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Abstract
Over the last few decades, there has been an increase in the proportion of children growing
up in workless households, that is households in which no adult member is in paid work.
This proportion has stabilised, and has declined slightly in recent years. Worklessness
among households with children is viewed as a cause for concern for two reasons: firstly,
because children in workless households are much more likely to be growing up in poverty;
secondly, because of concern that worklessness in families with children may be subject to
intergenerational transmission.
We know surprisingly little about children’s experience of household worklessness over
time, particularly over their childhood as a whole, even though worklessness is heavily
implicated in higher poverty risks. Children from most minority ethnic groups are at
substantially higher risk of household worklessness than those from the majority. For
some ethnic groups, children’s rates of living in a workless household are associated with
high rates of lone parenthood. For others it is worklessness in couple parent families that
predominates. This article uses the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Longitudinal Study
to explore differences in risks of worklessness over time, among ethnic groups within a
single cohort of children who are observed at two time points, 10 years apart.
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Introduction
Children living in workless households
The last decade has seen a growing research and policy interest in workless households, that is
1,2,3
households where no one of working age is in work. A particular concern has been the welfare
4,5,6
and future prospects for children in such households. Attention has focussed on the differential
5
risks of living in a workless household faced by children from different ethnic groups. We still
know little about how worklessness is experienced over time, and how that may or may not differ
by ethnicity. This is of particular concern, since children from many minority ethnic groups are at
7
relatively high risk of living in a workless household and of the poverty stemming from that.
This article focuses on a particular cohort of children, born around the end of the 1980s, and
investigates the currently unexplored question of whether risks of remaining in or moving into a
workless household during their childhood are comparable for children from different ethnic groups.
It describes absolute differences in risks of remaining in or entering a workless household across
groups, and examines the extent to which any differences are mediated by household structure
and characteristics. For the purposes of this article, a workless household is defined as one where
8
no adult member is in work.
The increase of work work-rich and work work-poor households has been well documented.
3
Gregg and Wadsworth have shown how the share of workless households increased over the
last two decades of the 20th century with some levelling off by 2001, and that this was the case
for households with children as well as for all households. Indeed, in 1996 the UK had the highest
proportion of workless households with children in the member countries of the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). At the same time there has been a longstanding
interest in, and concern with, the potential transmission of various forms of economic disadvantage
9
between generations, and with how children’s experience of such disadvantage, including
worklessness, can have long term impacts.
Children’s risks from living in a workless household tend to be higher when they are younger and
10,11
tends to decline with age, but experience of a workless household can have negative
consequences at any age, and growing up in a persistently workless household is likely to be
particularly detrimental to future outcomes.
Children living in workless households face very high risks of living in poverty, and the associations
12
13
between childhood poverty and future outcomes, as well as their development, are well attested.
Moreover, persistent poverty both tends to represent more severe poverty and to be associated
14
with more negative outcomes than short-term or transient poverty. Thus, to the extent that it
implies long-term poverty, long-term worklessness is likely to be of particular concern in relation to
children’s welfare. The timing can also have implications for children’s later life outcomes. Poorer
outcomes associated with poverty and worklessness tend to be greater for younger rather than
10, 11
and it is also at younger ages that the risks of living in a workless household are
older children
11
greatest. Nevertheless, Ermisch et al. have shown that the experience of worklessness in later
childhood (11–15 years) is associated with increased chances of smoking and of psychological
distress.
While there has been substantial emphasis on the detrimental effects of long-term poverty or
worklessness, increasing attention is being paid to the negative impacts of socio-economic
15,16,17,18
Instability provides the opportunity for periods of relative advantage
instability in its own right.
Office for National Statistics
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compared to remaining persistently below a given poverty threshold such as 60 per cent of median
19
equivalent household income, as used in UK low income statistics. However, those who fluctuate
between states are likely to be in more marginal positions – on the borders of poverty or on the
16
margins of work , while the actual variation in circumstances may introduce its own costs, such
as uncertainty, the need to reclaim benefits with the consequent possibility of periods without any
support, the need to change arrangements for care, and so on. Therefore vulnerability to poverty,
as evidenced by subsequent moves into worklessness, raises concerns for family welfare.
In addition to the welfare implications of growing up in a workless household, the experience or
persistence of worklessness among families with children, which typically implies a need for
support by state benefits, has raised concerns about the extent to which there is intergenerational
9
transmission of worklessness and benefit dependence. Evidence from the US provides supporting
21
evidence for intergenerational transmission of ‘welfare’ participation, over and above income
effects, though the exact mechanisms are not clearly understood. Both lack of role models and
limited access to networks and opportunities for pursuing employment – or a combination of these
– have been offered as explanations for intergenerational transmission.
There are good reasons for being concerned about children’s rates of living in a workless
household, their risks of being persistently in a workless household and their vulnerability to ending
up in a workless household from a working household. However, there is little understanding of the
extent to which these risks differ for children according to their ethnicity, and the factors implicated
in differential risks. This is despite the fact that it is well known that there are higher risks of poverty
for children from certain ethnic groups, and that the risks of being in a workless household also
vary substantially by ethnicity, as the next section discusses. Although there are some indications
22
of differences in persistence and instability in economic circumstances across ethnic groups, we
have little understanding of how transitions into workless households, or persistence in growing up
in a workless household across childhood over an extended period, varies by ethnic group. The
contribution of this article is to explore precisely these questions for a particular cohort of children
of the same age and over the same period.

