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ABSTRACT
Over almost two decades, young people's employment opportunities have been significantly impacted by events like the Global 
Financial Crisis (2008–2009) and the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-). Thus, underemployment has become a more pervasive and 
persistent feature of young people's labour market experiences. This research focuses on three forms of underemployment: (1) 
temporal-; (2) wages- and (3) skills-related underemployment and whether young people who are working less, earning less or 
using less of their skills are in ‘good’ or ‘bad’ quality jobs. Drawing on data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) survey (2009–2022), this research explored three dimensions of job quality: job demands and complexity, job 
control and job security amongst underemployed employed men (n = 6091) and women (n = 6331) aged between 20 and 34. The 
findings indicate that young people who experienced some form of underemployment also had poorer-quality jobs. Critically, all 
forms of underemployment were associated with less subjective job security. The findings highlight the need to pay greater atten-
tion to the types of jobs young people find themselves in, particularly, those in which they are not working at their full capacity.

1   |   Introduction

Underemployment is one of the most significant challenges 
facing young people in the labour market today, becoming 
a ‘global normality’ in the 21st century (Roberts  2009: 4). 
It has been conceptualised and operationalised in several 
ways. Underemployment refers to ‘working in a job that is 
below the employee's full working capacity’ (McKee-Ryan 
and Harvey  2011: 963). It can manifest in subjective and ob-
jective forms (Churchill and Khan  2021; McKee-Ryan and 
Harvey 2011). This research focuses on three distinct forms of 
underemployment: (1) time-related underemployment, where 
workers want to work more hours; (2) wage-related underem-
ployment, where workers are underpaid and (3) skills-related 
underemployment, where workers feel they are not fully 

utilising their skills and/or qualifications. While there is some 
research on the extent of these forms of underemployment (Beck 
et al. 2024; Churchill and Khan 2021), little is known about how 
forms of underemployment are associated with job quality, spe-
cifically whether being underemployed also means being in a 
poorer quality job. A substantial body of research has found 
that nonstandard jobs, such as part-time, casual and temporary 
contracts, are associated with poorer quality work (Kalleberg 
et  al.  2000; Kauhanen and Nätti  2015; McDonald et  al.  2009; 
Tilly  1996). However, underemployment is not confined to 
nonstandard employment. Forms of underemployment, like 
time- or skills-related underemployment, represent mismatches 
between workers' preferences and working arrangements that 
can occur within ‘standard’ jobs. The same is true for wage-
related underemployment. This article extends this literature 
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by shifting the focus from employment status and contract type 
to employment (in)adequacy, examining whether mismatches 
in hours, skills or wages result in poorer job quality.

Job quality refers to the conditions under which work is per-
formed and how these conditions affect workers' well-being 
(Holman  2013). Job quality is shaped by life stage, social lo-
cation and opportunity structures (Pocock and Skinner 2017). 
Young people between 20 and 34 are the focus of this research. 
This expanded age range reflects the contemporary realities 
of the labour market in Australia and other Western countries 
where opportunity structures for young people are declining 
and entering the labour market has become more challenging 
following study, requiring more qualifications and longer pe-
riods in entry-level jobs (de Fontenay et al. 2020). These chal-
lenges continue into what has come to be known as young 
adulthood (Cuervo et al. 2023), that is, their 20s and early 30s. 
Underemployment may have lasting consequences for young 
people at this stage of life, as this period likely encompasses first 
jobs and formative labour market experiences. Like unemploy-
ment, it has the potential to ‘scar’ future employment, health 
and well-being (Borland 2020). Research shows that bad jobs 
are associated with poorer mental health, psychological dis-
tress and low job satisfaction (Broom et al. 2006; Butterworth 
et al. 2013; Carré et al. 2012; Clark 2005; Gallie 2013), while 
good-quality jobs offer better psychosocial outcomes, greater 
satisfaction and stronger attachment to work (Butterworth 
et al. 2013; Drobnič et al. 2010; Findlay et al. 2017). Thus, un-
derstanding the quality of jobs that underemployed young peo-
ple are found in is therefore critical, particularly in contexts 
where they are more likely to encounter precarious, low-paid 
or underutilised jobs in the labour market.

This study draws on 13 waves (2009–2022) of nationally rep-
resentative longitudinal data from the Household, Income and 
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey to examine how 
different forms of underemployment are associated with three 
dimensions of job quality: (1) job demands and complexity; (2) 
job control and (3) subjective job security (Leach et  al.  2010; 
Strazdins et  al.  2004). In adopting this framework, this re-
search provides a more nuanced understanding of how differ-
ent forms of underemployment are associated with job quality 
in the Australian labour market. Furthermore, this research 
considers the intersections of youth and gender. While young 
men and women report underemployment at similar rates 
(Churchill  2020), the types of jobs they occupy differ. Gender 
continues to be a key structuring force in shaping not only access 
to work but also the kinds of jobs available and the conditions 
within them. Attending to these gendered patterns elucidates 
how inequalities, particularly among young women, are repro-
duced early in working life. It also offers a critical counterpoint 
to dominant policy narratives that prioritise employment rates 
over the quality and adequacy of work.

