
Wolf, Fridolin

Article  —  Published Version

What if it is not just an additional income? Poverty risks of
non‐standard employment histories in Germany

International Journal of Social Welfare

Suggested Citation: Wolf, Fridolin (2024) : What if it is not just an additional income? Poverty risks
of non‐standard employment histories in Germany, International Journal of Social Welfare, ISSN
1468-2397, Vol. 34, Iss. 1,
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.12676

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/313734

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.12676%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/313734
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


OR I G I N A L AR T I C L E

What if it is not just an additional income? Poverty risks
of non-standard employment histories in Germany

Fridolin Wolf

Department of Socioeconomics, Faculty of
Business, Economics and Social Sciences,
University of Hamburg, Hamburg,
Germany

Correspondence
Fridolin Wolf, Department of
Socioeconomics, Faculty of Business,
Economics and Social Sciences, University
of Hamburg, Welckerstraße 8, 20354
Hamburg, Germany.
Email: fridolin.wolf@uni-hamburg.de

Abstract

While the poverty risks associated with transitions to and from different forms of

non-standard employment (NSE) have been studied extensively, poverty research

on NSE histories remains fuzzy. Therefore, this study focuses on persons with NSE

histories whose earnings contribute significantly to the household income, asking

to what extent they are exposed to income poverty risks during their main career

phase and examining the role of employment, family and sociodemographic char-

acteristics. Employment histories were observed over 10 years using German

Socio-Economic Panel data from 2001 to 2020. A sequence cluster analysis identi-

fied four NSE clusters with increased poverty risks, namely, those with increasing

and permanent low-part-time work, those who were mainly temporary agency-

employed or had long episodes of fixed-term employment. Multivariate regressions

considering employment-specific, care-related and sociodemographic characteris-

tics revealed a network of cumulative disadvantages related to gender, occupa-

tional position, care obligations and structural disadvantages for those clusters.

KEYWORD S

atypical employment, employment history, in-work poverty, labour market deregulation,
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last 30 years, the percentage of the labour force
in forms of non-standard employment (NSE)—understood
as all forms that do not correspond to the so-called stan-
dard employment relationship (a permanent full-time job
subject to social insurance)—has increased tremendously
in Germany,1 rising from 27.3% in 1991 to 40.7% in 2022.

This increase was almost entirely due to the rise (from
19.1% to 32.5%) of dependent employees in NSE in this
period, while the percentage of self-employed remained
constant (Federal Statistical Office of Germany, 2023). At
the same time, the percentage of working poor
(Lohmann & Marx, 2018), that is, individuals living in a
household with an income below the poverty line (less
than 60% of the median equivalised household disposable
income), increased, particularly in the 1990s and 2000s,
and remained high in the 2010s, accounting for 8.7% of
German residents in 2021 (Eurostat, 2023). Numerous
studies have linked this development of in-work poverty,

1Following Keller and Seifert (2013), this study distinguishes between the
following forms of NSE: fixed-term, temporary agency-employed, part-time
with a low or high volume of work hours, marginal and solo self-employment.
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which is especially challenging for employment-centred
societies such as Germany, to the rise in NSE and its lim-
ited capabilities to prevent poverty (Brülle et al., 2019;
Colombarolli & Lersch, 2023; Giesecke, 2009; Giesselmann,
2015; Horemans, 2018; Westhoff, 2022).

From a life course perspective (Fasang & Mayer, 2020;
Mayer, 1998, 2009), the poverty risks of NSE are often
interpreted as age effects and particularly emphasised with
regard to the entry (NSE as a career stepping stone) and
exit (NSE due to health issues) phases of the employment
course. In the main employment phase, NSE is not usually
accompanied by higher poverty risks, primarily due to tra-
ditional gender-specific family arrangements, as in many
cases, mostly female persons in NSE are secured by their
partners and NSE is a mere addition to the household
income (Böhnke et al., 2015; Hacket, 2012). However, it
remains unclear to what extent NSE is only an additional
earning in the main career phase and, more importantly,
what happens when NSE is more than an additional
income for the household. As some recent studies have
shown a substantial share of precarious employment histo-
ries within the main employment phase (Allmendinger
et al., 2018; Kottwitz & Goebel, 2019), the question of
NSE's responsibility for experiencing poverty is of particu-
lar importance.

Therefore, this study asks to what extent substantial
earners with NSE histories are exposed to income poverty
risks during their primary working phase. Unlike previ-
ous studies, it aims to shed light on the poverty risks of
NSE histories while considering the financial importance
of such employment for the household, this being an
underexplored subject. Furthermore, it distinguishes
between NSE histories in terms of different forms and vary-
ing durations of NSE within the employment course. Since
poverty research demonstrates that the cumulation of disad-
vantages (Vandecasteele, 2011) resulting from the complex
interplay of employment patterns (e.g., unemployment),
critical family events (e.g., divorces) and sociodemographic
characteristics (e.g., educational level or ethnic background)
particularly increases the risk of poverty, this study also
examines the importance of further employment, family
and sociodemographic characteristics for the poverty risks
of different NSE histories.

The analysis revealed, first, that the poverty risks of
specific NSE histories in the main employment phase are
obscured by the significant share that only serves to gen-
erate additional income. Second, in-work poverty affects
substantial earners, and it may be that NSE promotes a
lock-in effect resulting in a permanently marginalised
employment situation. Third, the gender-specific nature
of certain employment histories leads to gender-specific
poverty risks, particularly in female part-time employ-
ment histories. Fourth, four NSE employment histories

(increasing and permanent low-part-time employment,
mainly temporary agency-employed and regular employ-
ment with long episodes of fixed-term employment) wit-
ness particularly high poverty risks.

REASONS FOR NSE IN THE MAIN
EMPLOYMENT COURSE

This section presents the primary reasons that forms of
dependent NSE2 are adopted during the main working
phase from the employees' perspective, then outlines
the reasons for the prevalence of NSE relationships
from a structural perspective. Both perspectives are
necessary to derive assumptions about the poverty risks
associated with various NSE trajectories of substantial
earners.

Taking up NSE: A life course perspective

From a life course perspective, the normal life course
(Kohli, 1985) is framed by a preceding phase of qualifi-
cation (education), an active phase (employment) and a
subsequent phase of rest (retirement). Individuals orga-
nise their life courses according to this institutionalised
norm, which is anchored in society through legal
requirements (e.g., retirement ages) and values. For
men, in particular, the main employment phase is nor-
mally characterised by stable standard employment
relationships and wage increases as professional experi-
ence grows. Given the traditional gender-specific divi-
sion of labour, women's main employment phases
usually deviate from the male pattern: for them, phases
of inactivity and part-time employment due to family
care responsibilities are the norm in the main employ-
ment phase, making an NSE history more likely for
women (Moen, 2016).