Ethnicity and worklessness
Individual employment rates are well known to vary by ethnicity, particularly for women, with high
rates of inactivity among Pakistani and Bangladeshi women, relatively high levels of participation
among Black Caribbean women, relatively high rates of inactivity (compared to other men)
among Bangladeshi men and above average unemployment risks for all minority groups (see
Appendix, Figure A1). A substantial body of research has shown that some minority groups are
disadvantaged in the labour market, even taking account of variation in qualifications and other
23
job-relevant characteristics . However, far less is known about the duration of unemployment
or worklessness across ethnic groups even at the individual level; nor do individual levels of
24
employment – analyses of which abound – tell us about the same phenomenon as household
3
experience of work and non-work.
Cross-sectional analyses indicate that there are clear differences in workless household rates by
ethnic group; we also know that there are substantially higher rates of cross-sectional child poverty
among all minority groups compared to the majority. Table 1 shows that for most recent estimates,
children’s risks of living in a workless household were particularly high for Black African children
and lowest for Indian children. There are substantial differences between the groups and the rates
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Table 1 	Recent estimates of proportions of children living in a
workless household and living in a poor household by
ethnic group (percentages)
Children’s household
workless (per cent) by
ethnic group of child

Children’s household poverty
(per cent) by ethnic group
of head of household

2009

2001

2004/05–2006/07

2001/02–2003/04

White

15.4

14.8

20

20

Mixed

27.9

28.6

–

–

Indian

8.6

10.4

27

28

25.1

34.8

54/58

59/72

Black Caribbean

30

27.4

26

31

Black African

42

50.1

35

38

Other Black

26.8

36.8

–

–

Chinese

13.9

23.4

–

–

Pakistani/Bangladeshi

Notes: ‘–’ = figures not available due to small sample sizes. Children refers too children aged under 16.
Sources: Column 1: ONS Statistical Bulletin ‘Work and worklessness among households 2009’, Table 3(iv) (from Labour
Force Survey) UK data; Column 2: Platt 2009, Table 2.1 (from Family Resources Survey), data for Great Britain

for minority groups are significantly different from those for the White majority. Given that, in this
article, rates of living in a workless household are considered for 1991 and 2001, Table 1 also
illustrates the rates that pertained across groups in 2001. While the rates are rather different for
some groups at the earlier period, the ranking is very similar for the two time points, with the major
change being the reversal of the relative positions of Black Caribbean and Pakistani/Bangladeshi
children.
It can also be seen from the right hand panel of Table 1 that the ranking of workless household
risks does not map precisely onto poverty rates. Worklessness is of concern in part because it
6
brings high risks of poverty, but poverty is not fully accounted for by worklessness. As Nickell
pointed out in his discussion of children and workless households, 53 per cent of poor children
lived in workless households in 2000/01, and those living in workless households had a 70 per cent
chance of being poor. However, there is not a complete overlap. Nevertheless, worklessness may
have implications for future welfare over and above the material deprivation that it is likely to bring.
It is known that family structure varies substantially between groups. For example, Black
Caribbean and Black African children experience high rates of lone parenthood, and children from
South Asian groups are much less likely to live in a lone parent family (see Table 2). The trend with
age is towards higher risks of living in a lone parent family, but this is counteracted by the greater
likelihood of lone parents with older children being in work. Recent policy changes are intended
25
to enhance this pattern. Since we know that family structure, in particular lone parenthood, is
heavily implicated in risks of worklessness, we might therefore expect that such variations in family
structure would influence absolute risks of worklessness, despite the greater propensity of Black
Caribbean lone parents to be in employment compared to other lone parents. This is reflected in
Table 2, where children’s risks of living in a workless household, given that they are in a lone
parent family, is shown.
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Table 2 	Children in lone parent families by age group and ethnic
group; risk of living in a workless household for children in
lone parent family
Ethnic group

Percentage in lone parent family
All children
[C.I.]