The article is structured as follows. The next section provides 
an overview of the conceptualisation and measurement of job 
quality and youth underemployment. The data, variables and 
analytic approach are then described. Findings from the fixed-
effects models are then discussed, followed by a discussion and 
conclusion.

2   |   Background

Job quality is a multidimensional concept that refers to the em-
ployment conditions under which work is performed and the 
extent to which those conditions enhance or diminish work-
ers' well-being. Job quality encompasses job characteristics 
such as autonomy, working hours, job security and opportuni-
ties for career progression (Findlay et al. 2013; Holman 2013). 
Poor-quality work is associated with negative health and well-
being, including stress, anxiety, job dissatisfaction and re-
duced overall life satisfaction (Cooke et al. 2013). These risks 
are not evenly distributed across the labour force; the more 
exposed one is to precarious work, the greater exposure to low 
or poorer quality work they face (Kalleberg 2018). Young peo-
ple and women are disproportionately concentrated in such 
positions (Churchill  2020), frequently occupying roles with 
limited security and autonomy (Kalleberg 2018). Student em-
ployment may be one such site where these inequalities begin 
to form. Zhong et al. (2025) have found that student workers, 
especially women, are over-represented in low-paid and in-
secure employment. These roles mirror later labour market 
inequalities and highlight how gendered patterns of occu-
pational sorting begin early in young people's working lives. 
This paper focuses on three core components of job quality 
that have been widely adopted in empirical research: (1) job 
demands and complexity; (2) job control and (3) job security 
(Leach et  al.  2010; Strazdins et  al.  2004). These dimensions 
capture how different aspects of work contribute to, or detract 
from, the overall quality of the job.

Job demands and complexity refer to the physical, cognitive 
and emotional requirements of work. Jobs with high demands 
wherein workers do not have sufficient resources are associ-
ated with increased stress, burnout and poor mental health 
(Demerouti et al. 2001; Bakker and Demerouti 2017). However, a 
demanding job is not always associated with a ‘bad’ job. Jobs that 
involve varied and stimulating tasks can enhance learning, mo-
tivation and job satisfaction, provided they are balanced with ad-
equate autonomy and support (Gallie et al. 2012; Holman 2013). 
In terms of job demands and complexity, jobs that are poorer 
in quality tend to be jobs that are repetitive and involve high 
workloads, which are often found in casualised and feminised 
occupations such as care, hospitality and retail (Adamson and 
Roper 2019; McGann et al. 2016). Conversely, jobs that are higher 
in quality are stimulating and complex but do lead to strain. Job 
control encompasses the degree to which workers can influence 
their tasks, schedules and work-related decisions. High job con-
trol has been associated with improved mental health, job sat-
isfaction and work-life balance (Gallie et al. 2004; Karasek and 
Theorell 1990). Conversely, low job control, which is often asso-
ciated with casual and lower-paid jobs, exacerbates the effects of 
high demands and undermines worker autonomy (Vidal 2013). 
Job security refers both to objective aspects (e.g., job permanency, 
work schedules) and subjective perceptions (e.g., feeling like one 
is employed in an insecure job). Insecure work has been consis-
tently associated with poorer mental health, financial stress and 
lower job satisfaction (Butterworth et al. 2011). The social and 
psychological consequences of insecure employment may also 
extend beyond the workplace, affecting relationships, housing 
security and overall well-being (Gallie et al. 2012). More secure 
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jobs, in contrast, offer predictability and continuity, providing 
workers with greater work and life stability.

Job quality is not randomly distributed across the labour mar-
ket. According to dual labour market theory, jobs are segmented 
into two markets: a primary market of secure, well-paid jobs 
with opportunities for advancement and a secondary market 
of low-paid, unstable jobs with limited progression (Doeringer 
and Piore  1971). Young people and women are more likely to 
be located in the secondary labour market, where poor-quality 
work is most concentrated (Kalleberg 2018). It is in this second-
ary labour market, where nonstandard jobs are most likely to be 
found, which are poorer in quality, compared to more standard 
forms of employment (Kalleberg et al. 2000). While research has 
explored the relationship between nonstandard employment 
and job quality (Kalleberg et  al.  2000; McDonald et  al.  2009; 
McGovern et al. 2004), far less attention has been paid to how 
forms of employment, for example, underemployment, may be 
associated with poor job quality. Underemployment is a mis-
match between a worker's capacity, preferences or expectations 
and their actual job (Churchill and Khan  2021; McKee-Ryan 
and Harvey 2011). This includes time-related underemployment 
(i.e., working fewer hours than desired), skills-related underem-
ployment (i.e., working in a job below one's qualification level) 
and wage-related underemployment (i.e., earning less than ex-
pected for a given role or level of qualification) (McKee-Ryan 
and Harvey 2011). Crucially, underemployment can occur even 
within full-time, permanent positions, making it a hidden but 
consequential mechanism of poor job quality. In this way, un-
deremployment challenges the conventional association be-
tween contract type and job quality, suggesting that poor-quality 
conditions can persist even in ‘standard’ jobs.