There are reasons other than family care responsi-
bilities for taking up NSE. As shown in Figure 1, this
study differentiates between the primary and secondary
functions of various forms of employment in the main
employment phase. The primary function concerns
financial resources. If the NSE serves only as additional
income and a larger share of the household income is
earned by another employed household member, usu-
ally in regular employment, financial resources from
the NSE play a minor role. These variants of the dual
breadwinner model (Lewis, 2001) represent a signifi-
cant share of those in NSE, mostly in part-time and

2Solo self-employed individuals are included in the analysis but are not
the focus of this study.
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marginal3 employment, in the main employment phase
in Germany (Böhnke et al., 2015). In contrast, if the
NSE is of high financial importance for the household,
it must fulfil similar financial functions to those tradi-
tionally attributed to regular employment. However, as
wage levels and employment security are highest for
the standard employed, it is assumed that substantial
earners strive for this employment form. Therefore, peo-
ple take up NSE only if alternatives are lacking on the
labour market or for reasons—referred to here as sec-
ondary functions—that make a specific form of NSE
necessary.

As depicted in Figure 1 via the two upper paths, one
secondary function of NSE in the main employment
phase is care work. Reducing working hours makes it
possible to reconcile employment and care work, such as
raising children and caring for elderly. When children
are very young, in particular, many family care responsi-
bilities cannot be satisfied externally. Therefore, part-time
and marginal employment in the main employment
phase often fulfil a care function and is predominantly
taken up by women. Cohort comparative analyses con-
firm the increasing importance of NSE's reconciliation
function for women (Bachmann et al., 2020).

NSE can be a career stepping stone in the main
employment phase for those experiencing unemployment
interruptions or with little experience in their profes-
sional field. For substantial earners in NSE, transitions
into regular employment (bridging effect) are desirable
when functions such as care work decrease or work
experience increases. Bridging effects are highest for
fixed-term employees, followed by part-time employees
and temporary agency-employed workers, and least likely

for those in marginal employment (Brülle, 2013;
Kvasnicka, 2009). Apparent differences exist regarding
education level and ethnic background. Bridging effects
are primarily limited to university graduates and non-
migrants, while low-educated individuals and migrants
disproportionately remain in forms of NSE (Schmelzer
et al., 2015). When no transition to regular employment
occurs, this is referred to as an NSE lock-in effect. Such
effects exist for all NSE types; hence, part-time and mar-
ginal jobs often become permanent (Bachmann
et al., 2020). Temporary agency-employed workers are
especially exposed to lock-in effects in economically chal-
lenging times (Jahn & Rosholm, 2018).

Structural aspects of NSE in Germany

From the perspective of neoclassical labour market the-
ory, the erosion of the standard employment relationship
(Mückenberger, 2010) in terms of the deregulation and
flexibilisation of employment forms is necessary since a
greater differentiation of employment forms in the con-
text of employment stability favours a dynamic labour
market that can react quickly to economic crises. Forms
of NSE with less employment protection are particularly
fixed-term employment, temporary agency work, mar-
ginal employment and pseudo self-employment (Keller &
Seifert, 2013). While fixed-term contracts are intended for
project work, parental or sick leave replacement or as an
implicit extension of the probationary period, employees
in these employment forms fulfil permanent work activi-
ties that fluctuate in volume with the business cycle and
therefore require quick adaptability by the company in
terms of volume requirements.

Parallel to the increasing flexibility requirements of
the labour market, female labour force participation rose
sharply in the second half of the 20th century
(Lewis, 2001). Goldin (2006) mentions the following main

FIGURE 1 Functions of non-standard employment and specific poverty mediators within the employment course.

3Marginal employment refers to a specific form of employment in
Germany (mini-jobs) that is not subject to social security contributions
and is either very limited temporally (seasonal work) or financially
(€520 per month).
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reasons for this. First, the male breadwinner model
became increasingly insufficient to meet the financial
needs of families. Second, women were able to participate
more as the contraceptive pill made it possible to plan
and delay family formation. Moreover, technological
change has reduced the time required for housework.
Finally, due to educational expansion and individualisa-
tion, women were progressively questioning patriarchal
gender norms, consequently advocating for enhanced par-
ticipation in the workforce (see also Rubery et al., 1999).
However, the consequent dissolution of traditional gender
roles concerning paid employment was only partial, as
gender role attitudes with respect to care work remained
(Cotter et al., 2011; Lois, 2020). Therefore, care work is still
predominantly carried out by women, which is why they
often work in more flexible employment forms like part-
time or marginal employment.

In the 2000s, the implementation of the so-called
‘Hartz reforms’ aimed to rapidly reintegrate the (long-
term) unemployed and inactive into the labour market in
times of high unemployment. Therefore, temporary
agency employment was deregulated, particularly
through the abolition of the maximum duration of
assignment and the lifting of the ban on synchronisation,
the ban on fixed-term contracts and the ban on re-hiring.
Regarding marginal employment, the monthly salary cap
was raised to €400 (€520 in 2024), the restriction on
weekly working hours to 15 h was lifted and the possibil-
ity to have a mini-job as a second job was given again
(Eichhorst & Tobsch, 2015). These flexibilisations led to a
massive increase in marginal employment and temporary
work (Weinkopf, 2009).

The increase in forms of NSE due to these structural
changes in the labour market and households is concen-
trated in certain groups. Women are clearly over-
represented in part-time and marginal jobs, while
migrants and low-educated people are over-represented in
all forms of NSE. NSE is below average in male-dominated
sectors and above average in female-dominated sectors
(Federal Statistical Office of Germany, 2023).

POVERTY RISKS OF NSE HISTORIES

Forms of NSE can be functional in fulfilling employees'
demands and beneficial to employers' requirements, poten-
tially resulting in contradictory needs and thus higher
labour market risks. Various labour market polarisation
approaches (e.g., Doeringer & Piore, 1971; Kalleberg, 2009;
Lindbeck & Snower, 1988; Rueda, 2005) address the risks
of insecure employment forms. The increase of such forms
in Germany favoured a broader low-wage sector and pro-
moted labour market dualisation between core workers in

regular jobs and peripheral workers in flexible forms of
employment (Eichhorst & Kendzia, 2016; Eichhorst &
Marx, 2011; Emmenegger et al., 2012). Consequently, indi-
viduals in NSE experience job-specific disadvantages com-
pared to the standard employed. Employers less often
promote non-standard employees, which is also reflected
in a lower perceived labour market attachment (Gundert &
Hohendanner, 2014). Moreover, as chances of participating
in on-the-job training depend highly on employment-
specific characteristics, they are lower for non-standard
employees (Lischewski et al., 2020).

