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Foreword
Working Lives Scotland highlights why understanding job quality is 
important, not just for employees, but for organisations that are seeking to 
improve their performance and productivity.

Improving the quality of work for employees can reduce the amount of 
sickness absence they take, while increasing their wellbeing, job satisfaction, 
motivation and reported performance in their jobs. Employees who are 
satisfied in their roles are also more likely to recommend their organisation 
as a good place to work and less likely to leave. Understanding how to 
improve job quality can therefore contribute positively to efforts to recruit, 
motivate and retain employees.

A running theme throughout this report is the importance of leadership and 
people management capability. In workplaces where managers are equipped 
with the knowledge and skills to manage and develop people effectively, 
employees are more likely to be satisfied with their jobs, feel they are treated 
fairly and report they will go the extra mile for their organisation.

Good line management underpins many of the other dimensions explored 
here – wellbeing, workloads, flexible working or employee voice quality. 
Investing in the capability of line managers should be a priority.

The extent to which employees feel they have an opportunity to develop the 
skills they need is also central to both job quality and business performance 
given the proven link between skills and productivity.

The report suggests that investment in upskilling employees is central to 
ensuring more workers have the skills to use AI effectively in their roles 
so that it can improve their performance. Our analysis suggests there is 
significant scope in most workplaces to enable employees to make better 
use of AI, but this will be dependent on their skills and confidence in using 
the technology.

This year’s Working Lives Scotland is published as the Employment Rights 
Act 2025 (ERA 2025) is being implemented, which will see multiple changes 
to employment law introduced over the next 18 months, including changes 
to try to make work fairer and more secure.

However, the report’s findings suggest that for most employees improving 
job quality will not simply depend on changes to legislation, but on the 
priority that organisations place on people management and development 
and the level of resources they have to invest in improving their capability in 
these areas.

Consequently, it’s important that policy-makers ensure changes to 
employment law are well designed and don’t increase the cost of employing 
people, reducing employers’ capacity to invest in their workforces and 
technology and create jobs.

Foreword
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These considerations are particularly important against an external 
environment which threatens to undermine business investment at a time 
when unemployment is already on the increase and UK productivity flatlining.

For our members and employers more widely, the analysis in this report 
provides more evidence of the business case for investing in the HR/people 
management practices that can help strengthen job quality and improve 
organisational performance during uncertain times.

Key findings
This report highlights some of the key factors underlying employees’ experiences 
of ‘good work’ and how this links to individual and organisational performance. 
Framed around the CIPD’s seven dimensions of good work, it provides essential 
evidence to HR practitioners, employers and policy-makers striving to make 
work better for all.

Job quality and business outcomes

•	 Line management, leadership and meaningful work stand out as having the 
biggest effect on all five business-related outcomes.

•	 Job satisfaction, as a primary outcome of job quality, is affected by all job 
quality dimensions. The willingness to recommend one’s employer and the 
likelihood to quit are also closely aligned, with significant differences across 
most job quality aspects analysed. 

•	 On employee performance, the evidence around line management, 
leadership, employee voice, meaningful work and health impacts, as well as 
skills and career development opportunities, is strong.

Respect

•	 Over a third (35%) of employees feel their work impacts positively on their 
mental health, with 27% reporting negative impacts.

•	 High workloads, stress levels, experience of conflict, weak leadership and poor 
line management are all correlated with negative impacts on mental health.

•	 Headline work–life balance findings have remained largely unchanged across 
the whole time series, including at the height of the pandemic, suggesting 
that underlying job design and workload play a more important role than 
employees’ work location in their perceptions of work–life balance.

Security

•	 72% of employees are satisfied with their job and 63% with their life.

•	 The main reasons for changing jobs are better pay/benefits (25%), work–life 
balance (25%), and unhappiness with leadership or management (18%).

•	 Nearly a fifth (18%) of employees have lost sleep due to worrying about money.

Key findings
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Opportunity

•	 Just under a third (30%) of employees believe their job offers good 
prospects for career advancement, while 52% feel their job offers good 
opportunities to develop their skills.

•	 The proportion of employees working some of their time from home has 
stayed the same post-COVID, but the amount of time they spend working at 
home is declining, indicating a drift towards employer premises.

•	 28% of all employees use generative AI in their role at least once a month, 
although over two-thirds of them have received no AI training at all. 
Furthermore, 50% do not trust the output of generative AI to be accurate.

Fulfilment

•	 A third (33%) of all employees say their workloads are too high, with lack of 
adequate resources at work linked to high workloads.

•	 Public- and voluntary-sector employees are significantly more likely to feel 
their jobs are meaningful.

•	 Over a third (34%) of those who are educated to degree level or above feel 
overqualified in their current job.

Effective voice 

•	 Nearly a fifth (19%) of employees say they have no voice channel (a way to 
express their views) at work at all, with availability better across the public 
sector and worse in small organisations.

•	 Around a quarter (24%) of employees who are not trade union members 
would be interested in joining one, if there was the option to do so.

•	 Ratings of managers’ ongoing communication with their employees 
improved considerably just after the pandemic but have fluctuated since.

Job quality and business-
relevant outcomes
There is a significant body of evidence that highlights the strong link 
between improving job quality and sustainable organisational performance. 
A 2024 review of research found that, on balance, academic literature 
supports a positive relationship between job quality and productivity, 
innovation and employee health. A 2025 Rapid Evidence Assessment 
also found that HR practices have a positive impact on a wide range of 
workplace outcomes. For employers, good jobs are a direct route to better 
organisational performance.

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes

1

https://www.lra.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-07/Building a business case for good jobs - Full Report.pdf
https://www.cipd.org/uk/knowledge/evidence-reviews/impact-hr-management/
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This year’s Working Lives Scotland adds to this body of evidence by drawing 
out the factors most closely associated with business-related outcomes 
that are central to an employer’s ability to recruit, motivate and retain its 
workforce. 

In this chapter, we have chosen five variables from our dataset to analyse job 
quality against (Figure 1).

72 13 15

52 24 20

46 29 25

56 27 15

15 15 66

Figure 1: An overview of five key business outcomes (%) 

Base: all working adults (n=1,016) and all except those running their own business or working as a freelancer/contractor for multiple 
clients (for willingness to work harder) (n=889)

Job satisfaction

Likelihood of recommending employer

Willingness to work harder than required in order to help organisation or employer

Makes innovative suggestions to improve quality of team or department

Likelihood of quitting job in next 12 months

Satisfied Neither Dissatisfied

Likely Neither Unlikely

Agree Neither Disagree

Agree Neither Disagree

Likely Neither Unlikely

We refer to these as ‘business-relevant outcomes’ for simplicity, but they relate 
to different aspects of the employee–employer relationship:

•	 job satisfaction as a primary outcome measure of overall job quality, linked 
to both performance and retention

•	 likelihood of recommending one’s employer as a measure of employee 
goodwill that is also linked to future recruitment

•	 willingness to work harder than one has to in order to help their organisation 
or employer, as a measure of discretionary effort

•	 making innovative suggestions to improve quality of the team or department, 
as a measure of contextual performance

•	 likelihood of voluntarily quitting job in the next 12 months, as a measure 
of retention.

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1331677X.2016.1163946#abstract
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All five of these outcomes should be of interest to employers. The associations 
between different job quality dimensions and outcomes provide useful 
insights into the areas that influence employee views of their work and point 
to the practices associated with improved performance.