Young people are particularly vulnerable to underemployment 
due to their marginal position in the labour market and the 
broader structural forces shaping contemporary employment 
(Cuervo et al. 2023; Denny and Churchill 2016). Since the Global 
Financial Crisis (2008–2009), there has been a steady increase 
in youth underemployment (Churchill  2020), driven by lower 
rates of job creation, rising competition between cohorts of 
workers and the increasing casualisation of entry-level roles 
(Borland and Coelli 2021; de Fontenay et al. 2020). These pat-
terns have been exacerbated by rising credentialism (Churchill 
and Khan 2021) and labour market ‘crowding out’ (Borland and 
Coelli 2021; de Fontenay et al. 2020), which have made it more 
likely that young people will find themselves in inadequate 
jobs—that is, jobs where their skills are underutilised or that fail 
to provide sufficient hours or pay.

While previous Australian governments promoted the notion of 
young people being either ‘earning or learning’ (Treasury 2014) 
as a de facto youth unemployment policy, this approach often 
overlooks the issue of job quality and risks entrenching long-
term scarring effects (Borland 2020). Much of the focus in both 
research and policy has been on nonstandard employment and 
its job quality. Yet, this neglects the reality that many of the jobs 
young people occupy, whether permanent or casual, are struc-
tured in ways that restrict autonomy, progression and stability. 
As Yates  (2017) argues, ‘youth jobs’ are often low-paid, inse-
cure and constructed as temporary, even when the employment 
contract appears standard. Underemployment, in this context, 

becomes part of a broader pattern of employment inadequacy, 
suggesting the need for a more critical approach to the kinds of 
work young people are doing.

Gender mediates these effects. Women are more likely to find 
themselves in part-time, casual and lower-paid roles in fem-
inised sectors with limited career advancement (Charlesworth 
et  al.  2011; Churchill  2020). Policymakers have done little to 
address the systemic barriers that channel young women into 
poorer quality jobs. These issues are frequently framed in policy 
and public discourse as temporary or transitional experiences, 
or as outcomes of personal ‘choice’, rather than structural in-
equality. This is similar to how young people are framed. As 
Bessant et al.  (2017) observe, youth employment policies often 
pathologise young people, positioning them as deficient rather 
than structurally disadvantaged.

Despite the significant costs and consequences of underemploy-
ment, very little is known about the types of jobs underemployed 
young people occupy, and whether they are better or worse than 
those of their adequately employed peers. Moreover, existing 
research rarely examines how different forms of underemploy-
ment intersect with multiple aspects of job quality, especially 
from a youth and gendered perspective. This study addresses 
these gaps by shifting the focus from employment form (e.g., ca-
sual vs. permanent) to employment mismatch, and from status-
based definitions of work to dimensions of job quality.

2.1   |   Research Focus, Rationale and Expectations

This study seeks to address a critical research gap by examin-
ing how three forms of underemployment (1) time-; (2) skills- 
and (3) wage-related underemployment are associated with 
job quality among young workers in Australia. Unlike prior 
research that has focused predominantly on employment con-
tracts or employment status, this study foregrounds forms of 
underemployment or more specifically, employment mismatch 
or underemployment, as a key determinant of job quality. It 
does so by applying Leach et  al.'s  (2010) three-dimensional 
framework, job demands and complexity, job control and job 
security, to underemployment using nationally representative 
panel data. In doing so, this study makes several contributions. 
First, it expands the underemployment literature by examin-
ing how forms of underemployment are associated with differ-
ent aspects of job quality. Second, it brings a gender-sensitive, 
youth-focused lens to the analysis, showing how underemploy-
ment and its impact on job quality are patterned by broader la-
bour market inequalities. The study uses fixed-effects models 
on 13 waves of data from the Household, Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. The research ques-
tions are as follows:

1.	 Are young underemployed men and women in poorer-
quality jobs?

2.	 Are there differences across types of underemployment 
(e.g., time-, wage- and skills-underemployment) and di-
mensions of job quality?

3.	 Are there gender differences in the experience of job qual-
ity across these different forms of underemployment?
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Based on prior research, we expect that all forms of under-
employment will be associated with poorer job quality, but 
that the specific dimensions affected may vary by underem-
ployment type. We also expect gendered differences, as young 
women are more likely to occupy roles that combine low pay, 
low autonomy and high insecurity, consistent with secondary 
labour market segmentation and the persistence of gendered job 
structures (Doeringer and Piore  1971; Tilly  1996; Warren and 
Lyonette 2018).

