
By region, the BRES found that:

l of the 12 regions in the UK, 11 saw a decrease in 
employees between 2019 and 2020; the North East 
saw the largest percentage decrease in employees 
(down 30,300, or 2.8%), followed by the North West 
(down 91,500, or 2.7%);

l of all regions, only the East of England regis-
tered an increase in the number of employees (up 
5,000, or 0.2%); 

l London had the largest estimated regional de-
crease in employees, of 130,600 (down 2.5%);

l Scotland saw a decrease in the estimated num-
ber of employees of 57,200 (2.3%); and

l Wales saw a decrease in the estimated number 
of employees of 9,400 (0.7%).

When viewed by industry, the BRES found that: 

l between 2019 and 2020, the largest increase in 

UK employee numbers 
fell in 2019-2020
Employee numbers fell between 2019 and 2020, ac-
cording to the Business Register and Employment 
Survey (BRES) released this week by the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS).

This survey offers employee and employment 
estimates at geographical and industrial levels 
and, the ONS says, is regarded as the definitive 
source of official government employee statistics 
by industry.

It notes that the coronavirus pandemic influenced 
the increases and decreases in employee esti-
mates between September 2019 and September 
2020, with increases shown in industries respond-
ing to the pandemic, and decreases evident in the 
industries where restrictions impacted on them.

The BRES found that:

l the estimated number of employees in the UK de-
creased by 570,900 (1.9%) between 2019 and 2020, 
from 30.9 million to 30.3 million; the decrease was 
mainly driven by private sector employees, whose 
numbers fell by 685,400 (2.7%), whereas public 
sector employees increased by 114,600 (2.1%); and

l in that period the estimated number of full-time 
employees decreased by 341,600 (1.6%) and the es-
timated number of part-time employees decreased 
by 229,300 (2.3%).
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employee estimates was in the health industry (up 
75,700, or 1.9%), education (up 32,900, or 1.2%) and 
public administration (up 25,900, or 1.9%);

l the largest decreases in employee estimates 
was in the accommodation and food services in-
dustry (down 182,300, or 7.7%), and other services 
(down 128,400, or 9.3%);

l in 2020, the two industries with the largest share 
of the UK's employees were health (13.6%) and 
retail (9.4%);

l the estimated number of public sector employ-
ees between 2019 and 2020 increased by 114,600 
(2.1%); and

l the estimated number of private sector employees 
between 2019 and 2020 decreased by 685,400 (2.7%).
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
businessregisterandemploymentsurveybresrevised2019andprovisional2020estimates

Disabled workers 
‘hardest hit’ by Covid
Polling by the TUC, working with the Leonard 
Cheshire disability charity, found that 40% of disa-
bled workers have been pushed into financial hard-
ship over the last year, making them the “hardest 
hit” by Covid, according to the union body.

It reports that two in five (40%) disabled workers 
said they have faced financial difficulty during the 
pandemic, compared to around one in four (27%) 
non-disabled workers. 

Respondents said they had experienced: 

l increasing debt, with more than one in six (16%) 
disabled workers saying their level of debt has 
increased, compared to around one in 10 (11%) 
non-disabled workers; 

l cutting back on spending, with around three 
in 10 (28%) disabled workers forced to cut back, 
compared to around two in 10 (18%) non-disabled 
workers; and

l using food banks, with disabled workers (6%) 
twice as likely to have had to visit one as non-disa-
bled workers (3%). 

Disabled workers (22%) were also twice as likely 
to say they were concerned about losing their jobs 
as non-disabled workers (11%). 

The TUC also highlighted the disability pay gap, 
under which non-disabled employees earn on 
average £1.90 an hour (16.5%) more than disabled 
employees, or £3,458 more a year (based on a 35-

hour week). This has narrowed slightly from the 
organisation’s 2020 figure of 19.6%.

Research by Leonard Cheshire also pointed to “an 
unfolding employment crisis among disabled young 
people”. It found that 89% of disabled young peo-
ple (18-24 years old) said that their work had been 
affected by the pandemic, and only 49% think they 
would find another job if they became unemployed.

Gemma Hope, director of policy at the charity, 
commented: “Disabled people have been dis-
proportionately impacted by the pandemic and 
employment support is vital to ensure they’re not 
further left behind. 

