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THE CONCEPT OF EMPLOYABILITY AND THE EXPERIENCE 

OF UNEMPLOYMENT 

ABSTRACT 

This research sought to develop and deploy a new framework for analysing 

employability as a means of exploring: the barriers to work faced by 

unemployed people; differences in the range and severity of barriers faced by 

the long-term unemployed compared to other job seekers; how different 

barriers and issues affecting employability are inter-related; and how they 

shape individuals' experiences and understandings of the labour market. The 

research reviewed the literature on the concept of employability and the 

barriers to work faced by unemployed people. A tripartite 'framework for 

analysing employability' was then developed and used to structure interviews 

with a sample of 220 unemployed job seekers in one urban labour market. 

The findings suggested that a holistic framework for conceptualising 

employability - covering not just the motivation and skills issues often 

prioritised by UK government policy makers, but also other individual factors, 

personal circumstances and external factors - is needed to more fully analyse 

individuals' employability. There was also substantial evidence that the long

term unemployed faced more (and more complex) barriers to work, so that 

policies targeting this group may be justified. However, 'welfare to work' 

programmes focusing only on motivation, skills and job seeking issues risk 

improving some aspects of unemployed people's employability while leaving 

other important barriers to work to work in place. Rather, there is a need for 

holistic, flexible and locally-responsive employability services that can be 

tailored to individual needs, and so more fully address the range of issues 

affecting unemployed people's employability. 
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THE CONCEPT OF EMPLOYABILITY AND THE EXPERIENCE 

OF UNEMPLOYMENT 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 

" ... To plan for a society that involves all its members and actively 

promotes their participation in its work, we have to recognise more 

fully what unemployment means and how it affects not only those who 

are forced to waste substantial parts of their working lives, but also the 

great majority of the population. Until we do, the heaviest costs are 

borne by many of the poorest members of society, and that whole 

society is diminished." 

Adrian Sinfield, What unemployment means, Oxford: Martin Robertson, 1981. 

"In the old days, the problem may have been unemployment, but in the 

next decades it will be employability." 

Remarks by the Prime Minister, Rt Hon Gordon Brown MP, 2nd January 2008. 

Despite relatively high rates of employment in the UK in recent years, many 

disadvantaged people have continued to experience periods of long-term 

unemployment and the resulting risk of poverty and social exclusion. The 

heaviest and most profound costs of unemployment have - in the words of 

Sinfield (1981), writing at a time of much higher levels of worklessness -
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continued to be borne by many of the poorest and most vulnerable people in 

society. The research reported in this thesis sought to address issues 

important to this problem - how to conceptualise, understand and address the 

barriers to work faced by long-term unemployed people and other 

unemployed job seekers. The research took as its starting point the concept of 

employability. In doing so, the aim of the research was to develop and deploy 

a new framework for analysing employability as a means of exploring: 

• the barriers to work faced by unemployed people; 

• differences in the range and severity of barriers to work faced by long-term 

unemployed people compared to other job seekers; 

• how different barriers and issues affecting employability are inter-related; 

• and how they affect individuals' experiences and understandings of the 

labour market. 

An additional over-arching concern was to critically assess current 

approaches to promoting employability and combating unemployment, and to 

identify areas for further research and policy action. 

The research involved an extensive review of literature on the concept of 

employability and issues affecting unemployment and labour market 

disadvantage (Chapters 2 and 3); this led to the development of a new 

analytical framework for exploring employability and barriers to work (Chapter 

3); primary data collection then involved interviews with 220 unemployed job 

seekers in one urban labour market (results are described in Chapters 5-8). 
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Following these introductory remarks, the remainder of this chapter is 

structured as follows. Section 1.2 briefly introduces key issues for the 

research, including how discussions (and definitions) of employability have 

provided the basis for previous research on the barriers to work faced by 

unemployed people, and especially the long-term unemployed; and how 

policy makers in the UK have understood and sought to respond to these 

issues. Section 1.3 summarises the aims and hypotheses for the research, 

and the methodological approach adopted. Finally, Section 1.4 describes the 

structure for the remainder of this thesis. 