3   |   Data and Method

3.1   |   Data and Sample

To answer the research questions, data from the Household 
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey—a 
household panel study with a focus on dynamics in three key 
research areas: family and household, income and welfare and 
labour—will be analysed. HILDA commenced in 2001, and data 
are collected yearly. The reference population for the initial wave 
was all members in private dwellings across Australia. From the 
sampling frame, 11,693 households were identified, and inter-
views with 7682 responding households were completed, re-
sulting in a 66% household response rate for Wave 1. From the 
responding households, 13,969 responding persons over the age 
of 15 were interviewed. A top-up sample was introduced in 2011, 
which added 4009 people from 2153 households to correct for 
under-representativeness, including migrant populations and 
address bias arising from nonrandom attrition (see Watson 2011 
for more details). Attrition in the HILDA Survey is similar to 
international household panels such as the British Household 
Panel Survey (BHPS) (Watson  2011). To address any further 
attrition issues, this research uses population weights provided 
by the data providers to attenuate attrition bias (Watson and 
Wooden 2004).

The sample includes all respondents aged 20–34 (n = 4623 men 
and n = 4807 women) who were employed (excluding the self-
employed) in any year between 2009 and 2022. The analysis 
uses an unbalanced panel, meaning that participants could 
enter or leave the study over time. This reflects the reality 
that young people often move in and out of employment or 
survey participation. Some respondents joined the study later 
through relationships or household changes, while others left 
due to factors like moving away or household dissolution. This 
approach allows the research to use all available responses 
across the 13 waves of data to track changes in their employ-
ment conditions over time. The characteristics of the sample 
are presented in Table 1.

3.2   |   Dependent Variables

Following Leach et  al.  (2010), job quality was conceptual-
ised and operationalised across three domains from the 12 
job quality measures in the Self-Completion Questionnaire, 
which have adopted or adapted from previous surveys (see 
Summerfield et al. 2016): (1) job demands and complexity; (2) 
job security and (3) job control. Job demands and complexity 
were derived from the following five measures: ‘My job is more 

stressful than I had ever imagined’; ‘I fear that the amount of 
stress in my job will make me ill’; ‘My job is complex and dif-
ficult’; ‘My job often requires me to learn new skills’ and ‘I 
use my skill in current job’. Job control was derived from the 
following three measures: ‘I have the freedom to decide how 
I do my own work’; ‘I have a lot of say about what happens on 
my job’ and ‘I have freedom to decide when I do my work’. Job 
security was derived from the following measures: ‘I have a 
secure future in my job’; ‘Company I work for will still be in 
business in 5 years’ and, ‘I worry about the future of my job’. 
Each item originally used a seven-point Likert scale, ranging 
from (1) ‘strongly disagree’ to (7) ‘strongly agree’. In construct-
ing the last domain, job security, the measure ‘I worry about 
the future of my job’ was reverse-coded.

Each domain was constructed by summing the selected vari-
ables and dividing the total score by the number of variables 
to create a composite score ranging from 1 to 7. All three job 
quality domains—job demands and complexity, job control and 
job security—had a Cronbach's alpha of 0.7 or higher, indicat-
ing that individual measures were closely related within each 
domain. Higher scores on job demands and complexity indicate 
poorer job quality, and lower scores on job control and job secu-
rity indicate poorer job quality.

3.3   |   Key Independent Variables

The main dependent variable was underemployment status, 
which was derived from a variable that asked whether respon-
dents would prefer to work: (1) fewer hours, (2) about the same 
and (3) more hours. Underemployment was derived from those 
who indicated they would like to work more hours. Wage-
related underemployment was a binary indicator: (0) respon-
dent was not underpaid; (1) respondent was underpaid. In this 
instance, underpaid was operationalised as those who were 
being underpaid at least 20% lower than the median wage of 
the occupation they were working in. This was derived from 
average weekly earnings in the respondent's main job. Skills-
related underemployment was derived from an attitudinal mea-
sure, ‘I use many of my skills and abilities in my current job’. 
This was asked on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 7 (strongly agree). The variable was operationalised 
as a binary exposure and dichotomised into (1) not using skills 
if they answered between 1 and 4, or (0) using skills if they 
answered between 5 and 7.

3.4   |   Controls

Variables measuring the respondents' socio-demographic back-
ground and characteristics about their employment were added 
to the models as statistical controls. Age was included as a con-
tinuous variable, ranging from 20 to 34. Educational qualifica-
tion measured respondents' highest level of education attained: 
a tertiary qualification, including a bachelor's degree, Master's 
or PhD (1), a diploma or advanced diploma (2), certificate-level 
qualification (I, II, III) or Year 12 (senior high school) and 
below. Relationship status measured whether respondents were 
(1) married; (2) cohabiting; (3) separated, divorced or widowed 
and (4) single and had never married. Parenthood status was a 
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TABLE 1    |    Descriptive statistics.

