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Executive summary

As employers continue to encounter 
major skills shortages, many qualified 
and willing workers remain unemployed 
or underemployed. These “hidden 
workers,” ignored by employers for a 
variety of reasons, represent a potential 
source of much-needed labor. In our 
initial report, Hidden Workers: Untapped 
Talent, we recognized the diverse nature 
of this group. In this follow-up, we focus 
on part-time hidden workers.

To examine the obstacles part-time workers must 
navigate in finding employment, we surveyed nearly 
9,000 part-time and full-time hidden workers in 
Germany, the U.K., and the U.S. in 2020. In this report, 
we look at the sample of roughly 1,500 part-time 
workers who indicated that, if their circumstances were 
different, they would prefer to work more hours.

Part-time hidden workers are disproportionately 
represented by older people and women. But much like 
hidden workers generally, the group is heterogeneous. 
We identified six main categories of part-time hidden 
workers, each facing unique challenges and in 
need of different approaches by employers in the 
hiring process: caregivers, people facing health 
challenges, people with disabilities and/or mental 
health challenges, people with other personal or family 
obligations, the partly retired, and those working part 
time for economic reasons.

Though each of these subsets of workers faces a 
distinct set of hurdles, they broadly require two key 
forms of support from their employers: increased 
flexibility and robust communication.

Flexibility—in terms of both remote work and hours 
worked—enables workers with varied and changing 
external responsibilities to take on additional duties 
at work. Whether a worker is unable to find full-time 
positions in their area or must care for the health of 
themselves or their family, flexibility is a necessary 
condition for taking on more work.

Clear communication—beginning with well-defined 
job descriptions and extending to day-to-day 
interactions with colleagues—drives greater clarity 
and a deeper sense of engagement among workers. 
Understanding workers is foundational to helping 
part-time workers adapt to their individual challenges 
and to recognizing those who want to expand their 
responsibilities. 

Governments certainly can and ought to implement 
policies to help part-time workers who wish to take on 
more hours do so, but the main onus is on businesses 
to make more hours available to part-time employees. 
That will enable employers to utilize workers they 
already have with company-specific experience, 
bolstering their income and reducing the odds that 
they will voluntarily leave their positions.1 
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Heterogeneity among the hidden
Employers complain that they cannot find the talent 
they need, even though millions of willing and able 
workers struggle to find employment. In our flagship 
report, Hidden Workers: Untapped Talent,2 we identi-
fied employer hiring practices as a significant reason 
for this mismatch. They include the plethora of crite-
ria used by employers in their job postings and rigid 
applicant tracking systems. When combined, the 
ranking and filtering variables used by employers erect 
barriers to entry into and mobility within the workforce. 
These practices evolved because they helped employ-
ers speed their hiring processes by radically reducing 
the number of applicants that receive active consid-
eration. However, over time, that quest for efficiency 
has caused large numbers of capable candidates to 
be excluded from the decision set. In the attempt 
to identify “perfect” candidates, employers reject 
many applicants who are capable of doing a job but 
their applications don’t check “all the boxes” in a job 
posting. Those practices have the effect of creating a 
large pool of hidden workers. 

Our research shows that companies that were able to 
tap into this pool of workers were far less likely to face 
skill shortages than companies that did not actively 

seek to hire hidden workers. Employers that success-
fully attracted a wider pool of workers recognized that 
hidden workers did not represent a monolithic group. 
These were people who wanted to work and were 
either still actively looking for work or had given up 
after repeated rejections. The research confirms that 
these workers were out of work for various reasons, 
each with distinct motivations and challenges. (See 
Figure 1.) Employers seeking to bring these workers 
back into the workforce need to develop a customized 
approach, targeting segments of hidden workers best 
suited to their business model.