The extent and causes of poverty risks differ substan-
tially among the various forms of NSE in Germany. How-
ever, before addressing the poverty risks of specific forms
of NSE, some generalising assumptions can be drawn.
Women, low-educated and single-parent households—all
with high shares of NSE relationships—experience
higher in-work poverty risks (Giesselmann, 2015;
Jaehrling et al., 2014). Regarding employment-specific
events, employment histories characterised by interrup-
tions have high poverty risks (Kohler et al., 2012). There-
fore, NSE can be beneficial in reducing future poverty
risks due to a better occupational perspective regarding
future earned income (Gebel, 2013). However, re-entry
into employment after unemployment is associated with
lower wages (Gangl, 2006). This linkage intensified after
the labour market reforms in the 2000s (Gerlitz, 2018;
Woodcock, 2023). Additionally, working-class families
face growing challenges in their ability to buffer phases
of low earnings and interruptions (Brülle, 2016;
Gerlitz, 2023). Furthermore, inactivity due to care work
also significantly decreases household income for sub-
stantial earners. In the long term, shorter career breaks
and continuous employment phases for women in their
main employment phase reduce, while family-related
career interruptions increase the poverty risk in old age
(Möhring, 2018; Möhring, 2021).

Part-time employment

Part-time employment is predominantly performed dur-
ing the main employment phase to meet family care obli-
gations, such as for children or older adults. The
differences in the poverty risks between part- and full-
time employees are relatively small, as a large share of
part-time employees gains security from the income of a
partner or spouse (Colombarolli & Lersch, 2023;
Horemans, 2018). However, the poverty risks of perma-
nent part-time employment among substantial earners
should increase for several reasons. First, working fewer
hours directly affects wages (Paul, 2016). If part-time
wages are a substantial income, poverty risks are higher
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due to lower financial resources. Second, although full-
time and permanent part-time workers have similar qual-
ifications, the latter have a higher risk of de-skilling,
which affects future earnings (Dütsch & Struck, 2014).
Furthermore, part-time work occurs more often in the
service economy and in jobs that require fewer qualifica-
tions (Brülle et al., 2019). Thus, the poverty risks of part-
time employment histories among substantial earners are
assumed to be higher than of standard employment his-
tories, largely due to the number of working hours,
household type, amount of childcare, and economic
sector.

Marginal employment

The marginally employed face higher poverty risks than
those in regular jobs, irrespective of the financial signifi-
cance of the job for the household (Eichhorst &
Tobsch, 2015). In addition to low labour market attach-
ment regarding working hours, marginally employed
individuals are more affected by unemployment and job
changes during their employment history although evi-
dence also suggests an integrative function, as marginal
employment increases job seekers' chances of finding a
job (Caliendo et al., 2016; Freier & Steiner, 2007;
Lietzmann et al., 2017). Qualification-specific differences
also exist, as marginally employed workers have signifi-
cantly fewer qualifications than regular employees
(Brady & Biegert, 2017). Therefore, substantial earners
who are mainly marginally employed during their
employment history are expected to witness the highest
poverty risks. The poverty risks of marginal employment
histories can be explained by those of part-time employ-
ment histories and additionally by education and health.
However, since maintaining a decent living standard
with marginal employment alone is difficult, this group
should only make up a small share of substantial earners.

Fixed-term employment

Compared to part-time and regular employment, fixed-
term employment is often associated with higher poverty
risks (Giesecke, 2009) and wage penalties (Fauser, 2020;
Janietz et al., 2023; Westhoff, 2022) which is not due to
differences in qualification levels (van Lancker, 2012).
Gebel and Gundert (2023) showed that starting fixed-
term instead of regular employment after a period of
unemployment leads to a similar reduction in the risk
of poverty in both the short and medium terms. Never-
theless, if a transition into regular employment fails,
fixed-term employed individuals are likely to have

unstable employment histories, including job changes
and phases of unemployment (Allmendinger et al., 2018).
The higher poverty risks of fixed-term employment are
mainly explicable by the duration of the employment, the
occurrence of the bridging effect and work experience
(see also Latner & Saks, 2022 for an overview).

Temporary agency employment

Temporary agency-employed workers run specific employ-
ment and income risks, reflected in lower wages and
higher risks of unemployment compared to regular
employed (Dütsch, 2011; Giesecke, 2009). Recent findings
stress that the wage gap is mainly driven by sociodemo-
graphic differences as well as varying working hours
(Bachmann et al., 2024). Temporary agency workers also
have qualification-specific disadvantages, as they are less
likely to possess a vocational qualification and are often
employed as helpers (Federal Employment Agency, 2023).
They often live in financially insecure households, a high
proportion is directly dependent on basic security benefits
after losing their job, and an above-average number
receives supplementary benefits (Federal Employment
Agency, 2023). Therefore, temporary agency-employed
workers are assumed to have substantially higher poverty
risks, largely explained by their occupational status, work
experience, education and household type.

In summary, the poverty risks among substantial
earners with different employment histories are assumed
to depend substantially on their form of NSE and corre-
sponding household constellation. Substantial earners
who have caring responsibilities need high labour market
participation to prevent poverty risks. If NSE is seen as a
stepping stone, a longer stay in insecure employment
relationships, such as fixed-term or temporary agency
employment, is assumed to be related to higher unem-
ployment and poverty risks.

DATA AND METHODS

Sample

The study used data from the longitudinal sample of the
German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP, version v37).
The same individuals and households have been sur-
veyed annually since 1984 (Goebel et al., 2019). Figure 2
visualises the case selection. The survey data ranged from
2001 until 2020, since a differentiated query of NSE was
only included in the SOEP questionnaire from 2001
onwards. The individuals had been observed for 10 years
consecutively in their main career phase. Individuals
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were excluded from the analysis if information on their
employment status during this period was missing or the
observation period was under 10 years. The main career
phase was defined as having been in employment for at
least 5 years and being no more than 54 years old.4 If
more than 10 continuous survey periods were available,
the most recent waves were used.

