partner is less successful 
in the labour market, household income decreases and the other partner is incentivized 
to invest more time and resources in their career, decreasing their likelihood of being 
atypically employed. Hence, labour market resources of the partner, in the form of earn-
ings, human capital and occupation, should have a compensatory effect: Having a part-
ner with higher resources increases the likelihood of being atypically employed. This 
implies that atypical employment will not accumulate in couples.

Significantly, patterns of household specialization are likely gendered. According to 
Becker, women are more likely to specialize in non-market work, as men have stronger 
market specific human capital endowments. However, later work has emphasized the 
role of household bargaining and gender norms in influencing the gendered division 
of labour, with women’s employment behaviour shaped by societal family ideals and 
welfare state policies (Dieckhoff et  al., 2015; Pfau-Effinger & Reimer, 2019). Though 
female labour force participation and education have increased substantially in recent 
decades, arguably, the domestic division of labour has not fundamentally changed 
(Shafer, 2011). Even in unions where women have an educational advantage over their 
partner, they do not have a corresponding income advantage (Chudnovskaya & Kashyap, 
2019). Given the persisting gender inequalities within labour markets and couples, the 
compensation scenario is not expected to apply equally to all partners; rather, women 
should be more reactive to their partner’ employment (Grotti & Scherer, 2014).

The compensation scenario is expected to mainly apply to part-time work. As previ-
ously detailed, patterns of part-time work in couples are strongly gendered and often 
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determined by household factors for women. In this context, it is likely that the alloca-
tion of part-time work is driven by household specialization, with women more likely to 
take up part-time work, especially where the partner’s labour market resources are high. 
Hence, in contrast to temporary employment, a significant positive relation between 
partner and own part-time employment should not be observed.

2.4  Variation in the Association Between Partner and Own Atypical Employment 
Across Europe

Though several of the theoretical driving factors of associations between partner and own 
atypical employment described should have general relevance, it is conceivable that the 
associations described vary across European countries. In particular, the prevalence and 
regulation of temporary and part-time employment in a country, and relatedly, the extent 
of labour market disadvantage associated with these employment relationships, may drive 
country variation.

In countries with more strongly segmented labour markets, with larger temporary work 
segments and regulatory divergence in employment protection between temporary and per-
manent contracts, temporary employment is a more disadvantageous form of employment 
(Fauser & Gebel, 2023). Generally speaking, such segmentation is more pronounced in 
Southern and Western European welfare states (Barbieri, 2009; Häusermann & Schwander, 
2012). Previously, clustering of temporary employment in couples was argued to be an 
expression of accumulation of labour market disadvantage among partners through shared 
labour market conditions, homogamy and shared partner resources. In contexts where tem-
porary employment is more disadvantageous, this association is more likely to be observed. 
In contrast, in countries with lower segmentation between temporary and permanent work-
ers, or where temporary employment only plays a marginal role in the labour market, the 
relationship may be less pronounced.

Similar arguments apply to part-time employment. While part-time work is generally 
better-protected and less disadvantageous than temporary employment, its prevalence and 
quality differ strongly across Europe. Briefly, in Anglo-Saxon, Nordic and Western Euro-
pean countries, prevalence and quality of part-time work tend to be relatively high, particu-
larly for women, while in Southern and Eastern European countries, it tends to be invol-
untary and taken up out of economic necessity (Horemans, 2016; Maestripieri & Léon, 
2019). In the former group of countries, part-time work was generally used as a policy tool 
to facilitate female labour force participation—though with significant country differences 
concerning the emphasis on women’s caring role and childcare support—whereas in the 
latter, part-time work developed primarily as a response to labour market dualization and 
flexibilization (Ibid.).

As argued previously, where part-time work is well-established, accumulation within 
couples is unlikely to occur, as compensation mechanisms within couples should dominate. 
In these countries, gendered part-time work allocation patterns should be observed, with 
women working part-time in dual-earner couples and, generally, the partner’s employment 
status having a stronger effect on own employment for women than for men. In contrast, in 
European countries where part-time work is a more precarious form of employment, clus-
tering could conceivably be observed, in a similar vein to temporary employment.
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3  Data, Variables and Methods

The analysis employs cross-sectional EU-SILC 20163 data. EU-SILC is a comparative 
dataset containing harmonized European data, including a range of variables at partner and 
household level. 29 European countries4 are included in the analysis, allowing for a bal-
anced analysis of patterns across Europe. All data are weighted to account for sampling 
design.5 The target population examined are working age (16–64) partnered employees.6