For this first in a series of follow-up reports, we turn 
our attention to the specific needs of part-time hidden 
workers, who comprised 17% of our overall sample 
of hidden workers. To identify and understand issues 
they face when it comes to finding employment, we 
surveyed nearly 9,000 part-time and full-time hidden 
workers in Germany, the U.K., and the U.S. in May and 
June 2020. (For more details, see Methodology on page 
20.) Here, we highlight various segments of part-time 
workers and identify strategies for employers seeking 
to attract those workers—either for part-time work or to 
convert them into full-time workers.

Figure 1: Varied paths to becoming a hidden worker

People with developmental/ 
neurodiversity challenges

People with a physical disability

People with a history of substance/ 
alcohol abuse

People who were previously 
incarcerated

Retirees/post-working age 
population who could work

Young people not in education, 
employment, or training (NEETs)

Caregivers of children

Caregivers of adults/elderly people

Veterans 

Refugees/asylum seekers 

Immigrants

People from less advantaged 
backgrounds (e.g., low-income 
households, from care homes, 
those whose parents are not 
employed)

People with mental health 
challenges

Relocating partners and spouses 
(move to new city/new country)

People with health problems 
(temporary, chronic/long-term 
illness)

People without traditional 
qualifications

People without degrees/
advanced degrees

People without a history of 
employment

Long-term unemployed 

https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/hiddenworkers09032021.pdf
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Who are part-time workers?
Individuals have a multitude of reasons for working part 
time. Some do so by choice, others out of necessity. 
Oftentimes, companies rely on part-time work to keep 
operations running. Many part-time workers are happy 
with their situation and do not seek full-time employ-
ment. 

In November 2022, according to Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS) data, 15% of part time workers were 
working part-time for economic reasons—that is, 
working part time because they were unable to 
find a full-time job.3 Across European countries, the 
proportion is higher. On average, around one-third of 
those working part time would prefer to be full time.4 

Many part-time workers would prefer to work full 
time but cannot for personal reasons. In our survey of 
hidden workers, we narrowed our scope of part-time 
workers to those who were currently working part time, 
but who reported that they would work more hours if 
their circumstances were different.

Part-time hidden workers are disproportionately 
female. In November 2022, around half of the U.S. 
civilian full-time labor force (51%) was women.3 In our 
survey, 72% of the part-time workers were women, 
compared to fewer than half (43%) of the full-time 
workers sample. Part-time workers also tend to be 
older. In 2021, 65% of employed workers were 35 
or older.5 Similarly, 60% of part-time workers in our 
sample were over age 40, while 75% of full-time hidden 
workers were under age 40. (See Figure 2.) Looking at 
the cross-section of age and gender in our sample, we 
found that 53% of male part-time workers were over 
age 55, while 60% of female part-time workers were 

between the ages of 30 to 54—prime caregiving years 
for either children or elderly relatives.

Full-time hidden workers in our survey were more likely 
to report being the primary caregiver for someone in 
their household (60% of full-time workers compared to 
44% of part-time workers). Among part-time workers 
with primary caregiving responsibilities, the vast major-
ity were women. Nearly all (91%) part-time employees 
caring for children under 18 were women, and 61% of 
part-time employees caring for parents or an elderly 
family member were women.

Understandably, full-time workers had significantly 
higher annual salaries than their part-time counter-
parts. For example, in the U.S., roughly two-thirds (66%) 
of part-time workers made less than $40,000 a year, 
compared to 36% of full-time workers. At the other 
end of the spectrum, 23% of full-time workers reported 
making more than $100,000 a year, compared to just 
8% of part-time workers. (See Figure 3 on page 7.)

Part-time workers often enter the workforce to supple-
ment their household’s income. In fact, only one-third 
of part-time workers in our sample reported being the 
only person financially supporting their household, 
while 50% reported sharing financial responsibility with 
another member of their household. (See Figure 4 on 
page 7.)

Part-time hidden workers engage in a variety of occu-
pations. The most common roles for part-time workers 
in our survey were in services and sales (30%) or cleri-
cal support (21%). (See Figure 5 on page 8.)