1.2 KEY ISSUES - EMPLOYABILITY, BARRIERS TO WORK AND THE 

EXPERIENCE OF UNEMPLOYMENT 

1.2.1 The concept of employability 

The concept of employability has been around for more than a century, but 

was relatively obscure in the academic and policy literature until just over a 

decade ago. Yet since the late 1990s, employability has emerged as one of 

the intellectual pillars of social, and labour market pOlicies in the UK; and for 

some time it was (and less explicitly remains) the key element in the 

European Employment Strategy - the European Union (EU) joint-strategy for 

promoting jobs and economic growth (CEC, 1999). Employability is also 

central to strategies for economic growth advocated by supranational bodies 

ranging from the DECO to the United Nations (DECO, 1998; UN, 2001). 

Promoting employability is therefore seen as essential to tackling labour 
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market exclusion and especially long-term unemployment; and investment in 

employability-raising measures (in the form of, often compulsory, active labour 

market and training programmes) has grown over the past decade in the UK 

and many other EU states. 

So there is little doubt that employability has been increasingly important in 

how national and supra-national policy makers understand and seek to 

address unemployment and labour market exclusion. But how employability is 

conceptualised, understood and operationalised remains contested territory. 

As we will see below, the current UK government has arguably defined 

employability as a narrow concept, understood in terms of individuals' levels 

of qualification, generic skills and 'service behaviours' (DfES, 2004), basic 

skills and 'confidence in working' (DWP, 2006), and adaptability to respond to 

changes in the labour market (HM Treasury, 1997). The Prime Minister, 

quoted at the start of this chapter, went on to identify individuals' 'lack of skills' 

as the priority for employability programmes and policies. 

Such an approach also reflects the priorities of the European Employment 

Strategy, which has similarly tended to define employability in relation to gaps 

in skills and desirable attributes, especially among young people and the long

term unemployed. For the Strategy's framers, and many EU policy makers, 

the solution lies in 'active, preventive and employability-oriented strategies' 

(CEC, 1999). In the UK policy context, the shift towards 'active and 

preventative strategies' has often resulted in what has been termed 'Work 

First' employability programmes, which are relatively cheap and focus on 
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improving the individual's motivation and job search effort and (sometimes) 

skills (Oaguerre, 2007; Lindsay, 2007). Accordingly, these programmes (and 

the UK government's general approach to employability) can be viewed in 

terms of economic theory as intervening on the supply-side of the labour 

market (seeking to increase the supply of employable labour by improving the 

'employability' of those out of work); meanwhile, at least in relation to the 

employability policy agenda, there has been relatively little attempt to address 

demand-side issues (i.e. the nature and level of demand for labour, and 

therefore jobs, in different local and regional labour markets). 

The research reported below emerged from a concern - previously expressed 

by the author and others - that such a reading of employability represents a 

'hollowing out' of the concept, and risks producing an understanding of 

unemployment and labour market disadvantage that fails to connect with the 

complex nature of the barriers to work faced by the long-term unemployed 

and other vulnerable job seekers. Well-established criticisms of approaches to 

employability that emphasise only individuals' skills, motivation and job 

seeking are discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 and touch upon: 

• the need to acknowledge that employability is contingent on the extent, 

nature and location of labour demand (see, for example, Beatty et aI., 

2007; Creighton, 2007); 

• the resulting need to acknowledge that supply-side employability 

programmes are, by themselves, likely to have a limited impact on the 

number of jobs in the economy and so the number of people in work (see, 

for example, Webster, 2005; MacNicol, 2008); 
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• the danger that the complex needs of people with multiple or severe 

disadvantages are over-simplified or over-looked by 'Work First' 

approaches that encourage re-entering employment as soon as possible 

(see, for example, Dean et aI., 2003; Lindsay et aI., 2007); 

• and the more general need to acknowledge that employability and 

experiences in the labour market are shaped by a complex range of factors 

(see, for example, McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005). 