We find statistically significant associations across all five of our core business 
outcomes and a range of job quality aspects. 

Job satisfaction, as a primary outcome of job quality, is affected by all job 
quality dimensions. The willingness to recommend one’s employer and the 
likelihood to quit are also closely aligned, with significant differences across 
most job quality aspects analysed. 

On performance, the evidence around line management, leadership, 
employee voice, meaningful work and health impacts, as well as skills and 
career development opportunities, is strong. And while workloads or conflict 
may not significantly affect current performance, their effect on long-term 
performance may be felt through the impact on the innovation pipeline and 
retention. 

Trade union membership is not found to have statistically significant 
correlations with most business outcomes, with the exception of weak 
associations to discretionary effort and willingness to recommend one’s 
employer. Our UK-wide analysis also finds no correlation between contractual 
arrangements (permanent vs atypical) and business outcomes, with the 
exception of a weak association to the likelihood to quit.

Overall, as summarised in Table 2 in the Appendix, line management, 
leadership and meaningful work stand out as key factors where the effects on 
all five business-related outcomes are the greatest. 

Improving aspects of job quality explored here requires organisational 
leadership around good work. In particular, evidence suggests that investing 
time and resources into ensuring all line managers are equipped with the core 
soft skills to manage people properly can unlock positive business outcomes. 

Line management and leadership

Nine core survey questions around line management allow us to construct 
a line management index, one of several sub-indices of the statistical Good 
Work Index as described in the 2019 GWI Appendix. Breaking that index 
down into quartiles gives a unified measure of line management quality, with 
respondents evenly divided into four groups, the bottom quartile being those 
that rate their managers the poorest. 

Mapping the quartiles against our core five outcomes (Figure 2) shows 
significant differences, highlighting the importance of line management to 
business outcomes. 

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes

https://www.cipd.org/en/knowledge/tools/line-manager-introduction-to-support-materials
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/misc-hero-images/uk-working-lives-2019-appendix-2_tcm18-60133.pdf
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Figure 2: Line management quality and business outcomes (%) 

Base: all working adults with a line manager (n=871)

Satisfied
with job

Would recommend
employer

Willing to work
harder than have to 

Makes innovative
suggestions

Unlikely to quit

Bottom quartile Second quartile Third quartile Top quartile

In addition to line management quality, we also ask a series of questions 
around senior leadership in the employee’s organisation: whether leaders 
have a clear vision for the organisation; whether employees have confidence 
in their leaders; and whether they trust them to act with integrity. 

As with the line management index above, when we map those answers 
against our five outcomes, we find clear differences between those who have 
positive and negative perceptions of senior leaders.

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes
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Figure 3: Perception of leadership and business outcomes (%) 

Agree Disagree

Base: all except those running their own business or working as a freelancer/contractor for multiple clients (for willingness to work 
harder) (n=889)

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer

A: The directors/senior management of my organisation have a clear vision of where the organisation is going and 
how to get there (agree/disagree)

B:  I have confidence in the ability of the directors/senior management team of my organisation (agree/disagree)

C: I trust the directors/senior management of my organisation to act with integrity (agree/disagree)

A B C A B C A B C A B C A B C

Employee voice availability and quality

Being able to express your views and opinions at work is an important aspect 
of job quality. Each year, we ask employees which voice channels are available 
to them – from trade unions and employee surveys to one-to-one line 
manager meetings – with a consistent fifth reporting they have no access to 
any channels at all.

The differences to outcomes between those who have some channels and 
those who have none are summarised in Figure 4. It is worth noting that the 
differences across contextual performance are not as stark as across the other 
four business-relevant outcomes, although they remain statistically significant.

We find no significant correlation between trade union membership and 
three of the five outcomes, with the exception of a weak relationship to 
discretionary effort and willingness to recommend one’s employer.

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes
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Figure 4: Availability of voice channels and business outcomes (%) 

Has a voice channel Does not have a voice channel

Base: all who are not self-employed (n=902)

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer

In addition to voice channel availability, the quality of voice channels is just 
as important. We measure this by asking employees to rate their managers 
on how good or poor they are at keeping employees informed, seeking their 
views or responding to their suggestions (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Manager voice quality and business outcomes (%) 

Manager good at seeking employee views Manager poor at seeking employee views

Base: all who are not self-employed (n=902)

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer
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23
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47
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Job quality and business-relevant outcomes
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Relationships and conflict at work

Relationships in both our working and personal lives determine our overall 
quality of life. Past research suggests that good relationships at work improve 
the way an organisation functions, with bad relationships negatively affecting 
performance. While sample sizes in Scotland are too small, our UK-wide 
analysis finds strong correlations between all five of our core outcomes and 
relationships at work, with significantly more positive outcomes for those 
reporting good relationships with their managers and colleagues.

Furthermore, experiencing conflict at work can have an impact on working 
lives. There are strong links between conflict experience and most of our core 
outcomes, with the exception of contextual performance (shaded in Figure 6). 
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Experienced conflict Did not experience conflict

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer

Figure 6: Experience of conflict and business outcomes (%) 

Meaningful work and job design

The meaningfulness of work – whether an employee feels they are 
doing useful work for their organisation or society, or feel inspired by the 
organisation’s purpose – is also associated with outcomes. Employees who 
report being in meaningful jobs are more likely to be satisfied with their 
jobs, to recommend their employer, to be willing to work beyond their job 
descriptions, to make innovative suggestions and to not quit.

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes
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Figure 7: Meaningfulness of work and business outcomes (%) 

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer

A B C A B C A B C A B C A B C

Base: all working adults (for society question) (n=1,016) and all who are not freelancers (n=980)

A:  I have the feeling of doing useful work for my organisation (agree/disagree)

B:  I have the feeling of doing useful work for society (agree/disagree)

C: I feel inspired by my organisation’s core purpose (agree/disagree)

The impact of high workloads on job quality is highlighted throughout the 
report. Mapping workloads (Figure 8) against our five outcomes, we find 
negative impacts on four out of five outcomes.
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Figure 8: High workloads and business outcomes (%) 

0

Workloads are too high Workloads are about right

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes
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While performance may not immediately be affected by high workloads, the 
longer-term impact on health and wellbeing may have an effect. Indeed, 
the associations between those reporting positive or negative impacts of 
their work on mental health and job satisfaction (Figure 9) are some of the 
strongest out of the factors analysed here.
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Figure 9: Impact of work on mental health and business outcomes (%) 

Negative impact on mental health Positive impact on mental health

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer

While overqualification points to mismatches between the skills development 
system and labour market demand, there are considerable gaps in employer-
provided skills development, too, as explored in the report. In addition to skills 
development opportunities, career progression opportunities are an important 
consideration for employees. Figure 10 shows their association with our five 
business outcomes.

Figure 10: Impact of work on mental health and business outcomes (%) 
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Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Agree Disagree

A: My job offers me good opportunities to develop my skills (agree/disagree)

B: My job offers me good prospects for career advancement (agree/disagree)

Satisfied with job Unlikely to quitMakes innovative 
suggestions

Willing to work 
harder than have to

Would recommend 
employer

A B A B A B A B A B

Job quality and business-relevant outcomes

https://www.cipd.org/uk/knowledge/reports/graduate-overqualification-scotland/
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Respect
This chapter looks at job quality aspects like health and wellbeing at work, 
interpersonal relationships and relationships with managers. It also examines 
issues in relation to line management quality, conflict at work and work–life 
balance. 