Figure 2: Surveyed part-time workers tended to be older than their full-time counterparts

How old are you?

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

33%

16%

42%

24%

17%

28%

8%

32%

Full-time workers

Part-time workers

18–29 30–40 41–54 55+

Part-time workers

Full-time workers
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Figure 4: Part-time workers made critical contributions to household incomes

Figure 3: Full-time workers had significantly higher annual salaries than part-time workers

Are you responsible for supporting your household financially?

What is your current salary in U.S. dollars? If currently unemployed/not working, what was your last salary?

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. 

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Yes, I am the only person financially supporting my household

Yes, I am responsible, along with other household members

No, I only contribute financially to a small extent

No, I do not contribute financially

33%

50%

16%

2%

Part-time workers

More than $150,000

$125,000–$149,999

$100,000–$124,999

$80,000–$99,999

$60,000–$79,999

$40,000–$59,999

$30,000–$39,999

$25,000–$29,999

$18,000–$24,999

$10,000–$17,999

Less than $10,000

Part-time workers Full-time workersUS$

17%

19%

13%

9%

9%

13%

8%

5%

4%

2%

2%

4%

6%

9%

8%

9%

17%

13%

11%

10%

7%

6%
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Figure 5: Many occupations offer part-time employment

What best describes your current occupation? If currently unemployed/not working, what was your last 
occupation?

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Services and Sales Worker

Clerical Support Worker

Professional

Elementary Occupation

Manager

Technicians and Associate Professional

Craft and Related Trades Worker

Plant and Machine Operators and Assembler

Skilled Agricultural, Forestry and Fishery Worker

I’ve never been in paid employment

Armed Forces

30%

21%

18%

10%

8%

5%

4%

2%

2%

1%

0%

Part-time workers
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Barriers to full-time employment 
While the part-time workers in our sample would ideally 
prefer to work more hours, they all faced barriers 
that prevented them from doing so. (See Figure 6.) 
The most common barriers were having caregiving 
responsibilities for children (30%), not having a degree 
(23%), suffering from health problems (22%), and 

suffering from mental health challenges (19%). These 
workers often faced multiple barriers simultaneously. 
Despite these challenges, many workers reiterated their 
commitment to further employment, and indicated 
they wanted more work or to work more hours.

Figure 6: Part-time workers faced a variety of barriers to finding work

Thinking back over your life, do any of the following situations apply to you?

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

30%

23%

22%

19%

13%

13%

9%

8%

6%

6%

6%

5%

4%

4%

4%

3%

2%

2%

Part-time workers

I have caregiving responsibilities for children

I don’t have a degree/advanced degree 

I suffer from health problems (temporary, chronic/long-term illness) 

I suffer from mental health challenges (e.g., anxiety) 

I am from a less advantaged background (e.g., raised in a care home/was 
in a low-income household/had unemployed parents or caregivers) 

I don’t have a history of employment/relevant work experience 

I have caregiving responsibilities for adults

I have a physical disability 

I’m retired 

I’m long-term unemployed 

I left school without traditional qualifications 

I’m an immigrant 

I’m a young person not in education, employment, or training 

I’m a veteran 

I’m a trailing partner, i.e., I have changed location because of my 
partner’s work 

I have a developmental/neurodiversity disability 

I have a history of substance/alcohol abuse 

I’m a refugee/asylum seeker 
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Many part-time hidden workers believed that the 
criteria employers use to evaluate applications 
prevented them from advancing through the hiring 
process. In their view, the biggest factors were the 
strict requirements for years of experience at any given 
role and having employment gaps in their resume. (See 
Figure 7.)

And such fears were not unfounded. In our survey 
of 2,275 executives of employers, 41% reported that 
years of experience was, indeed, used as a filter when 
evaluating candidates for middle-skills positions, jobs 
that require some post-secondary education or certif-
icate, but do not require a four-year degree. Likewise, 

employment gaps in a resume were used by 48% of the 
employers to weed out middle-skills candidates.