Age 0–5
[C. I.]

Age 10–15
[C. I.]

Risk of household
worklessness in
lone parent family:
percent [C. I.]

White British

24
[24–25]

21
[21–22]

27
[26–27]

45
[44–46]

37,362

White & Black Caribbean

52
[44–61]

–

–

58
[47–69]

141

White & Asian

16
[11–22]

–

–

–

166

10
[8–12]

8
[5–11]

12
[9–17]

51
[41–61]

887

16
[14–19]

11
[8–14]

21
[16–27]

62
[52–70]

923

11
[8–15]

7
[4–12]

–

–

417

Black Caribbean

56
[52–60]

54
[47–62]

58
[52–66]

39
[34–45]

583

Black African

46
[43–50]

40
[34–46]

51
[45–58

65
[59–70]

760

Indian
Pakistani
Bangladeshi

Number

Note: Figures are weighted. ‘–’ indicates that sample sizes are too small to allow for reliable estimates.
Source: Family Resources Survey 2001/02–2006/07, pooled. Author’s analysis

Whether family structure does account for differences in overall risks of worklessness over time,
when considering children of a comparable age and a common cohort, is a question addressed by
this article.
There are also variations in average family size according to ethnic group, with Pakistani and
Bangladeshi families in particular having larger family sizes on average. Additional children may
make moves out of worklessness more difficult, both as a result of the demands they make on
parental time and as a result of the structure of benefits and the impact on marginal tax rates. On
the other hand, as children grow up they may provide additional sources of labour market income
7
for families as they remain in the home.
It is therefore not clear what the different chances are likely to be of moving into, or remaining in, a
workless household over the childhood years, for different groups.
What neither Table 1 nor Table 2 reveals are the risks of worklessness for children of particular
26
ages and family circumstances, nor is there information on risks of long-term worklessness, or the
nature of transitions to and from worklessness. These are addressed in this article.

Aims of current analysis
This article sets out to map the patterns of children’s workless household transitions, for children
from different ethnic groups. It asks:
• What are the differences in risks of worklessness for a single cohort of children according to
their ethnic group?
Office for National Statistics
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• What are the chances of remaining in a workless household (persistence) or ending up in a
workless household after having been in a working household (entry), for children from different
ethnic groups?
• To what extent are experiences of workless household persistence and entry significantly
different for children from particular minority groups, compared to White majority children?
• To what extent are such differences mediated by family and household context?
• And conversely, to what extent do greater risks appear to exist over and above the contribution
of relevant household and family characteristics?
The analysis is motivated by the implications raised, by the differential chances of remaining
workless, for children from minority ethnic groups. In absolute terms, any differences in
vulnerability to remaining in or entering a workless household may have implications for the future
wellbeing of children from those groups, and therefore merits attention. Understanding the role of
family and household characteristics can inform and reinforce strategies to address these areas.
If those differences are largely mediated by household and family characteristics, such as the
emphasis on moving lone parents into work, then there is less argument that policy should be
differentiated to address the risks of different groups.
Conversely, if there appear to be ethnic differences in children’s risks of staying in or moving into
a workless household even after taking account of relevant family and household characteristics,
27
then such ethnic penalties in children’s risks of worklessness require further explanation, and
possibly targeted intervention. It should be noted however, that the extent to which the long-term
impacts of worklessness are themselves comparable across ethnic groups, including transmission
of deprivation, is as yet untested and is an area for future research.
The following analysis explores transitions into and out of workless households over a ten year
interval by ethnic group, using a unique data set, the ONS Longitudinal Study (see Box one). It
examines the risks of living in a workless household for a cohort of children born between 1986
and 1991, when they are young (0–5 years old) at the beginning of the 10 year window in 1991
and when they are older (10–15) at the other end of the observation window in 2001. It explores
their chances of remaining in, moving into or moving out of a workless household between
these two time points, and how those chances vary by ethnic group. It cannot be assumed that
the households will have been workless throughout the whole period demarcated by the two
measurement points. Indeed, we can expect substantial fluctuation in family and household
circumstances. However, those who are continuously workless will be overrepresented at the
second time point compared to those moving in and out. Moreover, it is relevant to observe that
there is an association between worklessness at a ten year interval, even if there have been
shorter moves out of worklessness within the period.
The article estimates these chances, controlling for both household and family characteristics
associated with the chances of living in a workless household, such as family composition, parental
qualifications, access to a car and housing tenure. It also examines the contribution of changes
in circumstances during the observation window, such as parental separation, change in family
composition, or geographical mobility.
By estimating models, both with and without these additional explanatory and control variables, it is
possible to measure the extent to which family and household characteristics account for observed
Office for National Statistics
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differences in patterns of worklessness between ethnic groups, or conversely, the extent to which
residual ‘ethnic penalties’ remain.