The main dependent variables are the two types of atypical employment, temporary 
and part-time work. Temporary employment is defined as having a non-permanent con-
tract. Part-time employment is based on individuals self-defining as working part-time. 
An hours-based definition of working less than 30 h per week (van Bastelaer et al., 1997) 
is used as a robustness check, with no substantial differences in results (Supplemen-
tary Appendix, Table A11). Table 1 shows the share of atypical employment by country 
and gender. Temporary employment shares are highest in Southern and Western European 
countries and lowest in Eastern Europe, though there are exceptions such as Poland, where 
prevalence is very high. Part-time employment is much more common for women and gen-
erally most prevalent in Western and Northern Europe. Countries with a share of atypical 
employment below 2% for either gender are excluded from the analysis to avoid a low, 
highly selected number of observations driving the results. This excludes Estonia and Lat-
via from regressions on temporary employment, and Czech Republic, Romania, Serbia and 
Slovakia from regressions on part-time employment.7 In addition, in several countries—
Denmark, Finland, Norway, Netherlands and Sweden—information on partner temporary 
employment is only available for very few respondents, as the collection of information is 
largely based on register data, with only “selected respondents” providing a full interview. 
Therefore, these countries are also excluded from regressions on temporary employment.

The key interest of the paper is the association between partner atypical employment 
status and own atypical employment. EU-SILC provides a household grid including a part-
ner ID for all partnered individuals, so that information on partners’ characteristics can be 
derived. The key independent variable is a multi-category variable on partner employment 
status. The categories are self-employment, permanent employment, temporary employ-
ment and non-employment for regressions on temporary employment, and self-employ-
ment, full-time employment, part-time employment and non-employment for regressions 
on part-time employment.8

The analysis also accounts for various factors that could drive a relationship between 
partner and own employment. Household characteristics are captured by dummy variables 

3 The use of the 2016 release of EU-SILC specifically allows for integrating information on care respon-
sibilities (beyond children) in the analysis. Pooling waves of EU-SILC to increase sample sizes is unfortu-
nately not possible as linked observations cannot be identified across waves (Iacovou, Kaminska and Levy, 
2012).
4 These include Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Switzerland, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Germany, Denmark, 
Estonia, Greece, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Latvia, Malta, 
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, Slovakia, UK.
5 To prepare the dataset, documentation by GESIS (2019) and Goedemé (2019)was used.
6 Reducing the sample to employees aged 25–64 does not substantially change the results.
7 When these countries are included in the analysis, results do not change substantially.
8 Regressions were also run on a more detailed variable distinguishing between full-time/part-time tempo-
rary work and temporary/permanent part-time work (Supplementary Appendix, Tables A7/A8). Results are 
substantially similar.
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for own children (aged 0–5 or 6–17) and an individual requiring care (due to old age or ill-
ness) in the household. Ideally, the analysis would also account for local restrictions based 
on regional data. However, data on regions is only provided at the rudimentary NUTS-1 
level (in many countries encompassing the entire country) and is missing for four countries 
(Germany, Netherlands, Serbia, Portugal). Therefore, data on local labour market charac-
teristics cannot be included.

Finally, the theoretical framework highlighted the potential influence of partner 
resources on employment status. Several variables capture the partner’s financial and social 
resources, in absolute and relative measures. Indicators for education include the partner’s 

Table 1  Share of atypical 
employment, employees 16–64, 
weighted sample, 2016

Countries with shares of atypical employment lower than 2%, marked 
in bold, are excluded from the analysis