We asked part-time hidden workers which parts of the 
application stage they found particularly difficult. The 
biggest challenge workers reported was not being able 
to find jobs near where they live or jobs to which they 
could travel conveniently. (See Figure 8 on page 11.) 
Other difficulties included struggling with interviews, 
not being able to find jobs that allowed for personal 
circumstances (such as caregiving obligations), and 
not being able to find jobs that paid sufficiently.

Figure 7: Strict employer requirements prevent part-time workers from working more hours

When applying for a job, employers often ask for a list of essential and desired requirements. Which of the 
following criteria do you think stops you from finding work/working more hours?

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Years of experience

Employment gaps in resume 

Academic performance (e.g., level of attainment)

Skills (e.g., writing skills, C++ programming)

Professional/vocational credentials

Career progression 

Working style

Referral from current or past employee

Background checks

Assessment

Possession of government-issued identification 

Work authorization/ immigrant status

28%

22%

20%

20%

20%

19%

13%

12%

10%

9%

9%

3%

Part-time workers
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Figure 8: Part-time workers face challenges in the job applications process

What specific parts of the job application stage do you find particularly difficult?

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

I can’t find jobs near where I live or travel to conveniently 

I find the interviews to be difficult 

I can’t find jobs that I can balance with my personal circumstances 
(e.g., caregiving obligations, physical/mental disability) 

I can’t find jobs that pay well enough 

It’s hard to write resume or cover letter for each job application 

I can’t find jobs that I qualify for 

I find many interviewers to be bad (e.g., rude, intimidating) 

I struggle with “screener” tests 

I don’t know how to prepare for an interview 

I don’t know how to submit a “good” job application 

It’s hard to submit job applications 

I lack the time to submit job applications 

I lack the resources or documentation to submit job applications 

I can’t understand many of the job postings 

I struggle with reading the number of job postings 6%

7%

11%

13%

16%

18%

19%

21%

24%

29%

30%

31%

31%

32%

37%

Part-time workers



Hidden Workers: Part-Time Potential12

Segments of part-time workers
Part-time hidden workers are not a homogeneous 
group. They have varying reasons for working part 
time. In our sample, the largest portion worked part 
time due to caregiving responsibilities (29%), followed 
by those working part time for economic reasons 
(21%), health reasons (15%), other personal or family 
obligations (14%), being partly retired (14%), or due 
to a disability and/or mental health challenges (7%). 
(See Figure 9.) Each of these groups face different 
challenges and, thus, require different approaches by 
employers in the hiring process.

Figure 9: Many workers choose to work part time due to caregiving responsibilities

Please indicate the primary reason that you are in part-time employment.

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Primary caregiving responsibilities (e.g., children, elderly)

Economic reasons (e.g., I could lose my benefits by working full-time, I’m 
unable to find full-time work, I can only find seasonal work, I was laid off, etc.)

Health reasons (i.e., temporary, or chronic/long-term illness)

Other personal or family obligations

Partly retired

Disability and/or mental health challenges 7%

14%

14%

15%

21%

29%

Part-time workers
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Figure 10: Caregiving reasons for seeking part-time work

Thinking back over your life, do any of the following situations apply to you?

Why do you think you can’t find work/work more hours, or couldn’t find employment in the past? 

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Caregivers 

The largest portion of our part-time workers were those 
with caregiving responsibilities. Childcare costs often 
force parents to stay home. Furthermore, as popula-
tions age in advanced countries such as Germany, the 
U.K., and the U.S., there are more “sandwich genera-
tion” workers obliged to take care of both children and 
parents or other elderly relatives. As a consequence 
of these responsibilities, many capable workers are 
unable to work a full-time job. When asked about their 
lifetime situations and the barriers they face as a result, 
the most common response was caregiving respon-
sibilities for children. When asked what factors were 
preventing them from being able to work more hours, 
these workers cited the inability to balance work with 
their caregiving responsibilities. (See Figure 10.)