To focus on substantial earners, all employment his-
tories were excluded from the analysis in which the wage
merely functioned as additional household income.
Employment histories were excluded if the net employ-
ment income contributed less than one third of the net
household income during the observed period. I argue
that in these cases, financial security is primarily not pro-
vided by one's own employment but by other household
members or social security benefits. Years with no
employment income were treated as missing in the calcu-
lation of the share. It was decided not to focus on main
earners for reasons of gender-specific selectivity and
because NSE histories in couple households often repre-
sent the second income.

The study focused on the part of the main employ-
ment phase that can be regarded as the most stable phase
of working life. Respondents at the time of the first sur-
vey were 39.6 years old on average. Interruptions due to
childbirth were infrequent and occurred in only 16.4% of
female employment histories. Thus, in most of the
observed employment histories, intensive early childhood
education, often occurring within the family, no longer
played a role. Moreover, informal elderly care was not
performed frequently on working days, although it
increased from 2.9% during the first survey to 6.3% during
the last. The final sample contained 47,350 observation
points from 4735 substantial earners in the main employ-
ment phase.

Operationalisation

To identify NSE history types, the employment status
was differentiated into 10 categories: inactive,5 unem-
ployed, regularly employed, self-employed, and six forms
of NSE. Based on Keller and Seifert (2013) and Böhnke
et al. (2015), the latter were categorised as fixed-term full-
or part-time employed, marginally employed, with a per-
manent contract part-time employed on less than 28 h
per week (low-part-time employed) or at least 28 h per
week (high-part-time employed), temporary agency-
employed and solo self-employed. All persons who indi-
cated they were employed full-time with a permanent
contract were considered regularly employed.

Income poverty was derived from net equivalised
household income. Individuals were considered income-
poor if they lived in households with an income below
60% of the median household net equivalised (use of the
modified OECD scale) income. In the analysis, the term
poverty risk referred to the percentage of individuals
experiencing income poverty. Furthermore, based on pre-
vious research, the study considered central factors affect-
ing the poverty risks of NSE trajectories. Regarding
employment-specific life events and characteristics, it
considered previous unemployment experience, primary
occupational status (manual labourers, employees and
others), number of job changes (none, one and at least
two) and average weekly working hours. Concerning
care-specific events, the analysis considered births during
the observation period, daily childcare on working days
(in hours) and household type (single, couple without
children, single parent, couple with one child, couple
with two or more children and other). Additionally, the
study considered sociodemographic characteristics and
events, such as partnership changes (separations
and moves-in, recorded through changes in household
type), gender (male, female), education (Casmin-level
1a–c = low; 2a–c = medium and 3a–b = high), health
status (bad, okay and good) region (eastern, western
Germany), migration background (none, direct or indi-
rect migration background) and age.

Analytical strategy

The study applied sequence pattern analysis to investi-
gate similarities and differences in employment histories
(Brzinsky-Fay et al., 2006). Considering the distance
matrix obtained from the sequence analysis, a cluster
analysis was performed to typify the employment

FIGURE 2 Case selection. Individuals were observed 10 years

in a row in their main career phase.

4As the time spent in the German education system varies greatly
depending on the educational pathway, the start of the main
employment phase was not determined by an age threshold.

5Persons who are not employed and not registered as unemployed or
persons in training or military/civilian service.
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histories. The goal was to distinguish various NSE trajec-
tories based on the type and duration of employment and
frequency of transitions to other employment statuses.
The computation of distances between individual
sequences followed an optimal matching algorithm
(Abbott & Tsay, 2000). The analysis used STATA with
the ados sq (Brzinsky-Fay et al., 2006) and sadi
(Halpin, 2017). The Needleman–Wunsch algorithm was
employed to calculate the smallest Levenshtein distances
between sequences. Substitution costs were determined
based on the transition probabilities of different employ-
ment status changes. Therefore, employment status
changes that occur more frequently in sequence have
higher similarity, resulting in lower substitution costs.
The indel costs were set to 1. The lower the costs required
for two sequences to be similar, the smaller the distance
between them. Distances were calculated for 1930 differ-
ent sequences (40.8%).

The hierarchical cluster analysis aimed to group simi-
lar employment trajectories and highlight the differences
between clusters. The clusters were formed using the
Ward method, which typically generates internally
homogeneous clusters (Scherer & Brüderl, 2010). There-
after, the NSE clusters were thoroughly described, and
gender-specific multivariate logistic regression models
were estimated to analyse the relevance of employment-
as well as care-specific and sociodemographic factors on
the poverty risk of different NSE clusters.

RESULTS

Sample descriptives: Employment histories
of substantial earners

Table 1 shows the gender share as well as the poverty
risks and mean years in different employment statuses
for women, men and in total among substantial earners,
those excluded as additional earners and the total sample.
Focusing on substantial earners led to a gender-specific
selection. While the overall proportion of female employ-
ment histories was 50.1%, it decreased to 40.2%, as 91.4%
of additional earners were female. Among substantial
earners, men had lower poverty risks than women, both
in regular employment as well as in NSE. Female sub-
stantial earners in NSE had higher poverty risks than
female additional earners in NSE (11.2 vs. 6.4). However,
among males in NSE, substantial earners had lower pov-
erty risks than additional earners (9.6 vs. 24.1).

Regarding the mean years in employment status, the
differences for substantial and additional earners were
striking for both males and females. Of the observed
10 years, female substantial earners were, on average, in

regular employment for 4.6 years longer, in NSE for an
average of 3.1 years fewer and inactive or unemployed
for 1.6 years fewer. Male substantial earners were, on
average, in regular employment for 5 years longer, in
NSE for 2.2 years fewer and inactive or unemployed for
2.9 years fewer. Therefore, substantial earners were, on
average, not employed for less than 1 year and, particu-
larly for women, NSE remained important.

Sequence cluster analysis: NSE histories
and their poverty risks

The number of clusters was determined graphically using
sequence index and percentage plots (Supporting Infor-
mation: Figures A1 and A2).6 Sequence index plots repre-
sent all employment histories in horizontal lines,
indicating the respective employment status for 10 con-
secutive sequences. High homogeneity within a cluster
was observed when the individual sequences within that
cluster showed strong similarities. The aim was to extract
NSE histories with similar persistence or transition pat-
terns. This approach led to a cluster solution of 17 clus-
ters, of which nine represented NSE trajectories relevant
to this study.

