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Executive summary 
  

● A short-term research funding from Enhancing Education Awards (EEAs) enabled a 

small scale research project among Middlesex students, to explore the kinds of work 

undertaken during their studies, the nature of any difficulties they may have faced, and 

the extent of their knowledge of employment rights. 

● The research employed a mixed method approach including survey, semi-structured 

interviews as well as in-class reflective exercises and analyses of reflective essays on task 

performance and workplace experiences.  

● The survey sample consists of 247 respondents of which 61.6 were female.  

● The majority of students participating in the survey, classed by passport nationality,  are 

respectively international/overseas students (44%), British (32%) and EU settled residents 

(18%) .  

● 34% of students are living with their parents. Many others live in rented accommodation: 

alone, with other students, with children or with their partner (13.5% admit to dependent 

children).  

● The university displays a culturally and socially diverse population. The majority of them 

are students who are the first members of their families to attend university.  

● In the sample, 90% of them reported “not having enough money to live on without 

working”, 85% were actively seeking employment, and about 56% worked before 

enrolment and continued to work after. 

● The reasons for working while studying are clearly split between those seeking 

experience and career advancement and those having to pay for necessities (the largest 

group at 29.5%), pay off debt (roughly 10%) or for leisure (14%). Only 8% stated that 

their work was in their field of study.  
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● The impact of the pandemic may explain lower labour market participation and a 

correspondingly higher inactivity rate. Responses suggest that both the quantity and 

quality of jobs suitable for students may have decreased. 

● After furlough, dismissals or quitting, students face a less favourable environment. Many 

students who are employed must, out of necessity, accept  undesirable employment 

conditions and jobs. 

● Almost 50% work part-time and a significant proportion full-time, almost 17%. A third of 

students work precarious jobs, zero hours, freelance and in the informal sector (14%). 

● The majority of students work in retail, catering and hospitality. Almost 18% work in the 

public sector, covering healthcare, education and some administrative occupations. 

Notably, at 16%, there stands the grey area of self-employment, private employers and 

family businesses. 

● The majority of students work in the low-wage and low-skilled sectors and earn less than 

minimum wage. 

● 68% state that their work schedule is changed at short notice, 28.5% do not always or 

ever see a payslip, 22.5% of respondents complain about unpaid extra work; 17.34% 

claim some of their wages are paid cash in hand to avoid taxation. Equally worrying is the 

fact that 50% believe they are not entitled to paid maternity leave. 

● Almost 30% claim experiencing discrimination at work (almost 10% do so frequently), 

24% bullying, 22% are subjected to threats of dismissal and 12% to disciplinary action. 

The gravest violations of labour rights and sexual and racial harassment affected 10% of 

the sample. Last, 20% reported accidents and injuries at work. 

● The survey data shows that the majority of working students do not know much about 

labour rights. A lack of knowledge of employment rights is one of the main reasons for 

abusive employment relationships and the precariousness of students in the workplace. 

● The extent to which student workers can seize opportunities in the labour market depends 

heavily on their social and cultural capital. 

● The data reveals well-known workplace issues such as long shifts, heavy workloads and 

unpredictable hours, as well as discrimination and health and safety violations. 

● This study however sought to go beyond survey-based labour market and employment 

analysis to investigate the often-overlooked inner abode of production. This report 

focuses on labour process analysis to identify the social structures and processes 

sustaining student worker ‘bad’ jobs. So far, we established that: 
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● Student jobs exist in an apparently disorganised but highly exploitative workplace regime, 

which relies on student-worker’s precarious condition for its reproduction.  

● Its work organisation achieves labour exploitation by combining traditional lengthening 

of the working time, deskilling and effort intensification with more contemporary 

functional flexibility.  

● Due to their short-term commitments, lack of experience and employment rights 

knowledge as well as their desire for flexible hours, students become dependable workers. 

● As predicated by Labour Process Theory, resistance to unfair conditions also materializes; 

this manifests itself as labour mobility power exercised by withdrawing labour (turnover) 

or as workplace small-scale resistance by individuals and groups (foot-dragging, work-to-

rule, solidarity, grievances). 

● This report presents a picture in line with national and local data about trends in student 

labour market engagement and employment as adjusted by the pandemic watershed.  

● Its findings, however, suggest that the social suffering of student workers is 

underestimated and consequently there is a stronger connection between ‘bad’ jobs and 

poor educational outcomes than previously thought. 

● In conclusion we argue that is not poor education that allegedly prevents students from 

succeeding in the labour market, but rather it is the latter, due to the social suffering it 

causes, that prevents students from making the most of their learning opportunities. 

● Therefore, post-92 universities that rely so heavily on such students should not be unfairly 

blamed for failing students’ employability outcomes. However, recognition of the 

significant challenges students face should lead universities as well as students and 

educators to turn these struggles into an opportunity for collective, social and pedagogic, 

innovation and. Initial recommendations are provided to this end. 

Recommendations include:  
● Establishing an employment rights advice service at the University. 

● Introducing education about workplace challenges and employment rights early in the 

curriculum. 

● Continuing research and pedagogic innovation by expanding this study at a different 

scale. 

● Seeking partners to this end for a larger project including FE and HE students from one or 

more other geographical areas thought to have different labour markets, possibly funded 

through the Nuffield Foundation’s Research, Development & Analysis stream. 
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Introduction  
This study has sought to investigate student work life and its impact on learning at a post-92 

HE institution. Previous research, including a small-scale study at Middlesex University, 

established that disadvantaged, first-in-family students may be exposed to the detrimental 

effects of precarity when financial hardship forces them into part-time low-pay/low-skilled 

jobs. Debates have ensued about student agency overcoming challenges and generating 

resilience. A significant amount of research has been built on student employment primarily 

in the education and management fields. Interest reflects a global rise in working students’ 

and worked hours’ numbers, raising concerns about work-study balance. Issues of inequality 

have been related to the differential impact of work and financial pressures, primarily 

affecting ‘atypical’, ‘first-in-family’ and working-class students. Management studies focus 

on youth’s transition to work and labour market impact in employing industries like 

hospitality and retail with concerns about growing precarity, generational work attitudes, 

retention and turnover. HR and employment studies have been less forthcoming as student 

jobs are considered short-term or amalgamated into the wider fold of precarity. Unlike the 

above, this study focuses on the student workplace experience exploring task performance. It 

aims to learn about the subjective and objective constraints and opportunities to their labour 

power and its impact on learning. Findings should lay the basis for renewing teaching and 

learning practices framed by critical pedagogy and recommendations to educational and 

industry institutions to pursue compatibility between work and higher education. 

The research employed a mixed method approach including a survey, semi-structured 

interviews as well as in-class reflective exercises and analyses of reflective essays on task 

performance and workplace experiences. The study presents a picture in line with national 

and local data about trends in student labour market engagement and employment as adjusted 

by the pandemic watershed.  

We tested the hypothesizes that student workers’ social suffering from precarity, and 

incompatibility between work and study might have been underestimated and, consequently, 

that a stronger link exists between bad jobs and bad education than previously acknowledged. 

If this is the case, then it is not allegedly poor education that prevents students’ labour market 

success but, conversely, it is the latter, due to the various forms of suffering it causes, that 

prevents students from fully benefiting from their learning opportunities. 
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Therefore, post-92 universities that rely so heavily on such students should not be unfairly 

blamed for failing students’ employability outcomes. However, recognition of the significant 

challenges student face should lead universities as well as students and educators to turn these 

struggles into an opportunity for collective, social and pedagogic, innovation.  

This report is structured as follows: after a brief review of existing literature, we outline the 

project aims, its pedagogic and research strategy. Preliminary survey data analysis includes 

the description of the sample and findings on student labour market engagement, the terms of 

employment, conditions at work and specifically data on rights violations and student 

knowledge of them. The last sections analyse the labour process based on student’s accounts 

of workplace challenges and coping strategies. Conclusions are followed by initial 

recommendations. 

  

 Literature Background 
EU research shows that around 70% of university students are engaged in the labour market. 

Working hours in western Europe average 23-28 hours a week, well above the accepted 10-

hour threshold (Lessky and Unger 2022). ‘Time-consuming’ employment’ is explained by the 

rise of participation by underrepresented groups, greater appreciation of work experience and 

higher costs of living and is associated with higher drop-out rates. This research, specifically, 

relates long-hours jobs among business students to first-in-family background, work 

experience-seeking and financial motivations.  

