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Article abstract
One of the most important changes which affected the labour market during the 1980s was
undoubtedly the rise of part-time work. In less than 15 years the percentage of part-time workers
has doubled, ranging from 7,1 % in 1975 to 13,5% in 1989. This change is most remarkable among
workers aged 25 or less. Since 1985, about 30 % of these work part-time, compared to 11,9 %in
1975. A growing number of full-time students also have a part-time job which, as a result,
increases the percentage of young workers and consequently, the proportion of part-time work in
this age group. This proportion is also significantly higher in the 65 year old and over age bracket.
In short, part-time work is one way of entering and leaving the labour market which allows the
combination of professional activity with others such as studies and retirement.
The majority of part-time jobs are occupied by women and the percentage of female workers in
this type of employment has grown consistently between 1975 (66,5 %)and 1989 (71 %). Children
do not constitute the main reason why part-time work is more popular among women. Women
with no dependent children (those who have reached the middle or the end of their working life),
students and women living alone are more likely to go for this type of employment.
Part-time work is less and less a free choice. The reason why this type of employment has become
so important is clearly because a growing number of people have been compelled to do so. The
percentage of involuntary part-time work in the province of Quebec has gone from about 17 %in
1975 to more than 30 %in 1989, with a peak of more than 40 %among men in the mid 80s.
Preference for part-time work is higher among older people (55 and over) and has had a tendency
to grow during the last 10 years. The compelling or involuntary aspect is also gaining ground
among young workers. On the other hand, there has been a significant change in behavior and
preferences among women, as concerns part-time work. Until recently, a large percentage
suggested they worked part-time voluntarily since they needed time to look after the children and
the family. However, the number of women using such an argument is now declining.
There seems to be a growing polarization of part-time work. It seems to be closely associated to
two particular groups of workers with diverging characteristics and preferences. The first one is
made up of youths, women with no more dependent children and old people; this group also
counts a certain number of women with young children who see this type of employment as a way
to reconcile working life with other activities. The second group is quite different: part-time work
appears here as a constraint, a kind of precarious work not wanted as such. Most often, these
people are looking for full-time jobs but must content themselves with part-time work. These two
groups are now represented in almost equal proportion within this fraction of active population
most susceptible to work full-time, that is the 25-54 year old group.
This polarization is the result of a meeting between two important social transformations: those
affecting firms and labour market and those influencing people's way of living and preferences.
The significant increase in the amount of part-time jobs during the last few years indicates a
noticeable change in recruiting practices, as far as firms are concerned. Employment growth has
been more obvious in the sector of commercial and personnel services, retall trade and very small
firms. This promoted the expansion of part-time work since these firms less often resort to a stable
and permanent labour force working on a full-time basis. However, the popularity of part-time
work also corresponds with some changes in the way of living of people for whom employment
has not yet become or is no more a central issue. This type of employment is thus considered as a
concomitant of other activities such as studies, leisure, care of children or retirement.
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