Country Temporary Part-time

Men Women Men Women

Austria (AT) 6.3 8 5.9 46.2
Belgium (BE) 8.5 11.2 10.7 45.3
Germany (DE) 13.9 14.9 10.1 49.5
France (FR) 14.4 17.9 6.1 28.4
Luxembourg (LU) 10.4 8.8 3.7 38.5
Netherlands (NL) 15.3 16.6 17.5 73.4
Cyprus (CY) 8.9 15.9 6.1 9.7
Greece (EL) 18.2 21 6.7 14.3
Spain (ES) 26.6 28.3 6.4 24.9
Italy (IT) 14.3 16.2 6.7 28
Malta (MT) 6.5 9.9 3.5 12.4
Portugal (PT) 18.6 20.1 2.4 7.5
Denmark (DK) 6.3 9.4 6.7 17.3
Finland (FI) 10.4 16.2 6.4 12.3
Norway (NO) 6.4 7.8 4.1 16.7
Sweden (SE) 11.5 15.8 9.3 32.1
Switzerland (CH) 10.3 9.6 10.2 46.7
Ireland (IE) 9.2 10.3 16.2 37.3
United Kingdom (UK) 4.4 4.5 10.3 35
Bulgaria (BG) 5 5.2 2.3 3.8
Czech Republic (CZ) 11 14.8 1.1 5.1
Hungary (HU) 10.2 12 2.5 4.9
Poland (PL) 28.5 29.6 2.8 8.2
Romania (RO) 3 2.6 0.5 0.6
Serbia (RS) 21.3 21.2 1.8 2.6
Slovenia (SI) 12.2 13.9 2.7 8.1
Slovakia (SK) 11.4 13.7 1.4 4.6
Estonia (EE) 1.3 1.8 3.9 12.7
Lithuania (LT) 3.7 2.5 4.2 6.9
Latvia (LV) 0.9 0.3 3.1 6.7
Average 11 12.7 5.8 21.1
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level of education (categories primary and lower secondary education, upper secondary 
education, post-secondary non-tertiary education and tertiary education) and a dummy 
for whether partner education is higher than own education. For the indicator of partner 
occupational status, the International Socio-Economic Index of occupational status (ISEI) 
(De Graaf et al., 1992) is used, divided into thirds based on the national ISEI distribution. 
Again, this includes an absolute measure (bottom third, middle third, upper third) and a 
relative measure indicating when partner ISEI is higher than own ISEI.9 Finally, partner’s 
earnings are calculated as gross earnings in the reference year and divided into quintiles 
of the distribution (categories first quintile, second quintile, third quintile, fourth quintile, 
fifth quintile). Relative measures of earnings are not used due to potential reverse causality 
between own earnings in the past year and atypical employment.

In addition, a number of individual-level control variables are included. These include 
age (categories 16–24, 26–40, 41–55 and 56–64), education (categories primary and lower 
secondary education, upper secondary education, post-secondary non-tertiary education 
and tertiary education), foreign birth, years spent in paid work and unemployment in the 
past 12  months. Job-level variables include industry (extractive services, construction, 
trade, accommodation and food services, professional services, public services and other 
services10), the firm having 10 employees or less and own ISEI (bottom third, middle third, 
upper third).11 All models are run separately by gender.12 Tables A1 and A2 in the Sup-
plementary Appendix show the distribution of all variables by atypical employment status 
and gender.

The analysis proceeds in two stages. First, general patterns across Europe are examined 
using pooled models for all countries. Logistic regressions with either temporary or part-
time employment as dependent variable are used to determine the likelihood of atypical 
employment dependent on partner employment status and other characteristics. All mod-
els include country fixed effects to control for differences across countries. The model-
ling exercise begins with a base model including only partner employment status as an 
independent variable to examine the association between partner and own atypical employ-
ment. Individual characteristics, household characteristics, and partner resources are then 
progressively added to the model. In this way, the extent to which these factors account for 
the unadjusted association observed can be examined.13

Second, the analysis is refined further to investigate country variation. To this end, the 
country fixed effects are interacted with the key explanatory variable, partner employ-
ment status. This allows for examining heterogeneity across countries while avoiding the 
small-n problems associated with multi-level modelling for models with a small number 

9 For non-employed partners, the ISEI refers to the last main job.
10 The categorization is based on NACE Rev. 2: Extractive services—NACE A-E; Construction—NACE 
F; Trade, accommodation and food services—NACE G-I; professional services—NACE J-N; public ser-
vices—NACE O-Q; other services—NACE R-U.
11 There may be overlap between temporary and part-time employment. A robustness check addition-
ally controlling for the respective other type of atypical employment does not show substantially different 
results (Supplementary Appendix, Table A12/A13).
12 A small share of respondents in the sample (ca. 0.5%) are in a same-sex couple. This could potentially 
bias the results due to the dual inclusion of observations as dependent and independent variable. A robust-
ness check showed that results of estimations that exclude same-sex couples are virtually identical.
13 The addition of these control variables to the model cannot be interpreted as evidence of a causal effect 
of these variables on atypical employment status. Nevertheless, the analysis provides an indicative picture 
of the extent to which the potential driving factors of the relationship between own and partner atypical 
employment explored in the theoretical framework account for the association.
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of countries (Möhring, 2012). As a robustness check, the regressions are also run for all 
countries separately (Supplementary Appendix, Figure A1/A2). The results are generally 
in line with the pooled model.