The UK displays similar trends, but conditions are shaped by the 1990s HE sector’s reforms, 

namely, the diversification of the student body through the creation of the post-92 sector and 

the replacement of grants with loans and tuition fees (Moreau and Leathwood 2006). Over 

two decades, students’ labour market participation in the 18-24 age group has doubled 

(Whittard, Drew and Ritchie 2022). A wide range of previous studies shows great variation in 

spatial distribution and labour market participation by area, type of institution and student 

population characteristics. In the first decade of the century, London held the largest student 

population in England, their employment rate sat at 30%, slightly below a total mean of 34%, 

but hours worked were among the highest at 20 a week (Munro, Turok, and Livingston 

2009). Variations by class and gender are also significant. Working-class students, and 

women in particular, are three times more likely to take up part-time jobs, but also to be paid 

lower rates, forcing the latter to work more hours (Moreau and Leathwood 2006: 24). Moreau 

and Leathwood’s research with post-92 students (unlike most survey-based studies) 
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concluded that hardship induced by state support withdrawal disproportionality affected 

working-class students because 'the benefits of flexible labour predominantly accrue to the 

employer, whilst the activities and provision of higher education institutions for ‘full-time’ 

students still tend to be premised on a conception of the student as someone who has few 

demands and responsibilities beyond their studies’ (2006: 37). Equally penalised are 

universities where these hard-working, low performing students are enrolled as government 

rates them less efficient.  

Further research during the austerity years 2009-2017 has documented worsening constraints 

imposed on low-income students by the changing regulatory environment (see in Hordósy, 

Clark and Vickers 2018). Now students face a 'double deficit' of financial shortfall and 

increasing pressure to gain employability skills. Full tuition fees and replacement of grants 

with maintenance loans create financial pressure to seek low-skill/low-pay jobs, such jobs in 

turn restrain student ability to seek career-enhancing work and extra-curricular activities. The 

shortfall between income and expenditure is expectedly higher in London. These findings are 

likely to present a rosier picture because they are based on a ‘red brick’ university ‘made up 

of white, middle-class students of traditional age’ (Hordósy, Clark and Vickers 2018: 361).  

Research by Middlesex University researchers (Clark et al. 2020) investigated term-time 

work, any problems students encountered therein, and the extent of employment rights 

knowledge. The survey (20% response out of a cohort of 500) found that ‘60% worked 

during term-time, suggesting that Middlesex students are far more likely to work than UK 

students as a whole (…) that 45% said they used earnings to pay for necessities, 14% to pay 

off debts. Retail is the most common sector followed by health and social care, accounting 

for over half (56%) of our sample (…) Most worked part-time, with the average working 

week being 23 hours, but a substantial minority (14%) reported working full time. Hourly pay 

tended to be above the Minimum Wage, with a median of £9.00; however, unpaid time was 

reported by 18% of responses, while 24% said they never received holiday pay, and 60% 

reported no access to sick pay. Over half (55%) considered they knew the basics of 

employment rights, almost none could correctly state the Minimum Wage or their basic 

holiday entitlement’ (Clark et al. 2020: 2). 

Research on student work experiences in predominant employing sectors is limited (Rydzik 

and Bal 2023). Some authors highlight the multiple vulnerabilities experienced by students as 

a peripheral casualised workforce (Alberti et al. 2018). Mooney (2016) points out how 

hospitality management takes a 'dispassionate' attitude toward casually employed students, 

failing retention. UK research further highlights sexist and discriminatory attitudes in the 
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industry contributing to high levels of turnover (Ineson et al., 2013; Maxwell & Broadbridge, 

2014). Latest research identifies multiple effects of insecurity induced by precarity arguing 

for ‘student-workers as a conceptually distinct category of workers impacted in particular 

ways by labour flexibilization’ (Rydzik and Bal 2023). However, the assumption that all 

precarious work leads to negative outcomes has come under scrutiny. Other studies present a 

more nuanced picture mindful of conceptual slippages between ‘the concepts of precarious 

work and precarious workers’ (Campbell and Price 2016: 314) and between precarity as 

‘waged work exhibiting several dimensions of precariousness [and], precarity [as] the 

detrimental effect of labour-market insecurity on people’s lives (Antonucci 2018: 888). These 

studies point out that students may avoid the short-term effects of insecure, low-paid jobs 

when alternative sources of income and career paths allow them enough room to exercise 

choice and strategize. Notably, the UK case limits such opportunities because of its poor 

welfare mix heavily reliant on household and private income (Antonucci 2018). The long-

term risks posed by an insecure labour market are also noted (Campbell and Price 2016). 

Precarity may not only limit students’ purchase on educational opportunities but their future 

prospects. Low-skilled jobs in hospitality and retail do not necessarily deny opportunities for 

training and professional growth. According to Whittard et al. ‘students possess skills 

attractive to employers, they may receive training and, in some cases, employment 

opportunities after graduation may exist. In this view, for those students who stay with the 

firm, the difference between core and periphery is primarily one of timing’ (2022:762). 

Student agency should also be considered. Research exploring the trade-off between work 

and studying have posited that persistent incompatibility between the two can be overcome 

by student coping strategies. Grozev and Easterbrook argue that: ‘the experience of practical 

and identity incompatibility has prompted our students to develop strategies to combat those 

incompatibilities. We divided those strategies into practical strategies - which included 

reducing work intensity, using paid leave and integrating studies into work - and cognitive 

strategies, which included having clear priorities, compartmentalising contexts and limiting 

the connections between the work and study contexts. These strategies aim to resolve the 

experienced incompatibilities, or, in the case of compartmentalisation, allow the student to 

reduce the transfer of stress between the domains of work and study. When these strategies 

are not available due to students’ pressing need to earn money, the experience of working 

alongside studying can help to reaffirm students’ commitment to their studies and make them 

resilient learners.’ (2022: 259).  
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In sum, research so far has clearly highlighted the pressures both economic and motivational 

pushing low-income students towards low-paid jobs. A limited amount of research has 

detailed the potential risks related to incompatibilities between these jobs and education as 

well as raising questions about their poor employability-enhancing quality and long-term 

risks associated with precarisation. However, student agency and their ability to strategize 

remain contested. Evidence built on voluntaristic actions and personal views are not 

sufficient to sustain generalisations. An appreciation of the structural constraints and 

opportunities that student workers face requires a reconstruction of the labour process which 

encompasses work organisation, power structures and ensuing social relations in the 

workplace. This in turn can clarify the nature of precarious work and what it means to be a 

precarious worker in this domain.  

  

The project 

This study has been conducted as part of a pilot project aimed at adapting and adopting 

Critical Pedagogy to the post-92 HE context. The aims are to raise the quality of learning 

experienced by working students and to enhance our understanding of the challenges they 

face at work, and their coping strategies, particularly in the COVID-19 pandemic scenario 

(Neari et al. 2014). To this end, eleven academic participants across most MDX 

Departments/Faculties and overseas campuses volunteered to engage with students on the 

module they taught during the second semester of the 2021-2022 ac. year (see table for 

participants' details and academic roles). Participants have employed student-centred, 

research-engaged strategies to stimulate critical reflection on students' work experiences and 

socio-political backgrounds. Research has followed with a mixed method approach, 

including, in-class reflective exercises, a Qualtrics survey, semi-structured interviews and 

reflective essays. Due to Covid-19 restrictions, access to participants was restricted to online 

communications and interactions. This adversely affected interactions and participation 

levels. Limitations to research have been partly compensated by using multiple methods. 

The project progressed in this fashion. First, all modules employed research-engaged 

teaching to promote reflective, critical and analytical learning skills, and raise awareness of 

power and injustice at work (Bratton and Gold 2015).  

The Qualtrics survey was offered to all students on the selected modules via an online link. A 

research assistant briefed them about the study in class. Additionally, an email was sent to all 

registered students (due to low attendance). Students were asked whether they would consent 

to take part in interviews and provide contact emails at the end of the survey. The survey 
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intended to establish first the extent of their work experience, the nature of any problems 

encountered and their knowledge of employment rights. This follows a survey based on a 

smaller sample of Newham Borough-based Middlesex University students by Clark and al. 

(2020). In addition, open questions at the end of the survey asked students about major 

workplace challenges and their coping strategies. A reflective essay was also administered as 

an end-of-year assignment on a large compulsory OB module in the Business and 

Management Programme.  

The Essay required students to describe their work tasks and the difficulties therein, discuss 

causes and provide recommendations (Dashtipour and Vidaillet 2020). Essay narratives 

provide detailed descriptions and experiential narratives of labour processes across a wide 

range of jobs allowing for triangulation with both group discussion and survey outcomes.  

The survey ran from March 2022 to May 2022. Interviews were conducted between June and 

the end of August. These were semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 60 minutes. 

The survey was completed by 247 students, and so far twelve interviews have been carried 

out on the Hendon campus. Following MORE approved ethics, participation in the survey, 

essay analysis and interviews were voluntary and anonymous, and all participants were duly 

informed about the project and asked for their consent (including information and consent 

forms for interviews). 

Data analysis is ongoing and developing following this approach: Qualtrics provides some 

simple analytical tools but the large enough participation will permit detailed analysis: the 

data will be downloaded into SPSS to assist with cross-tabulation and tests of significance. 

Qualitative data feed into Labour Process analysis of work organisation and workplace social 

relations. Further, qualitative thematic analysis of reflective essays and interviews will be 

deployed to identify key themes around work tasks, main difficulties faced, and solutions 

proposed. This will be conducted using NVivo software based on themes developed 

abductively by the research team.  