Key findings

•	 Over a third (35%) of employees feel their work impacts positively on 
their mental health, with 27% reporting negative impacts.

•	 High workloads, stress levels, experience of conflict, weak leadership 
and poor line management are all correlated with negative impacts on 
mental health.

•	 Headline work–life balance findings have remained largely unchanged 
across the whole time series, including at the height of the pandemic, 
suggesting that underlying job design and workload play a more 
important role than employees’ work location in their perceptions of 
work–life balance.

Mental and physical health

Over half of all employees report good physical and mental health – 63% rate 
their mental health as ‘good’ and 61% rate their physical health as ‘good’. We 
found significant differences by age around mental health, with workers in 
older age brackets reporting the best mental health (71% of over-55s and 84% 
of over-65s said it was good). 

When asked about specific health conditions, 48% of employees have 
experienced some form of physical health condition, while 47% have 
experienced a mental health condition in the last 12 months. 

The most common reported health conditions were:

•	 backache or other bone, joint or muscle problems (34%)
•	 anxiety (30%)
•	 sleep problems (29%)
•	 depression (16%).

There are some expected differences between occupational groups and 
industries around health conditions, with those in manual roles more likely to 
report physical health conditions.

Impact of work on health

In some cases, work can be a contributory factor to the conditions described 
above. The survey asks employees what impact their work has on their 
general mental and physical health. Over a third (35%) say work has a positive 

Respect

2
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impact on mental health and over a quarter (26%) say the same about 
physical health. Over a quarter (27%) report negative impacts on mental health 
and 23% negative impacts on physical health.

We find older workers more likely to report a positive impact of work on their 
health. This is primarily linked to a much higher proportion of older workers 
being self-employed and working part-time, with these workers much more 
likely to be positive about their jobs.

However, we find disabled employees reporting poorer impacts of work on 
mental health. Over a third (36%) say work has a negative impact on their 
mental health, compared with only 24% for those without disabilities.

A range of factors will drive negative impacts of work on health, with high 
workloads and stress levels the two most obvious ones. However, as illustrated 
in Figure 11, correlations can be found with other job quality dimensions, too 
– experience of conflict, leadership and line management.

53

62

54

50

55

14

13

18

14

9

Workloads far too high

Always or often stressed

Experienced conflict at work

Does not trust leaders to act with integrity

Bottom line manager quartile

Workloads about right

Rarely or never stressed

Did not experience conflict at work

Trusts leaders to act with integrity

Top line manager quartile

Figure 11: Drivers of work negatively impacting mental health (%)

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Subjective feelings in work

In addition to reporting physical and non-physical conditions and the overall 
impact of work on health, the survey also looks at the subjective feelings 
workers have about their jobs. These can be a good indication of the impact 
work has on individuals’ mental health. Figure 12 summarises the answers to 
the question of how employees feel at their work. 

There are some clear associations between occupational groups and 
management level across these questions and they serve as a good illustration 
of the trade-offs some make between elements of job quality. For example, we 
find those in managerial occupations report higher stress levels (being under 
excessive pressure) than those in administrative occupations.

Respect
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In our UK-wide analysis, we also find public-sector employees report higher 
levels of exhaustion and stress. Those in the caring, leisure and other services 
occupational group report much higher exhaustion levels, too.

Conversely, we find that those fully working from home do much better on 
exhaustion and stress, but – unsurprisingly – much worse on loneliness.

46 36 18

45 37 19

43 43 13

28 42 30

25 37 39

38 44

37 49

25 63

26 62

Figure 12: How workers feel at work (%)

I am enthusiastic about my job

I am immersed in my work

Time flies when I am working

At my work I feel full of energy

At my work I feel exhausted

At my work I feel under 
excessive pressure

At my work I feel bored

At my work I feel miserable

At my work I feel lonely

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

18

14

12

12

Always or often Sometimes Rarely or never

Quality of relationships

The majority of employees report good or very good relationships with those 
the survey asks about – managers and colleagues – as well as managed staff 
and customers (Figure 13). 

Figure 13: Quality of relationships at work (%)

Base: all working adults (for colleagues and customers) (n=1,016), all with a line manager (for line managers) (n=871) and all who 
manage staff (for staff managed) (n=372)

Very good or good Neither good nor poor Poor or very poor

N/A – I don’t have a relationship with this person

Staff who you manage

Colleagues in your team

Line manager or supervisor

Other colleagues in your workplace

Customers, clients or service users

Other managers at your workplace

82 7

80 8

79

74

1 9

102

14 5 1

11214

72

68 16

11 1 16

115

Respect
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Looking at our UK-wide analysis data, we see no differences in employee/line 
manager relationships between sectors or organisational size, but we do find 
that those who fully work from home report better line manager relationships 
than those who do not. 

Conversely, we find homeworkers report poorer relationships with colleagues. 
Excluding the self-employed from the sample, 10% of those fully working from 
home say they don’t have any relationship with their colleagues, compared 
with only 3% of those not working from home at all.

Quality of line management

In addition to questions about the quality of relationships in the workplace, 
the survey includes a series of questions specifically about their managers. 
There is growing evidence that shows the importance of line management, 
not only to staff wellbeing, but also their productivity. We have included 
additional questions in this year’s survey and will be publishing further 
analysis in this area later this year.

75 15 9

74 14 8

72 14 11

68 17 14

59 18 20

57 25 15

56 21 22

55 27 17

54 24 19

Figure 14: Relationships with managers (%)

Treats me fairly

Respects me as a person

Is supportive if 
I have a problem

Recognises when I have 
done a good job

Can be relied upon to keep 
their promise

Supports my learning and 
development

Provides useful feedback 
on my work

Helps me perform 
well in my job

Is successful in getting 
people to work together

Strongly agree or agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree or strongly disagree

Base: all with a line manager (n=871)

Overall results are largely positive, albeit with significant room for improvement 
in some areas. For example, less than six in 10 employees agree their manager 
provides useful feedback, helps them perform well in their job or supports 
their learning and development. There are also differences in responses across 
different demographic groups across the UK. Disabled employees rate their 
managers lower and, conversely, young people rate them higher. In line with 
the previous section, those working from home give better ratings, too.

Respect

https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2023-pdfs/2023-report-importance-of-people-management-8329-may23.pdf
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We also see that frequency of meetings (summarised in Figure 15) matters. A 
higher frequency of manager meetings to discuss performance is correlated 
with better ratings of managers. 

Employees generally found the frequency of their manager meetings sufficient 
– 70% found it adequate, 16% wanted to meet more frequently and 8% less 
frequently.

Interestingly, out of the 17% who never meet their manager at all to discuss 
performance, over half (55%) found this adequate, suggesting a serious 
disconnection from work structures.

Figure 15: Frequency of line manager meetings specifically to discuss performance (%) 

Base: all with a line manager (n=871)

More than once a week

Every week

Every two weeks

Once a month

Once every 2–3 months

Twice a year or less often

Never

9

8

6

15

15

29

17

Conflict at work

Workplace conflict was one of the focus areas in the 2024 Working Lives 
Scotland report. We have also included this suite of questions in the 
subsequent two years, to establish whether the incidence of conflict is 
worsening. 

Overall, a quarter (25%) of employees personally experienced some type 
of workplace conflict, which is the same proportion as in 2024 and 2025. 
However, we know from our Winter 2025/26 Labour Market Outlook that 
over half of all employers anticipate an increase in workplace conflict 
because of at least one of the key ERA 2025 changes being introduced.