Data and study design
Data and sample
This article makes use of an extract based on a cohort of LS members who were children aged
0–5 in 1991 and who were linked to their records in 2001 when aged 10–15. Information on the
households and those enumerated in the households (the non-members in the data) at which the
study members were living at either point in time also formed part of both extracts.
The children had to be observed at two time points in order to be included in the sample. This means
they will not precisely reflect the overall populations of children aged 0–5 in 1991 or aged 10–15
in 2001. However, those children who join the LS during the decade (via immigration or return)
are not a concern of this analysis of transitions, and any potential bias stemming from systematic
28
differences in those observed at 1991 but not responding in 2001 is anticipated to be marginal.

Box one ONS Longitudinal Study data
The ONS Longitudinal Study (LS) contains linked census and vital event data for one per cent
of the population of England and Wales. Information from the 1971, 1981, 1991 and 2001
censuses has been linked across censuses as well as information on events such as births,
deaths and cancer registrations. The original LS sample included 1971 Census information
for people born on one of four selected dates in a calendar year. These four dates were
used to update the sample at the 1981, 1991 and 2001 censuses and to add new members
between censuses. New LS members enter the study through birth and immigration. Data are
not usually linked to a member after their death or after de-registration from the NHS Central
Register but these members’ records remain available for analysis.
Census information is also included for all people enumerated in the same household as an LS
member, but only information on LS members is linked over time.

Ethnic group
Children’s ethnic group was allocated on the basis of their (non-imputed) ethnic group in 2001.
Where ethnic group information was missing for 2001, the 1991 response and parental ethnic
group were used to allocate ethnic group as far as possible. The approach for adding information
from parents’ ethnic group was carried out on the basis of the observed patterns of parents’
and children’s ethnic group in the non-missing data. Therefore, where couple parents had the
same ethnic group as each other, the child was given the ethnic group of the parents. Among the
remainder, where two parents were from different white ethnic groups, the child was attributed
White British ethnicity. Where the two parents were from different ethnic groups, these were
mapped onto the appropriate mixed categories. This left some missing cases where only one
parent was present. It is not possible to assume that lone parent and child share the same ethnic
group, and so these few cases were excluded from the analysis.
Table 3 shows the number of children included in the analysis by ethnic group. There were
rather small numbers of children from some ethnic groups, rendering them unsuitable for detailed
Office for National Statistics
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Table 3	Children aged 0–5 years in 1991 and observed
aged 10–15 years in 2001 by ethnic group,
England and Wales
Ethnic group

Total in group

Per cent of sample

33,166

90.2

White Irish

119

0.3

White Other

304

0.8

White and Black Caribbean

394

1.1

75

0.2

White and Asian

228

0.6

Other Mixed Group

161

0.4

Indian

757

2.1

Pakistani

564

1.5

Bangladeshi

212

0.6

Other Asian

123

0.3

Black Caribbean

262

0.7

Black African

135

0.4

Other Black

97

0.3

113

0.3

63

0.2

36,773

100

394

1.1

37,167

100

White British

White and Black African

Chinese
Other ethnic group
Total
Missing ethnic group
Total including missing
Source: ONS Longitudinal Study, author’s analysis

consideration, though they were included in the estimations for completeness. Small sample sizes
were particularly an issue for White Irish, White and Black African, and Chinese children, as they
were for the heterogeneous ‘other’ groups: Other Mixed, Other Asian, Black Other and Other.
The illustration of results and the discussion therefore focus on the larger groups: White British,
White Other, White and Black Caribbean, White and Asian, Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black
Caribbean and Black African.

Workless household
For the purposes of this article, the definition of a workless household is that no member of the
household was in paid work, either full-time or part-time. To construct the workless household
variable, the non-members file was used, providing information on those co-resident with the LS
member at each measurement point.