The use of multiple methods compensates for the low level of responses and the relatively 

small sample size. While the survey provides breadth across varying cohorts in different 

subjects, in-class reflections checked the extent to which situations and feelings are shared in 

each cohort, and essays provide depth of detail. Interviews explore how transactional 

vulnerabilities and agency drive individual life trajectories. The aim of this study is 

‘qualitative detail taken from a range of perspectives’ rather than ‘statistical generalisation’. 

Following Hordósy, Clark and Vickers it can be maintained that ‘whilst the results presented 

here might not be exhaustive, there is little reason to suspect that they are not instructive of 
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general experience elsewhere’ (2018: 362). The following sections present some preliminary 

results of the study.  

  

Preliminary Survey data analysis 
  

The sample 

The survey covers a sample of the student population at Middlesex over its 3 campuses that 

reflects its wide-ranging social, cultural and ethnic diversity.  

The survey sample consists of 247 respondents of which 61.6 were female. Nationality 

assessed by passport shows a high representation of EU-settled residents and foreign 

passport-holding students.  

  

# Answer % Count 

1 United Kingdom 32.42% 83 

2 EU (NO settled or pre-settled status): specify country: 4.69% 12 

3 EU (WITH settled or pre-settled status): specify country: 18.36% 47 

4 Other: specify country: 44.53% 114 

 Total 100% 256 

Survey Question: What passports do you hold?  

  

This partly reflects the changing composition of our local student contingent in line with the 

latest London Census. Restrictions to international travel may explain the composition of the 

international student cohort: only 2 Chinese students among a sixty-three-strong contingent 

now dominated by India's citizens (39). African students (31), mostly from Nigeria and East 

African republics, are MRU students. EU students are mostly from eastern (23) and southern 

Europe (12). Qualitative data suggests that international students' overrepresentation is due to 

them being more likely to regularly attend classes and actively participate in activities. The 

Newham study argued for self-selection inducing bias towards working students. However, 

low-interaction local students tend to have a stronger work orientation.  

The socio-economic background is consistent with the positioning of the university in the HE 

education sector. Less than half, or 49% of students report a college education or higher for 

their first parent, slightly less for the second one. There are as many postgraduate parents as 
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there are with under-16 education. Here the EU/international student quota may bias the 

sample towards higher cultural capital. A HEPI report (Coombs 2022) finds that two-thirds of 

UK HE students are classified as first-in-family, their proportion is the highest among post-92 

universities at 55%. While this report questions ‘first-in-family’ category’s explanatory value, 

the latter remains an indicator of a potential disadvantage as shown by the correlation with 

higher drop-out rates. Supplementary data on self-declared parent professions, once 

processed may provide greater insights.  

  

  
Survey Question: What is your parent 1 highest level of education? 
  

In terms of accommodation, 34% declare to live with their parents. This is consistent with 

national trends - a recent poll in April 2022 indicated the national figure was down to 36%, 

after restriction to travel had been eased – but much lower than in the Newham report where 

two-thirds of students were living with their parents (Clark et al. 2020). Many others live in 

rented accommodation: alone, with other students, with children or with their partner (13.5% 

admit to dependent children). Widening the sample and including international students 

clearly makes the difference.  

  

# Answer % Count 

1 With my parents 34.10% 89 

2 with my partner 9.96% 26 

3 with my children 5.75% 15 
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4 with other student(s) 4.60% 12 

5 with others not mentioned above 4.21% 11 

6 I live alone 9.96% 26 

7 In student halls 5.75% 15 

8 In rented private accommodation 21.46% 56 

9 In rented public or social housing 3.45% 9 

10 In owner-occupied housing 0.77% 2 

11 I am currently homeless 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 261 
 Survey Question: Where do you live during term time? 
 

Mobility may facilitate job search and travel to university but puts additional pressure on 

living costs, turning jobs into an essential source of income to cover rent and bills: ‘I’m 

trying to motivate myself and do my own business and treat this job only as a way to pay my 

bills’. 

Despite some differences with Newham data, the sample is consistent with national trends. 

What follows on student employment and its effects on their studies clearly show that most 

students share some fundamental socio-economic experiences which translate into social 

vulnerabilities and may be detrimental to higher academic attainments and future career 

development.  

  

Labour market engagement 

To begin almost half the sample - (118) or 56.73% - already worked before enrolment. 

As it is unlikely for so many respondents to fall in the mature student category, this should be 

held as a confirmation that 'for Middlesex at least, the working student is the rule rather than 

the exception’ (Clark et al. 2020: 5). 
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Survey Question: Did you work before enrolling at University for your first year? 

  

Students were also asked how many jobs they held and for how long eliciting quite striking 

responses: the range varies widely in between the polar opposites of ‘1 job for 16 years’ and 

‘around 15 jobs within 14 years’. While expectedly most respondents report working for just 

a year or under, a finding consistent with the life of transitional youth, those with longer 

careers – possibly mature students – display random variations reflecting the changing nature 

of the labour market associated with precarity.  

Questioned about current employment, respondents (208 students) tell us that only around 

15% of the sample did not work and did not seek employment during the current term, 

winter-spring 2022. Among those who work, the largest group – 38% - worked regularly 

during term time while a significant 28% was looking for work.  

  

survey Question: Do you have a job during the current term? 
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Comparison with Newham data on employment display remarkable similarity but for the 

much higher proportion of inactive students in our sample.  

  

Table 2: Economic 
activity 

LFS FT 
student 
(%) 

LFS not FT 
student (%) 

Middlesex 
Newham students 
(%) 

Middlesex Learning 
from Labour sample 
(%) 

In employment 33.6 64.5 63.7 57 

ILO unemployed (LFS 
measure) 

5.2 2.2 31.5 28 

Inactive 61.2 25.8 4.8 15 

Own elaboration based on Newham report and own survey data 

 

Indeed, the latest national statistical data see young people going inactive during Covid. This 

could be associated with the sudden closure of hospitality and retail activities, and the decline 

and restructuring that followed. This possibility is clearly emerging from further questions. In 

fact, out of 110 states to be voluntarily out of work, only 8% claimed to ‘have enough money 

to live on without working’.  

  

  
If you are not currently working (and do not wish to work), why not? 

  

Significantly, reasons for not working mention again difficulties in finding work, particularly 

of a kind they like, while 7% mentioned caring responsibilities. Half of those out of work 

instead mention the inability to combine work with study. The choice of privileging 
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education over income, therefore, is a difficult one that few make but that most likely implies 

financial sacrifices.  

  

  
Survey Question: Did you work during the last 24 months? 

  

Extending the time range to the last 2 years only 12% did not look for jobs while significantly 

slightly more than half the sample was on furlough, lost the job, could not find one or quit for 

some undisclosed reasons. The survey does register changes that occurred as a result of the 

pandemic. Conversations with student workers suggest that it is not just the quantity but the 

quality of jobs too that may have declined, increasing the incompatibility between work and 

studies. As one survey respondent put it: ‘Worked in [large supermarket chain] for over 6 

years or so but during the pandemic, we were seen as “Essential workers” and that was a 

challenge within itself working with public because behaviours really changed and the 

workload we had was just unbelievable and extremely draining whilst maintaining my 

health'. In other words, there may be fewer jobs around but a lot more work to do. Another 

student confessed she left work temporarily, resorting to leaving off her partner as she was 

'unlucky': leaving three jobs in a row as every time she was bullied by managers into doing 

extra work, such as staying on to clean the store floors. More students declared having 

dropped out of jobs because 'drained' by the experience. This could explain why half of the 

students out of work declare incompatibility between work and study. 

The precarious nature of jobs and the volatility of the labour market is displayed by the 

number of jobs held in the last two years: 40% of students held 2 or more jobs in a relatively 
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short time. Furthermore, during term time fifteen percent of students had to hold more than 

one job meaning they work for dire necessity and may be struggling to make ends meet.  

  

  
How many jobs have you had in the last 24 months (including your present one)? 

  

Motivation for work is clearly split between those seeking experience and career 

advancement, and those having to pay for necessities (the largest group at 29.56%), pay off 

debt (roughly 10%) or for leisure (14%). Again only 8% stated that their work was in their 

field of study.  

  

  

# Answer 
“Newham” sample 

2020 % 
Coun

t 
“Learning from Labour” 

2022 % 
Count 

1 To pay off debts 14% 10 9.85% 40 

2 
Pay for 

leisure/luxuries 
22% 16 14.04% 57 

3 
To pay for 

necessities 
45% 33 29.56% 120 

4 
For general work 

experience 
8% 6 19.46% 79 

5 
For career-related 

experience 
9% 7 18.23% 74 

6 
It is relevant to 

my studies 
2.70% 2 8.87% 36 

 Total 100% 74 100% 406 

What are your main reasons for working (please tick the TWO most important) 
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It is worth pointing out the differences with the Newham sample. Despite a worsening in the 

labour market climate, the students declaring to work out of immediate needs is notably 

lower, except notably for the value of luxuries. The interest in jobs as career boosters is much 

higher. This certainly reflects the greater diversity of the sample. Postgraduates, International 

and EU students prove to be more strategic about their career plans and therefore perceive 

their jobs as part of individual career trajectories. However, these choices may tell more 

about their ideological purchase of neoliberal self-reliance than about the actual value of 

these jobs. The value of the work-study relation is indeed higher but still low: only 9% of the 

sample declares a relationship between subject studies and jobs held. Data on employment 

strengthen this point. 