Although these workers face barriers to full-time 
employment due to caregiving responsibilities, they 
may nevertheless have the qualifications and expe-
rience that an employer is seeking. For hard-to-fill 
positions, employers could consider offering flexibility 
in schedules for certain roles, allowing these workers 
to balance work with their caregiving responsibilities. 
To attract more part-time workers who have care-
giving responsibilities, employers could offer on-site 
childcare, subsidized offsite childcare, or engagement 
with a third-party vendor to help their employees find 
other caregiving services in order to work full time. As 
always, when weighing the investment in such efforts, 
management would need to contrast the direct costs 
with the hidden costs of having unfilled positions and 
chronic turnover that results in the loss of revenue, 
erosion of customer satisfaction, and the burden 
imposed on existing employees.

I have caregiving responsibilities for children

I don’t have a degree/advanced degree

I have caregiving responsibilities for adults

I suffer from mental health challenges (e.g., anxiety)

I suffer from health problems 10%

13%

13%

20%

66%

Top five responses from those working part time due to 
primary caregiving responsibilities

I can’t find work that I can balance with my caregiving responsibilities

There are a lack of jobs in the area I live

I’m scared of failure

My employer doesn’t allow me to work flexibly

My employer doesn’t allow me to work more hours

Top five responses from those working part time due to 
primary caregiving responsibilities

4%

4%

4%

5%

40%
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Figure 11: Health reasons for seeking part-time work

Thinking back over your life, do any of the following situations apply to you?

Why do you think you can’t find work/work more hours, or couldn’t find employment in the past? 

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

People facing health challenges

Another group of part-time hidden workers suffer from 
health problems. When asked why they are not able to 
work more hours, the most cited reason was that these 
workers were not able to find the right balance be-
tween working and supporting their health. (See  
Figure 11.) 

Flexibility is a key factor for employers to consider. 
Those who have health issues may need time off for 
medical appointments or may require leave for medi-

cal treatment. Flexible scheduling allows workers with 
health challenges to work a full-time job while manag-
ing their health issues. Additionally, employers should 
engage in a regular dialogue with these employees 
about what accommodation will allow them to remain 
on the job and work additional hours. If employers can 
understand what challenges these workers are facing, 
they can adapt to meet workers where they are.

I suffer from health problems

I suffer from mental health challenges (e.g., anxiety)

I don’t have a degree/advanced degree

I am from a less advantaged background (e.g., raised in a care home/was 
in a low-income household/had unemployed parents or caregivers)

I have a physical disability 17%

20%

23%

31%

72%

Top five responses from those working part time due to health reasons

I can’t find work that I can balance with my health

There are a lack of jobs in the area I live

I can’t find work that I can balance with my disability/mental health 
challenges

My employer doesn’t allow me to work more hours

I’m not the right “fit” for many organizations

Top five responses from those working part time due to health reasons

6%

6%

8%

9%

26%
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Figure 12: Disability and mental health reasons for seeking part-time work

Thinking back over your life, do any of the following situations apply to you?

Why do you think you can’t find work/work more hours, or couldn’t find employment in the past? 

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

People with disabilities and/or mental 
health challenges

For these part-time workers, the most commonly 
cited barriers include suffering from mental health 
challenges, suffering from health problems, and having 
a physical disability. These workers struggled to find 
a job that they could manage with their disability or 
mental health challenges. (See Figure 12.) 

To attract these workers, employers can create 
hiring practices that are designed to be sensitive to 
the needs of those with disabilities and/or mental 

health challenges. Virtual interviews for those with 
physical disabilities and removing unnecessary degree 
requirements for those whose disabilities posed a 
challenge to educational attainment are relatively 
simple first steps. Employers should also talk to their 
part-time workers on a regular basis about who wants 
to move to a full-time position and what would be 
required to get there.

