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About PIN 
 
The Productivity Insights Network was established in January 2018 and is funded by the Economic 
and Social Research Council. As a multi-disciplinary network of social science researchers engaged 
with public, private, and third sector partners, our aim is to change the tone of the productivity 
debate in theory and practice. It is led by the University of Sheffield, with co-investigators at 
Cambridge Econometrics, Cardiff University, Durham University, University of Sunderland, SQW, 
University of Cambridge, University of Essex, University of Glasgow, University of Leeds and 
University of Stirling. The support of the funder is acknowledged. The views expressed in this report 
are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of the funders. 
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Delivering Work: Parcel Delivery Workers, Covid 19 and Productivity. 
 
Professor Kirsty Newsome, Centre for Decent Work, University of Sheffield. 
 
 
The emergency conditions engendered by Covid-19 have tested the resilience and stoicism of 
many groups of `essential’ workers. Prominent among these are the millions of parcel delivery 
workers that have kept the nation supplied with essential items such as food, medicines as well 
as non- essential items resulting from the exponential growth of online retailing. The parcel 
delivery sector organised through multiple vertical and horizontal linkages embraces large and 
small enterprises with diverse work and employment conditions. Previous research has 
highlighted how the parcel delivery sector is subject to acute supply chain pressures which in 
turn has resulted in a business model which expose workers to greater risk, uncertainty, and 
insecure work practices (Moore and Newsome 2018, Moore, Newsome and Williamson 
(forthcoming). A focus on essential parcel delivery workers (perhaps emblematic of work in the 
contemporary economy) presents the opportunity to explore the dynamics of non-standard work 
practices and productivity outcomes during the covid pandemic. 
 
The relationship between the growth of non-standard contracts (key components of the UK 
flexible labour markets) i.e. zero hours’ contracts, temporary employment and `bogus’ self- 
employment and associated workplace practices has received limited research attention in the 
productivity debate. Whilst evidence highlights that the standard employment model continues 
to predominate in the UK, the latter has been partially subverted by a growing array of non- 
standard or insecure employment models. Non-standard forms of employment refer to varying 
contractual and non-contractual relationships commonly characterised by variable and irregular 
hours. The rise of the so-called gig economy closely allied with platform working has also fuelled 
the emergence of often insecure non-standard work with technology enabling employers to 
contract out work on a piece-rate and often self-employed basis. 
 
Notwithstanding the limited research evidence to date, commentators are increasingly 
highlighting the relationship between the growth in non-standard forms of employment in the UK 
and the productivity puzzle. These debates juxtapose the seemingly contradictory pressures of 
an employment or business models predicated upon the propagation of low paying, low-skilled, 
disposable jobs and low productivity growth. Increasing reference is being made to the hidden 
cost of flexible, non-standard labour markets which may facilitate  greater competition and 
efficiency, have resulted in low pay, and exploitative, precarious employment conditions with 
low productivity growth (Rubery et al 2016, RSA 2019). The opportunities offered by functional 
flexibility (as oppose to numerical or temporal flexibility) allied to investment in skills-utilisation, 
employee engagement and commitment, and attempts to secure democratic participatory work 
structures for sustained productivity growth, are seemingly overlooked (Felstead et al (2018). In 
short, recent debates in this area have outlined the possibility that productivity improvements 
are more likely to occur where standard employment relationships and continuity of employment 
are in place (Rubery et al 2016). 
 
To explore the connections and dynamics between non-standard works and productivity 
outcomes this research has investigated the employment conditions, pay, and productivity of 
parcel delivery workers during the pandemic. The project adopted a mix-method approach, 
involving an online survey of parcel delivery workers (employed and self-employed) and in-depth 
interviews with parcel delivery workers and trade union representatives. Ongoing support for the 
survey has been provided by a number of trade unions who represent directly employed workers 
as well as self- employed workers in the sector. Given a number of difficulties associated with 
the distribution and analysis of the questionnaire it remains on-going. A number of in-depth 
interviews have taken place and given the access afforded also remain on-going. The qualitative 
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aspect of the research has focussed upon exploring how variations in employment contracts, 
for example standard or non-standard, secure or insecure, relate to employment outcomes. 
Discussions have also focussed upon the experiences of work during the pandemic. To date 
the research has highlighted the following issues: 
 
1. Parcel delivery companies operate with three main interconnected tiers of contractual 
status. The first is directly employed drivers employed in large parcel delivery companies, in 
which employment relations are framed by collective agreements. The second tier are ‘self-
employed’ owner drivers paid on a piece rate basis and based in depots working alongside 
directly employed drivers. A third tier of home-based so-called ‘life-style couriers’ also technically 
self-employed but operating from home using their own vehicles. The research has highlighted 
that in some companies a further tier of ‘self-employed plus’ has emerged. This category of 
worker is employed on a self-employed basis but is afforded greater rights in relation to holiday 
entitlement. While directly employed drivers often have fixed hours, hourly rates and overtime 
payments, self- employed drivers are paid by delivery or drops. 
 
2. The research evidence highlighted that Covid-19 has exacerbated work pressures for 
delivery drivers including increased workload and extended working hours. Self-employed 
drivers referred to the significant increase in the volumes of work and the necessity to work 
longer hours to meet the increased demand. Self-employed drivers were given little option but 
work longer hours with the possibility of ‘delivery rounds’ removed from them if they failed to 
deliver increased volumes. 
 
3. Of particular concern has been the relationship between contractual status, growing 
levels of unpaid or hidden work (e.g., waiting times for time deliveries, loading and sorting 
vehicles, and non-delivery) and productivity outcomes. The central measurement task in relation 
to labour productivity is to secure reliable measures of both inputs (labour time) and outputs 
(deliveries). These highlight the demanding and time critical levels of service delivery as a key 
determinant of labour input, the pressures and hazards experienced by delivery drivers, and the 
implications for worker health and safety. Given self-employed drivers are only paid if they make 
a successful delivery, all drivers highlighted the growing levels of unpaid work they were required 
to undertake on a daily basis. 
 
4. Within last mile delivery technology is critical to the successful coordination and control 
of the movement of products. The application of algorithmic optimisation techniques and routing 
software has revolutionized parcel delivery. The research highlights growing levels of 
surveillance and monitoring of drivers, resulting in reduced levels of autonomy and discretion 
allied to an invasion of the porosity of the working day. 
 
5. The lack of sick pay afforded to self-employed drivers, as well as health and safety issues 
resulting from the pandemic was evident. Given the increased volumes many drivers referred to 
the lack of social distancing in depots. Self-employed drivers reported the pressure to turn up to 
work despite feeling unwell. Self-employed drivers were not provided with PPE during the 
pandemic. 
 
With reference to impact, overall the project will also contribute to growing debates seeking to 
illuminate the significance and growth of non-standard work for productivity. Of particular note 
in the case of parcel delivery workers are the growing levels of unpaid or hidden work. Further 
work is currently being undertaken to develop a number of outputs from this project these will 
include academic articles (exploring the interplay between essential workers, non-standard 
employment and productivity outcomes). In policy terms the research raises two inter-related 
issues: (i) What regulatory mechanisms need to be in place in order to secure necessary 
productivity growth in the sector (ii) How can employers be ‘persuaded’ to invest in job quality 
and decent work? Discussions remain on-going with regard to developing tool-kits for union 
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organisers to promote job quality and minimum labour standards for delivery drivers to prevent 
a further race to the bottom. A workshop for project participants in planned for Autumn 2022. 


	Delivering Work: Parcel Delivery Workers, Covid 19 and Productivity.