Additional explanatory and control variables
The non-members file was also used alongside the members file to enable the construction of
variables to indicate whether:
• the sample member was living with both parents or just one at either time point
• whether the co-resident parent(s) were UK born, and their educational level
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• the age of the mother
• whether the parents had experienced separation, widowhood or divorce within the decade
• how many siblings were co-resident, whether this changed between the two time points, and
whether there was a child aged under five in the household at the later time point
Research suggests that all these are likely to influence the chances of adult household members
being in work, and therefore the chances of a household being or becoming jobless.
Household level variables on car ownership and housing tenure were also included, as was a
measure of change in housing tenure. These variables are indicative of financial resources which
may assist maintenance of family work and protect against adverse circumstances. They have
been shown to be more directly related to employment outcomes. Access to a car, or at least
possession of a driving licence, has been shown to be important in facilitating labour market
29
(re)-entry, including among lone parents. Housing tenure is known to be strongly associated
30
with employment status, as well as a range of other unfavourable outcomes. While the causal
relationship and direction between housing tenure and other outcomes is hard to determine
precisely, it does appear that living in social housing is not solely a consequence of disadvantage
23
in other domains, but may also shape outcomes. The analysis also included a measure of
whether the family had experienced a geographical move between the two time points, and the
distance moved. The economic variables are likely to be protective against joblessness, and
geographical relocation may also imply a change in socioeconomic circumstances (including being
associated with a move into work). The child’s own age and sex were also included.
The variables included focused on the family (or parental) circumstances of the child and the more
general household context. However, they were not exhaustive. This was partly for reasons of
parsimony and the risks of overparameterising the model, given the small sample sizes of some
ethnic groups, and partly to aid more direct interpretation. Other analysis of workless households
(not focusing on ethnicity, and with a richer set of variables to choose from) has included a more
31
complex range of variables, but that can come at the risk of rendering individual variables hard to
interpret. Key variables that may be relevant to consider in future analysis are regional effects and
household size/number of adults.

Analytical approach
Following inspection of the simple distributions of worklessness by ethnic group across the two
time points and transitions between workless and non-workless states, binary logistic regression
models were estimated for the probability of being in a workless household in 2001 conditioning
on workless household status in 1991, and both with and without controlling for the household
and family characteristics. This enabled entry, exit and persistence effectively to be summarised
in a single model. By constructing a set of dummies that combined ethnic group and workless
household status in 1991, the estimation allowed the association between workless household
status in 1991 and 2002, that is, patterns of entry, exit and persistence, to vary by ethnic group,
while still using the full estimation sample. Creating individual dummies for the combinations of
ethnic group and household workless status avoids the problems of interpreting interaction effects
32
in a logit model, while not forcing the impact of prior worklessness to be constant across groups.
Not allowing for interactions would mean, given the numerical dominance of the White majority
group, that the effect of worklessness in 1991 on workless household status in 2001, would be
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driven by the association for the white majority. In the results section, odds ratios are provided for
combined ethnic group and 1991 workless households status effects. These capture entry rates
relative to the reference category of White British children not living in a workless household in
1991, and persistence rates relative to the same reference group.
Given that persistence rates for those workless in 1991 are likely to be higher for all ethnic groups,
including the White majority, compared to White majority children not workless in 1991, evaluation
of whether there are differences in persistence between minorities and the majority was attempted,
by testing the equality of the coefficients for each minority dummy for those in workless households
in 1991 with the coefficient for White majority children workless in 1991.

Results
Patterns of children’s experience of workless households by ethnic group
Figure 1 shows the simple proportions of the sample of children who experience worklessness at
either time point. Overall, a substantial 21 per cent were living in a workless household in 1991 and
33
this declined to 17 per cent by 2001, a statistically significant change. Given that these are the
same children who aged over the decade, this could be partly an age effect (that as the children
become older, other members of their household become workers). For example, lone parents
34
become freed for work or older siblings still living in the household begin work. It could also be a
structural effect related to the improvement in the economy and reduction of unemployment over
time. The role of family and household characteristics in contributing to household worklessness
and workless transitions is explored below. It is worth noting the very different rates of
worklessness experienced across the groups. For most groups, except White Other and Pakistani
children, there is a decline in household worklessness risks over time, though it is not statistically
significant in all cases.

Figure 1 	Proportions of children in workless households at 1991
(aged 0–5 years) and 2001 (aged 10–15 years) by ethnic
group, England and Wales
Percentages
60
51

Workless in 1991
Workless in 2001

50

49
45

40
34

34

26

24 24
20

21

19
17

36

36

32
27

30

44

18
15

13

12

10

0

All

White
British

White
Other

White and White and
Black
Asian
Caribbean

Indian

Pakistani Bangladeshi

Black
Caribbean

Black
African

Source: ONS Longitudinal Study, author’s analysis
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Figure 2 	Movers and stayers, children in workless households
1991–2001, by ethnic group
Percentages
9

8

8

8

12

11

10

13
25

8

11
11

4
7

26

27

9

11
17

17

9

15

18

18

10

21

14

19

27

72

73

22

80
64

65

40

53

51
In a workless household at both time points
Moves into a workless household
Moves out of a workless household
Not in workless household at either time point
All groups