Table 2 provides an overview of all clusters regarding
size, poverty risk at the end of the observation period, sex
ratio and share of trajectories, including NSE and average
years in different employment status, ranked by the pov-
erty risk. Employment clusters where non-standardisation
due to part-time employment patterns (2, 6, 7, 8 and 15) or
temporary forms of employment (4, 5, 13 and 14) occurred
were grouped and made up 39.1% of all employment histo-
ries. The largest cluster was that of permanent regular
employees (39%). A further seven clusters (21.9%) were
characterised by (solo) self-employment, inactivity or
unemployment, or transitions from regular employment to
inactivity or unemployment or vice versa. Clusters labelled
permanent had this employment status almost without
exception. The labelmainlymeans that status changes took
place, but one employment status clearly dominated.
When an employment status increased over time within a
cluster, the label increasing was used; when a clear transi-
tion between two employment status occurred, the clusters
were labelled transitions. The following cluster description
of part-time and temporary clusters also refers to further
characteristics regarding employment, family status, health

6In life course analyses, it is uncommon to determine the cluster
solution purely statistically (Aisenbrey & Fasang, 2010). Nevertheless,
the cluster solution was validated using statistical procedures such as
the Calinski–Harabasz and Duda–Hart indexes.
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TABLE 1 Gender share, as well as the poverty risk and mean years in different labour market statuses for women, men and in total

among substantial earners, additional earners and the total sample (longitudinal weighted).

Substantial earners Additional earners Total sample

Women Man Total Women Man Total Women Man Total

N (not weighted): 19,020 28,330 47,350 15,910 1140 17,050 34,930 29,470 64,400

Gender share 40.2 59.8 91.4 8.6 50.1 49.9

Poverty risk 8.6 5.9 7.0 8.3 30.7 10.2 8.5 6.7 7.6

Poverty risk, regular empl. 4.0 2.7 3.1 0.7 1.0 0.8 3.8 2.6 3.0

Poverty risk, NSE 11.2 9.6 10.6 6.4 24.1 7.3 8.8 10.8 9.2

Mean years, regular empl. 5.2 7.3 6.5 0.6 2.3 0.7 3.6 7.1 5.4

Mean years, NSE 3.6 1.4 2.3 6.7 3.6 6.4 4.7 1.5 3.1

Mean years, not empl. 1.0 0.7 0.8 2.6 3.6 2.7 1.6 0.8 1.2

Abbreviation: NSE, non-standard employment.

TABLE 2 Cluster descriptives, grouped by forms of NSE and ranked by the poverty risk in year 10 within the subgroups. For cluster

sizes, longitudinal weights were applied.

Clusters N
Cluster
size

Poverty
risk in
year 10

Share of
women

Trajectories
incl.
NSE (%)

Years in
NSE

Years in
regular
empl.

Years
inactive/
unempl.

Part-time (PT) clusters 845 16.9

Increasing low PT (2) 154 4.8 24.7 89.0 100.0 6.4 1.7 1.9

Permanent low PT (8) 145 2.2 11.7 93.8 100.0 9.4 0.3 0.3

Mainly high PT (6) 250 4.3 7.6 89.6 100.0 7.1 2.0 0.9

Transitions: PT into reg. (15) 167 2.8 5.4 79.0 100.0 3.3 6.4 0.2

Permanent high PT (7) 129 2.8 2.3 93.0 100.0 9.3 0.4 0.3

Temporary employment clusters 996 22.2

Mainly temporary agency empl. (5) 46 1.1 28.3 19.6 100.0 6.5 2.4 1.0

Regular, long fixed-term (14) 210 4.6 11.0 24.3 91.0 2.5 6.1 1.1

Mainly fixed-term (4) 127 2.5 6.3 56.7 100.0 6.1 2.6 1.3

Regular, short fixed-term (13) 613 14.0 3.8 30.5 76.3 1.2 8.3 0.5

Other clusters 1059 21.9

Transitions: unempl. into empl. (3) 132 3.0 52.3 47.0 87.9 2.6 1.4 6.1

Mainly inactive (1) 142 2.8 20.4 65.5 78.9 2.3 1.5 6.1

Transitions: reg. into inact./
unempl. (16)

159 3.3 17.0 47.2 42.1 0.7 6.4 2.9

Increasing (solo) self-empl. (9) 112 1.8 13.4 32.1 86.6 4.9 2.7 1.2

Permanent solo self-empl. (10) 117 2.9 5.1 34.2 100.0 9.0 0.2 0.1

Permanent self-empl. (11) 235 4.7 2.6 23.4 45.1 1.1 0.5 0.2

Transitions: inactivity into reg. (12) 162 3.5 1.9 40.7 33.3 0.5 7.4 2.1

Permanent regular (17) 1835 39.0 2.0 22.2 0.0 0.0 10.0 0.0

Total 4735 100.0 7.3 40.2 49.5 2.3 6.4 0.8

Abbreviation: NSE, non-standard employment.
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and sociodemographic characteristics (see Supporting
Information: Table A1).

Part-time employment clusters

The poverty risks of part-time employment histories in
year 10 differed significantly, ranging from 2.3% in the
permanent high-part-time cluster (7) to 24.7% in
the increasing low-part-time cluster (2). Women were
clearly overrepresented in all five part-time clusters,
accounting for between 79% and 94%, while the cluster
where part-time employment transitioned to regular
employment (15) had the lowest female share. In the lat-
ter cluster, the bridging effect was clearly visible and in
line with rather low poverty risks. Similarly, cluster 7 can
be labelled secure high-part-timers: permanently
employed with low poverty risks comparable to the per-
manently regularly employed. In this cluster, highly edu-
cated individuals were clearly overrepresented, and these
employment trajectories were more common in eastern
Germany.

Individuals within the mainly high-part-time employ-
ment cluster (6) with changes from or into regular or
low-part-time employment, as well as inactivity, had
slightly higher poverty risks (7.6%). These individuals
were comparable to those in permanently high-part-time
work as regards median working hours, occupational sta-
tus, educational level and amount of childcare. However,
a higher unemployment experience, particularly before
the observation period, job changes and raising children
alone were more likely in this cluster.

The cluster of permanent low-part-time employed
was one of two part-time clusters with a poverty risk
clearly above the average (11.7%). Regarding job-specific
characteristics, previous unemployment experience did
not substantially differ from those in permanent high-
part-time. However, those in low-part-time employment
worked 10 h fewer per week (21.6 h) and were less likely
to be salaried employees and more likely to experience
household separations and lone parenthood (23% vs. 12%
and 29% vs. 12%, respectively). Initially, the extent of
childcare among permanent low-part-time employed was
highest (6.0 h per workday) and decreased substantially
to the end (2.1 h). Furthermore, individuals in this clus-
ter had an average level of education, and, in contrast to
the mainly high-part-time cluster, women from western
Germany were overrepresented. Finally, this cluster had
the highest increase of people with bad health during the
observation period: from an average share of 10%, almost
every fifth individual in this cluster ultimately reported
bad health (19%).