  

Student Employment  

Data on contractual arrangements show unsurprisingly that the largest category, almost 50%, 

is occupied by part-time jobs Also, a significant proportion of respondents is employed full-

time, almost 17%. The most worrying finding, however, is that one-third of students hold 

precarious jobs, zero-hours, freelance or agency work down to a small but particularly 

concerning group employed informally (all of which and especially the last one could in 

fact be underrepresented).  

  

 Answer 
“Newham” 

sample 2020 % 
Count 

“Learning from 
Labour” 2022 % 

Count 

1 Part-time 51% 46 50% 113 

2 Full time 14% 13 17% 38 

3 Permanent/open ended 5% 5 N/A N/A 

4 
Temporary (for a fixed 

term)  
1%  1  

N/A N/A 

5 
Temporary (for an 

indeterminate period)  
1%  1  

N/A N/A 

6 Zero hours contract 14% 13 11% 25 

7 Freelance/self-employed 1% 1 6.2% 14 

8 Agency work 9% 8 8.4% 19 

9 Informal/undeclared 0 0 2.6% 6 

10 Other (please specify) 3% 3 5.2% 12 

 Total 100% 91 100% 227 

Which of the following describes your current (or last) job? 
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The similarity with the Newham data holds for the main forms of employment, including the 

full-time/part-time categories, agency work and zero-hours contracts. Other precarious 

arrangements though show a wider range of options. Notably, our sample show many more 

informal/freelance jobs reported. On the latter, though the risk of low reporting is high as 

emerges from interviews with international students. Among the ‘others’ category, 

respondents mention internships but also ‘Part - Time but usually end up doing Full-Time 

hours’, or less specified ‘flexible’ arrangements which probably would qualify as informal. 

Highly precarious jobs do not always associate with the downside of precarity at least in 

terms of subjective perceptions. Some respondents argued in favour of the flexibility 

associated with gig economy jobs. One female student was happy to handle deliveries for an 

online platform for just a few hours over the weekend to supplement her income while 

another student registered on different platforms to maximise his taxi-driver income. Still, 

objectively, these students arrange flexibly their daily life to meet platform demands for a 

little gain in terms of experience or income. More widely, the extremely tenuous hold of 

student workers on the labour market associated with these contracts may explain earlier data 

on high unemployment and inactivity levels resulting from difficulties both to find and retain 

jobs that meet most students’ expectations. Even part-timers are far from enjoying an ideal 

middle ground between full-time work which can undermine full-time learning and the 

vagaries of extreme precarity. Indeed, as detailed next, many complain of unfriendly or 

unpredictable schedules, demands for extra work or longer shifts and more generally higher 

than expected stress and exertion. 

The sector and professions indicated by respondents are consistent with this type of contract 

and chime with the recent statistics and research on precarious work and student employment. 

LFS data per 2019 gave respectively 26 and 24 per cent for student employment in retail and 

hospitality, with education and care following both at nine per cent. Our survey recorded the 

following (actual count): Hospitality (41) and retail (34) dominate, since this is an open 

question other similar descriptions appear that could be assimilated to the latter, such as 

restaurant/food chain, 6; shop 3; followed by Health and Education: education (teaching) 

stands at 14/8; healthcare/social work/childcare at 11/5/2; 4 are in Media; others indicated 

either professional sub-sectors, such as aviation, civil administration (3), HR, IT (2), sales & 

marketing (2), finance (2), accounting, insurance, or manual trades and casual jobs such as 

(car) manufacturing (2), boiler maintenance, dentistry, logistics and warehouse, beauty, 

agency work and others. This is much like the Newham data in that student employment 
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crowds where precarity prevails; however, in the former, retail prevailed because of ‘the 

demographics of Newham residents (BAME workers are less likely to be found in hospitality 

than in retail)’ (Clark and al. 2020: 8). 

Responses on company size are consistent with the industry structures of employing sectors.  

  

  
Is your (current or last) employer? 

  

The largest employer at 27% are large companies, brand names that dominate the retail sector 

which best weathered last year's crises, alongside junk food chains; at slightly less stand 

small shops and outlets which make up the complex tapestry of hospitality, from corner shops 

to family restaurants but also subcontractors in any other service sphere. At almost 18% stand 

the public sector, covering health, education and some administrative jobs. Medium 

enterprises at 13%, cover everything in between, from larger contractors to London-based 

hospitality and food chains. Notably, at 16%, there stands the grey area of self-employment, 

private employers and family businesses. 

Actual occupations complete the sectoral/contractual matrix. Roles in key sectors display a 

hierarchy skewed towards starting positions. So, we find plentiful shop floor jobs in health, 

social care, food and goods retail; trainee positions in white-collar jobs such as internships, 

and simple administrative and assistant roles. Other roles represent opposite ends of the 

spectrum including either established career positions such as chef, manager, or engineer, or 
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extremely precarious ones such as support roles in health or education, externalised or 

informal jobs in media and care. This may at first glance simply reflect the transitional 

process from education to the labour market most students experience, irrespective of age and 

seniority, at this stage of their educational career. However, the variation in titles, often 

denoting equivalent roles, as well as their names, conjuring a tenuous reference to 

traditionally defined occupations, are both highly suggestive of the weakened link these jobs 

entertain with an actual trade or profession. In short, the names of jobs underscore the end 

outcome of a deskilling process which has fragmented these trades into a collection of tasks 

without the career prospects normally associated with professional development.  

Across the sample (138 students worked in the last 24 months, 118 had a job at the time of 

the survey administration, excluding 7 responses giving foreign currency rates) 110 provided 

a meaningful answer to the question ‘What is your hourly rate of pay?’. The pay reflects the 

low skill/low wage of almost all of the jobs reported above. In 42 cases hourly rate fluctuates 

at below £10 (a significant minority going as low as 6 or 7, i.e. below the minimum wage!) 

while another 46 jobs receive between 10 and 12.50. Only a small group (10) achieves just 

above the minimum state or living wage, accruing rates between 13 and 20. Isolated cases 

mention a professional hourly fee of 30, 120 or a full yearly wage of 30 thousand.  

As per the work schedule, students claimed to work any day of the week with only a slight 

upward variation for weekend days. Fifty-five respondents state that their work schedule 

varies. This is reinforced by answers to the question on worked hours per week, whereas 

worryingly up to 20% of the sample reports completely unpredictable schedules. This is 

remarkably the same percentage as in the Newham sample. Working hours though appear to 

be lengthened. 

  

  
How many hours do you work in a typical week? 
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Specifically, out of 129 respondents, only 8 worked less than 10 hours, and 31 were less than 

20. This outcome matches the figure of 39 respondents who earlier declared only 

occasionally to work during term time. Further, 50 and 27 respondents respectively worked 

more than 20 and 30 hours weekly also matching the 79 claiming to work regularly during 

studies; an extra group of 21 declares more than 40 hours a week. More significantly, these 

amounts of work exceed the expectation for acceptable levels of part-time work for students, 

as well as students' own expectations as confirmed by their complaints about unplanned, and 

often unpaid, extra work.  

  

  
If you are unable to attend in-person classes, what is the reason? 

  

The result of many students having to endure unpredictable schedules and longer shifts is 

reflected immediately in poor attendance. Twenty percent of the sample (50 out of 246) admit 

that clashes with shifts and full-time work make them miss classes. Among the 155 admitting 

other problems with attendance, almost 20% mention health problems and 10% caring 

responsibilities. The lion's share is a miscellaneous of individual answers where Covid 

obviously stands out, but socially relevant issues also emerge. An open comment reads: ‘I ‘m 

not able to [attend] sometimes due to work [and] due to my family issues’ Caring 

responsibilities, transport problems and health issues are ultimately the outcomes of 

vulnerabilities resulting from lack of income which could pay the way out of the problem or 

social services that should provide support in its absence. Many a comment clearly shows 
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how vulnerabilities are tightly interconnected: ‘I work a lot to cover [my expenses] and it's a 

struggle to manage everything’. 

  

Conditions at work 

The formal aspects of the employment relationship, such as worked hours, pay and terms of 

employment are not the sole source of problems faced by student workers. The way in which 

the employment relationship is actually managed can deviate from official terms and 

conditions adding to causes of material and psychological distress.  

  

# Question Never  
Sometime

s 
 Always  

Tota
l 

1 I am paid for all hours I work 7.50% 12 15.00% 
2
4 

77.50
% 

12
4 

160 

2 
Some of my wages are paid in cash 

to avoid tax/National Insurance 
82.67

% 
12

4 
6.67% 

1
0 

10.67
% 

16 150 

3 I receive payslips 
21.09

% 
31 7.48% 

1
1 

71.43
% 

10
5 

147 

4 
My hours of work are changed at 

short notice 
32.89

% 
50 55.26% 

8
4 

11.84
% 

18 152 

5 If I am ill, I get paid sick leave 
53.68

% 
73 15.44% 

2
1 

30.88
% 

42 136 

6 
If pregnant, I am entitled to paid 

maternity leave 
50.00

% 
43 3.49% 3 

46.51
% 

40 86 

Please tick the box which most closely describes your experience of your current (or most recent) job 
for each of the statements below. 
  