Yet, as noted in Chapter 2 of this thesis, there have recently been a number of 

attempts to establish more 'holistic' theoretical models and analytical 

frameworks around employability, which are more sensitive to all the factors -

supply-side and demand-side; individual and external - that can affect 

people's experiences in the labour market (see, for example, Kleinman et aI., 

1998; Hillage and Pollard, 1998; Barrett et aI., 2001; McQuaid and Lindsay, 

2005). The research reported in this thesis sought to build upon that literature 

by: first, reviewing the evidence on unemployment and labour market 

disadvantage in order to inform the development of a new tripartite framework 

for analysing employability; and second, deploying elements of that analytical 

framework in an extensive process of primary data gathering with unemployed 

job seekers in one urban labour market characterised by relatively high levels 

of unemployment. 

The analysis detailed in Chapters 5-8 considers the range of barriers to work 

encountered by unemployed people in general and according to their 

membership of a number of sub-groups (defined in relation to educational and 
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skills attainment, gender, age and other issues). However, there is also a 

strong focus on the extent to which the barriers to work faced by long-term 

unemployed people are different or more severe. Why? As explained in 

Chapter 3 (see Box 3.1), this focus is justified by the manner in which long

term unemployment is a target for national and supranational employability 

strategies and active labour market programmes in the UK (partly because of 

the influence of some economic theories that suggest high levels of long-term 

unemployment can artificially 'ratchet up' the overall 'natural' rate of 

unemployment in the economy; and partly because of a justified concern that 

long-term unemployed people may face particularly severe barriers to work). It 

is also acknowledged below that a growing body of research has raised 

concerns regarding the economic, social and psychological consequences of 

the experience of long-term unemployment (a concern that also informs this 

research). The review of literature, development of an analytical framework 

and analysis of primary data that are reported below therefore seek to 

establish and implement a new, holistic approach to considering the 

employability of, and barriers to work faced by, long-term unemployed people 

and other job seekers. 

1.2.2 Towards a framework for analysing employability 

As noted in Chapter 2, below, numerous researchers and policy makers have 

offered definitions of employability. For the purposes of this research, a 

working definition of employability needed to reflect the potential for 

experiences in the labour market to be affected by a range of individual and 
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other factors, while also acknowledging that employability is not a static 

concept - it is relevant in discussing journeys towards and into work, and 

even progression in the workplace. Accordingly, for the purposes of this 

thesis: 

"Employability is defined as the possession by an individual of the 

capacity to gain employment, sustain employment and make progress, 

in terms of personal and/or career development, while in employment. 

The individual's possession of this capacity is related to a number of 

inter-connected individual factors, personal circumstances and 

external factors". 

However, while arriving at a working definition of the concept of employability 

is relatively straightforward, operationalising that concept - i.e. arriving at a 

framework for analysing the relationship between the components of 

employability and their impacts on people's progress in the labour market - is 

the real challenge. The framework described in Chapter 3 and then deployed 

in Chapters 5-8 therefore seeks to make progress towards a more holistic 

model for analysing employability - one that acknowledges the importance of 

promoting increased motivation, better skills and more effective job seeking 

among the unemployed (ideas that appear to be central to many UK policy 

makers' understanding of employability); but which is also sensitive to the 

complex range of other (potentially inter-connected) barriers to work faced by 

unemployed people. Following a critical review of previous evidence on 

factors associated with the experience of (and likelihood of) unemployment 
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and labour market disadvantage, Chapter 3's framework for analysing 

employability seeks to map the issues potentially affecting employability in 

relation to: 

• individual factors - ranging from basic personal competencies and a 

number of skills sets, to individuals' sense of attachment to the labour 

market and their 'work-knowledge base' (the combination of work-related 

skills, qualifications and experience that many recruiters see as crucial); 

• personal circumstances - including household circumstances; potential 

barriers related to family and caring responsibilities; health and well-being; 

experiences of poverty and access to basic household resources; and 

access to social capital (in the form of personal support and job search 

networks); 

• external factors - including labour market factors (the location, nature and 

level of labour demand); the vacancies offered, and recruitment processes 

used, by employers; and opportunities provided (and barriers thrown up) by 

employability programmes and the benefits system; and the impact and 

accessibility of other public services (ranging from transport to childcare). 