With every fourth individual living in a household
below the poverty line, the increasing low-part-time

cluster had the highest poverty risk and was the largest
(4.8%) of the five part-time clusters. While regular
employment and inactivity were initially more prevalent,
low-part-time employment increased. Marginal employ-
ment was prevalent throughout the 10 years but to a
small extent. This cluster accumulated job- and
care-related disadvantages and burdens as well as poor
preconditions; for example, it had the highest unemploy-
ment experiences before the observation period and over
the 10 years of the part-time clusters. The share reporting
bad health in Year 1 was clearly the highest (19%),
although individuals were 2.7 years younger than the
sample average. However, this is the only cluster in
which health did not worsen. Becoming parents was fre-
quent (36%); thus, daily childcare remained at a high
level (3.5 h). Both household separations and moves-in
occurred more frequently than average, and the propor-
tion of single parents was more than three times higher
than average (32%). During the observation period, 86%
of people had job changes, the highest proportion among
the part-time clusters, and they worked an average of
24.7 h weekly, 3.2 h more than those in permanent low-
part-time. Like the latter, the cluster with transitions to
low-part-time work was clearly more prevalent in west-
ern Germany (88%), while highly educated individuals
were underrepresented.

As expected, part-time employment histories among
substantial earners were predominantly female and there
was no cluster in which marginal employment domi-
nated; nor did it play a major role in the transition clus-
ters to regular employment. Clusters with a higher work
volume and less childcare duties had lower poverty risks.

Temporary employment clusters

The four temporary employment clusters also signifi-
cantly differed in their poverty risks, ranging from 3.8%,
when temporary employment was a very short episode in
a regular employment course (13), to 28.3% among the
mainly temporary agency-employed (5). Three clusters
were predominantly male, with proportions ranging from
69% to 80%; 43% of the mainly fixed-term
employment cluster (4) were males. In the temporary
employment cluster with the lowest poverty risk, individ-
uals only spent an average of 1.2 years in forms of NSE,
mostly fixed-term, followed by temporary agency employ-
ment. Approximately one fourth (23.7%) were not
involved in NSE at any time; in these cases, the breaks in
regular employment biographies mainly represented
short periods of inactivity. Except that job changes
occurred much more frequently during the observation
period (66% vs. 25%) and there were slightly more unem-
ployment experiences before the observation period, this
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cluster differed very little from the permanent regularly
employed. The similarity increased further when only the
NSE trajectories in this cluster were considered. As
phases of unemployment were infrequent, job changes
are assumed to be more likely due to choice and the risk
of fixed-term employment to be calculated.

Poverty risks were significantly higher in cluster
14 (11.0%), where the mean duration in temporary
employment was longer (2.5 years) and regular employ-
ment was shorter (6.1 years). Phases of unemployment or
inactivity during the observation period and job changes
were more frequent, as were prior unemployment experi-
ences. Regarding care-specific characteristics, births and
childcare duties during the observation period and lone-
parent status were slightly more frequent. Furthermore,
individuals with migration backgrounds and persons
from eastern Germany were overrepresented.

The clusters with mainly temporary agency work
(5) and mainly fixed-term employment (4) had quite simi-
lar employment course patterns but varied significantly in
their poverty risks (28.3% vs. 6.3%). In the former, individ-
uals spent 0.4 more years in NSE (6.5), 0.2 years fewer in
regular employment (2.4) and 0.3 years fewer unemployed
or inactive (1.0). At the end of the observation period, in
both clusters, almost half of individuals (43%) were regu-
larly employed. Caregiving-related characteristics, with

fewer births and childcare duties on average, were less
pronounced in the temporary agency-employed cluster, in
which single households were also significantly overrepre-
sented (33%). Previous unemployment experiences were
slightly higher for those mainly in temporary agency
employment but above average for both clusters. Signifi-
cant differences were observed in the dominant occupa-
tional position during the observation period. In the
temporary agency-employed cluster, 74% of individuals
were manual labourers in comparison to 28% in the
mainly fixed-term cluster. The average proportion of man-
ual labourers across all clusters was 23%. Those mainly in
temporary agency employment were more frequently low-
educated (46% vs. 25%) and more likely to have a migra-
tion background (33% vs. 13%).

Poverty risks over time

Figure 3 shows the employment clusters according to
their average poverty risk (horizontal) and average num-
ber of years in NSE (vertical) at the first and last observa-
tion. The poverty risks of the NSE clusters in the first
year varied substantially, ranging from 4.7% for perma-
nent high-part-time employed to 23.9% in the mainly
temporary agency-employed cluster. All clusters apart

FIGURE 3 Share of non-standard employment (vertical) and income poverty (horizontal) within the clusters at the first and final point

of observation.
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from 2, 5 and 8 had a lower poverty risk at the end. Sub-
stantial reductions particularly occurred in two clusters.
The part-time cluster with transitions into regular
employment had a poverty risk reduction of 57% or 7.2
percentage points, indicating that the bridging effect of
part-time employment clearly reduced poverty risks.
Those mainly in fixed-term employment also had a high
poverty risk reduction (56% and 7.9 percentage points),
corresponding with a lower share of NSE. The two other
fixed-term employment clusters with short- or long-
fixed-term phases had lower poverty reductions. Further-
more, the permanent high-part-time employment cluster
was the only cluster in which an increase in NSE (from
77% to 97%) corresponded with a poverty reduction
(from 4.7% to 2.3%).

Besides those in permanently low-part-time employ-
ment, poverty risks increased for the two clusters that
had the highest poverty risks initially. Mainly temporary
agency-employed had the highest increase (4.3 percent-
age points), followed by permanent low-part-time
employed (3.4) and increasing low-part-time employed
(3.2). In summary, very different poverty risk dynamics
could be observed among the NSE clusters. Some had
high poverty risks initially, and there were substantial
differences in whether these risks remained stable,
decreased or increased. The following multivariate analy-
sis has taken this into account.