Employees reported the highest incidence of:

•	 being undermined and/or humiliated in a job (12%)
•	 be shouted at or in a very heated argument (9%)
•	 verbal abuse or insult (8%)
•	 false allegations made against me (5%).

These answers also remained unchanged, as have the underlying 
demographic differences highlighted in previous surveys.

Being undermined or humiliated was reported by 15% of women (versus 8% 
of men) and verbal abuse was much more likely to be reported by disabled 

Respect
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employees (13% vs 6%). Women were also more likely to report unwanted 
attention of a sexual nature (3% vs 1% for men).

Those who experienced conflict were asked about how they dealt with it:

•	 I just let it go (49%)
•	 discussion with my manager and/or HR (34%)
•	 discussion with someone outside of work (eg family, friend) (32%)
•	 informal discussion with the other person (20%)
•	 I decided to look for a new job (8%).

Lastly, there was a near-even split in answers to whether the matter has been 
resolved – 30% felt it was fully resolved, 29% partly and 40% felt it was not 
resolved, although in some cases the process may have been ongoing.

Balancing work and personal life

Figure 16 summarises our findings across three key work–life balance questions 
in the survey. These answers have remained largely unchanged across the 
whole Working Lives Scotland time series, including at the height of the 
pandemic. This suggests that underlying job design and workload play a more 
important role than employees’ work location, with the increase in home and 
hybrid working not impacting employees’ perceptions of work–life balance.

27 14 59

24 15 61

7 11 82

Figure 16: Balancing work and personal life (%)

I find it difficult to relax in my personal 
time because of my job

I find it difficult to fulfil my commitments 
outside of my job because of the amount 

of time I spend on my job

I find it difficult to do my job 
properly because of my commitments 

outside of work

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Strongly agree or agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree or strongly disagree

Indeed, those reporting excessive workloads fare less well across work–life 
balance questions – 54% of those with high workloads say they can’t relax in 
their personal time and 45% can’t fulfil their commitments outside of their job, 
compared with only 14% of those who say their workload is about right for 
both questions. 

Conversely, just 7% of employees said that they find it difficult to do their job 
due to commitments outside of work. For those with childcare responsibilities, 
this rises to 11% compared with just 5% for those without any caring 
responsibilities.

Respect
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Security
Employee pay, benefits and contractual arrangements are crucial elements 
of fair work. Security and stability in employment, in addition to a predictable 
income, are important aspects of job quality that impact on individuals’ and 
their families’ quality of life. In addition, subjective measures around work – 
like pay satisfaction or work centrality – are useful indicators of employee 
enthusiasm. 

Key findings

•	 72% of employees are satisfied with their job and 63% with their life.

•	 The main reasons for changing jobs are better pay and benefits (25%), 
work–life balance (25%), and unhappiness with leadership or management 
(18%).

•	 Nearly a fifth (18%) of employees have lost sleep due to worrying about 
money.

Life, job and pay satisfaction

We generally find high levels of both life and job satisfaction – 63% and 72% 
respectively. Perhaps unsurprisingly, higher personal income is associated with 
both higher life and job satisfaction (Figure 17). 

A slightly smaller proportion (49%) of Scottish employees were satisfied 
with their pay, rising to 67% for those whose personal income is higher than 
£60,000 per year. There is a clear link to workloads, with poorer life, job and 
pay satisfaction for those who describe their workloads as too high.

It is worth noting, however, that employees on higher incomes often report 
poorer negative job quality dimensions in relation to workloads or stress levels 
– an example of the trade-offs people make between job quality aspects.

Job satisfaction interacts with other elements of job quality, both as an 
outcome (for example, negative impacts of work on health increase job 
dissatisfaction) and as a driver in itself (for example, job dissatisfaction means 
you are more likely to quit).

Security
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Figure 17: Life, job and pay satisfaction by personal income band (%)
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Life satisfaction Job satisfaction Pay satisfaction

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Work centrality

In addition to pay satisfaction, our two work centrality questions measure the 
relative importance of work in employees’ lives, with the results summarised 
in Figure 18. We find older workers tend to be more positive about work – a 
view driven by higher levels of self-employment and part-time employment 
among this group. 

 I would enjoy having a paid job 
even if I did not need money

A job is just a way of 
earning money – no more

56

39

21

44

22

16

Strongly agree or agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree or strongly disagree

Figure 18: Measures of work centrality (%)

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Looking across the UK, the importance of work in people’s lives is one of 
the few measures in our survey that has seen significant change across the 
series. The worsening trend predates COVID, which understandably saw work 
centrality improve slightly. The worsening is particularly pronounced in the 
public sector, which may reflect consistently higher workloads and stress 
levels – especially in the education and health sectors.

Security
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Keeping up with bills

We find that money worries have a real impact on employees’ ability to do 
their job. Over a quarter (27%) said that money worries have had a negative 
impact, with the most common forms being lost sleep (18%), health problems 
(13%) and finding it hard to concentrate or make decisions at work (10%). 

The cost of living continues to be a concern for employees. With data collected 
before the conflict in the Middle East, there has been a slight improvement 
compared to the period of high inflation in 2022/2023, but we still find only 54% 
of employees can keep up with all bills and commitments without any difficulties. 
This drops to only 27% of those on the lowest incomes (Figure 19), with 21% of 
the lowest-paid employees saying keeping up with bills is a constant struggle.
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Figure 19: Keeping up with bills by personal income (%)
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all bills and commitments 
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Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Job security and likelihood to quit

The survey measures the perceived likelihood of the respondent losing or 
quitting their job in the next 12 months, with the former a measure of job 
security. Overall, we find 63% of employees saying they were unlikely to lose 
their job (11% likely) and 66% unlikely to quit their job (15% likely), with the rest 
responding ‘neither’ or ‘don’t know’.

Both measures have stayed relatively stable across the series, with the 
exception of a dip in the likelihood to quit in our pandemic survey in 2021, 
with employees less inclined to move jobs during a global economic crisis.

We consistently find public-sector employees report better job security across 
both measures, as well as those with long tenures in their organisations. 
We use the ‘likelihood to quit’ measure as one of our five key outcomes, 
directly linked to retention, and find a higher likelihood to quit among those 
dissatisfied with their jobs, workloads that are too high, poor work–life 
balance, bad line management or experience of conflict.

Security
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Of course, the likelihood to quit one’s job is not the same as actually quitting. 
However, the reasons given for changing jobs are consistent with those 
factors driving the likelihood to quit. For those who have worked in a different 
organisation before their current job (64% of all employees), the top reasons 
for changing job were better pay and benefits (25%), better work–life balance 
(25%) and unhappiness with leadership or senior management (18%).

Underemployment

In addition to number of hours worked, the survey asked employees 
how many hours they would like to work, while ‘taking into account the 
need to earn a living’. The difference tells us how much an employee is 
underemployed or overemployed.

We find that 86% of people work at least as much as they would like to, with 
14% saying they would like to work more than they currently do. Just 5% 
would like to work more than 10 hours per week than they currently do. 
Conversely, 59% would like to work less than they do currently.

Our UK-wide analysis found that underemployment is much higher for 
those in part-time roles (33%) and the self-employed (17%), as well as for 
those on non-standard contracts (40%). This is reflected in differences in 
underemployment across occupational groups as well as industries, with the 
highest underemployment found in hospitality (30%) and retail (23%).