White
British

White
Other

White and
Black
Caribbean

White and
Asian

45

34

Indian

Pakistani

Bangladeshi

Black
Caribbean

Black
African

Source: ONS Longitudinal Study, author’s analysis

Figure 2 divides these overall risks of living in a workless household at the two time points by
looking at the actual patterns of movement in and out of a workless household for the children at
either end of the decade. It shows those who were in a workless household at neither time point,
those who moved out of one over the decade (exits), those who moved into one over the decade
(entries) and those who were living in a workless household at both time points (persistence).
Is it that the majority of those who are living in workless households in 1991 were also living in
workless households in 2001, or is there a significant movement between one time point and the
next?
It is clear from Figure 2 that experience of living in a workless household across the decade is a
minority experience since 72 per cent of children lived in a working household at younger and
older ages. Only nine per cent were living in a workless household at both ends of the decade. Of
course, for the former group it cannot be assumed that they never experienced worklessness, nor
that the latter group was continuously living in a workless household. For example, the extensive
35,36,37
dynamics in poverty was documented by Jenkins and others.
38

However, those with continuous experience will be over represented in either group. Aside from
these two groups of ‘stayers’, however, a fifth of young children (20 per cent) have either moved
out of or into a workless household by the time they are aged 10–15.
There is additionally, substantial ethnic group variation in these patterns. With the exception of
children in Indian families who are less likely to have experienced worklessness at either time
point, the minority groups are all more likely than the white majority to have been in a workless
household at one or other time, as well as to have experienced persistence, that is being in a
Office for National Statistics
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workless household at both time points. The small sample sizes mean that not all the differences
in persistence are statistically significant, but they differ significantly for Pakistani, Bangladeshi
and Black African children compared to White British children. The proportions of all children
who are persistently in workless households are particular high for White and Black Caribbean,
Bangladeshi and Black African children: a quarter or more were living in a workless household
at both time points. However, if we take the proportion in workless households as a proportion of
all those workless at the first time point (that is the top green section over the top grey plus the
first green sections combined) to be the persistence rate, that is the proportion of those children
in workless households who are also in workless households at the second time point, we find a
slightly different pattern. Indian children have the lowest persistence rates at 31 per cent, followed
by 37 per cent for White and Asian children, 42 per cent for White British and Black Caribbean
children, 48 per cent for White and Black Caribbean children, around 55 per cent for White Other,
Pakistani and Bangladeshi children and to 58 per cent for Black African children.
The patterns of transitions are also varied. Pakistani and Bangladeshi children have high rates of
entry into worklessness: 17 and 18 per cent respectively of children from these groups moved into
a workless household. As a proportion of those not workless at the first time point, this amounts
to entry rates of 25 per cent and 35 per cent respectively, compared to only ten per cent for White
British children.
While in general there is a slight tendency of workless household rates to reduce with time (and
age) – and this is particularly true for White and Black Caribbean children – Pakistani children
(where moves into worklessness outweigh moves out of it) have in fact higher risks of living in a
workless household at the later time point.

Estimating ‘ethnic penalties’ in children’s workless household persistence
Table 4 shows the results from models estimating the impact of ethnic group and workless
household status on chances of being in a workless household in 2001. In model 1 only the
dummies created by interacting all ‘ethnic group’ categories with ‘1991 workless household status’
(in working household 1991 / in workless household 1991) were included, whereas model 2 also
included the full set of household and family characteristics.
Variables which were particularly strongly associated with persistence in or entry to workless
households status in 2001 included family structure. ‘Presence of a father in 2001’, was found
to be negatively and significantly associated with workless household status (odds ratio = 0.34).
The variable ‘number and increase in siblings’ was also positively associated with living in a
workless household in 2001. Parental qualifications at every level decreased chances of living in
a workless household in 2001 relative to having no qualifications. Housing tenure was strongly
associated with worklessness. Both private tenancy and social housing had odds ratios of over
5 relative to living in owner occupation. Change in housing tenure (that is into owner occupation)
moderated this effect slightly as it was negatively associated with remaining or becoming
workless by 2001 (odds ratio = 0.81). Car ownership in 1991 was also negatively associated with
workless household status ten years later, consistent with expectations. While it is not possible to
disentangle the causal relationships in every case, the indication is that prior household resources
as well as parental qualifications and family structure are all implicated in children’s vulnerability
to worklessness over time. These are areas that are already recognised as affecting children’s
opportunities.
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Table 4 	Relative chances of being in a workless households in
2001 conditional on 1991 workless household status,
by ethnic group
Ethnic group

Household work status in 1991

Model 1
Simple model

Model 2
with household
and family
characteristics

In workless household 1991 (odds ratio)
in working hh 1991 [relative entry compared to
White British] (odds ratio)