The responses above explore to what extent key rights are observed in their workplace. It is 

concerning that many respondents are sometimes, or all the time denied basic rights such as 

protection from illness, the certainty of pay and working time. In particular, 68% note that 

their work schedule is changed at short notice, 28.5% do not always or ever see a payslip, 

22.5% of respondents complain about unpaid extra work; 17.34% claim some of their wages 

are paid cash in hand to avoid taxation. Equally worrying is the fact that 50% believe they are 

not entitled to paid maternity leave (see also next question on knowledge of rights). Some of 

these issues may result from a combination of poor knowledge of entitlements, loose 

regulation of precarious jobs and unfair and illicit practices by line managers even in large 

businesses (Clark and Herman 2017). The outcome however is both loss of time and income 

and a higher level of stress. 
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Violations of rights and unfair treatment take also the form of bullying, harassment and 

discrimination. On these occurrences, respondents report the following.  

  

# Question 
Frequentl

y 
 

Once or 
twice 

 Never  
Tota

l 

1 Bullying 2.50% 4 21.25% 
3
4 

76.25
% 

12
2 

160 

2 Discrimination 8.86% 
1
4 

20.89% 
3
3 

70.25
% 

11
1 

158 

3 Threats of dismissal 6.37% 
1
0 

15.92% 
2
5 

77.71
% 

12
2 

157 

4 
Being required to work for 

longer than contracted 
27.22% 

4
3 

25.32% 
4
0 

47.47
% 

75 158 

5 Injury or accident at work 0.63% 1 19.62% 
3
1 

79.75
% 

12
6 

158 

6 Sexual harassment 0.63% 1 9.49% 
1
5 

89.87
% 

14
2 

158 

7 Racial harassment 2.55% 4 9.55% 
1
5 

87.90
% 

13
8 

157 

8 Disciplinary action 5.06% 8 7.59% 
1
2 

87.34
% 

13
8 

158 

Survey Question: in your current or most recent job, have you experienced any of the following? 

  

The issue that stands out once again is unpaid extra work: virtually the majority of 

respondents faced such demands at least once, and as many as 27% do so frequently. Equally 

serious breaches of acceptable HR display equal frequency: almost 30% claim experiencing 

discrimination (almost 10% do so frequently), 24% bullying, 22% are subjected to threats of 

dismissal and 12% to disciplinary action. The gravest violations of rights and sexual and 

racial harassment affected 10% of the sample. Last, 20% reported accidents and injuries at 

work. 

Both mainstream and critical literature has documented the rise of these practices on the back 

of toxic leadership by performance-driven autocratic managers on the one side and the 

increasing dependability of precarious workers, on the other. Direct dialogues with students 

reveal how lack of experience, isolation, absence of unions and worker fragmentation along 

multiple lines provide fertile ground for these practices to proliferate. This is not limited to 

workers employed informally or in small businesses without formal HR but in most large and 

medium chain outlets. Students working for known fast food or fashion brands report the 

common practice of coercing employees into staying after closure to clean up and sort out the 

shop. The longest shift ever reported was in a well-known chicken shop chain: ‘we were short 
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of staff and the manager kept us there for a 14-hour shift. Now I know it is illegal, but at the 

time I did not know better’. In two different instances students also narrated how collective 

complaints up the hierarchy can stop these practices, but the general opinion is that quitting is 

the most logical response. As a student put it: ’I am unemployed, why? I had a job at [global 

fast fashion brand] but left because I needed a break. What’s the problem? I felt drained!’. 

Stress and tensions with managers and colleagues have multiple sources. In front-line service 

jobs, the most ubiquitous is conflicts with customers. In some cases, managers are claimed to 

side with abusive customers making it clear that employees should endure their behaviour no 

matter what: a poignant student reaction reads: ‘the only good thing about Covid is that with 

the mask on I do not have to put up this stupid grin every time they walk in!’. Health and 

safety are also reported to be an issue with jobs in hospitality and retail involving the 

handling of provisions and machinery. Most students in small outlets report having to deal 

with collecting and moving deliveries in storage and receiving little to no training for using 

the equipment. Whether students opt for fight or flight, or simply endure these brutal working 

conditions, the experience leads to a high level of stress and physical exhaustion and lowers 

their expectations vi-a-vis the labour market.  

  

Knowledge of employment rights, or lack of it, as well as the way it is acquired and shared 

among employees, is crucial to understand how well student workers are equipped to 

navigate the insidious environment of precarity, and the available resources and institutions 

supposed to support them in the process.  

  

  
Survey Question: How would you describe your knowledge of employment rights? 
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One-third of the sample admit outright knowing little or nothing. However, questions on 

specific issues such as maternity leave (see above) and paid holidays show that lack of 

knowledge and misapprehensions on even basic entitlements may be more widespread. 

  

Survey Question: Do you know how many paid holidays you are entitled to per year? 
  

Lack of knowledge or misapprehension about employment rights can be related to the ways 

in which student workers acquire information about them. Two-thirds of the sample state rely 

respectively on either employers or internet websites (specifically government ones) as well 

as friends and relatives. Only eight per cent of them turn to their putative representatives, 

student and trade unions, or trustworthy independent sources. Absent subjects are equally 

revelatory; only one respondent mentions colleagues.  
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Survey Question:  If you needed to find out information about your employment rights, where would 
you find this? 
 

The latter in part reflects the labour composition of workplaces in terms of age and seniority, 

where precarity and high turnover mean that older employees will be hard to find even 

among supervisory staff. Partly, this owes to fragmentation along nationality and 

employment status which reinforces precarious employees’ isolation. Last there is the much 

complained about lack of socialisation procedures in the workplace. All together these 

prevent the horizontal transmission of tacit knowledge and the formation of shared collective 

memories. In large organisations, HR departments can be a reliable source vis-à-vis line 

managers: in one case students referred how they were denied statutory breaks during long 

shifts and managed a policy shift when they collectively appealed to central HR. Equally, 

evidence from conversations with students suggests that it is as likely that HR departments 

may be dismissive of employees' enquiries preferring to uphold their subordinates' stance (see 

also below). This mode of acquiring knowledge also suggests that it is mostly individualised 

(although the above-mentioned anecdotes show this must not be always the case) and reactive 

practice. Student workers will seek information once they suspect that they may be victims of 

unfair treatment. Reliance on government and employers’ sources will further foster an 

individualised and legalistic approach. these sources do not envisage or support solidarity and 
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therefore are no help in creating a workplace culture which can prevent violations from 

occurring again; they also, most crucially, implicitly promote the notion that employment 

rights are octroyée, i.e. granted from above, rather than bargained for and therefore open to 

interpretation, challenge and expansion from below. 

  

The labour process 

The extrinsic, formal and informal aspects of the employment relationship, such as terms and 

conditions of employment and HR practices are not the sole or in fact the defining 

characteristics of work and its primary source of challenges. The labour process, defined by 

the daily routine of performing work tasks, determines the effort demanded, intellectual, 

emotional and physical, as well as the necessary social interactions task performance 

requires. These in turn, affect both a worker’s wellbeing and her/his pattern of social 

relations. Open survey questions, in-class reflective exercises and assignments as well as 

semi-structured interviews were designed to capture these processes by asking respondents 

what actually happens in the workplace and how it relates to their life trajectories (Armstrong 

1991, Thompson and Smith, 2001). 

 

Workplace challenges  

The final section of the survey consists of two open questions asking student worker 

respondents to detail, respectively the challenges they faced in the workplace and their coping 

strategies. The level of responses is high: considering that out of an overall sample of 247 

there were 118 respondents in work, 101 students provided a response to the first question 

and 91 to the second one (13 did not report any challenges). The two tables below show a 

categorised summary of the most widespread grievances raised by these workers and, 

subsequently, their choices of coping strategies. They are categorised by keyword and 

presented in decreasing order of popularity. 

A significant number of respondents raise several interrelated grievances including long 

working hours, excessive workloads, unpredictable shift schedules and oppressive 

management. There are also individual cases where health and safety violations, bullying and 

racial harassment are denounced. These accounts do more than simply listing challenges or 

raising complaints. They provide essential elements to reconstruct the key features of the 

labour process of employing industries as experienced by its casualised workforce. 
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Student workers’ accounts return a picture of disorganised workplaces which rely almost 

entirely on employee flexibility to achieve maximum performance at minimum costs. 