Men Women Range

Proportion Mean Proportion Mean

Job quality—demands and complexity 4.01 (0.1) 3.93 (0.1) 1–7

Job quality—control 4.16 (0.1) 3.96 (0.1) 1–7

Job quality—security 5.10 (0.1) 5.19 (0.1) 1–7

Time-related underemployment

Not time-related underemployed 81.52 81.83

Time-related underemployed 18.48 18.17

Wage related underemployment

No, not wage-underemployed 77.33 71.56

Yes, wage-underemployed 22.67 28.44

Skills-related underemployed

Using skills 74.79 74.88

Not using skills 25.21 25.12

Educational qualifications

Bachelor's degree and above 23.13 34.24

Advanced diploma, diploma 33.61 30.04

Certificate-level 26.70 23.88

Year 12 or below 16.56 11.85

Studying status

Not studying 80.08 76.35

Studying, full-time 11.20 12.87

Studying, part-time 8.72 10.78

Relationship status

Married 26.63 31.28

Cohabiting 29.69 30.71

Separated, divorced, widowed 1.55 2.78

Single, never married 42.12 35.23

Parenthood status

Not a parent 68.15 58.60

Is a parent 31.85 41.40

Health status

Does not have a chronic health condition 85.00 82.63

Has a chronic health condition 15.00 17.37

Occupation

Managers 11.32 8.5

Professionals 20.4 32.25

Tech/trades 26.68 5.14

Comm/Personal 7.77 17.19

(Continues)
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binary variable measuring whether respondents were not par-
ents (0) or were parents (1). Long-term health condition was a 
binary variable measuring whether respondents did not have a 
long-term health condition or chronic illness (1) or did have a 
chronic illness. Average weekly working hours were a continu-
ous variable measuring respondents' hours in their main job. 
Occupation was a categorical variable measuring respondents' 
occupational status based on the Australian and New Zealand 
Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO) (see 
Summerfield et al. 2016). Industry was entered as a categorical 
variable measuring what industry the respondents' job was in, 

based on the Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial 
Classification (ANZSIC) (see Summerfield et al. 2016). Contract 
arrangements were a binary variable capturing whether re-
spondents were employed (0) permanently or on a fixed-term 
contract, or (1) casually. Job tenure was a continuous variable 
that measured how long a respondent had been in their cur-
rent main job in years. Percentage of time spent unemployed last 
year and percentage of time spent not in the labour force last year 
were continuous variables, ranging from 0 to 100. Studying sta-
tus was a categorical variable: (0) not studying; (1) in full-time 
study and (2) in part-time study.

Men Women Range

Proportion Mean Proportion Mean

Clerical admin 6.56 19.46

Sales 6.31 11.66

Machinery 9.04 1.22

Labourer 11.92 4.57

Industry

Agriculture 2.71 0.8

Mining 3.31 1.13

Manufacturing 10.21 3.4

Electricity, Gas, Water, Waste 1.39 0.4

Construction 18.4 2.06

Wholesale Trade 3.32 1.55

Retail Trade 9.54 13.09

Accommodation, Food Services 5.63 8.26

Transport, Postal, Warehousing 4.79 1.72

Information Media, Telecomms. 1.72 1.8

Financial, Insurance Services 3.27 4

Rental, Hiring, Real Estate 1.00 1.69

Professional, Scientific Tech Services 8.36 9.08

Administrative Support Services 2.91 3.43

Public Administration, Safety 6.27 6.1

Education and Training 5.07 11.74

Health Care Social Assistance 5.19 23.88

Arts, Recreation Services 2.03 2.17

Other Services 4.9 3.67

Contract arrangements

Permanent and fixed term 76.47 73.50

Casual 23.53 26.50

Percent unemployed last year 7.80 (0.14) 6.14 (0.12) 0–100

Percent NILF last year 7.80 (0.15) 19.74 (0.15) 0–100

Note: proportions (%, unlabelled) and means (with SDs in parentheses). Source: Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) (2009–2022).

TABLE 1    |    (Continued)

 18394655, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ajs4.70043 by B

rendan C
hurchill - U

niversity of N
ew

 South W
ales , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [03/07/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



7 of 12

3.5   |   Analytic Approach

Descriptive analysis of the sample was undertaken, and then 
fixed-effects regression techniques were applied to the data. 
Fixed effects regression models estimate within-person changes 
over time by comparing each individual to themselves across 
different observation points rather than comparing them to 
other respondents in the sample (Allison  2009). This method-
ological approach significantly reduces the risk of bias arising 
from unobserved, time-invariant heterogeneity, for example, 
personality traits, early life experiences that may simultaneously 
influence employment outcomes and perceptions of job quality 
(Bell and Jones 2015). By effectively treating each participant as 
their own control, fixed effects analyses yield robust estimates 
of how variations in underemployment status are associated 
with corresponding changes in perceived job quality over time 
(Allison 2009).

4   |   Findings

4.1   |   Descriptive Analysis

In Table 1, the descriptive statistics of the sample used are pre-
sented. The means for the three domains of job quality high-
light the gendered differences in job quality for young men and 
women. Young men have more demanding and complex jobs 
and more control over when and where they work, but women 
seemingly have higher levels of job security. There was no gen-
der difference in time- and skills-related underemployment. 
Women are more likely to experience wage-related underem-
ployment. How underemployment status and job quality inter-
sect is further explored in the fixed effects regressions.