I suffer from mental health challenges (e.g., anxiety)

I suffer from health problems

I have a physical disability

I don’t have a degree/advanced degree

I am from a less advantaged background (e.g., raised in a care home/was 
in a low-income household/had unemployed parents or caregivers) 22%

27%

37%

43%

50%

Top five responses from those working part time due to 
disability and/or mental health challenges

I can’t find work that I can balance with my disability/mental health 
challenges

I can’t find work that I can balance with my health

There is a government policy that means I can’t work/work more hours

My employer doesn’t allow me to work more hours

I lack the qualifications employers demand

Top five responses from those working part time due to 
disability and/or mental health challenges

6%

6%

8%

11%

24%
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Figure 13: Personal or family obligation-related reasons for seeking part-time work

Thinking back over your life, do any of the following situations apply to you?

Why do you think you can’t find work/work more hours, or couldn’t find employment in the past? 

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Other personal or family obligations

Another group of part-time hidden workers is those 
who work part time due to other personal or other 
obligations. For this group, the most common barriers 
beyond their caregiving responsibilities were that they 
did not have a degree. They consistently identified 
their belief that they didn’t feel they were the right “fit” 
for many organizations as a reason for their inability to 
secure full-time employment. (See Figure 13.)

When asked why they had turned down jobs in the 
past, the number one answer this group gave was that 
they didn’t feel they were the right fit for the organi-
zation. Often, part-time workers can feel separated 
from the full-time workforce at a company. Organiza-
tions need to work to change their company culture 
to be more inclusive. If a worker feels involved in the 
company while working part time, they will likely be 
more willing to stay at that company and might even 
consider shifting to a full-time role.

I don’t have a degree/advanced degree

I have caregiving responsibilities for children

I suffer from mental health challenges (e.g., anxiety)

I am from a less advantaged background (e.g., raised in a care home/was 
in a low-income household/had unemployed parents or caregivers)

I don’t have a history of employment/relevant work experience 13%

13%

15%

23%

25%

Top five responses from those working part time due to 
other personal or family obligations

I can’t find work that I can balance with my caregiving responsibilities

I’m not the right “fit” for many organizations

There are a lack of jobs in the area I live

I lack the qualifications employers demand

My employer doesn’t allow me to work more hours 8%

8%

8%

8%

13%

Top five responses from those working part-time due to 
other personal or family obligations
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Figure 14: Retirement-related reasons for seeking part-time work

Thinking back over your life, do any of the following situations apply to you?

Why do you think you can’t find work/work more hours, or couldn’t find employment in the past? 

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

The partly retired

Some workers who are partly retired work part-time 
jobs. For those who are partly retired, the reasons for 
being unable to work more hours were much more 
varied. The most common selections were employer  
restrictions and a lack of jobs in their industry of 
choice. (See Figure 14.)

The partly retired is a group that employers can easily 
access. Most of these workers have years of experi-
ence. Employers may not understand that workers 

who are partly retired may actually want to work more 
hours. Employers may also be concerned that older 
workers don’t have the relevant skills required. How-
ever, if a worker has experience in a role, they can be 
trained to learn the new skills. Retaining these workers 
who have valuable institutional knowledge may be 
cheaper than bringing in new employees who must 
familiarize themselves with the practices and culture 
of the firm. Employers can develop programs to help 
their part-time workers develop the skills necessary to 
qualify for a full-time role.

I’m retired

I don’t have a degree/advanced degree

I’m a veteran

I suffer from health problems

I have caregiving responsibilities for children 8%

9%

11%

15%

31%

Top five responses from those working part time due to being partly retired

My employer doesn’t allow me to work more hours

There are a lack of jobs in the industry I’d like to work in

I’m not the right “fit” for many organizations

There are a lack of jobs in the area I live

There is a government policy that means I can’t work/work more hours 5%

7%

10%

12%

12%

Top five responses from those working part time due to being partly retired
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Figure 15: Economic reasons for seeking part-time work

Thinking back over your life, do any of the following situations apply to you?