The research design, in line with previous contributions examining a similar ques-
tion (De Lange et  al., 2013; Grotti & Scherer, 2014), relies on cross-sectional data. 
This allows for establishing a detailed, thorough account of the association between 
partner and own atypical employment, an understudied phenomenon, across a large 
sample of countries. The cross-sectional analysis cannot claim to uncover any causal 
links between partner and own atypical employment. However, a sophisticated analy-
sis of the associations between key variables is an important first step in establishing 
empirical regularities.

Alternatively, the longitudinal component of EU-SILC, a four-year rotational 
panel, could be used to enable further investigation of causal effects. This data is 
not used for several reasons. First, several key control variables are missing from the 
longitudinal data, including the sector of employment, firm size, and country of birth. 
Second, due to the rotational panel design, where a quarter of respondents is replaced 
each year, sample sizes are significantly smaller than the cross-sectional component 
(Colgan, 2023). This is particularly problematic when analysing relatively small pop-
ulation groups, such as specific types of atypical workers. Third, there are significant 
concerns about the quality of the EU-SILC panel data. Attrition in the longitudinal 
data is very high, and the majority of countries fail to match the retention rates of 
high-quality panels (Colgan, 2023). Moreover, while probability weights have been 
constructed to account for attrition, substantial discrepancies in estimates of key 
socio-economic indicators between the cross-sectional and longitudinal data have 
been found, which gives the appearance that weights do not fully account for attrition 
bias (Jenkins & Van Kerm, 2017; Krell et al., 2017). This is particularly concerning 
for subpopulation estimates that rely on relatively small sample sizes (Jenkins & Van 
Kerm, 2017).

For these reasons, the cross-sectional data is chosen for analysis. However, this 
could result in two selection problems. First, the analysis focuses on individuals in 
(dependent) employment, excluding inactive or unemployed individuals. As a robust-
ness check, a multinomial logistic regression was carried out (Supplementary Appen-
dix, Table  A5/A6), modelling the association between not only partner atypical 
employment and own atypical (relative to standard) employment, but also unemploy-
ment and inactivity. The results of this analysis are not substantially different to those 
presented in the main body of this paper. Second, given the research question, the 
sample includes only partnered individuals. Suitable instruments that could be used 
to correct for selection into the sample (Heckman, 1979) arguably do not exist in 
the data.14 As such, some risk of selection bias remains. Nevertheless, as stressed by 
Grotti and Scherer (2014), the exclusion of singles from the sample likely leads to an 
underestimation, rather than overestimation, of the association between partner and 
own atypical employment. Therefore, bias arising from limiting the sample to couples 
should be limited.

14 This would require a variable that affects selection into the sample but has no relation to atypical 
employment as such (Wooldridge, 2002).
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4  Results: The Accumulation of Atypical Employment in Couples

4.1  Are Different Types of Atypical Employment Concentrated in Couples?

Tables 2 and 3 show descriptive statistics on the proportion of atypically employed indi-
viduals by partner employment status for the pooled European sample. Among individuals 
with a partner in temporary employment, the share of temporarily employed is much higher 
than for other individuals, pointing to a possible concentration of temporary employment 
in couples. Similarly, the percentage of part-time employees is higher among those with 
a partner working part-time. However, the relative difference in shares is less pronounced 
than for temporary employment.

As described, logistic regressions are used to further explore these results. Results are 
reported as Average Marginal Effects (AME) to facilitate comparability across models 
(Mood, 2010). Table 415 shows the regressions on temporary employment for the pooled 
European sample, separately for men and women.16 In the base model (M0), relative to the 
partner being permanently employed, having a partner in temporary employment is asso-
ciated with an increased probability of own temporary employment for both men (AME 
14.6%) and women (AME 19.7%). Having a non-employed partner also increases the prob-
ability of own temporary employment.

Table 2  Temporary employment 
by partner employment status, 
employees 16–64, pooled sample

Estonia, Latvia, Iceland, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Finland and the 
Netherlands are excluded from the pooled sample

Partner employment status Temporary employment (%)

Men Women

Self-employed 7 9.8
Employee permanent 5.6 8.8
Employee temporary 26 36.9
Non-employed 10.8 13.6

Table 3  Part-time employment 
by partner employment status, 
employees 16–64, pooled sample

Romania, Serbia, Iceland, Slovakia and Czech Republic are excluded 
from the pooled sample

Partner employment status Part-time employment (%)

Men Women

Self-employed 4.9 35.6
Employee full-time 3.9 33
Employee part-time 8.8 53.5
Non-employed 5.3 32.9