Exploitation relies both on prolonging the working time and on various forms of 

intensification. Student worker’s jobs are crowded out with a multiplicity of unscheduled 

tasks. Understaffing is used strategically to maximise the use of labour effort. Key to 

governing this process is what workers perceive as ‘poor management’. Line managers, 

supervisors and team leaders use a combination of coercion, manipulation and deceit to gain 

free use of labour power. Downward pressure along corporate hierarchical lines justifies and 

sustains these practices in pursuit of a ‘more with less’ policy. Accounts by the few 

respondents with supervisory roles suggest that lack of training and experience among the 

lowest ranks facilitates the smooth transmission of this productivity drive and tolerance of 

unscrupulous means for achieving it. A respondent describes it this way: ‘Challenges 

sometimes [are due to] relationships with colleagues, but don’t happen often, and task[ed] as 

a shop manager I had a lot responsibility and it can be very challenging to take care of a big 

store with 15 employees [with instructions] that I have to take care of myself and not [expect] 

so much help from the Head Office’. The view of those enduring such management tactics is 

more explicit: ‘I don’t get along with my manager he hasn’t got good problem-solving skills 

and he lies a lot to cover his own back and will throw anyone under the bus to prevent 

himself from getting told off from his manager’. 

Work organisation that is light on planning but unforgiving on performance often leaves 

workers to their own devices to achieve targets, generating coercive employee 

entrepreneurialism. This is understood as the ‘independent exercise of their initiative aimed at 

optimizing organizational outcomes, including product and process innovation and 

proactiveness’; employee discretionary efforts can be induced by employer’s gifts or by 

coercive ‘stick’ evoking ‘labour market-induced intrapreneurialism’ (Croucher, Morrison 

Rizov 2022). Student workers provided glaring examples of the latter in both individual – ‘I 

endeavour to organize myself on the job, prioritizing assignments as necessary’ – or 

collective form – ‘work together as a team collaboratively and aim for the end goal together’. 

Understaffed and unsupported students explain how they act autonomously to achieve the 

above: for example, a student called meetings to socialise with colleagues when management 

failed to introduce him to the team causing frictions; in another case, a student worker took 

the initiative for tighter division of labour within a small supermarket team to manage the 

otherwise chaotic rush at peak-hours. This way, small teams can be effectively reconfigured 
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and deployed just-in-time to achieve all required tasks. This disorganised labour process is 

stigmatised by students; when asked to use theories to analyse own work experiences, they 

often reference Taylorism or bureaucratic organisation as positive models to fix chaotic 

workplaces. An airport passenger service agent argues against the ‘ambiguity when it comes 

to the handling of passenger’s luggage’; her solution includes ‘clearer and more detailed 

rules’, ‘a bureaucratic system (…) to decrease chances of dangerous accidents’ (refess 7, 

Huba). 

Conversely, there is no shortage of accounts denouncing ‘issues of Neo-Taylorism and 

Scientific Management such as repetitiveness, robotic work, isolation and bureaucracy’ 

(refess 5, Jessy). Strict rules and routineised jobs do not mean that such workplaces are easier 

to navigate or leave no scope for informal adjustment. Sometimes, ‘macdonaldisation’ means 

absentee managers ‘locked in office, filling papers and sending emails rather than 

communicating with employees and monitoring the restaurant’ (refess 3, Costan). More 

often, bureaucracy implies stifling control on performance by ever-present managers: ‘Whilst 

working in retail, I witnessed (…) managers are extremely strict on policy and allow no room 

for imaginative thought, they favourite the “robotic” worker that will never question them 

and take pride in ensuring all jobs are done to “company standard” which in most cases, are 

unrealistic for any human’ (refess 6 Riha). 

Some rules directly enforce worker’s isolation and malleability: ‘An example of this would 

be managers reinforcing the “no talking on the shop floor” rule for the retail advisors [or] 

partake in various tasks that were not in my job description asking employees to (refess, 6 

Riha). Otherwise, rules can be broken when there is something to profit from it: ‘By the 

policy, the managers must replace the missing workers or in extreme cases replace those 

workers by themselves, unfortunately policies are not always followed and sometimes I had 

to work for two people. Another problem (…) I was missing my 30 min break, however 

managers were supposed to monitor breaks, unfortunately they did not do that because it was 

busy and they required as much worker as possible during that period’ (refess 3 Costan). 

Another key dimension of policy in front-line jobs concerns customer-worker relations and 

ensuing emotional labour (Bolton & Boyd 2003, Hochschild 1983). Business school students 

employed in hospitality easily relate to the concept, providing compelling accounts of their 

tasks and related challenges. Marco, for example, explains; ‘As bar staff, my job involved a 

10PM start where we had to set up each of the bars with supplies (…) restocking shelves, 
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fridges [and] tills with change (…) operate tills and orders in itself was not difficult; however, 

the job also required a certain degree of emotional labour since you are forced to interact 

and serve inebriated bar patrons for almost 6 hours on end with no real breaks and 

sometimes alone’ (refess 1). Maria along the same lines reports: ‘Last year, when I worked in 

the pub as a waitress/bartender I have experienced different aspects of the service industry. 

My job required quite a lot of responsibilities, from dealing with customers, preparing the 

restaurant, making various drinks, handling bookings, to making sure customers are satisfied 

by being positive and friendly at all times’ (refess 2). As Maria points out, an inherently 

stressful situation was heightened by company policy and management attitude:’ I had to be 

friendly, communicative and pleasant at all times, even though a customer was being rude or 

harassing. It was often a challenge to stay on top of the situation, especially when I did not 

feel safe dealing with that customer anymore. (…). Customers should not be given the right 

to be rude or harsh to employees, just because they work in the service industry’ (refess 2). 

while both cases highlight classical aspects of emotional labour in service industries, 

specifically emotional display rules (Grandey et al. 2015), it is significant that they root this 

challenge into a material context that reproduces most aspects of the labour process 

experienced elsewhere. Marco is adamant that ‘the main issue is understaffing’ and managers 

‘unburdened with employee welfare and fixated on a financial outcome’; similarly, Maria 

argues that: ‘employees would work better if they knew that the manager is interested in their 

well-being (…) training employees to cope with customer mistreatment, (…) reduce the 

surveillance, and instead show that she trusts her employees’. High control-low support 

management, absence of training, employee rights’ breaches, understaffing and multi-tasking 

make emotional labour simply another dimension of a structurally exploitative labour 

process. As Marco put it: ‘a situation where one employee essentially is forced to work under 

double the workload both physically and emotionally’ (refess 1). 

In sum, irrespective of work organisation, front-line role or degree of supervision, most 

student workers face precarity in the form of a labour process ruled by unpredictability of 

roles and tasks , working time and effort levels. High turnover reinforces the process 

providing a constant stream of dependable and loosely connected staff. This process is 

endured as an emotionally and physically draining experience. It also negatively effects both 

time and income availability. The impact on working students’ ability to effectively combine 

work with their studies is explicitly lamented. 
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Identified workplaces for this labour process are small retail units, such as food and non-food 

chain’s branches and individual departments of their larger stores, where according to above 

sector/occupation data one-third of the respondents are employed as well as  hospitality 

venues (bar, club, pub, restaurant, hotel). However, many aspects of work organisation and 

managerial practices specific to this type of labour process such as autocratic management, 

intensification, marginalisation, can be found in other locations: from education – ‘Precarity 

as there was no contract (informal teaching work), change of hours sometimes last-minute, no 

union backing me up’ – to media – ‘working with colleagues in group projects, in media its 

24/7 so be available around the clock’ – to the NHS – ‘Boss, nhs is corrupt. She is a bully and 

we have complained in every possible way and nothing is ever done’ - or privatised health 

care - there is a hierarchy between dentists and nurses and we are considered just as force 

labour and not appreciated. she gave me lots of new jobs to do, such as reception 

administrations, stock etc,’- or social care – ‘I feel like I am not a part of the team who are 

permanent in their nurseries. Some staff like to take advantage and have made me work like a 

dog to the point I have damaged my back’. 

 

  

Type and number of challenges reported by student workers in survey open question 

 Challenge No. of responses Response examples 

0 No challenges 13 N/A 
Work is good 
I feel relaxed at my work 

1 Long working hours 34 Long hours. Rude customers, bad 
management, long times standing, busy 
hours. 
Having to work longer hours than my actual 
part-time contract which is 25 hours. 
I was legally allowed to work for 20 hours a 
week but in this condition, they forced me to 
do more. 
In media, it's 24/7 so be available around the 
clock. 
Whenever it gets busy, they have a tendency 
to guilt trip you into staying even though you 
have just completed 10 hours of your shift. 

2 Excessive 
workload/heavy 
shifts/busy 
hours/overworking 

24 Long hours, exhausting job and lots of 
emotional stress. No time for breaks. Long 
days with high expectations. 
during the pandemic (…), working with the 
public, because behaviours really changed, 
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and the workload we had was just 
unbelievable and extremely draining. 
boss was very demanding and made me work 
way longer than the agreed working period 
and increased my workload significantly; 

3 Conflict with 
managers/lack of 
management 
support/inefficient 
managers 

22 challenges with relations to 
managers/supervisors   
My team leadership are always ready to 
contradict your judgement because of your 
level of status which is disgusting. I get no 
support from HR because they support their 
managers 
my boss is behaving as an authority, she does 
not let us (nurses) laugh or speak during 
working time (...) we can't have any breaks 
neither for 2 min as "she pays us for every 
min that we are in the workplace". 