4.2   |   Fixed-Effects Regression Models 
of Time-Related Underemployment and Job Quality

Table 2 presents the results of the fixed-effects models examin-
ing time-related underemployment. Models 1A and 1B indicate 
that there is a statistically significant association between time-
related underemployment and job demands and complexity in 

both men and women. Men also reported lower job demands 
(� −0.12, p < 0.001) than when they were not in time-related 
underemployment. Women in time-related underemployment 
reported lower job demands (� −0.18, p < 0.001) than when they 
were not time-related underemployed. Model 2A shows that 
men in time-related underemployment reported slightly greater 
job control (� 0.07, p < 0.001), whereas the coefficient for women 
was negative and not significant. For job security (Model 3A), 
there was no significant association for men, but women in 
time-related underemployment (Model 3B) experienced reduced 
perceived job security (� −0.13, p < 0.001).

4.3   |   Fixed-Effects Regression Models 
of Wage-Related Underemployment and Job Quality

Table 3 presents the fixed-effects models for wage-related under-
employment. Models 4A and 4B show that both men (� −0.17, 
p < 0.01) and women (� −0.22, p < 0.001) in wage-related un-
deremployment reported significantly lower job demands than 
when they were adequately paid. In terms of job control, only 
women experienced a significant reduction (� −0.09, p < 0.001), 
as shown in Models 5A and 5B. There was no statistically sig-
nificant association between wage-related underemployment 
and job control for men. Models 6A and 6B show that both men 
(� −0.12, p < 0.001) and women (� −0.12, p < 0.001) reported 
lower levels of job security when underpaid compared to when 
they were not underpaid.

4.4   |   Fixed-Effects Regression Models 
of Skills-Related Underemployment and Job Quality

Table 4 presents the results for skills-related underemployment. 
Models 7A and 7B show that both men (� −0.93, p < 0.001) and 
women (� −0.97, p < 0.001) in jobs where their skills were un-
derutilised reported significantly lower job demands. Models 8A 
and 8B indicate a similar pattern for job control: men (� −0.50, 
p < 0.001) and women.

(� −0.48, p < 0.001) experienced significantly less auton-
omy compared to when they were using their skills. Finally, 

TABLE 2    |    Fixed effects estimates of time-related underemployment and job quality, men and women, HILDA 2009–2022.

Job demands Job control Job security

Model 1A Model 1B Model 2A Model 2B Model 3A Model 3B

Men Women Men Women Men Women

� Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig.

Time-related underemployment

Not hours-underemployed REF REF REF REF REF REF

Hours underemployed −0.12 ** −0.18 *** 0.07 *** −0.01 −0.08 −0.13 ***

R2 0.22 0.25 0.21 0.20 0.28 0.24

N 4623 4807 4623 4807 4623 4807

Note: *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. REF = Reference category. All models adjusted for education, studying status, relationship status, parenthood status, health 
status, occupation, industry, contract, percentage of time spent unemployed or not in the labour last year. Source: Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) (2009–2022).
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models 9A and 9B show that men (� −0.35, p < 0.001) and women 
(� −0.24, p < 0.001) in skills-underemployment also felt notably 
less secure in their jobs.

5   |   Discussion

Drawing on 13 annual waves of data from the Household, 
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey 
(2009–2022), this study investigates the relationship between 
forms of underemployment and job quality among young 
Australian workers aged between 20 and 34, with a gender 
focus. The research focused on three types of underemploy-
ment: (1) time-related underemployment; (2) wage–related 
underemployment and (3) skills-related underemployment. 
The study sought to understand whether exposure to any of 
these forms of underemployment was associated with being 
in a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ job. Job quality was operationalised across 
three dimensions: (1) the level of psychological demands and 
complexity of work, such as the pace, volume and mental de-
mands; (2) the level of job control over work and (3) the level of 
subjective job security. The models were stratified to explore 
the gendered dimensions of underemployment and job quality. 

It was expected that all forms of underemployment would be 
associated with poorer job quality, and that this would be uni-
form across both genders. The findings of this research are 
largely in line with these expectations, with some important 
gendered nuances.

A key contribution of this study lies in its conceptualisation of 
underemployment as a distinct and analytically meaningful cat-
egory and experience, rather than simply a subset of nonstan-
dard employment. Much of the existing literature on job quality 
has focused on the quality of casual, part-time or temporary 
work (Kalleberg 2018; Tilly 1996). This research challenges that 
assumption by focusing on underemployment, which can occur 
across both standard and nonstandard employment arrange-
ments and its relationship to job quality. In doing so, it shifts 
the analytical lens from employment status or contract type to 
employment (in)adequacy, expanding our understanding of job 
quality as a multidimensional construct shaped by workers' ex-
periences of demand, control and security, regardless of employ-
ment form.

This shift also reflects broader patterns in the youth labour 
market, where poor-quality jobs are not confined to casual or 

TABLE 3    |    Fixed effects estimates of wage-related underemployment and job quality, men and women, HILDA 2009–2022.

Job demands Job control Job security

Model 4A Model 4B Model 5A Model 5B Model 6A Model 6B

Men Women Men Women Men Women

� Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig.