15 The full regression results are shown in the Supplementary Appendix, Table A3/A4. This also includes 
models where partner resources are added successively to the model.
16 Regressions are weighted so that each country counts equally. As a robustness check, the Supplementary 
Appendix shows regressions with weighting according to population size (Table A9/A10), with similar results.
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The AMEs of partner temporary employment are significantly reduced—by 37% for 
men (AME 9.2%) and by 36.5%  for women (AME 12.5%)—once individual characteris-
tics are accounted for (M1). This indicates that composition effects play a significant role: 
individuals with partners in temporary employment themselves have characteristics predis-
posing them to temporary employment. However, this analysis cannot clearly disentangle 
whether this composition effect results from homogamy or partner resources, as individual 
characteristics are observed after partnership formation. Either way, however, temporary 
employment appears to be concentrated in couples partly because individuals with partners 
in temporary employment exhibit characteristics predisposing them to being temporarily 
employed themselves, whether acquired prior to or after partnership formation. The addi-
tion of household characteristics (M2) and absolute or relative partner resources (M3/M4) 
only marginally changes the AMEs of partner temporary employment. Having children is 
associated with a lower likelihood of temporary employment, as is the partner having a 
higher occupational status, providing some indication that higher partner social capital may 
enable individuals to obtain permanent employment, as previously theorized. However, 
overall partner resources play a marginal role.

The results match the findings of De Lange et al. (2013) and Grotti and Scherer, (2014), 
who also find a positive relationship between partner and own temporary employment, 
which persists after accounting for compositional effects, shared restrictions and partner 
effects. Unobserved characteristics of partners, and their influence on the partner’s labour 
supply, may explain this persisting association. Moreover, local labour market condi-
tions could play a significant role (Gregg et al., 2009; Horemans, 2016). If partners live in 
regions with higher rates of temporary employment or systems of low employment protec-
tion legislation encouraging employers to hire on a temporary basis (Biegert, 2019), this 
could increase the likelihood of temporary employment for both partners. In their previous 
analysis, Grotti and Scherer (2014) found that local conditions play little role in explain-
ing the concentration of temporary employment in couples. However, their analysis of six 
Western European countries accounts for local factors only in the form of rudimentary 
NUTS-1 regional indicators, likely not covering all regional heterogeneity.

Table 5 shows analogous models for part-time employment. Contrary to expectation, the 
partner being employed part-time (relative to full-time) is associated with a higher prob-
ability of own part-time employment. However, the scale of the AME is smaller than for 
temporary employment. In the base model (M0), the AME on partner part-time employ-
ment is 2.8% for men and markedly larger for women, at 9.4%. The association between 
partner and own part-time employment remains statistically significant and substantially 
similar in size once own characteristics (M1), shared household restrictions (M2) and 
partner resources (M3/M4) are added. Nevertheless, household characteristics and part-
ner resources are associated with the likelihood of part-time employment, particularly for 
women. Caring responsibilities and children (for women) increase the likelihood of part-
time employment, as do high partner earnings. For women, the partner having a relatively 
higher occupational status is also significantly associated with own part-time employ-
ment. Hence, in contrast to the case of temporary employment, the partner having high 
social and financial resources is associated with an increase in the likelihood of part-time 
employment.

In line with theoretical expectations, partner part-time employment and resources influ-
ence the propensity of part-time work more strongly for women than for men. This is con-
sistent with previous research finding that superior partner resources increase women’s 
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propensity to work part-time (Henz & Sundström, 2001; Kanji, 2011; Verbakel & de 
Graaf, 2009). Within the context of the gendered division of labour, women’s propensity 
for part-time work appears to be more strongly driven by partner context than that of men. 
Nevertheless, partner characteristics do not fully account for the accumulation of part-time 
work in couples for either gender.

The evidence for accumulation of part-time work within couples is contrary to the 
theoretical expectations outlined. Yet the patterns observed are not entirely consistent 
with the classical accumulation scenario. Higher partner resources are associated with an 
increased—rather than lower—likelihood of part-time work, particularly for women. In 
addition, when accounting for partner earnings in the model, the association between part-
ner and own part-time employment becomes stronger, suggesting that dual part-time work 
is more likely where partner financial resources are similar. This picture is further comple-
mented by the supplementary analysis using a more detailed measure of partner employ-
ment status (Supplementary Appendix,  Table  A8), which shows that for women (only), 
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Fig. 1  Predicted probability of part-time employment by partner employment status and couple’s placement 
in the national income distribution, employees 16–64, pooled sample of European countries, upper panel 
men, lower panel women. Note: Predicted probabilities calculated based on model 3, separately depending 
on couple’s position in the national distribution of working age couples’ income. Quartile 1 is the bottom 
quartile of the national distribution of working age couples’ income. Quartile 4 is the top quartile of the 
national distribution of working age couples’ income. 95% Confidence Intervals included
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partner full-time temporary employment is associated with a reduced likelihood of part-
time employment. That is, when the partner’s labour market situation is more insecure, 
women are less likely to take up part-time employment. These patterns are consistent with 
the household specialization scenario, rather than the accumulation scenario.