Opportunity
Equal opportunities regardless of race, age, gender or disability are key to fair 
work. Furthermore, skills development and career advancement opportunities 
are both important job quality elements. While this survey doesn’t provide 
insight around issues like recruitment, it does allow us to expose some 
differences in opportunities available to different groups of employees. 

Key findings

•	 Just under a third (30%) of employees believe their job offers good 
prospects for career advancement, while 52% feel their job offers good 
opportunities to develop their skills.

•	 The proportion of employees working some of their time from home has 
stayed the same post-COVID, but the amount of time they spend working 
at home is declining, indicating a drift towards employer premises.

•	 28% of all employees use generative AI in their role at least once a 
month, although over two-thirds of them have received no AI training 
at all. Furthermore, 50% do not trust the output of generative AI to be 
accurate.

Opportunity
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Personal and career development

We know from our evidence, especially the quarterly Labour Market Outlook, 
that in a tight post-pandemic labour market, many employers have increased 
focus on skills development and career progression to boost retention, as well 
as help with recruitment. Employee perception of skills and career opportunities 
is summarised in Figure 20.

52 24 23

Figure 20: Skills development and career advancement opportunities (%)

My job offers good opportunities 
to develop my skills

My job offers good prospects for 
career advancement

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Strongly agree or agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree or strongly disagree

30 29 40

Across both measures, just like in past surveys, those on the highest incomes 
report higher levels of agreement. This is linked to differences by occupational 
group, providing further evidence of the gaps in training for those in some of 
the lower-skilled occupational groups. 

On career advancement, we see older workers with lower levels of agreement 
– only 22% said their job offers good career advancement opportunities, which 
is partly a reflection of the stage of their working lives. 

Training participation

Employer investment in training has dropped considerably over the last 10 years 
across all parts of the UK. The CIPD has an upcoming report around L&D and 
skills, aimed at both practitioners and policy-makers, but Working Lives Scotland 
provides a basic breakdown of the types of training employees engaged in over 
the last year. Three-quarters (76%) participated in some form of training, with 
the full results in Figure 21.
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Figure 21: Participation in training over the last 12 months (%)

Online learning

On-the-job training or learning

Learning from peers

Blended learning

In-house development programmes

External conferences, workshops and events

Instructor-led training delivered off the job

Formal qualifications

Coaching

Job rotation, secondment and shadowing

Other

None of the above

Base: all who are not self-employed (n=902)
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A fifth (20%) of all employees had not engaged in any form of training 
at all. We find clear differences by organisational size, with 30% of SME 
employees not having had any training, compared with 10% for those in 
250+ organisations.

Training participation was also much higher in the public sector, with 89% 
of employees taking part in some form of training, compared with 73% of 
private-sector employees.

Generative AI	

Unlike in past surveys, where we included AI as one of the options listed in 
Figure 21, we have included a suite of new questions around generative AI in 
the 2026 survey. More analysis of this data is planned for later this year. 

On usage, over half (59%) say they never use AI as part of their job, with 9% 
saying they use it a few times a year, 8% monthly, 11% weekly and 10% daily. 

On training, we find that 11% of all employees received some training in using 
AI to perform tasks in their current job, with 82% saying they have not. 

While training participation around AI improves the more regularly an 
employee uses it, presumably one driving the other, substantial gaps remain. 
Out of the 28% of employees who use AI at least monthly, 71% say they did 
not receive any training around AI at all. Out of the 10% who use AI daily, 63% 
did not receive any training.
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Figure 22: Gaps in training around AI use remain even for regular users (%)
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59

86

9

90

8

78

11

71

10

63

28

71

For users of AI, we included a series of questions to assess the impact of AI 
on their work and their general perception of these digital tools. Answers are 
summarised in Figure 23, with results, for example, showing that 50% of users 
do not trust the output of generative AI to be accurate.

Opportunity
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Figure 23: View on the impact of the use of generative AI (%)

I am able to complete tasks 
faster than I used to

I feel more productive

I spend less mental effort

I am able to produce 
higher-quality outputs

I have been able to automate 
repetitive tasks

I enjoy my job more

I trust the output of generative 
AI to be accurate

I rely on it to make decisions

Base: all who use AI tools as part of their work (n=424)

55 21 22

44 27 27

40 26 31

37 31 29

34 25 38

19 42 37

15 32 50

10 15 73

Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree

We also find that the more regular a user of AI is, the more positively they 
respond to all impact questions. For example, 74% of daily or weekly users 
say they are able to complete tasks faster, 63% feel more productive and 29% 
enjoy their job more. Whether their perception of AI changed as a result 
of use, or their use changed because of a more positive perception is not 
something we can determine from these questions alone.
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Figure 24: View on the impact of the use of generative AI by how often AI is used (%)
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I feel more productive
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Base: all who use AI tools as part of their work (n=424)
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Flexible working

Despite much of the post-pandemic conversation focused on home and 
hybrid working, there are a range of flexible working arrangements that 
employees can use. Further strengthening of the right to request flexible 
working via the ERA 2025 is aimed at boosting the uptake of flexible options. 
Considerable gaps in availability and use remain, as summarised in Figure 25.

Overall, we find that 70% of employees are using some sort of flexible 
working arrangement. Before the pandemic in the 2020 Working Lives 
Scotland, 53% of employees reported the same, although we asked about 
a smaller number of arrangements (the comparable 2026 figure is 65%). 
The main shift is, understandably, due to an increase in the use of formal 
homeworking arrangements, which have increased from 30% before the 
pandemic to 43% today. 

There have not been any other significant changes to the other 
arrangements, although there has been an increase in the availability of 
compressed hours across the public sector in our UK data. In general, 
all flexible working arrangements we asked about are significantly more 
available in the public sector.

43 5 50

31 13 54

12 38 41

11 20 63

11 9 66

8 11 76

6 12 74

3 10 79

1 27 57

Figure 25: Availability and use of flexible working arrangements (%)

Working from home

Flexi-time

Reduced hours

Compressed hours

Annualised hours

4-day week

Term-time working

Job-sharing

Career breaks

Base: All working adults except those running their own business (n=902)

Used Available, not used Not available

Informal flexibility – measured as the ease of taking a few hours off work 
to take care of personal or family matters – can also give us greater control 
over how work interacts with the rest of our lives. We find that 65% of all 
employees have good informal flexibility in their jobs, saying they would find 
taking some time off for personal or family matters easy. 

Opportunity
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Informal flexibility has also improved compared with the pre-pandemic 
Working Lives Scotland surveys, where an average of 59% of employees 
reported good informal flexibility. Informal flexibility is much better across 
smaller organisations, rising to 74% for those working in microbusinesses 
(2–9 employees). 

Home and hybrid working

The most obvious impact of the pandemic has been the increase in home and 
hybrid working across the UK. Just over half of all employees (52%) work at 
least some of the time from home – 9% work fully from home, 17% work at 
home for more than half of their time and another 26% work at home for half 
or less of their time. 

Looking across the entire time series, we find that while the proportion of 
employees working some of their time from home has stayed roughly the 
same post-COVID, the share they spend working at home is declining, as 
illustrated in Figure 26. This corroborates reports of a steadily increasing 
number of companies mandating office days.
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Figure 26: The share of home and hybrid working across the Working Lives Scotland series (%)

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026

These patterns broadly match future working preferences, too, with the 
majority of each group of employees (fully, primarily or occasionally WFH) 
preferring to work in those patterns in the future.