While it was not possible to gather evidence on all of the potential influencers 

outlined by the employability framework (and interviews with job seekers will 

inevitably report only their perceptions of external barriers in particular), the 

data presented in Chapters 5-8 seek to identify some of key issues faced by 

unemployed people (and especially the long-term unemployed) and to explore 

how different barriers and experiences are related. 
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1.3 SUMMARY OF AIMS, HYPOTHESES AND METHODOLOGY 

As noted above, the aim of the research was to develop and deploy a new 

framework for analysing employability as a means of exploring: the barriers to 

work faced by unemployed people (and differences in the barriers faced by 

long-term unemployed people compared to others); and how barriers are 

inter-related and affect individuals' experiences and understandings of the 

labour market. Throughout, and particularly in Chapter 9, there is an attempt 

to identify lessons for policy on promoting employability and combating 

unemployment. 

As we will see in Chapters 2-4, an extensive review of previous evidence on 

employability and labour market disadvantage informed both the development 

of a new framework for analysing employability and three key hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1: That a holistic framework for conceptual ising 

employability - covering not just job seekers' motivation and skills, but 

also other individual factors, personal circumstances and external 

factors - is needed to fully analyse individuals' employability and how 

they interact with and understand the labour market. 

Hypothesis 2: That unemployed job seekers, and the long-term 

unemployed in particular, face a range of complex barriers to work 

related to individual factors, personal circumstances and external 

factors, which can be inter-related. 
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Hypothesis 3: That policies targeting long-term unemployed people 

are justified in terms of the significantly more complex barriers to work 

often faced by these job seekers; but that a combination of holistic 

interventions is likely to be required to address these inter-related 

barriers. 

The methodology for primary data gathering involved a series of structured 

interviews with a sample of 220 unemployed job seekers, conducted at two 

Jobcentre Plus offices in Glasgow. Interviews were designed to deploy the 

framework for analysing employability in order to explore the issues and 

barriers to work (in relation to individual factors, personal circumstances, and 

external factors) faced by unemployed job seekers; and identify significant 

differences between long-term unemployed people and others. A series of 98 

follow-up interviews were then undertaken by telephone with some of the 

initial interviewees in order to establish their labour market status some six 

months later. 

Finally, as noted in Chapter 4, a supplementary aim of the research was to 

further explore three specific issues around job search methods and 

behaviour, identified as of particular interest by the author and colleagues in 

previously published research (McQuaid et aI., 2003, 2004; Lindsay and 

McQuaid, 2004; Lindsay et aI., 2005). These issues (reported in some detail in 

Chapters 5 and 6) focused on: job seekers' access and use of the Internet as 

a job search tool; attitudes towards entry-level service employment; and 
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access to social capital (defined in terms of use of social networks for job 

seeking and broader access to informal social contacts and organised social 

activities). Nevertheless, the core focus of the research remained to explore 

job seekers' employability (and especially any differences between the long

term unemployed and other job seekers) in terms of individual factors, 

personal circumstances, and external factors, and how these different factors 

are inter-related. It is these issues that are discussed throughout the 

remainder of this thesis. 