Part-time work is increasingly a dualized form of work (Nicolaisen et  al., 2019). 
It includes both highly skilled, high-waged employment and jobs within the second-
ary labour market associated with low pay, inferior working conditions and substan-
tial labour market disadvantage (Tilly, 1992). Part-time workers at the bottom of the 
income distribution are likely situated in lower-quality, secondary part-time jobs asso-
ciated with substantial labour market disadvantage, whereas this is not the case for 
higher-earning part-time workers (Westhoff, 2022). It is therefore conceivable that the 
accumulation of part-time work within couples depends on the type of part-time work 
they find themselves in.

To explore this further, an auxiliary analysis further disaggregates the models by the 
couple’s income position. Figure  1 shows the predicted probability of own part-time 
employment by partner employment status and the couple’s position in the national 
income distribution, based on Model 3, excluding partner earnings (the full results are 
shown in the Supplementary Appendix, Table A14). A striking pattern emerges: Accu-
mulation of part-time work is observed at the extremes of the income distribution, but 
not in the middle. Though the absolute likelihood of part-time work is much higher for 
women, this pattern is observed for both genders. An equivalent analysis for temporary 
employment showed no such difference across the income distribution (Supplemen-
tary Appendix, Table A15).

On the one hand, within low-earning couples—those in the bottom quartile of the 
couple income distribution—the partner working part-time is associated with a sub-
stantially increased likelihood of own part-time work. On the other hand, though the 
overall probability of part-time work decreases with income, an association between 
partner and own part-time employment is also observed in high-earning couples in the 
top quartile. The regression results (Supplementary Appendix, Table A14) also show 
that at the bottom of the income distribution, the partner’s education and ISEI largely 
do not affect the likelihood of part-time work, but they are associated with a higher 
likelihood of part-time work for high-earning couples. This supports the conclusion 
that accumulation of part-time work at the bottom and top of the income distribution 
is driven by different mechanisms. For low-paid part-time workers, disproportionately 
located in secondary part-time jobs, dual part-time work likely occurs due to similar 
factors as the observed accumulation of temporary employment and can be interpreted 
as an expression of labour market disadvantage. In comparison, high-earning part-time 
couples may take-up part time work when they can afford to do so, with both partners 
sharing domestic and labour market work. In this case, part-time work is facilitated 
when partners have higher occupational status and earnings. Given the small share of 
part-time work at the top of the income distribution, this is likely a small and highly 
selected share of the overall population.

In contrast, in the second and third quartile of the income distribution, having a partner 
who works part-time has no relation with the likelihood of own part-time work. Hence, 
couples with a middling income show patterns that are, if anything, more consistent with 
the household specialization scenario, where part-time work does not accumulate in cou-
ples. Overall, the results therefore demonstrate the heterogeneity of part-time work.
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4.2  Does Atypical Employment Come in Couples Across Different European 
Countries?

As a second step, models with country-partner employment interactions were run to 
explore country variation in the patterns observed. Figure 2 shows the AME of the partner 
being in temporary (relative to permanent) employment on own temporary employment 
across countries, for the unadjusted model (M0), the model controlling only for own char-
acteristics (M1) and the full model (M3). When not adjusting for individual characteristics, 
partner temporary employment is significantly associated with own temporary employment 
in almost all countries, for both genders. These assocations largely remain significant once 
accounting for individual characteristics (M1) and household characteristics and partner 
resources (M3).

The most systematic deviation from this common pattern is seen in some Eastern Euro-
pean countries (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia, Lithuania) where 
the association is statistically insignificant (for one or both genders) or negative (for men in 
Bulgaria only). In Eastern Europe, temporary employment expanded later than elsewhere 
in Europe during the post-socialist transition, and it remains a marginal form of employ-
ment in several Eastern European countries (Gebel, 2008), with shares of temporary 
employment in the labour market very low in several of the countries mentioned above. 
This is consistent with the theoretical discussion, which argued that accumulation of tem-
porary employment in couples is likely more pronounced in countries where temporary 
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Fig. 2  AME of partner temporary employment on own temporary employment, upper panel men, lower 
panel women, employees 16–64. Note: Graphs shows average marginal effects on partner temporary 
employment relative to partner being in permanent employment. Hollow dots indicate insignificance at sig-
nificance level 5%. Additional variables included in the model are age, education, foreign-born, years in 
work, unemployment in past 12 months, industry, firm size, manager, own ISEI, young children in house-
hold, old children in household, caring responsibility due to old age/illness for someone in the household 
for M1, as well as partner’s education, ISEI and earnings for M3
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employment is more prominent and part of the structural segmentation of labour markets. 
However, there are other Eastern European countries where there are large and significant 
associations between partner and own temporary employment—such as Poland and Ser-
bia, countries with high shares of temporary employment, in alignment with theoretical 
expectations.