Why do you think you can’t find work/work more hours, or couldn’t find employment in the past? 

Source: “Hidden Worker – Worker Survey,” Accenture and Harvard Business School’s Project on Managing the Future of Work, 
May-June 2020.

Economic reasons

The last segment of hidden workers were those who 
work part time due to economic reasons, including that 
they were unable to find full-time work, find the hours 
they wanted to work, or would lose government bene-
fits if they worked full time. This group was not defined 
by a clear barrier, but identified with a wide range of 
challenges, ranging from not having a degree, not 
having a history of relevant work experience, having 
mental health challenges, having caregiving respon-
sibilities, and coming from a less advantaged back-
ground. They reported other reasons that limited their 
ability to secure more hours, including having a lack of 
jobs near where they live, an employer-imposed cap on 

the number of hours worked, lacking the qualifications 
employers demand, the overall lack of jobs in their 
industry, and not feeling like the right fit for an organi-
zation. (See Figure 15.)

Others reported that they relied on online job boards to 
find work. They also acknowledged that they were not 
very adept at using social media to boost their employ-
ability. Companies should open their hiring processes 
to find talent by including sites that candidates actually 
frequent, rather than those their recruiters find to be 
convenient.

I don’t have a degree/advanced degree

I don’t have a history of employment/relevant work experience

I suffer from mental health challenges (e.g., anxiety)

I have caregiving responsibilities for children

I am from a less advantaged background (e.g., raised in a care home/was 
in a low-income household/had unemployed parents or caregivers) 14%

15%

18%

21%

28%

Top five responses from those working part time due to economic reasons

There are a lack of jobs in the area I live

My employer doesn’t allow me to work more hours

I lack the qualifications employers demand

There are a lack of jobs in the industry I’d like to work in

I’m not the right “fit” for many organizations 7%

8%

8%

10%

11%

Top five responses from those working part time due to economic reasons
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The role of government

Although there are many ways companies can 
help more part-time hidden workers find full-time 
employment, there is also a role for governments 
to act. This is especially true for those working part 
time who would lose government benefits if they 
worked full time. 

One option: Policy leaders may consider reevalu-
ating the benefits threshold and removing barriers 
that inhibit people from working more hours. The 
U.S. government has moved in this direction in 
recent years, particularly with the expansion of 
the Earned Income Tax Credit and the low-income 
component of the Child Tax Credit—programs that 
either grow or remain unchanged for every addi-
tional dollar earned by most families among the 
working poor. The United Kingdom has taken similar 
action: The government is phasing out the Income 
Support program, which provides funds for those 
working fewer than 16 hours a week, in favor of the 
Universal Credit program, which includes no such 
limit on working hours. Germany’s unemployment 
insurance program currently removes all support for 
those working 15 or more hours per week.

Beyond altering the income-level thresholds, gov-
ernments could also design programs to target sub-
groups of part-time workers. For those with care-
giving responsibilities, all-day childcare solutions or 
tax credits would allow them to work more hours. 
Governments could also increase incentives for the 
semi-retired to return to work, for example, by abol-
ishing the payroll tax in the U.S. for both workers 
and employers for those above age 65. Such an 
incentive would encourage people willing and able 
to work after the age of 65 to stay in the workforce, 
reducing the rate of early acceptance of Social 
Security and other benefits. Another option would 
be for policymakers to introduce an incentive, such 
as a tax credit, for companies or other institutions to 
develop programs that bring marginalized workers 
back into the workforce. 

Takeaways
Whether they find themselves working fewer hours 
due to caregiving needs, health issues, or economic 
reasons, the two things part-time workers need most 
from their employers are flexibility and frequent 
two-way communication.

