
 

 

 

Part-time workers  
 
Introduction  
 
It is unlawful to discriminate against part-time workers (employees in Ireland) in employment on 
certain grounds, unless there is an “objective justification” (“objective grounds” in Ireland). Although 
the definition of “workers” in the UK is wider than just employees and includes casual and agency 
workers, they are referred to throughout this Factsheet as ‘employees’. The unlawful grounds are as 
follows:  
 
Rate of pay  
 

• This must be the same as for a comparable full-time employee.  
 
Overtime pay  
 

• This must be the same as for a comparable full-time employee, once the part-time employee 
has worked more than the full-time hours.  

 
Contractual sick pay, maternity pay, etc.  
 

• These must be the same, pro rata, as a comparable full-time employee.  
 
 
Occupational pension  
 
Part-time employees must have equal access and pro rata benefits to those of a full-time employee.  
Equal access to occupational pension schemes is a commendable equal rights concept, but the 
practicalities are that some pension schemes have a fixed overhead for administration that comprises 
part of the contributions. In theory, a part-time employee could have the whole of their pro-rata 
pension contribution swallowed up by the administration charge. In this situation, the “objective 
justification” could be that it was not reasonably practical to offer pension provisions to employees 
whose earnings were below a certain level.  
 
In Ireland, an employer is not required to give access to an occupational pension scheme to 
employees who work less than 20% of the normal hours of a comparable full-time employee.  
 
Training  
 
Part-time employees must not be excluded from training because they are part-time.  
Although employers spend time and money training both full-time and part-time employees for the 
skills associated with their jobs, many employers minimise training costs for additional skills by 
favouring full-time employees. For example, if an employer were to be given the choice of sending 
one full-time employee on a First Aid course or two part-time employees on one course each, the 
general inclination, from a cost point of view, would be to send one full-time employee.  
 
This reasoning is not generally acceptable as an “objective justification” because the training of a 
number of part-time employees will inevitably cost more than the training of one full-time employee.  



 

 

 
 
 
 
Other contractual benefits  
 
Holidays, maternity leave, company car, etc. must be the same, pro rata, as a comparable full-time 
employee.  
 
Most contractual benefits will not give rise to problems when applied pro-rata. For example, six 
weeks’ holiday for a five-day week worker is 30 days, for a four-day week worker it is 24 days, etc. 
However, if a full-time employee is given a company car, how can a “half-time” employee be given 
half a car? In theory, this could amount to an “objective justification” for not giving the benefit, pro-rata 
to part-time employees.  
 
Unfortunately, the statutory wording is that part-time employees are entitled to “no less than” a pro-
rata entitlement, and it could be argued that, in the case of a company car, they should be given the 
whole entitlement.  
 
There are a number of alternative solutions to the “half a car” problem such as moving away from the 
provision of company cars in favour of a car allowance that could be given pro-rata to the percentage 
of full-time hours worked. In this way, full-time employees would get a full car allowance and part-time 
employees would get a pro-rata allowance as the law requires.  
 
 
Redundancy 
  
The selection criteria must not discriminate against part-time employees.  
In the past, redundancy selection has often been based on “part-time first”. In many cases this has 
been because in a department of, say, five full-time and one part-time employee, the work 
requirement diminishes so that only five full-time employees are required. In this situation, it is 
generally the part-time employee that can most easily be dispensed with. Under the current 
legislation, if there is a need to make a part-time employee redundant, employers should ask if any of 
the full-time employees would consider changing their hours to part-time, and not just seize on the 
part-time employee as the obvious choice.  
 
In some redundancy situations, “part-time first” has been used in the past because of the stereotyping 
that full-time employees (predominantly men) are the main earners and that part-time employees 
(predominantly women) are supplementary earners, and one of the purposes of this legislation is to 
defeat this stereotyping. 
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