“We call on government to increase efforts to 
support disabled job seekers and recruiters to 
continue working with us in recognising the depth 
of talent available.” 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-poll-two-five-disabled-workers-pushed-hardship-
during-pandemic

https://www.leonardcheshire.org/about-us/our-news/press-releases/disabled-young-
people-left-behind-covid-recovery

https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/disability-pay-and-employment-
gaps-2020

Report questions 
executive bonuses
The High Pay Centre is challenging the worth of 
long term incentive plans (LTIPs) and bonuses as 
incentives for business leaders. 

The think tank says that the question arose as part 
of its analysis of the first “pay ratio” reports, which 
found some limitations to the disclosures, but 
also provided insights into low pay and inequality 
across corporate Britain.

This included what it describes as a fundamental 
problem with how executive pay is determined, 
since LTIPs and bonuses form the largest compo-
nent of listed companies’ executive pay packages.

It examined bonuses and LTIPs at FTSE 100 com-
panies as a proportion of the maximum available 
under the terms of their pay policy, as document-
ed in their annual reports. They found that LTIPs 
almost always pay out and very high pay-outs are 
common. Bonuses are even more likely to pay out 
than LTIPs, and usually pay out a significant pro-
portion of their value.

According to the centre, the susceptibility of LTIP 
targets to being overtaken by events raises the 
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Hannah Slaughter, economist at the Resolution 
Foundation, explained: “Reputation matters for 
businesses, and the government should raise the 
profile of its welcome work to name and shame 
those breaking minimum wage rules.

“However, naming dodgy firms only works when 
they are caught in the first place, so more wide-
spread enforcement is needed. As well as raising 
the profile of naming and shaming, the govern-
ment must introduce tougher financial penalties 
and more widespread enforcement to ensure that 
rule-breaking firms are caught and deterred.”

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/government-publicly-naming-
and-shaming-firms-breaking-labour-market-rules-has-some-effect-but-must-be-higher-
profile-and-complemented-by-tougher-enforcement-and-larger-fines

£5.8 billion lost to 
furlough fraud
The government lost £5.8 billion to fraud out of a 
total spend of £81.2 billion in furlough aid, accord-
ing to HM Revenue and Customs’ (HMRC’s) annual 
accounts for 2020 to 2021. The HMRC states that its 
“estimate for the amount lost to fraud and error in 
the schemes during 2020 to 2021 is 8.7% in CJRS, 
2.5% in SEISS phases 1-3 and 8.5% in the Eat Out to 
Help Out scheme. This is in line with the original 
planning assumptions that informed the design and 
operational management of the schemes.”

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/hmrc-annual-report-and-accounts-2020-
to-2021

4.4 million work in gig 
economy
The number of people in England and Wales 
working for gig economy platforms has nearly tri-
pled in the past five years according to research 
by the University of Hertfordshire, commissioned 
by the TUC.

The term “platform work” covers a range of gig 
economy jobs found via a platform such as a web-
site or app – like Uber, Handy, Deliveroo, Gorillas 
or Upwork. The jobs typically include taxi driving, 
deliveries, office work, design, software develop-
ment, cleaning and household repairs.

The research shows that three in 20 (14.7%) work-
ing adults surveyed now work via such platforms 

question of whether they are a good mechanism 
for rewarding good leadership.

Meanwhile, the frequency with which performance 
outcomes deviate from the range of possibilities 
set out in LTIPs shows the limitations of boards’ and 
CEOs’ abilities to forecast and determine business 
performance, it says. This challenges the notion of 
the superstar CEO and the imperative to pay vast 
sums of money to attract or retain executives.

https://highpaycentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Bonuses-LTIPs-4-1.pdf

Think tank urges 
stronger penalties for 
bad employers
Shaming bad employers has a deterrent effect, but 
it could be strengthened, according to a report 
from the Resolution Foundation.

The report, No shame, no gain?, looked at how 
reputational concerns influence compliance with 
labour market rules. It found that the government’s 
naming and shaming of firms underpaying the min-
imum wage does have a deterrent effect, and that 
sectors with more naming tend to see a subsequent 
reduction in underpayment.

However, it found, the impact is small and concen-
trated in sectors where detection rates are high, 
leading the think tank to suggest the measure 
could be strengthened with wider and more tacti-
cal publicity.

It says that, while smaller businesses are more 
likely to break the rules – minimum wage workers 
in micro-businesses are 37% more likely to be un-
derpaid the minimum wage compared to those in 
the largest businesses – they are less likely to get 
caught and named for doing so.