The fieldwork for the research was conducted in 2003, during a period of 

relatively buoyant economic conditions, but in an urban labour market (the city 

of Glasgow) characterised by continuing problems of above average 

unemployment and entrenched area-based social exclusion. But the issues 

discussed are as relevant today. Indeed, it is not by accident that this chapter 

opened with the closing words of a previous, seminal work on 'what 

unemployment means'. Writing at a time when the UK faced a prolonged 

period of industrial restructuring and resulting high unemployment, Sinfield 

(1981) clearly saw the need for active labour market policies, but also the 

need to consider all aspects of employability and the experience of 

unemployment. As the UK again faces the possibility of a period of increasing 

unemployment, there is a need to renew our efforts to define the nature of the 

problem, map out issues affecting employability, and offer advice to policy 

makers that will help them to support long-term unemployed people and 

address unemployment. The research reported below, while based on a small 
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sample located within a single labour market, sought to make a small 

contribution to the discussion of these issues. 

1.4 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The remainder of the thesis is structured as follows. 

Chapter 2 introduces the concept of employability. It reviews current and 

previous applications of 'employability' in labour market policy and academic 

debates, tracking the concept's development and use over more than a 

century and critically assessing how it is currently understood. The chapter 

argues that an over-emphasis on individual skills, motivation and adaptability 

within dominant policy debates has led to the emergence of a 'hollowed out' 

version of employability, which fails to engage with the complex combination 

of individual, personal and external factors affecting interactions in the labour 

market. The chapter then describes recent attempts to arrive at more 'holistic' 

frameworks for understanding and analysing employability. 

Chapter 3 introduces the framework for analysing employability that informed 

the fieldwork research reported in this thesis. It provides a justification for the 

content and structure of the framework by critically reviewing previous 

research on how 'individual factors', 'personal circumstances' and 'external 

factors' can independently and jointly shape people's employability and 

experiences in the labour market. The chapter also briefly discusses the 

deployment of the framework, noting that it was not possible to address all of 
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the influencers discussed during primary data gathering, but that potentially 

valuable evidence on some individual factors, personal circumstances and 

external factors was gathered during interviews. 

Chapter 4 discusses methodological issues. It provides a general overview of 

the methodological approach, the theoretical foundations for the research, 

and the sample strategy and research methods deployed during primary data 

gathering and analysis. 

Chapter 5 presents findings on individual factors linked to employability. It 

discusses individuals' 'work-knowledge base', skills sets, and personal 

competencies and essential attributes. It also provides a detailed discussion 

of interviewees' access to and use of the Internet for job seeking, before 

turning to broader issues of job seekers' sense of attachment to the labour 

market, and adaptability when considering different vacancies. The chapter 

concludes with a detailed section discussing interviewees' attitudes towards 

entry-level jobs in the service economy. 

Chapter 6 presents findings on personal circumstances and employability. It 

discusses household and family circumstances, and the extent to which the 

some of most disadvantaged unemployed people were more likely to reside in 

'workless households'. It identifies health problems reported by interviewees. 

It explores experiences of poverty and financial exclusion, and presents 

findings around individuals' access to transport and other 'household basics' 

such as telephone and Internet facilities. Finally, a detailed discussion focuses 
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on access to social capital. This section discusses the potential importance of 

social networks within the job search process, before presenting findings on 

the relationship between long-term unemployment and social exclusion, in 

terms of individuals' isolation from the regular social interactions and 

organised activities that make up what has been called the 'tertiary sphere of 

sociability' (Julkenen, 2002; Gallie et aI., 2003). 

Chapter 7 presents findings on interviewees' perceptions of the external 

factors that affect their employability. Individuals' perceptions of the level and 

quality of opportunities within the local labour market are discussed, as well as 

their views on whether employer discrimination acts as a barrier to work. This 

chapter also discusses interviewees' evaluation of services for job seekers 

provided by Jobcentre Plus, the role of other potentially important public 

services (such as transport and childcare provision), and perceived barriers 

associated with the benefits system. 