However, we find that 31% of all employees can’t work from home at all 
and another 12% don’t want to work from home at all. This means that 
for over two-fifths of employees, access to flexible working cannot be 
achieved through homeworking alone. For employers, there are important 
considerations around organisational inclusion, retention and fairness.

Opportunity
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Home and hybrid working patterns differ considerably across occupational 
groups, with those in relatively lower-skilled groups reporting poorer 
availability, as illustrated when breaking patterns down by income band 
(Figure 27). 
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Figure 27: Homeworking rates across income bands (%)
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Fulfilment
The intrinsic features of a job, how it is designed, the complexity of tasks 
involved and the control an employee has over them, as well as how it 
matches one’s skillset, are crucial to job quality. The Fair Work Framework calls 
this ‘fulfilment’. For many of its aspects, official data is not collected, and this 
chapter provides a unique annual insight into these areas.

Key findings

•	 A third (33%) of all employees say their workloads are too high, with 
lack of adequate resources at work linked to high workloads.

•	 Public and voluntary sector employees are significantly more likely to 
feel their jobs are meaningful.

•	 Over a third (34%) of those who are educated to degree level or above 
feel overqualified in their current job.

Fulfilment
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Workload

In addition to concerns over the length of time spent in work, the relative 
intensity of work is increasingly significant to our understanding of the quality 
of work. The survey asks employees to subjectively rate their workload in a 
normal week, with 6% saying their workloads were far too much, 27% too 
much, 61% about right and 6% too little.

Consistent with previous survey waves, we find public-sector employees 
report higher workloads (43%) as well as those with middle-management 
responsibilities (41%). 
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Figure 28: Workloads and work/demographic differences (%)

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Workloads too high Workloads about right Workloads too low

Management levelSector

Apart from higher reported workloads by those in the second-highest 
income bracket, there aren’t significant differences between respondents by 
income, showing that high workload is not confined to lower- or higher-paid 
occupations. 

Those with high workloads are also more likely to report negative impacts of 
work on their mental health (53%) and physical health (36%). 

Adequate work resources

Access to the right resources, equipment, training and suitable premises to 
do the job effectively is crucial to our performance at work. As illustrated in 
Figure 29, employees generally reported good access to resources, though 
with the biggest gaps around training and time to do the job. 

Fulfilment
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82 11 6

78 12 10

72 19 6

64 17 18

59 24 17

I have a suitable space to do my job 
effectively (eg office space or workshop)

I have the right equipment to do my 
job effectively

I have the right digital tools to 
communicate with my team effectively

I usually have enough time to get my 
work done within my allocated hours

I receive the training and information 
I need to do my job well

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)

Strongly agree or agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree or strongly disagree

Figure 29: Adequacy of work resources (%)

The importance of adequate resources for job design is reflected in their 
relationship with above-mentioned workloads. Figure 30 shows significant 
differences in high workloads between those who say they have adequate 
resources and those who do not.
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Figure 30: High workloads and adequacy of work resources (%)
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Job autonomy and complexity

The level of control over one’s job is an intrinsic component of the nature of 
work – this can be control over time, pace or tasks in one’s job. In addition, 
the survey looks at job complexity, examining the nature of an employee’s job 
and whether it involves interesting or monotonous tasks, as well as problem-
solving (see Figure 31 and Figure 32).

Both job autonomy and job complexity are closely linked to occupation and 
impact other dimensions of job quality. In general, higher-skilled occupational 
groups tend to report more job autonomy and more job complexity. This then 
translates into better findings for those working from home or hybrid, as well 
as those in managerial roles, since higher-skilled occupational groups are 
more likely to include managerial roles and offer home and hybrid working 
opportunities, as shown above.

Figure 31: How much autonomy do you have over… (%)

how you do your work

the pace at which you work

the time you start or finish 
your working day

the tasks you do in your job

Base: all who are not self-employed (n=902)
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Figure 32: How often does your job involve… (%)
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Base: all working adults (n=1,016)
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Meaningful work

The survey also looks at whether employees feel they make a useful 
contribution through their work – be it to the organisation or to society as 
a whole – as well as whether they feel inspired by their organisation’s core 
purpose. These are all indicators of experiencing fulfilling and meaningful 
work, with the results summarised in Figure 33.

Figure 33: Feelings of meaningfulness of work (%)

I have the feeling of doing 
useful work for my organisation

I have the feeling of doing 
useful work for society

I feel inspired by my 
organisation’s core purpose

Base: all who are not freelancers (n=980) and all working adults (for society question) (n=1,016) 

Strongly agree or agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree or strongly disagree

74 14 11

54 24 21

44 29 26

The meaningfulness of work is an area where employees who work in the 
public or voluntary sectors have done significantly better across our seven-
year series. The differences are most pronounced in the question around 
societal impact, with 72% of public-sector employees feeling they are doing 
useful work for society, compared with only 48% of private-sector employees. 
In the public sector, the feeling that one does meaningful work can serve as 
a powerful recruiting tool, as well as a trade-off against some of the more 
negative aspects we highlight throughout this report, like workloads or stress.

Skills and qualification match

The majority (64%) of employees feel their qualifications match their job well, 
but 29% feel overqualified. A third (33%) say they have the skills to cope with 
more demanding duties, with over half (51%) saying their skills match their 
current duties well. There has been little change across these measures in 
nine years.

Over a third (34%) of those who are educated to degree level or above feel 
overqualified in their current job. This does not change by job tenure (with 
the exception of those with over 10 years of service), suggesting that those 
whose initial employment failed to match their expectations can struggle 
subsequently to find a role requiring their qualifications. 

Breaking down UK-wide results by occupation and industry, we find that the 
highest overqualification is reported by those in sales and customer services 
(48%), with the highest proportions by industry found in retail and hospitality 
– 42% and 45% respectively. This is most likely a reflection of further and 
higher education students who either work alongside their studies or continue 
working after graduating, but not in graduate jobs.

Fulfilment
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Figure 34: Skills and qualification match (%)

Base: all working adults (n=1,016)
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Effective voice
Meaningful employee voice allows workers to communicate concerns and 
provide feedback and suggestions. The survey underpinning this report 
explores various forms of employee voice, including individual and collective 
voice, as well as direct engagement with managers. 

Key findings

•	 Nearly a fifth (19%) of employees say they have no voice channel (a way 
to express their views) at work at all, with availability better across the 
public sector and worse across small organisations.

•	 Around a quarter (24%) of employees who are not trade union members 
would be interested in joining one, if there was the option to do so.

•	 Ratings of managers’ ongoing communication with their employees 
improved considerably just after the pandemic, but have fluctuated since.

Voice channel availability

In line with findings across all our nine surveys, the most common channels 
available to employees were one-to-one meetings with managers, team 
meetings and employee surveys, available to 57%, 48% and 43% of employees 
respectively. The availability of voice channels has not changed throughout 
the series.

Effective voice
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57

48

43

22

19

18

13

9

3

2

Figure 35: Voice channels available to workers (%)

One-to-one meetings with your line manager

Team meetings

Employee survey

All department or all organisation meetings

Trade union

Employer-provided online forum or chat room

Employee focus groups

Non-union staff association or consultation committee

Other

None of the above

Base: all who are not self-employed (n=902) 

Of ongoing concern is that nearly a fifth (19%) of employees report having no 
voice channel at all. This is linked primarily to organisation size, with 30% of 
all employees working for organisations with fewer than 50 employees saying 
they had no voice channel, compared with 9% of those in 250+ organisations. 
Public-sector employees report better voice channel availability than private-
sector employees, too.