Overall, however, the accumulation of temporary employment in couples is a general 
pattern across Europe, with associations positive and significant in almost all countries. 
While there is some variation in the strength of the association, there is no systematic coun-
try pattern. Large AMEs of partner temporary employment are observed in some Southern 
European countries, particularly Greece. This may be a result of the higher incidence of 
temporary employment and strongly dualized labour market structures in Southern Europe, 
and matches the results of previous research (Grotti & Scherer, 2014). However, strong and 
significant associations are also found for women in the UK, where temporary employment 
is rare and labour markets are less segmented. Given the relatively small proportion of 
temporarily employed individuals in the UK, the finding may be driven by high selectivity.

Analogous to Fig. 2, Fig. 3 shows the AME of the partner being a part-time employee, 
relative to being a full-time employee, on own part-time employment for all countries. 
Compared to temporary employment, there is more country variation in the patterns, and a 
larger number of countries where no significant association between partner and own part-
time employment is found.

For both men and women, the unadjusted model shows a significant positive association 
between partner and own part-time employment in only a handful of countries—Belgium, 
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women, employees 16–64. Note: Graphs show average marginal effects on partner part-time employment 
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5%. Additional variables included in the model are age, education, foreign-born, years in work, unemploy-
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in household, caring responsibility due to old age/illness for someone in the household for M1, as well as 
partner’s education, ISEI and earnings (M3)
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Spain, the UK and Latvia, as well as France and Bulgaria for women only, and Finland and 
Sweden for men only. The coefficient on partner part-time employment becomes significant 
in more countries when controlling for individual characteristics (M1) and, particularly, 
household characteristics and partner resources (M3). This is especially the case in West-
ern European countries—including Switzerland, France, Germany and the Netherlands—
but also elsewhere. One outlier is Portugal, where for men, partner part-time employment 
is associated with a significant decrease in the probability of own part-time work.

Generally, the most systematic pattern of association between own and partner part-time 
employment is found in Western European countries, including Belgium, Switzerland, 
Germany, the Netherlands and France. These are countries where part-time work tends to 
be well-established and well-protected (Nicolaisen et  al., 2019), and shares of part-time 
employment are largest across Europe. This is also the case for some other countries where 
positive associations are found, including select Nordic countries (Sweden, Finland) and 
the UK. Interestingly, in some of these countries, the accumulation of part-time work is 
only found once household characteristics and partner resources are controlled for. This 
suggests that dual part-time work is more likely when partner resources are similar—that 
is to say, when household specialization is less advantageous, as one partner is not signifi-
cantly more successful in the labour market.

However, a positive association between own and partner part-time employment is also 
found in two Eastern European countries (Bulgaria and Latvia), and in several Southern 
European countries (Greece, Spain and Italy). As discussed earlier, in Southern and Eastern 
European countries, shares of part-time work are lower and involuntary part-time work is 
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considerably more common than in Western and Northern Europe (Nicolaisen et al., 2019). 
The pooled analysis showed that dual part-time work occurs not only among high-earn-
ing couples, but also within low-earning couples, where it is more likely to be associated 
with substantial disadvantages. It is conceivable that this phenomenon is more prominent 
in Southern and Eastern European countries, where part-time work is more marginalized. 
In contrast, the accumulation of part-time employment within higher-earning couples, also 
found in the pooled sample, may be more likely to occur where part-time work is well-
established and of higher quality, as in Western European countries.

To explore this further, the models presented earlier, looking at associations across the 
income distribution, were enriched with an interaction between partner employment status 
and the country cluster. Figure 4 presents the results of this analysis, showing the AME of 
partner part-time employment on own part-time employment by couples’ position in the 
income distribution and country cluster (models are pooled for men and women to increase 
sample sizes).