Chapter 8 summarises findings from the preceding three chapters, 

particularly highlighting differences in the experiences and barriers to work 

encountered by long-term unemployed people in comparison with other job 

seekers. This chapter also discusses how those factors identified as being 

associated with long-term unemployment are themselves inter-related, 

suggesting that the problems faced by many among the long-term 

unemployed are complex and multi-dimensional. Chapter 8 also reports on 

the results follow-up interviews undertaken with 98 of the same job seekers 
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some six months after the initial interviews, identifying the characteristics of 

those people who had successfully moved into work. 

Chapter 9 discusses the key issues emerging from the research and 

considers implications for how we conceptualise and understand 

employability, identifies areas for further research, and considers lessons for 

policies to address long-term unemployment and labour market disadvantage. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE CONCEPT OF EMPLOYABILITY 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

'Employability' plays a crucial role in informing labour market policy in the UK, 

the European Union (EU) and beyond. For some, employability is little more 

than a hollowed-out buzzword, more often used than properly understood 

(Philpott, 1999); a rhetorical device that was, for a time, 'the flavour of the 

month' (Robinson, 1997a); or "a fuzzy notion, often ill-defined and sometimes 

not defined at all" (Gazier, 1998a: 298). Yet the concept of employability has 

been deployed to describe the objectives of the economic strategies promoted 

by powerful supra-national institutions, and the labour market policies pursued 

by national governments. In the UK, employability has emerged as a central 

tenet of so-called 'Third Way' policies to promote economic growth and social 

inclusion: "a cornerstone of the New Labour approach to economic and social 

policy" (Haughton et aI., 2000: 671). 

This chapter seeks to introduce the concept of employability by analysing 

current and previous applications of the term and discussing its potential value 

as an exploratory concept and a framework for policy analysis. Following this 

introduction, Section 2.2 of the chapter briefly discusses the key role that the 

concept of employability has played in informing labour market policies, as 

advocated by supra-national institutions such as the EU, and as implemented 

in the UK. Section 2.3 describes a number of definitions of employability from 

the recent literature, before Section 2.4, drawing on the work of Gazier 
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(1998a, 1998b, 2001), discusses the historical development the concept 

across 'seven versions' used in 'three waves'. Sections 2.5 and 2.6 then 

provide a critique of two of the most popular and current applications of the 

concept - 'initiative' employability (used to describe the human resource 

development that is increasingly offered to employees as a replacement for 

job security); and 'interactive' employability (the reading of the individual's 

responsibilities and interactions within the labour market that has informed 

many recent labour market policy reforms). 

Section 2.7 discusses recent challenges to the concept of employability as 

applied within supply-side labour market initiatives, especially in relation to the 

barriers to work faced by long-term unemployed people. It is argued that the 

term employability, as used to describe the narrow, individual-centred 

objectives of active labour market policies targeting long-term unemployment, 

represents a 'hollowed out' version of the concept, which in reality neglects 

the complex combination of individual and context factors affecting 

interactions in the labour market. However, it is suggested that, far from 

rejecting the language of employability, policy analysts and labour market 

researchers should seek to 'reclaim' a concept that may have considerable 

analytical value. To this end, Section 2.7 also describes a number of recent 

attempts to arrive at a 'holistic' framework for understanding employability, 

accounting for both individual (supply-side) and context (demand-side) factors 

affecting movements in and out of work. Finally, the case for a new, holistic, 

tripartite employability framework, developed by the author, and 
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acknowledging the 'individual', 'personal-circumstantial' and 'external' factors 

affecting individuals' employability, is introduced. 