Flexibility: Employers want a workforce that can meet 
their needs. Similarly, hidden workers are eager to 
find companies that are willing to accommodate their 
needs in a way that allows them to be productive and 
advance in their work. It falls to employers to fill that 
gap. There is a vast reservoir of skilled hidden workers 
shut out of employment by inflexible rules established 
by companies. Employers need to recognize that their 
quest for ideal workers as defined by the filters they 
implement in their applicant tracking systems creates 
an artificial shortage of candidates. Over time, they 
have adopted policies that inadvertently exclude a 
large population of qualified workers with relevant 
skills. The experience of employers that embrace the 
potential of hidden workers proves that adopting work 

rules that accommodate the needs of such candidates 
can greatly help in finding talent. The skills shortage 
can be addressed if companies relax their stringent 
definitions of the attributes they are seeking in appli-
cants.

Clear communication: The second piece of the puzzle 
for employers is to communicate their needs far more 
succinctly. A good start is to offer well-defined job 
descriptions focused on essential skills. Employers 
need to be open to understanding the underlying 
reasons for a workers’ decision to settle on working 
part time, despite wanting to work more hours.

New forms of work would not only enable more people 
to participate in the workforce but shape the future of 
work itself. By considering how to make work “work” for 
the many kinds of part-time workers, companies can 
rewrite the rules of engagement and pave the way to 
becoming employers of choice.
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Methodology
In 2019, Accenture and Harvard Business School’s 
Project on Managing the Future of Work launched a 
multiyear, mixed-methods research effort to explore 
the challenges faced by “hidden workers” people who 
want to work, are actively seeking work, but unable 
to find employment for extended periods of time. The 
three groups characterized as “hidden workers” were:

• Missing hours: People who are working one or more 
part-time jobs but could potentially work full time;

• Missing from work: Those who have been unem-
ployed for a long time but are still seeking employ-
ment;

• Missing from the workforce: Those who are cur- 
rently not working and are not actively seeking 
employment but who could be working under the 
right circumstances.

To understand the perspective of workers as well 
as employers, we conducted two separate surveys 
in three countries: Germany, the U.K. and the U.S. 
The employer survey was conducted in January and 
February 2020, just before these economies went 
into lockdown due to Covid-19. More than 700 senior 
leaders filled out the survey in each of the three coun-
tries. The worker survey took place in May and June 
2020, when all three economies were experiencing 
large-scale unemployment due to the pandemic.  
Necessary precautions were taken in the survey design 
to minimize the impact of Covid-19 in the responses. 
The survey was filled out by nearly 3,000 workers in 
each country. 

The report Hidden Workers: Untapped Talent was pub-
lished in September 2021. For the full report, as well as 
the detailed methodology, please visit HBS’s Project on 
Managing the Future of Work at: https://www.hbs.edu/
managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/hid-
denworkers09032021.pdf 

Hidden workers working part time 

This report published in March 2023 focuses on a 
substantial subset of hidden workers: those who work 
part time. This deep dive into the data was undertaken 
to help better understand the barriers that part-time 
workers face when looking for and securing work, as 
well as understanding the reasons contributing to their 
working part time.

A total of 8,720 workers from Germany, the U.K., and 
the U.S. filled out the worker survey. Of these, full-time 
workers were identified as all workers who selected 
that they were in full-time employment at the time of 
the survey, they did not enter full-time employment 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic, and they all were out 
of full-time employment (meaning they were either 
unemployed or working part time) at some point in the 
past five years. These were all considered “previously 
hidden workers” and accounted for 4,470 workers. 

Part-time workers were identified as all workers who 
selected that they were in part-time employment at 
the time of the survey, they did not enter part-time 
employment due to the Covid-19 pandemic, and 
they all would prefer to be working more hours if 
their circumstances were different. These were all 
considered “current hidden workers.” The research 
in this report is based on the analysis of the survey 
responses of 1,516 hidden workers who identified as 
working part time. 

https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/hiddenworkers09032021.pdf
https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/hiddenworkers09032021.pdf
https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/hiddenworkers09032021.pdf
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