
Part-Time Work in the U.S. & Washington State

The U.S. economy added 209,000 jobs in July 2014, making it the seventh straight month the economy has added 

over 200,000 jobs. Job gains occurred across a wide array of sectors including professional and business services, 

manufacturing, retail trade, and construction.1 While these trends in job creation are welcome news, many American 

workers continue to struggle in part-time employment.

Part-time workers include workers who choose to work part-time (e.g., to care for a child, attend college or job training, 

or due to health reasons), as well as involuntary part-time workers, also known as “part-time for economic reasons.” 

These are individuals who would like to work full-time but either cannot find full-time work or have experienced 

a reduction in their hours due to 

unfavorable business conditions.

Persistently high levels of 

involuntary part-time work 

continue to weigh heavily on the 

health of the U.S. and Washington 

State economies.

Chart 1 shows the percentage of 

part-time and involuntarily part-

time workers in the U.S. between 

January 2004 and July 2014 using 

monthly employment data from 

the Current Population Survey. In 

November 2007, one month prior 

to the onset of the recession, 4.5 

million workers or 3.1 percent of 

B e y o N d  T h e  h e A d l I N e S 
At a Glance: Jobs, Workers & the Economy

AUGUST 2014 FoCUS: UNITed STATeS & WAShINGToN STATe

1

10%

15%

20%

25%

0%

5%

0%	  

5%	  

10%	  

15%	  

20%	  

25%	  

20
04

	  

20
05

	  

20
06

	  

20
07

	  

20
08

	  

20
09

	  

20
10

	  

20
11

	  

20
12

	  

20
13

	  

20
14

	  

Year	  

Part-‐Time	  and	  Involuntary	  Part-‐Time	  Work	  in	  the	  U.S.	  

%	  of	  employed	  working	  part-‐>me	  (less	  than	  35	  hours)	  

%	  of	  employed	  who	  are	  involuntarily	  part-‐>me	  

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

CHART 1:

Part-time & Involuntary Part-time Work in the U.S.

Percentage of employed 
who are involuntarily 
part-time

Percentage of employed 
working part-time (less 
than 35 hours per week)

SoURCe: U.S. Bureau of labor & Statistics, Current Population Survey



employed workers were involuntarily part-time. The U.S. economy saw a sharp increase in the number of involuntarily 

part-time workers during the recession. The number of involuntary part-time workers peaked at 9.2 million individuals 

in March 2010. In July 2014, 7.5 million individuals or 5.1 percent of the employed remained involuntarily part-time.

overall, the percentage of workers employed part-time, though decreasing slightly in recent months, has remained 

high and has failed to return 

to pre-recession levels. In July 

2014, 19.2 percent of workers 

were employed part-time.2

Chart 2 displays historical data 

on the number and percentage 

of involuntary part-time workers 

in Washington State. Between 

2007 and 2012, the number of 

involuntary part-time workers in 

the state rose from approximately 

79,000 workers to 193,000. The 

193,000 workers constituted 6.1 

percent of the employed persons 

in the state in 2012.3

Who Are Involuntary Part-Time Workers?

• Women – In Washington State, 53 percent of involuntary part-time workers are women (47 

percent of all workers in the state are women).4

• Minorities – In Washington State, 13 percent of involuntary part-time workers are hispanic or 

latino and 6 percent are African-American (9 percent of all workers in the state are hispanic 

or latino and 3 percent are African-American).5

• Service Workers – Nationally, almost 35 percent of involuntary part-time workers are employed 

in service occupations (18 percent of all workers nationally are employed in service occupations).6

• Low-Income – Involuntary part-time workers in the U.S. are nearly three times more likely to 

be low-income than full-time workers according to analysis conducted by The Carsey Institute.7
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CHART 2:

Involuntary Part-Time Workers in Washington State
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The Challenges of Part-Time Work

Part-time workers typically suffer from low wages and few benefits. Nearly 65 percent of minimum wage workers 

are employed part-time according to the Pew Research Center.8 Many part-time workers, particularly those in retail 

and restaurant work, face unpredictable and irregular work schedules. Work schedules that are inconsistent and/or 

that require workers to be constantly on-call can cause drastic drops in worker earnings and impede an individual’s 

ability to balance work with their personal and family responsibilities. Part-time workers are also less likely to 

receive employer benefits such as health insurance or paid leave. While the Affordable Care Act promises to help 

many part-time workers to address their health insurance needs, this part of the U.S. workforce will continue to 

face challenges.  

As the economy continues its recovery, policymakers should continue to be mindful of the challenges of the part-

time workforce. Policies that increase the number of full-time work opportunities and encourage businesses to 

design part-time jobs that allow those who choose to work part-time to be more successful at work and at home will 

be needed in the years ahead if the U.S. is to create a strong economy that works for all.9
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About Seattle Jobs Initiative

Seattle Jobs Initiative creates opportunities for students, workers and business to succeed by helping education and 

job training programs meet the demands of a new economy. We find and apply solutions for people to gain the skills 
they need for good jobs that create prosperity for all in today’s marketplace.

Supported by the City of Seattle Office of Economic Development
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