7.9***
1.4

2.14***
1.70*

In workless hh 1991 [compared to White British
not workless]

15.3***

4.43***

6.27(1)*

5.47(1)*

2.56***
10.07***
2.38(1)

1.42
1.89***
0.53(1)

Reference: white not workless
White British
White other

Wald test of difference from White British
workless [relative persistence compared to
White British] (Chi2 (df))
White and Black Caribbean in working hh 1991 [relative entry] (odds ratio)
In workless hh 1991 (odds ratio)
Difference from White British workless
[relative persistence] Chi2 (df)
White and Asian

in working hh 1991 [relative entry] (odds ratio)
In workless hh 1991 (odds ratio)
Difference from White British workless
[relative persistence] Chi2 (df)

1.26
5.98***
0.99(1)

1.08
2.25*
0.02(1)

Indian

in working hh 1991 [relative entry] (odds ratio)
Workless (odds ratio)
Difference from White British workless
[relative persistence] Chi2 (df)

0.79
4.95***
3.69+

0.99
3.01***
1.32(1)

Pakistani

in working hh 1991 [relative entry] (odds ratio)

3.25***

2.56***

14.15***

8.92***

10.98(1)***

38.96(1)***

In workless hh 1991 (odds ratio)
Difference from White British workless
[relative persistence] Chi2 (df)
Bangladeshi

Black Caribbean

Black African

Number in analysis

in working hh 1991 [relative entry] (odds ratio)

5.05***

2.11**

In workless hh 1991 (odds ratio)

12.43***

2.41*

Difference from White British workless
[relative persistence] Chi2 (df)

4.32(1)*

0.18(1)

in working hh 1991 [relative entry] (odds ratio)

1.95***

0.9

In workless hh 1991 (odds ratio)

7.92***

1.83*

Difference from White British workless
[relative persistence] Chi2 (df)

0.00(1)

0.38(1)

in working hh 1991 [relative entry] (odds ratio)

2.83***

1.43

In workless hh 1991 (odds ratio)

9.30***

2.72*

Difference from White British workless
[relative persistence] Chi2 (df)

0.24(1)

0.36(1)

33,051

P values: + <0.1; *< = 0.05; **< = 0.01; ***< = 0.001.
Values that are not statistically significant are indicated in italics.
Note: M
 odel 1 includes ethnicity and workless household status in 1991.
Model 2 adds the household and parental characteristics outlined in Section 2.
Source: ONS Longitudinal Study, author’s analysis
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For estimating the relative impact of combined ethnic group and 1991 household work status,
the reference category is White British children living in a working household in 1991. We would
expect that for all children the chance of living in a workless household in 2001 is higher if they
were already living in a workless household at the earlier point, both in absolute terms and when
holding family characteristics constant. The ‘workless’ rows in the table show that this is true for
White British children who are workless in 1991, and for other groups who are living in workless
households in 1991, relative to White British children not living in a workless household in 1991.
This then simply tells us about the tendency of workless household status to persist over time.
The ‘in work’ row in Table 4 for each minority group illustrates the relative chance of being in
a workless household in 2001, given that the child was living in a working household in 1991,
compared to the White British children in working households in 1991. It shows whether minority
groups face a greater risk of entry into worklessness compared to the White British majority. In
a situation of ethnic equality we would expect all these coefficients to be statistically no different
from the reference category of White British children living in a working household at a young age.
Instead, it was found that Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean and Black African children
faced greater risks of entry into a workless household in absolute terms (Model 1), consistent
with what we saw in Figure 2. However, on controlling for household and family characteristics,
the Black Caribbean and Black African children no longer face relatively higher risk of entry; that
is, their greater risk can be explained in terms of living in family types or experiencing changes in
household or family characteristics placing them at greater risk of entry, but they appear to face no
additional vulnerability to becoming workless. By contrast children in the White Other group appear
to live in family types that tend to be less vulnerable to becoming workless since, when family and
household characteristics are controlled for, they experience greater risk of workless household
entry compared to their White British counterparts. Pakistani and Bangladeshi children also had
significantly higher rates of entry into worklessness in model 2 than their White British comparators,
but for these children the effects were reduced when family and contextual characteristics were
held constant.
The third row for each minority group in Table 4 indicates the differences in the risk for children
of remaining in a workless household over time, by ethnic group. Any statistically significant
difference between the coefficients implies that the chance of remaining in a workless household
(persistence) is greater for the minority group. This statistically significant result suggests that
exit from workless household status over the ten-year period is harder to achieve for that group
compared to the majority of children.
For White Other, Pakistani and Bangladeshi children, there was a significantly greater absolute
risk of persistence. In Model 2 the increased risk remains for White Other and Pakistani children,
but was not observed for Bangladeshi children once controlled for household and family
characteristics. This suggests that White Other and Pakistani children face an ‘ethnic penalty’
in their chance of remaining in (or returning to) a workless household over a ten-year period.
Their increased persistence in a workless household cannot be fully accounted for by family or
household characteristics placing them at greater risk of worklessness. By contrast, the greater
persistence experienced by Bangladeshi children would appear to be more readily accounted for
by family and household characteristics that make them more vulnerable to worklessness.
To illustrate the magnitude of these effects, while a White British child with average characteristics
from this cohort has a six per cent chance of entering worklessness by 2001, a Pakistani child with
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the same family and household characteristics has a 15 per cent chance. A White British child with
average characteristics but living in a workless household in 1991 has a 13 per cent chance of still
being there in 2001, but for a Pakistani child living in comparable family circumstances, the chance
39
is 27 per cent.