Wage-related underemployment

Not underpaid REF REF REF REF REF REF

Underpaid −0.17 ** −0.22 *** −0.05 −0.09 *** −0.12 *** −0.12 ***

R2 0.19 0.21 0.19 0.20 0.27 0.15

N 4623 4807 4623 4807 4623 4807

Note: *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. REF = Reference category. All models adjusted for education, studying status, relationship status, parenthood status, health 
status, occupation, industry, contract, percentage of time spent unemployed or not in the labour last year. Source: Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) (2009-2022).

TABLE 4    |    Fixed effects estimates of skills underemployment and job quality, men and women, HILDA 2009–2022.

Job demands Job control Job security

Model 7A Model 7B Model 8A Model 8B Model 9A Model 9B

Men Women Men Women Men Women

� Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig. � Sig.

Skills-underemployment

Using skills REF REF REF REF REF REF

Not using skills −0.93 *** −0.97 *** −0.50 *** −0.48 *** −0.35 *** −0.24 ***

R2 0.36 0.35 0.14 0.20 0.27 0.27

N 4623 4807 4623 4807 4623 4807

Note: *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. REF = Reference category. All models adjusted for education, studying status, relationship status, parenthood status, health 
status, occupation, industry, contract, percentage of time spent unemployed or not in the labour last year. Source: Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) (2009–2022).
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temporary work but are distributed across the labour market, 
which has been especially true for young people since the Global 
Financial Crisis (de Fontenay et al. 2020). Yates  (2017) argues 
that the roles young people occupy are often treated as inherently 
temporary and of lesser value, regardless of their qualifications 
or preferences, because ‘youth labour’ is structurally positioned 
as flexible and low-cost. In this view, underemployment is not 
simply a reflection of mismatch at the individual level, but a so-
cially patterned outcome of how youth jobs are constructed in 
the broader labour market. This helps explain the persistence 
of employment inadequacy across contract types and reinforces 
the importance of centring job quality, rather than employment 
rates alone, in labour market research and policy.

The findings demonstrate that underemployment is associ-
ated with poorer job quality for young people. Across all three 
forms—time-, wage- and skills-related—underemployed youth 
report lower levels of subjective job security. This suggests that 
underemployment has not only material and economic conse-
quences but also affective ones as it contributes to uncertainty 
and anxiety about work. This research suggests job insecu-
rity is a likely mechanism that explains the negative relation-
ship between underemployment and mental health outcomes 
(Churchill, Ervin, et  al.  2025), underscoring the need to cen-
tre job security in youth employment policy. Yet these effects 
are not experienced equally. While both men and women in 
wage- and skills-related underemployment report decreased 
job security, only young women who are time-related under-
employed report significantly lower job security. This suggests 
that time-related underemployment impacts women differently 
from men and that young women seeking additional hours may 
feel particularly insecure about their jobs, reflecting the ongo-
ing structural disadvantage that shapes women's labour market 
participation. These findings align with long-standing research 
showing that women, especially in feminised sectors, are more 
likely to be concentrated in roles with limited security and pro-
gression (Charlesworth et al. 2011; Warren and Lyonette 2018). 
This might explain why young women turn to side-hustles and 
other entrepreneurial activities (Allen and Finn 2023; Churchill, 
Farrugia, et al. 2025)

Job demands and complexity also decline across all three forms 
of underemployment, with both men and women reporting en-
gagement in less mentally or physically demanding roles. These 
jobs are likely to be more routine, repetitive and lacking in chal-
lenge. While lower demands may alleviate short-term work 
stress, they also limit opportunities for development, stimulation 
and advancement (Gallie 2013; Holman 2013). The consistency 
of these patterns across gender suggests a shared structural ex-
perience of underutilisation when young workers are not fully 
engaged through their hours, pay or skills.

The relationship between underemployment and job control is 
more differentiated. In time-related underemployment, young 
men report more job control; however, there is no difference 
for women. In the case of wage-related underemployment, only 
young women experience a significant reduction in job control. 
This is particularly concerning given that job control is closely 
linked to job satisfaction, retention and career development 
(Gallie et  al.  2004). Wage underemployment not only results 
in a loss of wages but also entrenches gendered inequalities in 

workplace power and agency by constraining young women's 
ability to negotiate and shape their working conditions.

Skills-related underemployment is unique among all forms of 
underemployment studied in this research. Unlike time- and 
wage-related underemployment, which tends to affect some 
aspects of job quality more than others and vary by gender, 
skills underutilisation is uniformly associated with lower job 
demands, reduced autonomy and heightened job insecurity for 
both young men and women. This suggests that when young 
people are unable to use their qualifications and capabilities at 
work, they face not just underemployment, but a compounding 
form of job inadequacy. These jobs tend to be undemanding, 
offer little job control and leave young workers feeling insecure. 
The persistence of these negative outcomes aligns with research 
linking skill underutilisation to psychological distress and dis-
satisfaction (Leach et al. 2010) and is particularly concerning in 
light of increased occupational downgrading among young peo-
ple since the Global Financial Crisis (de Fontenay et al. 2020). 
Compared to other types of underemployment, skills-related 
underemployment is more persistent and impacts multiple areas 
of job quality. It highlights a key problem in the labour market: 
the failure to match young people's education and abilities with 
appropriate and meaningful work.