Considering that we include team meetings as well as one-to-one meetings 
with managers in this question, it is concerning to see such high proportions 
of SME employees reporting no voice channels at all. This points to the 
importance of upskilling managers in how to engage with employees, 
especially across the large proportion of small businesses in the UK.

Trade unions 

One of the objectives of the Employment Rights Act 2025 is to shift the 
industrial relations landscape across Great Britain, through new rights for trade 
unions to access workplaces for recruitment purposes, and by making it easier 
for them to achieve statutory recognition and to take industrial action. To 
gauge the potential impact of these changes, the survey included a number of 
questions, exploring the appetite among employees for joining a trade union.

Those who are not trade union members were asked to give a reason, with 
the headline results summarised below:

•	 There is no union or staff association at my workplace (24%).
•	 There is no union for the type of work I do (17%).
•	 I am treated fairly by my employer (10%).
•	 A union would make no difference in a workplace like mine (9%).
•	 I disagree with them in principle (5%).
•	 It costs too much (5%).
•	 Being in a union would not bring me any advantages (5%).

Effective voice



35

Working Lives Scotland 2026 Working Lives Scotland 2026

In addition, we asked those who are not members whether they would be 
interested in becoming members, if there was an option to do so. We find 
that 24% would be interested and 44% would be uninterested. Those with 
higher-level qualifications and those in higher-skilled occupational groups 
(professional and associate professional) were more likely to be interested in 
joining a trade union.

Those reporting negative aspects of job quality (job dissatisfaction, unsuitable 
contracts, negative impacts of work on health) were also more likely to be 
interested in joining a trade union. Conversely, those with comparatively 
longer job tenures were less likely to be interested.

The survey data suggests that new rights giving trade unions access to 
workplaces for recruitment and organising purposes may not lead to a 
significant increase in union membership. For example, among the quarter 
(24%) of employees who say they are not members because there is no union 
of staff association, just a third (33%) say they would be interested and 30% 
would be uninterested in joining a union. 

That means less than one in 10 (8%) of all employees who are currently not 
trade union members are realistic immediate recruitment targets. Nearly 
three-quarters (72%) of this group of employees work in organisations with 20 
or more employees. This suggests that the most realistic recruitment targets 
are concentrated in larger organisations.

Employee ratings of representatives and managers

The availability of voice channels in workplaces itself does not tell us anything 
about their effectiveness or perceived quality. The survey therefore asks a 
series of questions that employees use to rate the quality of their employee 
representatives (if they have one) and their managers across several voice 
dimensions. The results are summarised in Figure 36 and Figure 37.

44 25 20

43 24 22

41 25 20

32 35 19

Seeking the views of employees

Keeping employees informed of 
management discussions or decisions

Representing employee views to 
senior management

Influencing decisions

Very good or good Neither good nor poor Poor or very poor

Figure 36: Employee ratings of their representatives (%)

Base: All with an employee representative (n=194)

Effective voice
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41 26 24

39 24 30

36 29 26

26 26 32

24 31 30

Figure 37: Employee ratings of their managers (%)

Base: All who are not self-employed (n=902)

Seeking the views of employees or 
employee representatives

Keeping employees informed of 
management discussions or decisions

Responding to suggestions from 
employees or employee representatives

Recognising the role of employees or 
employee representatives in negotiating pay

Allowing employees or employee 
representatives to influence final decisions

Very good or good Neither good nor poor Poor or very poor

In line with previous years, both managers and representatives were rated the 
poorest on questions around employees influencing decisions, as well as pay 
negotiations (in the case of managers).

Voice quality is an area where we have recorded statistically significant 
changes just after the pandemic. We hypothesised that the driver of this shift 
was the additional focus on communication with employees during fast-
paced changes during the pandemic. As seen in Figure 38, voice ratings have 
fluctuated considerably since. 
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Seeking views (net)

Allowing influence (net) Keeping informed (net)

Base: All who are not self-employed (for managers) (n=902 in 2026), and all with an employee representative (n=194 in 2026)

Figure 38: Employee voice ratings across the Working Lives Scotland series (%)

Responding to suggestions (net)
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Conclusions and 
recommendations
The 2026 Working Lives Scotland report is structured around the Fair Work 
Convention’s five dimensions of fair work. Now in its seventh year, it provides 
essential insights to Scottish policy-makers and employers around key aspects of 
fair work and their impact on organisations. The report is based on an analysis of 
a sample of over 1,000 respondents across Scotland, weighted to be representative 
of all working adults. 

This year’s report highlights the areas of job quality which have the strongest 
relationships to five business-related outcomes: job satisfaction, willingness to 
recommend one’s employer, going above and beyond at work, making innovative 
suggestions and likelihood to quit. All are closely linked to an organisation’s ability 
to recruit, motivate and retain its workforce.

The report is published as measures in the Employment Rights Act 2025, intending 
to tackle insecure work, improve employee voice and representation and boost 
workplace productivity, start to be implemented in Great Britain. 

While any potential impact of the Act is not reflected in this data (collected Dec 
2025–Feb 2026), the report’s findings suggest that the changes to workplace 
practices which will have the most impact on improving people’s job quality are 
not those which will be affected by the introduction of new employment laws.

The report’s analysis finds that legislative changes to try to improve contractual 
security for some workers and to improve trade union representation and 
collective voice are less likely to make a difference to overall job quality in the UK.

Instead, the quality of people management, organisational leadership and 
meaningfulness work are some of the factors most associated with job 
satisfaction, performance and retention.

Our key recommendations for HR practitioners include:

•	 Management quality should be a priority, given the associations between 
line management experiences and a range of business outcomes. Providing 
managers with the time and training to manage staff well can make a 
considerable difference.

•	 Perceptions of organisational leadership are closely linked to business outcomes. 
Foster an open culture in the organisation that allows for honest conversations. 

•	 Clearly articulate organisational purpose, with roles designed around it, as it links 
to employee performance, job satisfaction and retention.

•	 With strong links to business outcomes, address training gaps where and 
when identified and ensure that skills development and career progression 
opportunities are available across the workforce.

•	 Be holistic and look at physical, mental, social and financial wellbeing to support 
employee performance and retention.

Conclusions and recommendations
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•	 Review flexible working policies and make a broad range of formal and informal 
arrangements available to broaden your talent pool. 

•	 Any changes to hybrid working policies should be underpinned by solid 
reasoning and communicated well.

•	 Understand the drivers of high workloads, provide adequate resources for 
employees and take steps to minimise unsustainable workloads to avoid 
negative health impacts.

•	 Explore the opportunities of generative AI, develop clear policies for its 
deployment and provide training in its use to boost employee performance.

•	 Understand skills mismatches in your organisation and make efforts to explore 
upskilling or redeployment options with employees.

•	 Positive workplace relationships with managers and colleagues are linked to 
performance, job satisfaction and retention. Focus on organisational culture and 
spend additional effort managing hybrid teams.

•	 Put in place policies to manage and resolve conflict, underpinned by line 
manager training around difficult conversations. 

•	 Look at the whole suite of voice channels when establishing communication 
and regular feedback loops with employees. This is especially important given 
upcoming ERA 2025 changes around trade unions.

Appendix
Background to the survey

The Working Lives Scotland report builds on work carried out by the CIPD over the 
last few years through the CIPD Good Work Index, which uses the UK Working Lives 
(UKWL) survey to present annual measures of the seven dimensions of job quality. 