4 Multi-tasking/too many 
tasks, jobs, workloads 

11 Too many tasks. 
Sometimes required to work beyond my 
scope. 
Long hours working, with heavy shifts, such 
as busy shops and lots of workloads. 
During university allocated time having to do 
tasks like making videos. 

5 Health/safety/injury/long 
hours standing 

9 [boss] only cared about the money and not 
about her employees’ safety  
workload we had was just unbelievable and 
extremely draining whilst maintaining my 
health 
carrying loads and always causing injury to 
my back. 
we have to stand for 8 hours and only get to 
sit during our breaks. 
I am 7 months pregnant, but my boss doesn't 
consider that and gives me a 10-hour shift 
standing. 

5 Unpredictable 
schedule/changed 
hours/flexibility 

8 I was supposed to stay odd hours without 
being informed and at short notice. 
Precarity as there was no contract (informal 
teaching work), change of hours sometimes 
last-minute. 
It felt too flexible to the point where it was 
demotivating to work. 
There can be weeks when there are no jobs so 
I go weeks without income. 

6 Study -Work balance 9 juggling jobs with uni mainly 
Often work exhausts me which can make it 
difficult to study on days that I have worked 
My boss (…) increased my workload 
significantly, I also didn’t have enough time 
to focus on classes which is why I had to 
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leave 
On my days off from work, I am still at times 
would require to assist in some work matters 
which can be difficult especially since I 
would be at the university and would require 
to multitask a lot. 

7 Stress/pressure 7 Can be stressful, and sometimes have to deal 
with difficult customers. 
Stressful, pressure to get the same amount of 
work done even if short-staffed. 

8 Wage/pay/income/salary 6 A lot of work is expected, and the wage does 
not reflect the hours worked. 
do the work meant to be done by 2-3 persons 
in one shift, without any additional pay. 

9 Monotonous tasks 2 Monotonous tasks, low salary compared to 
market rate, lack of recognition and support 

Survey open question: Describe the main challenges of your work in as much detail as you can. These 
could include: -challenges related to working relationships (e.g. with your boss or colleagues) -
challenges related to the working condition (e.g. long working hours) -challenges related to the 
actual task (e.g. monotonous tasks or excessive workloads) 

  

Coping Strategies 

Workers are never mere passive victims of undesirable working conditions and unfavourable 

power relations (Smith 2006). Lacking organisational capabilities and institutional voice 

mechanisms, labour resorts to informal and often individualised resistance (Scott 1985). 

Student workers put up a wide range of practices mostly aimed at minimising the 

physiological and psychological adverse effects of hostile management and taxing workloads. 

These minimal forms of resistance further confirm both their dissatisfaction with jobs and the 

limited scope of their voice in the workplace. 

One way to differentiate responses is their degree of activeness. More than a third of 

respondents assume a stance of muted endurance sustained by short term commitment. At 

first glance, these responses may confirm a well-known instrumental attitude to ‘student jobs’ 

which has long justified a mainstream positive trade-off thesis. However, textual analysis 

conveys both the deep suffering endured by respondents and their clear rejection of the 

employability rhetoric. 

More proactive stances feature the radically opposed strategies of either conscious resistance 

or employee entrepreneurship. A number of workers do not simply dream of escaping 

unsatisfactory conditions but actively resist work intensification by withdrawing labour. This 
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is pursued by either reducing hours, seeking employee driven flexibility and ultimately 

quitting, or by employing disengagement tactics, such us working to contract, refusing to take 

extra work or tasks and foot-dragging. The use of mobility power (Smith 2006) has a notable 

impact on the hospitality industry and has forced many employers to raise wages and 

debating the need to improve conditions. However, the above-mentioned challenges suggest 

that labour market shortages have in the short term negatively impacted labour organisation 

increasing instead volatility and punishing workloads. 

Another group displays embracement of self-reliance and competitive individualism. This 

translates into full commitment to work, tight planning of tasks, time management, balancing 

work with studies (see table below for detailed responses). Such responses may appear to 

challenge a simplistic equation between precarity and bad jobs and support arguments 

whereas challenges generate resilience. However, critiques relate embracement of risk and 

insecurity to discourses that assume ‘the ideal of a neoliberal self-entrepreneurial subject’ 

(Kelan, 2008; Mackenzie and McKinlay 2020). 

Individual lived experiences suggests that such approach looks the most successful among 

students with greater work experience or professional jobs such as international postgraduates 

or mature students: ‘the main challenge is waking up at 3 am to start my shift at 4. But at the 

same time working shifts are only 4 hours long and I have the rest of the day for myself, so I 

guess it's balanced out’. This European postgraduate student, explains how he chose these 

unusual shifts, collecting items in-store for online orders, because it paid more and was less 

controlled and labour-intensive than day-time jobs; something he learned after surveying a 

number of fellow students. He further combined it with an online re-sale venture. Strategizing 

around jobs and work schedules appears an essential skill both to successful work-study 

balance and further career paths. However, the realisation that this may go too far is never far 

away: ‘It's difficult to manage with studies and sometimes I pay too much attention to the 

work’.  

Study needs limit significantly students’ labour market choices: ‘I have better job 

opportunities which I can't take because uni takes so much time’; while other feel that, 

despite labour shortages, the market still offers few opportunities; ‘I don’t like my job but I’m 

only there because of the money and its harder to get another job’. Also, no amount of 

experience seems sufficient to defeat the intricacies of the education funding system. A 

student and established accountant laments that she was persuaded to take up a subsistence 
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costs’ loan to move part-time during studies, only to discover that loan money counted as 

income, which meant losing tax credits while needlessly adding to her debts. In other words, 

strategizing is not simply an option universally available by embracing self-reliance tactics 

but an opportunity that few can afford thanks to superior welfare-mixes. For everybody else 

the constraints set within the labour process feel an unforgiving reality. 

Coping strategies can escape individualised approaches by seeking out the support of others 

inside or outside the workplace. Different socialisation levels and approaches from chatting 

to purposeful co-operation are detailed. Workers, especially in customer-oriented services, 

seek the emotional support of colleagues to escape the psychological pressures, and 

sometimes the very real risks of exposure to hostile customers. Chatting with colleagues 

during breaks also relieves pressure by socialising challenges. Maria’s story well exemplifies 

these situations: 

‘To overcome this difficulty [dealing with abusive customers], I have tried to separate my 

work personality from my normal one. I thought of it as if I was an actor performing on stage. 

However, sometimes that did not help. In situations like that I either asked a colleague for 

help, or I took a small break to clear my head. I was lucky that the team I have worked with 

was very supportive and caring, and helped me in many unpleasant situations’. (refess 2 

Maria) 

Sharing experiences can lead to collective action to right wrongs: cases of challenging 

demands for unpaid extra work and denial of breaks are reported. Pour coo-ordination and 

understaffing also force workers to take organisation in their own hands to face peak-hours 

business. Costan offers an illuminating account: 

‘At the beginning it was stressful to work in such environment, but as soon I started to know 

the co-workers, the work started to get easier. For example, whenever there was someone 

missing, we agreed with the remaining workers to clean just our part, and to discuss with the 

managers about this, the problem was consequently solved (…) managers of the turn was 

cleaning whatever was left to clean. A good team work also helped me to overcome other 

difficulties, such as break, as we used to remind each other about the break, and the main this 

we used to help each other whenever someone was busier than others.’ (refess 3) 

 Resistance and resilience here are ambiguously intertwined as mutual support helps with 

bottlenecks but also enables the collective to enforce basic rights. 
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Respondents conversely report obstacles to integration in diverse workplaces. In some cases, 

divisions run along ethnic and national lines: ‘Work relationships [are challenging] as I am 

brown in a white community’ or ‘I've had people make Islamophobic comments such as "I 

feel sorry for you" "your religion is too strict" "can you not wait and pray later", et cetera’. 

Employers, particularly those employing informally, use divide-and-conquer tactics: ‘[the 

boss] she said that we don't have to be friendly to each other in fact we have to talk just about 

work even in our break’. These comments highlight how little attention even large companies 

pay to promoting workplace socialization and teamwork. To a lesser extent, managers are 

also indicated as potential reference. However, survey responses show that often management 

fails to live up to student workers’ expectations: ‘I seeked [sought] support from colleagues 

and had a couple of conversations with the boss about things that I am not satisfied with 

when it comes to this job and when repeatedly nothing has changed, I quit’. Conversely, 

positive orientation to customer, student or patient care motivates only a handful of 

respondents, clearly showing how the labour process discourages what should otherwise be 

these jobs’ primary objective. Equally significant for its absence is any reference to unions, 

including student union or university bodies, but a negative one: ‘precarity [is a challenge] as 

there was no contract (informal teaching work), change of hours sometimes last-minute, no 

union backing me up’.  

  

Type and number of coping strategies reported by student workers in survey open question 
 Coping Strategy No. of responses Response examples 
0 None/the work is good 6 I generally enjoy this work as a teacher but 

other jobs I had (retail, agricultural) 
I used to enjoy my work mostly because I had 
no pressure, everything was mostly under my 
control. I was allowed to take breaks at my 
own convenience. 
focusing on the positive end outcome of the 
work that is learning and developing a career 
for the future. 
 