These findings carry significant implications for contemporary 
labour market policy. First and most critically, governments 
and policymakers must rethink the way they conceptualise and 
address underemployment. Underemployment is often con-
ceptualised narrowly as time-related underemployment, but 
underemployment is a broader phenomenon that encompasses 
a mismatch between one's employment conditions and prefer-
ences, including wage- and skills-related underemployment 
(Churchill and Khan  2021; McKee-Ryan and Harvey  2011). 
Second, time-related underemployment is often a secondary 
issue to unemployment and too often it is viewed through the 
prism of productive capacity (Commonwealth of Australia 2023), 
but as the results of this research show, it is more than an eco-
nomic issue, but a workplace well-being one. Third, effective 
policy responses must go beyond merely increasing employment 
rates among young people to ensuring that jobs are adequate in 
that they provide young people with control, security and com-
plexity, particularly for young women. The overt focus on ‘earn-
ing or learning’ (Commonwealth of Australia  2023) renders 
underemployment and the importance of job quality invisible 
among young age groups. Finally, governments must consider 
the potential ‘scarring effects’ of poor initial labour market expe-
riences (Borland 2020). Policy should focus on enabling access 
to decent work from the start of young people's careers rather 
than encouraging young people to take any job.

These findings also carry specific gendered implications. They 
point to the need for greater attention to gender equality in 
the workplace during early adulthood, a critical life stage that 
shapes women's long-term economic security. As the results are 
net of occupation, industry and contract type, they reflect in-
equalities that persist within jobs, occupations and industries, 
not just across them. This underscores the importance of ex-
amining workplace practices and cultures in feminised occu-
pations. For example, large numbers of qualified young women 
work as dental assistants and child carers, which are jobs that 
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involve skilled labour but remain underpaid and offer little job 
control (Cortis et al. 2023). Dental assistants, for example, have 
been described as ‘cleaners’ or ‘hand-holders’ (Cortis et al. 2023: 
47), reflecting the devaluation of these roles because they are 
associated with care and gendered assumptions about women's 
work. The findings suggest that underemployment is not sim-
ply the result of mismatches but is structurally embedded in the 
types of jobs young women enter. This echoes Yates' (2017) ar-
gument that youth jobs are often constructed as low-value and 
disposable—a dynamic that is seemingly compounded in jobs in 
highly feminised occupations. Addressing underemployment, 
therefore, requires rethinking how work is structured: ensuring 
women's skills are recognised and used, and that jobs offer fair 
pay and secure conditions, including adequate hours.

Finally, while the use of fixed effects models is a strength in 
that it accounts for unobserved, time-invariant individual char-
acteristics, it also introduces some limitations. Fixed effects 
models rely on within-person change over time and therefore 
exclude individuals whose underemployment status or job qual-
ity remain stable across the observation period. As a result, 
some potentially relevant between-person variation is not cap-
tured. Moreover, fixed effects models do not account for time-
varying unobserved confounders, which may bias estimates 
if unmeasured variables change over time and influence both 
underemployment and job quality. These limitations should 
be considered when interpreting the findings. Future research 
could apply complementary longitudinal approaches, such as 
random effects models or structural equation modelling, to test 
the robustness of these associations.

6   |   Conclusion

This research investigated the relationship between time-, wage- 
and skills-related underemployment and job quality. Yates (2017: 
475) reminds us that ‘the labour market conditions which young 
people experience are neither accidental nor natural but rather 
the result of conflict over how production and social reproduc-
tion occur’. Over the last two decades, economic events like the 
Global Financial Crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic have sig-
nificantly diminished young people's employment opportuni-
ties relative to others in the Australian labour force. As a result, 
young people find themselves working below their full capacity–
working less, earning less and using their skills less. This also 
means that they are working in jobs that are of poorer quality. 
This has an impact on their sense of job security and potentially 
their health, well-being and their future. Youth underemploy-
ment has been under-researched and rendered largely invisible 
in wider policies and programmes about young people and their 
labour market futures. However, these findings are critical to 
informing the current Australian Labor Government's White 
Paper on Full Employment, Working Future, (Commonwealth 
of Australia 2023: 29) in which ‘inclusive full employment’—the 
idea that ‘everyone who wants a job should be able to find one 
without having to search too long’ is at its centre. The White 
Paper recognises job quality as an important dimension to achiev-
ing inclusive full employment, and as this research has shown, 
young people who find themselves in full-time employment do 
not always find themselves working to their capacity or with suf-
ficient job quality and sometimes both. This is particularly true 

of young Australian women. Future research could also consider 
the impact of being underemployed and being in a ‘bad’ job, and 
how this impacts young people as they age across the life course, 
especially women, including the impacts on future jobs, family 
formation, as well as health and well-being.
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