Multivariate analysis

Logistic regressions were conducted to estimate the prob-
ability of income poverty for different employment clus-
ters at the end of the observation period. Due to strong
gender-specific selections in part-time and some tempo-
rary employment clusters, gender-specific models were
estimated. Initially, a regression was performed including
only the clusters variable (M1). Subsequently, four addi-
tional regressions were computed in which the poverty
risk in year 1 (M2.1), employment-specific (M2.2), care-
specific (M2.3) and sociodemographic (M2.4) characteris-
tics were added. Finally, a full model included all factors
(M3). According to pseudo-R2, the initial model
(M1) explained 17.7% for females and 19.1% for males of
the variance in income poverty. While care-related char-
acteristics (M2.3) led to the highest increase for females
(+7.2%), employment-specific (M2.2) and sociodemo-
graphic (M2.4) characteristics had the highest increase
for males (+8.3% and + 8.1%). The full model
(M3) explained 33.5% for females and 36.8% for males of
the variance in income poverty (see Supporting Informa-
tion: Table A2).

Figure 4 summarises the results regarding the NSE
histories for women, men and the total sample. Average

marginal effects (AMEs) are depicted, with the reference
category being the permanently regularly employed (for a
tabular overview, see Table A2). AMEs were preferred as
they provide information about effect size and are com-
parable across models (Mood, 2010). Positive (negative)
values can be interpreted as a higher (lower) poverty risk
percentage than that of the permanent regularly
employed (poverty risk gap). The six models are dis-
played for each of the nine clusters ranked in Table 2.

As expected, for the part-time clusters, the poverty
risk gaps of women and the total sample were similar; for
the temporary agency-employed and regularly employed
with longer episodes of fixed-term employment clusters,
men and the total sample had more similarities. No
gender-specific differences were found for the regularly
employed with short episodes of temporary employment.
Considering the poverty risk in Year 1 (M2.1), the poverty
risk gap substantially reduced in some clusters, most
strongly among males mainly in temporary agency
employment (8.2 percentage points and a reduction of
32.7%). However, significant gaps did not become insig-
nificant in any cluster. Therefore, both genders witnessed
significant poverty risk gaps in specific NSE clusters that
could not be fully explained by the poverty risks before
the observation period.

Female poverty risks

In three of the five part-time employment clusters,
women had significantly higher poverty risks, ranging
from 5.6% (mainly high-part-time) to 22.1% (increasing
low-part-time). For women in the latter cluster,
particularly considering employment-specific, but also
care-specific, characteristics and the poverty risk in year
1 substantially reduced the poverty risk gap. However, a
significant gap of 11.8% remained in the full model. The
poverty risk gap of permanent low-part-time employed
women (9.1%) could hardly be explained by any covari-
ate, as it was only reduced by 0.6 percentage points in the
full model and remained significant at 8.5%. For those
mainly in high-part-time employment, the gap was
reduced by 2 percentage points and became insignifi-
cant at 3.6%.

Regarding temporary employment, women had sig-
nificant poverty risk gaps in the temporary agency-
employed cluster and in the cluster with longer episodes
of fixed-term employment. With a poverty risk gap of
31.4%, women mainly in temporary agency employment
had the largest poverty risk of any subgroup of NSE histo-
ries. However, this finding should be interpreted with
caution due to the small number (9) of cases in this sub-
group. Women with longer fixed-term episodes had a
poverty risk gap of 13.7%. For both clusters, the effect
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became insignificant in the full model, which was most
strongly attributable to the consideration of the
employment-specific variables in the cluster with longer
fixed-term episodes and to employment, care and socio-
demographic characteristics in equal parts in the tempo-
rary agency-employed cluster.

The covariates associated with higher poverty risk for
women (see Supporting Information: Table A2) were pre-
vious unemployment experience, being a lone parent or
single (ref. group: couple, no children), having a lower
level of education and living in eastern Germany. House-
hold separations (the household type changes from cou-
ple to single or lone parent) during the observation
period were associated with lower poverty risks.

Male poverty risks

For men, poverty risk gaps were not significant in three
out of four part-time clusters; only men in the increasing

low-part-time cluster had a significant poverty risk gap
(27.5%). When employment-specific characteristics were
considered, the effect was reduced by 20.5 percentage
points and became insignificant. It remained unclear
whether the effect became insignificant as men in part-
time work were less affected than women or due to the
small number of cases in these clusters, although high
point estimates and large confidence intervals suggest the
latter.

Men in three temporary employment clusters had a
significant poverty risk gap. The gap was highest (25%)
for the temporary agency-employed cluster and was
reduced most when employment-specific characteristics
were considered (by 12.8 percentage points). However,
considering sociodemographic characteristics and the
poverty risk in year 1 also reduced the gap by around
8 percentage points. A significant poverty risk gap (8.9%)
remained in the full model. A similar pattern, but at a
lower level, applied to men in regular employment with
longer episodes of fixed-term employment. Mainly due to

FIGURE 4 Average marginal effects of employment history clusters on income poverty for women, men, and the total sample. Values

can be interpreted as poverty risk compared to permanent regularly employed (reference category). The first model includes the cluster

variable; in the subsequent four models, poverty risk in year 1, employment-specific, care-related, and sociodemographic variables were

added. The sixth model includes all variables.
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the consideration of employment-specific characteristics,
the significant effect was reduced from 7.5% to 2.8% and
became insignificant in the full model. For regularly
employed men with short episodes of temporary employ-
ment, the poverty risk gap (2.0%) was reduced to 0.7%
and became insignificant in the full model. Interestingly,
men in mainly fixed-term employment were the only
subgroup for which there was a (non-significant) reversal
of the effect direction, as they had lower poverty risks
than the permanent regularly employed group in the full
model.

For men, the covariates associated with higher pov-
erty risks (see Supporting Information: Table A2) were
previous unemployment experience, manual worker
occupations, bad health status (ref. group: good), migra-
tion background and living alone or as a couple with two
or more children (ref. group: couple, no children), while
a high level of education was associated with lower pov-
erty risks.

The following clusters witnessed no significant pov-
erty risk gaps: women permanent high-part-time
employed, those with transitions from part-time to regu-
lar employment, those mainly in fixed-term employment,
women in regular employment with short episodes of
fixed-term employment and men in two very small part-
time clusters (n < 30).