0 None/muted acceptance 14 I don’t 
I have no choice 
Got used to it 
I think about money 
I go home with swollen feet every time 
I move on with it and tell myself it is what it is 

1 Distraction/escapism 20 Smile 
I romanticize it 
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I tell myself that I’m not going to stay in this 
job forever (9) 
go to the gym after work 
focus on other things and listen to music as 
relaxing outside the job 

2 Socialization/solidarity 
with colleagues/ 
teamwork 

16 I seek support from colleagues 
speak to other colleagues who are facing 
similar or the same difficulties. 
Me and other employees their rant to each 
other. 
Try to motivate me by working alongside a 
colleague, where we can chat while working 
Work together as a team collaboratively and 
aim for the end goal together 

3 Self-management/ 
entrepreneurialism 
 

14 I just concentrate on my work and do it well 
I work to the maximum standards. I give my 
all 
I endeavour to organize myself on the job, 
prioritizing assignments as necessary 
I focus on balancing work through time 
management, scheduling specific tasks with 
time slots that require to get done immediately 

4 Turnover/short-term 
commitment 

11 I change jobs or reduce hours 
looking to leave soon for a job elsewhere by 
searching and applying for a different sector. 
I did try to do my best but in the end, it was 
becoming so unprofessional that I had to quit 
the job 

5 Work to contract/foot-
dragging 

8 Get tasks documented and only work on those 
tasks to ensure I am doing what is asked 
I choose shifts that are suitable for me, so I do 
not get burnt out 
I would happily say I work with minimum 
standards (…) I don't like my job but I'm only 
there because of the money and it's harder to 
get another job 
I take frequent breaks, refuse tasks if they do 
not fit my role, lower my standards in 
accordance with the pay 

6 Support from 
managers/boss /leader 

7 
 

Talk to your colleagues or boss to find a 
solution 
I engage in regular discussions with my 
manager 
I seek support from Senior leadership, make 
sure I take my breaks and remind myself I 
hope to move up the ladder quickly 
I seek advice from my teachers to be better at 
my job of teaching 
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7 Customer/Patient focus 3 Also, I was happy about the effect my job had 
on patients coming in and the brave nurses I 
worked alongside 
I engage with customers and during my shift, I 
maintain a positive attitude that also in turn 
helps people's mindset 
 

8 Support from 
friends/family 
 

2 got support and motivation from my parents 
whenever I called them 
I also used my friends as a source of support 

Survey open question: How do you cope with the challenges of your work (for example, I work to 
minimum standards, I seek support from colleagues, I take as many breaks as possible, I listen to 
music while working, I tell myself that I'm not going to stay in this job for long) 
  

To summarise, a preliminary analysis of the labour process identifies objective constraints as 

well as subjective responses by students as workers. Low-pay/low-skilled jobs do not simply 

offer students little rewards for high efforts, they also rely on them to reproduce a 

disorganised but highly exploitative workplace regime. Most students display dissatisfaction 

with one or more of its extrinsic features, such as excessive workload, poor and abusive 

management, unpredictable schedules, and pressure for extra and often unpaid work. At least 

one-third of the sample responded with varying degrees of resistance from silent endurance to 

labour withdrawal and turnover. The disorganised nature of the labour process also engenders 

coercive entrepreneurship. Both aspects are often overlooked in the literature. Strategizing 

that allows overcoming challenges and generating resilience is also observed. Their success is 

predicated on individual circumstances endowed with better welfare mixes. This can be 

associated with more spontaneous forms of neo-liberal maximisation. 

  

Conclusions 

This study set out to investigate student work life and its impact on learning at a post-92 HE 

institution. Previous research, including a small-scale study a Middlesex University, 

established that disadvantaged, first-in-family students may be exposed to the detrimental 

effects of precarity when financial hardship forces them into part-time low-pay/low-skilled 

jobs. Debates have ensued about student agency overcoming challenges and generating 

resilience. 

This study, despite its limitations, returns a picture in line with national and local data about 

trends in student labour market engagement and employment as adjusted by the pandemic 
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watershed. The university displays a culturally and socially diverse population. A majority is 

made up of first-in-family students. Whatever their background they all share a broadly 

similar social condition, 90% of them declared not to ‘have enough money to live on without 

working’, 85% engaged with the labour market and around 56% did work before enrolment 

and continued to do so afterwards. However, the effects of the pandemic have been felt in a 

number of ways. The level of engagement with the labour market has decreased, and 

inactivity has certainly risen. Responses suggest that both the quantity and quality of jobs 

suitable for students may have decreased. After furlough, dismissals or quitting, students face 

a less favourable environment forcing them to face hard choices: whether to minimise or 

avoid bad jobs altogether or to endure them out of necessity. The extent to which constraints 

can be avoided and opportunities exploited by student workers weigh heavily on individual 

circumstances. The best outcomes favour those with enhanced social and cultural capital. 

Employment data return known problems of lengthy shifts, heavy workloads and 

unpredictable schedules as well as a worrying array of serious violations of their rights: 

discrimination, health and safety breaches. These are certainly aided by widespread ignorance 

of employee rights. 

This study however sought to exceed observation of trends in the labour market and formal 

and extrinsic employment terms to investigate the often-overlooked inner abode of 

production. Student factual accounts of task execution and social relations in the workplace 

allow applying Labour process analysis, a well-established theory in the British industrial 

relations field, to student worker jobs. These jobs exist in an apparently disorganised but 

highly exploitative workplace regime, which specifically prays on the student-worker 

condition for its reproduction. Its work organisation reflects the features of the flexible 

workplace often labelled neo-Taylorist or post-Fordist in that it achieves traditional forms of 

labour exploitation such as lengthening of the working time, deskilling and effort 

intensification with the post-bureaucratic organisation associated with disorganised 

capitalism, such as teamwork, functional flexibility, multi-tasking aided by employee 

entrepreneurship. Student instrumental and short-term commitment, their limited purchase on 

their labour market, their lack of skills knowledge and experience, and finally their need for 

flexible schedules, all favour both labour market segmentation and on-the-job segregation; 

also, they make them more dependable as workers.  

The topical space for this labour process is the small branch of food and supermarket chains 

and the individual departments of their larger stores. However, many aspects of work 

organisation and managerial practices specific to this type of labour processes such as 
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autocratic management, intensification, and marginalisation, can be found in other locations, 

like schools, medical practices and self-employment, where precarity allows management to 

run them alongside more organised spaces.  

The impact in terms of social suffering and alienation cannot be underestimated. This 

outcome proves that a stronger link exists between bad jobs and bad education than 

previously acknowledged. It goes some way towards better understanding and explaining the 

pedagogic challenges faced by both students and lecturers on the classroom frontline. Student 

workers though are no mere cogs in the precarious labour process machine. Agency has long 

been recognised but so far reduced to the binary opposite of retreat or resilience, as student 

trajectories are seen through the prism of individualised social mobility strategies driven by 

neoliberal subjectivity. Labour process analysis by seeing students as workers recognises the 

reality of workplace resistance and the use of labour mobility power. Resistance may well lay 

behind the recruitment, retention and motivation crisis in the employing sectors. Conversely, 

findings suggest that it is not education that prevents students from achieving positive labour 

market outcomes, rather it is the latter that prevents them from fully benefiting from their 

learning opportunities. Therefore, post-92 universities, that rely so heavily on such students, 

should not be unfairly blamed for failing students' employability outcomes.  

  

Recommendations 

The scale of the issues emerging from this research integrate existing critiques of student 

employment (Rydzik and Bal 2023). It cannot therefore but reiterate arguments for an 

overhaul of the education funding system that so clearly places disadvantaged students at a 

loss against a dispassionate management and the education system. This is not saying that 

local and individual employers and universities should take no responsibility for actions that 

can ease or ameliorate the student worker condition. A non-exhaustive list which should 

represent a springboard for action and discussion among all stakeholders, unions, employers, 

universities but also crucially students and academics includes the following: 

● The university should foster knowledge of employee rights. This could take the form of 

streamlining education on these topics in the curriculum at the earliest stages. 

● The university should also provide specialist support and advice services as part of its 

welfare provision.  
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● Employability should not be exclusively focused on future jobs or dream careers but 

provide actionable information about reliable employers for jobs students actually do 

during their studies. 

● Collaboration should be sought with trade and student unions to develop and promote the 

above-mentioned activities to make them both effective and student friendly. 

● Responsible employment practices, including student-friendly flexibility, should be 

sought out and promoted at the local and city level, among private and public employers 

and professional associations, to raise awareness about abuses and foster truly career-

enhancing work experiences. 

● More broadly critical pedagogy should be adopted and streamlined in the curriculum 

along with well-established models already applied in UK education to nurture and 

develop social awareness and critical thinking. 

  

The realisation of the significant challenges student face should guide both students and 

educators to turn the former into an opportunity for genuine learning and engagement with 

student workers. The potential for social awareness and greater agentic power that lies behind 

resistance practices ought to be recognised by scholars as educators. This in turn can 

contribute to a more sustainable path of reforms at a different scale. 
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