Discussion
This article has exploited the unique features of the ONS Longitudinal Study to examine the risk
of living and remaining in a workless household for a single cohort of children over a common
period and at a ten year interval. It set out to examine the chances of worklessness over time and
for a group of children subject to comparable economic circumstances when growing up, and to
investigate the extent to which there appeared to be differential risk of remaining in a workless
household over time by ethnic group.
Understanding of ethnic group differences in child welfare, particularly in duration and persistence
of deprivation, remains limited, despite some recognition of the labour market penalties
40
experienced by minority groups. This article set out to understand the extent to which differences
were mediated by family characteristics and household circumstances, which are subject to direct
4,5,18
and the existence of ethnic penalties.
policy interest,
Analyses have shown that there are dramatic differences in the chance of remaining in or entering
a workless household for this cohort of children by ethnic group. Indian children had the lowest
chance of having lived in a workless household at either time point, while mixed White and Black
Caribbean children had the highest. For those children who ever lived in a workless household,
there were differences in their vulnerability to remaining in a workless household and to entering a
workless household from a working household.
Estimating the chance of being in a workless household in 2001, when controlling for a range of
family and household characteristics and conditioning on household work status at 1991, showed
that for children from other groups, the absolute difference in chances of living in a workless
household were mediated by family structure and household circumstances. Nevertheless,
Pakistani and White Other children faced statistically significantly greater chances of both
remaining in a workless household and of entering a workless household when such family and
household characteristics were held constant. Bangladeshi children also experienced higher rates
of entry into worklessness than otherwise similarly situated White majority children. The findings for
White Other children were not apparent in other labour market studies. For Pakistani children the
21,41
increased risk is consistent with findings elsewhere despite increases in educational level and
other apparently protective factors.
Of course, estimating ‘ethnic penalties’ across ‘otherwise similar’ children does not take account of
family characteristics that may operate in different ways for different groups. In particular, housing
tenure has been shown to have different meanings for some groups, with owner occupation
42
operating as a potential constraint as much as an economic resource. Moreover, ethnic groups’
geographical distribution leads to greater concentration of some groups in higher unemployment
areas. Part of the ‘ethnic penalty’ can stem from living in a location where there are fewer – or
declining – opportunities more generally. Future analysis could explore the role of regional effects.
43
However, consistent with analysis by Simpson et al., preliminary area-based investigation did
not indicate that this was the only factor accounting for the additional risk of living in a workless
household faced by children from ethnic minority groups.
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This article studies just one cohort of children, avoiding problems of changing labour market
conditions which could influence outcomes. But in doing that it can only really speak to this cohort.
The ONS Longitudinal Study enables persistence in worklessness to be examined over a relatively
long period, allowing early and middle/late child experience to be compared. This comes at the
cost of being able to study only two time points, with intervening experiences remaining unknown.
The discussion of ‘persistence’ is therefore subject to some caveats. The advantage of the ONS
Longitudinal study is that its sample size allows direct analysis of ethnic difference; however, when
exploring specific cohorts, some sample size issues still arise.
Despite limitations, these findings shed new light on children’s experience of living in a workless
household over time by ethnic group. If the experience of worklessness in childhood has longterm effects, there should be concern for the future of these groups, particularly those at risk of
persistent (or repeated) worklessness. The evidence for some groups suffering ‘ethnic penalties’ in
worklessness should lead to questioning the extent to which these penalties will be addressed by
current policies to increase workforce participation in families with children.
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Appendix
Figure A1

Employment status by gender and ethnicity (percentages)
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Source: Longhi and Platt (2008) ‘Pay Gaps Across Equalities Areas’, Figure 2.1
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