And, while public naming is more associated with 
bigger, well-known firms, those companies tend to 
be better able to manage the effects of a scandal. 
The share prices of Primark, exposed in 2017 for 
underpaying 9,735 workers over £200,000, and 
Tesco, named for underpaying 78,199 workers over 
£5 million, were unaffected, the think tank said. 
However, its interview participants highlighted the 
reputational damage that negative reviews, online 
publicity or gossip can do to a small business – and 
that it isn’t customer reactions that businesses fear 
most, but the impact on their relationship with other 
firms in their supply chain. 
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at least once a week, compared to around one in 
20 (5.8%) in 2016 and just over two in 20 (11.8%) 
in 2019.

That amounts to 4.4 million people in England 
and Wales working for gig economy platforms 
at least once a week, the TUC says. And, almost 
a quarter (22.6%) of workers have done platform 
work at some point, up from one in 10 (11.5%) in 
2016, it adds.

The overwhelming majority of workers use platform 
work to supplement other forms of income. This 
can lead to exceptionally long working days, the 
TUC warns.

It says that this “spiralling” gig economy will lead 
to more workers on low pay and experiencing poor 
conditions, and that gig workers face a two-fold 
challenge. Often their bosses falsely claim they are 
self-employed with no rights, including no right to 
trade union recognition, while those who can prove 
they are workers still usually end up with fewer 
rights than conventional employees. 

The TUC is calling for:

l a right of access to workplaces for unions, in-
cluding a digital right of access;

l a new “worker” definition that covers all existing 
employees and workers and gives them the full 
range of legal rights; and

l a ban on zero hours contracts, by giving work-
ers the rights to a contract reflecting their normal 
hours of work and adequate notice of shifts.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: “The 
Supreme Court Uber judgment earlier this year 
was just the beginning. Unions won’t rest until pay 
and conditions have improved for gig workers.

“It’s time for change. Ministers must stop letting 
gig economy platforms off the hook. That means 
giving all gig workers trade union access, banning 
zero hours contracts and boosting workers’ rights 
across the board.”

Professor Neil Spencer, head of the Statistical 
Services Consulting Unit at the University of Hert-
fordshire, added: “Our research shows that the gig 
economy is a substantial part of the UK’s workforce 
and I expect it to continue to grow. ‘Gig’ work can 
offer flexibility, but many workers also experience 
lower pay and poor working conditions.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-11/Platform%20essays%20with%20
polling%20data.pdf

Slight rise in UK labour 
share
The labour share – the share of UK income re-
ceived by employees in return for their part in 
producing output – was 59.9% in April to June of 
this year, compared with an average 59% between 
2010 and 2019, the ONS has said.

The figure is the headline one from Labour costs 
and labour income, UK: 2021, an annual survey 
which the ONS describes as “the first release of 
a unified suite of statistics, which tell a rounded 
story about labour income and costs, including unit 
labour costs (ULCs), average labour compensation 
per hour worked (ALCH), and the labour share”.

In the same months (the second quarter of 2021), 
whole economy ULCs were 7.5% above the 2019 
average level, despite a 2.5% fall quarter-on-quar-
ter. The ONS believes that this reflects the impact 
of Covid-19 and policy responses such as furlough.

Wholesale and retail, as well as construction, were 
the only industries to have ULCs below pre-pan-
demic levels. Construction ULCs were down 0.5%, 
and wholesale and retail ULCs dropped 3% com-
pared with 2019, possibly driven by an increase in 
online purchasing.

In the same period, whole economy ALCH was 
9.4% above pre-pandemic levels, with a 2.4% fall 
quarter-on-quarter.

The ONS states that: “Increases in productivity will 
pass through to higher labour income, and hence 
higher living standards, only if the labour share of 
income is constant or growing. If not, productivity 
gains could be captured by businesses as lower 
operating costs (lower unit labour costs), increas-
ing business profits, and reducing the labour share 
of income. Productivity gains can also be passed 
onto consumers in the form of lower prices. To the 
extent that productivity is important to understand 
changes in living standards, the labour share of 
income is an important measure to verify this re-
lationship.”

It adds that Labour share fell between 1955 and 
2019, down from an average of 69.9% over 1955 to 
1969, to an average of 59.9% over 1970 to 2019, and 
that, since the turn of the century, the labour share 
has been relatively flat

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/ukproductivityanalysisnovember2021
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