Evidently, there is some difference along the couple income distribution by country 
cluster. Specifically, in Southern and Eastern Europe, a positive association between part-
ner and own part-time employment is only found at the bottom quartile of the income dis-
tribution. In contrast, in Western Europe, there is no or even a negative association within 
the lower half of the income distribution, with accumulation of part-time employment only 
found within high-earning couples in the top quartile. The Nordic and Anglo-Saxon coun-
tries are intermediate cases where a positive association is found both at the bottom and 
the top of the income distribution. The Supplementary  Appendix (Figure A3) shows an 
equivalent analysis for temporary employment. While there are differences in the sizes of 
coefficients, a significant association between own and partner temporary employment is 
generally apparent across the income distribution across clusters.

This additional analysis, while exploratory in nature, therefore offers some support 
for the intuition formulated. In countries where part-time work is a marginalized form of 
employment, as is the case in Southern and Eastern Europe, accumulation of part-time 
work in couples occurs at the bottom of the income distribution and is likely associated 
with labour market disadvantage. In contrast, in Western Europe, where part-time work is 
more institutionalized and protected, it occurs within high-earning couples, who may be 
able to afford a dual part-time division of labour.

5  Conclusion

This paper has provided a detailed account of the relationship between partner and own 
atypical employment. Two competing theoretical scenarios were set out: an accumula-
tion scenario, where partners reinforce each other’s labour market outcomes and atypical 
employment accumulates in couples; and a compensation scenario, where partners engage 
in household specialization and atypical employment does not accumulate in couples. The 
association between partner and own atypical employment was examined in 29 European 
countries, using EU-SILC 2016 data.

The results for temporary employment show strong support for the accumulation sce-
nario, as partner temporary employment is associated with a substantially increased likeli-
hood of own temporary employment. This association is partially driven by composition 
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effects: individuals with partners in temporary employment appear to have characteristics 
predisposing them to such employment. This pattern was largely consistent across Europe, 
with country variation observed rather idiosyncratic. The persistent association between 
partner and own temporary employment suggests that there are factors driving the accumu-
lation of temporary employment unaccounted for in the analysis. One potential explanation 
is that local labour market conditions significantly influence the likelihood of temporary 
employment. If so, addressing such regional disparities may be an important policy prior-
ity, given the known disadvantages associated with temporary employment.

As regards part-time employment, the empirical analysis similarly found evidence for 
an association between partner and own part-time employment. However, contrasting with 
the accumulation scenario, higher partner resources are associated with a higher likelihood 
of part-time employment, particularly for women. Further investigation showed evidence 
for polarization in the accumulation of part-time employment, which occurs only within 
low-earning and high-earning couples. In contrast, couples in the middle of the income 
distribution show working patterns more consistent with household specialization theory. 
Hence, on the one hand, part-time work accumulates in low-earning couples, likely situ-
ated in lower-quality jobs in the secondary labour market, for whom such accumulation 
may be associated with considerable labour market disadvantage. On the other hand, some 
high-earning couples with higher resources also appear to be engaging in dual part-time 
work.

The observed accumulation of part-time employment in couples was found most sys-
tematically in Northern and Western European countries, where part-time work is an estab-
lished and generally well-protected labour market phenomenon. Nevertheless, a positive 
relationship between own and partner part-time employment also exists in several South-
ern and Eastern European countries. An auxiliary analysis showed that in these countries, 
where part-time work is less common and frequently involuntary, accumulation of part-
time work occurs mainly among low-earning couples. In contrast, in Western Europe, part-
time work accumulates only in high-earning couples. The Nordic countries and the UK and 
Ireland were intermediate cases, with positive associations found at the bottom and top of 
the couple income distribution.

There are several avenues for extension of this work. First, while this article has pro-
vided some exploratory discussion of country differences in patterns, a more detailed 
investigation of the country-specific patterns found is left to future research. In particu-
lar, patterns found with regard to part-time employment warrant further analysis. Second, 
the analysis could be extended using longitudinal data, to identify causal effects of partner 
atypical employment on own atypical employment more closely. Furthermore, using long-
range panel data, individuals’ labour market careers and patterns of atypical employment 
before and from partnership formation could be tracked to untangle the effects of indi-
vidual characteristics from those of partners. In this context, disaggregated national longi-
tudinal data could also consider regional information to explore whether local conditions 
account for the concentration of temporary employment, in particular, in couples.

Overall, the results underline that rather than focusing only on factors at the individual 
level, future research on atypical employment should take couples into account. Couple 
dynamics may play an important role in the determinants of atypical employment and 
could have significant economic and social consequences. Indeed, if the accumulation of 
atypical employment within couples leads to significant material disadvantages for these 
groups, this is an important issue for policy to address.
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