Robustness checks

To examine the added value of the NSE history perspec-
tive, a robustness check was carried out in which the
multivariate regression model was estimated using
the employment status at the end of the observation
instead of the cluster variable (see Supporting Informa-
tion: Figure A3). The poverty risks of women in low- and
high-part-time employment were similar to those in the
permanent part-time employment clusters. The higher
poverty risks in the non-permanent part-time clusters
(2 and 6) were only captured through the history perspec-
tive. The clusters also offer a more differentiated
perspective on fixed-term employment. While in two out
of three fixed-term employment clusters, the poverty risk
gap was marginal, people with fixed-term employment
status had a significant poverty risk gap similar to those
in the cluster with long episodes of fixed-term employ-
ment. A clear difference could be seen in the case of tem-
porary agency employment, particularly for men. The
poverty risk gap for those in the cluster was 11.9 percent-
age points higher and, unlike with employment status,
could not be fully explained by employment-specific
characteristics.

Additionally, as the clusters with short or long epi-
sodes of temporary employment (13, 14) also included

employment histories in which interruptions were not
due to temporary forms of employment, the regression
analyses were also estimated without these individuals.
The results did not differ substantially in terms of effect
sizes or significance.

Furthermore, the employment histories of additional
earners were examined descriptively to check whether
the poverty risks differed (see Supporting Information:
Table A3 and Figure A5). High poverty risks were mainly
found in clusters with longer phases of unemployment,
inactivity and at least marginal employment. NSE clus-
ters with medium poverty risks were those with transi-
tions from marginal into low-part-time employment
(6.6%), mainly low-part-time employment (6.1%) and
mainly fixed-term employment and inactivity (8.9%). The
differences in the poverty risks of those who worked pre-
dominantly in low-part-time, high-part-time or regular
employment were much less pronounced, varying
between 0% and 4.2%. Temporary agency employment
was not prevalent among additional earners. Further
sequence analysis was conducted using the sample of
main earners to check descriptively whether the poverty
risks of the NSE histories differed from those of substan-
tial earners (see Supporting Information: Table A3 and
Figure A4). Part-time clusters were less common among
main earners, low-part-time clusters in particular had a
lower share. With the exception of higher poverty risks
for those permanent in low-part-time or mainly high-
part-time, the poverty risks were similar to substantial
earners.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to identify, classify and quantify NSE
histories and their associated poverty risks among sub-
stantial earners over 10 years of their main career phases.
Almost three quarters of all, and more than half of
female, employment histories were identified as substan-
tial earners. Substantial earners witnessed shorter dura-
tions of inactivity, unemployment and marginal
employment than additional earners.

The results revealed four key findings: first, NSE is
important among substantial earners, as more than one
third experienced NSE in their main career phase. Preva-
lence and stability differ widely, as demonstrated in five,
mainly female, part-time and four temporary employ-
ment clusters. Second, the employment history perspec-
tive revealed that in-work poverty affects substantial
earners and is not only a matter of persons witnessing
employment interruptions, such as unemployment or
inactivity, but also of whether NSE promotes a lock-in
effect resulting in permanent marginalised employment.
Higher poverty risks than the permanent regularly
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employed are seen by (mostly male) mainly temporary
agency-employed, (mostly female) increasing and perma-
nent low-part-time employed, those with longer episodes
of fixed-term employment, (female) mainly high-
part-time employed and (male) regularly employed with
short episodes of temporary employment. Third, the
gender-specific nature of certain employment histories
leads to gender-specific poverty risks, particularly regard-
ing female part-time employment histories. Furthermore,
there was a tendency for the underrepresented gender in
gender-specific NSE clusters to witness higher poverty
risks, this being the case for men in increasing low-
part-time clusters and for women mainly in temporary
agency employment and with longer episodes of fixed-
term employment. However, these results must be trea-
ted with caution due to the very small sample sizes for
the underrepresented groups.

Fourth, according to the size of the poverty gap, the
following four employment clusters clearly contain an
NSE lock-in effect. Increasing and permanent (female)
low-part-time employment is accompanied by high pov-
erty risks, which is only partly explicable by the cumula-
tion of employment- and care-specific disadvantages,
while low-part-time employment entails no substantial
poverty risks among additional earners. These insecure
labour market trajectories are also due to a lack of labour
market alternatives. As the poverty risks of those in per-
manent high-part-time employment are marginal, the
causes of mothers, in particular, taking up long-lasting
low-part-time employment should be addressed. First, by
expanding early childcare education and second,
by encouraging parents to equalise their parental leave,
for example, by reducing tax advantages that married
couples receive due to an unequal distribution of labour
in Germany. Additionally, labour market alternatives are
lacking for those mainly in temporary agency employ-
ment. If such employment is long-lasting, it is accompa-
nied by high poverty risks. This group, in which
predominantly male manual workers, low-skilled
workers and people with a migration background are
strongly overrepresented, can be seen as the biggest losers
of a segmented labour market in an employment-centred
society. Despite participating in the labour market at
close to a full-time level, they cannot gain a foothold in
the primary labour market. In these cases, temporary
agency work does not serve as a career stepping stone
but, at best, as a bridge to further insecure employment.
These employment structures can only be broken
through targeted job-specific training programmes.
Finally, those with long episodes in fixed-term employ-
ment witness high poverty risks, although a high share of
transitions to regular employment occurs. The pattern
of disadvantages is similar to that seen among the mainly

temporary agency-employed but applies to a lesser extent.
As concerns the low poverty risks of those regularly
employed with short breaks of temporary employment,
in particular, the aim should be to shorten fixed-term
employment episodes.

The study has some limitations. As mentioned, the
threshold for substantial earners was set at more than
33% of the household income, as the more common
approach of focusing on main earners excludes from the
analysis the person responsible for caregiving in house-
holds with children, who typically earn less. However,
robustness checks for the sample of main earners showed
similar poverty risks for NSE histories, with the exception
of higher poverty risks for those permanent in low-
part-time or mainly high-part-time. Additionally, the very
low number of cases in some gender-specific clusters
made it particularly difficult to draw conclusions on the
effects of men with part-time employment histories, as it
is unclear whether the effects are not significant due to
the small number of cases or a large dispersion within
the cluster.

Nevertheless, the study results demonstrate that a
differentiated view of poverty risks within employment
trajectories among substantial earners offers great
added value by displaying NSE lock-in effects. Regular
employment histories—transitions into, briefly inter-
rupted or permanent regular employment—witnessed
very low poverty risks. In addition to confirming the
high poverty risks of specific NSE histories, this study
demonstrates the labour market dualisation from an
employment course perspective. Therefore, labour
market and family policy measures should focus on
improving the labour market situation of those mainly
in temporary agency employment, witnessing long epi-
sodes of fixed-term employment as well as in increas-
ing and in permanent low-part-time employment. In
total, these NSE histories make up 12.7% of substantial
earners and their high risk of poverty is difficult to
legitimise in a society in which work should be
rewarding.
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