Through analysis of our survey data, we can investigate issues ranging from 
workforce health and wellbeing to the availability of flexible work, as well as skills 
and career development opportunities. Where we can, we highlight statistically 
significant differences in gender, age or sector. 

Unlike the CIPD Good Work Index, the Working Lives Scotland report is based 
around the five fair work dimensions as conceptualised by the Fair Work 
Convention in 2016. Each main chapter is dedicated to one dimension, with 
analysis of survey questions providing insight into the relevant aspects of fair work. 

Survey design

The 2026 UK Working Lives (UKWL) survey was conducted between 12 December 
2025 and 18 February 2026 and gave a sample of 5,074 workers. To make the 
samples representative of the UK as a whole, quotas were used to target the 
sample, and subsequent weights based on ONS figures are applied to the dataset. 
The sample is representative of the UK workforce in terms of gender, full- or 
part-time work status, organisation size within each sector, and industry. For the 

Appendix
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seventh time, we have a boosted sub-sample for Scotland of 1,016, which has 
been weighted to be representative of all Scottish working adults (aged 18+). Not 
all figures throughout the report add up to 100% due to “don’t know” answers.

Good work and fair work

The report analyses both objective and subjective measures, as well as universal 
and relative aspects of work. This is important because, as our previous reports 
have already highlighted, job quality is not static – what works for some 
employees will be anathema to others. 

Objective measures look at things that should be unbiased, for example, how much 
people earn or types of contracts. Subjective measures, on the other hand, include 
things that reflect opinions or feelings – meaningful work, job satisfaction or the 
quality of relationships. In addition, we also look at measures that are universal and 
will improve job quality for anyone (eg health), but also at aspects that are relative 
and will differ between employees (eg flexible working arrangements). To get an 
accurate picture of job quality, we need to look at all of these in the round.

The Fair Work Convention conceptualised job quality on academic research pulled 
together primarily by the Scottish Centre for Employment Research at the University 
of Strathclyde. The Convention defined fair work through five dimensions: effective 
voice, opportunity, security, fulfilment and respect. The dimensions cover a broad 
range of issues – from how employees are treated at work, to pay and conditions, 
and whether they can have their voice heard and influence change. 

The CIPD’s good work dimensions (see Table 1) can be found in some form across 
the Fair Work Convention’s framework, too. ‘Pay and benefits’ and ‘Contracts’ are both 
key parts of the Security dimension in fair work. ‘Health and wellbeing’, ‘Relationships 
at work’ and ‘Work–life balance’ are all incorporated in the Respect dimension. ‘Job 
design and the nature of work’ is a key part of the Fulfilment dimension, with ‘Voice 
and representation’ directly translatable to Effective voice. Our survey also includes 
questions around career and skills development opportunities, which sit at the heart 
of the Opportunity dimension.

Table 1: The CIPD’s seven dimensions of job quality

Dimensions Areas included 

1  Pay and benefits Pay as a percentile and in relation to the Living Wage, subjective feelings 
regarding pay, employer pension contributions and other employee benefits

2  Contracts The terms of employment: Contract type, underemployment, and job security

3  Work–life balance Overwork, commuting time, how much work encroaches on personal life and 
vice versa, and HR provision for flexible working

4  �Job design and the  
nature of work 

Workload or work intensity, autonomy or how empowered people are in their 
jobs, how well resourced they are to carry out their work, job complexity and 
how well this matches the person’s skills and qualifications, how meaningful 
people find their work, and development opportunities provided

5  Relationships at work Social support and cohesion: The quality of relationships at work, 
psychological safety, and the quality of people management

6  Voice and representation Channels for feeding views to senior management, cultural norms on voice 
and satisfaction with the opportunities for voice

7  Health and wellbeing Positive and negative impacts of work on physical and mental health. Often 
considered as an outcome of job quality

Appendix
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Appendix

The Fair Work Convention’s Fair Work Framework

Security of employment, work and income are 
important foundations of a successful life. This 
can be achieved through, for example:

•  Fair pay (for example, the real Living Wage)
•  No inappropriate use of zero hours contracts   
 or exploitative working patterns
•  Collective arrangement for pay and conditions
•  Building stability into contractual    
 arrangements
•  Flexible working to align with family life and   
 caring commitments
•  Employment security arrangements
•  Fair opportunity for pay progression
•  Sick pay and pension

SECURITY:

OPPORTUNITY:

RESPECT:

FULFILMENT: EFFECTIVE VOICE:

FAIR
WORK

Fair Work is work in which people are respected 
and treated respectfully, whatever their role and 
status. This can be achieved through, for example:

•  Considering the concerns of others
•  Respect of behaviours and attitudes
•  Policies and practices which are understood   
 and applied that respect health, safety and   
 wellbeing
•  Respect of workers’ personal and family lives
•  Opportunities for flexible working

The ability to speak, individually or collectively, for 
example, through a recognised trade union, and 
to be listened to, is closely linked to the 
development of respectful and reciprocal working 
relationships. Effective voice underpins the other 
dimensions of Fair Work, and real dialogue between 
organisational stakeholders can help deliver on 
opportunity, security, fulfilment and respect. This 
can be achieved through, for example:

•  Enabling staff to have a voice at all levels
•  Openness, transparency, dialogue and   
 tolerance of different views
•  Formal and informal structures
•  Union recognition and collective bargaining

Fair opportunity allows people to access and 
progress in work and employment and is a 
crucial dimension of Fair Work. This can be 
achieved through, for example:

•  Robust recruitment and selection    
 procedures
•  Paid internships
•  Training and development opportunities
•  Promotion and progression practices
•  Buddying and mentoring
•  Engaging with diverse and local communities

It is widely accepted that fulfilment is a key 
factor in both individual and organisational 
wellbeing. This includes the opportunity to use 
one’s skills, to be able to influence work, to have 
some control and to have access to training and 
development. This can be achieved through, for 
example:

•  Effective skills use
•  Autonomy, opportunities to problem solve   
 and make a difference 
•  Investing in training, learning and skills   
 development and career advancement

Source: from the Scottish Government’s Best Practice Guidance on Addressing Fair Work Practices, including the Real Living Wage, in Procurement.
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Table 2: Job quality dimensions and their correlation to business-related outcomes

Correlation coefficients (Spearman’s) shaded by strength of association within each outcome. Dark purple cells are top quartile associations (high), blue are middle two 
quartile associations (medium) and grey cells are bottom quartile associations (low). Yellow shaded cells are not statistically significant associations.

Job satisfaction
Employer 

recommendation
Discretionary 

effort
Contextual 

performance
Likelihood  

to quit

Line management 0.570 0.582 0.345 0.268 0.307

Leadership 0.502 0.655 0.398 0.195 0.252

Voice channel availability 0.142 0.139 0.040 0.131 0.153

Trade union membership 0.041 0.086 0.068 0.016 0.053

Management voice quality 0.483 0.588 0.406 0.246 0.281

Conflict experience 0.317 0.298 0.178 0.081 0.167

Meaningful work 0.492 0.466 0.383 0.231 0.228

Workloads 0.255 0.253 0.077 0.004 0.065

Work impact on mental health 0.582 0.486 0.313 0.184 0.239

Skills development opportunities 0.443 0.351 0.263 0.169 0.220

Career advancement prospects 0.323 0.383 0.233 0.213 0.203

Working Lives Scotland 2026
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