2.2 EMPLOYABILITY: A KEY CONCEPT FOR LABOUR MARKET POLICY 

2.2.1 Employability and international labour market policy 

Employability, a relatively obscure concept just over a decade ago, now 

commands a central place in labour market policies in the UK, many other 

European states and beyond. At the supranational level, employability formed 

one of the four original 'pillars' of the European Employment Strategy, having 

emerged as a defining theme of the Extraordinary European Council on 

Employment (the so-called 'Jobs Summit') which took place in Luxembourg in 

November 1997 (CEC, 1999). The Strategy advocated a number of measures 

under its 'employability pillar', and particularly emphasised: 

• tackling youth unemployment and preventing long-term unemployment 

through 'preventive and employability oriented strategies', such as a 'new 

start' (i.e. training, work-placement or some other form of intervention) for 

young people before six months of unemployment and for others before 

twelve months; 

• the transition from passive measures to active measures within 

unemployment protection policies; 

• the encouragement of a partnership-based approach, in terms of the 

involvement of the 'social partners' and a broader range of public, private 

and third sector bodies in the delivery of employability measures; 
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• the adoption of measures to ease the school to work transition for young 

people. 

Given the concerns of member state governments regarding the fiscal 

pressures placed on welfare systems by high unemployment, and the 

Commission's drive to maximise labour market efficiency through high levels 

of participation, the employability pillar soon emerged as the single most 

important policy focus for the European Employment Strategy (Foden and 

Magnusson, 2003). The promotion of employability in the workplace and 

among young people, the unemployed and other potentially disadvantaged 

groups in the labour market remains an important goal for the new European 

Employment Strategy, formulated in 2003, which emphasises three over

arching objectives: full employment; quality and productivity at work; and 

cohesion and an inclusive labour market (CEC, 2003a). 

Whereas the original strategy included employability as a pillar of its 

approach, the more flexible, longer term strategy now advocated by the 

European Commission speaks of promoting more and better 'investment in 

human capital and strategies for lifelong learning'. However, this and many of 

the Commission's other guidelines for implementing the strategy (the so

called 'ten commandments') continue to reflect the pre-existing focus on 

employability, including: the promotion of active and preventative measures 

for the (especially long-term) unemployed and inactive; improving financial 

incentives to make work pay; and promoting active ageing (CEC, 2003b, 

2005, 2007). 
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Other cross-national institutions have similarly emphasised the importance of 

employability to labour market policy. The United Nations (UN) has identified 

employability as one of four priorities for national policy action on youth 

employment (along with entrepreneurship, equal opportunities between young 

men and women and employment creation). To this end, the UN's Youth 

Employment Network (a partnership that also includes the ILO and the World 

Bank) has suggested that: "All countries need to review, re-think and re-orient 

their education, vocational training and labour market policies to facilitate the 

school to work transition and to give young people ... a head start in working 

life" (UN, 2001: 4). Joint declarations by the world's leading economic powers 

(G8) have also emphasised the need for measures "enabling and encouraging 

people to learn throughout their working lives, to develop their knowledge and 

skills and to improve their employability" and policies "enhancing employment, 

education or training opportunities for young people and adults with the aim of 

preventing their becoming long-term unemployed and measures for groups 

such as lone parents and disabled people" (FeO, 1998: 1). 

By 1998, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) had identified 

employability as the main theme for its annual World Employment Report, 

arguing that for individuals, communities and nation states, the continuous 

pace of change in the demand for skills increases the emphasis on training 

and lifelong learning to raise employability and improve access to 

employment: 
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"The stress on employability arises from changes in labour market 

trends: the increase of job security and in job displacement, the 

growing risk of exclusion from employment for those without 

appropriate skills, and the need to acquire a wide range of 

competencies" (ILO, 1998: 5). 

However, the report also recognises the need to address major labour market 

barriers to the employability of vulnerable groups: poor job growth; 

discrimination; insufficient access to fundamental education; government 

transfer policies that discourage work; area-based problems arising from rapid 

economic change; and the compound labour market disadvantages which 

accompany poverty. 

The OECD's influence in promoting employability-focused labour market 

policies arguably pre-dates all of these initiatives. Although less inclined to 

deploy the rhetoric of 'employability', by the mid-1990s the OECD (1994a, 

1994b) had begun to strongly advocate more active labour market policies in 

order to break the 'dysfunctional division' between the working population and 

the unemployed. The Organisation's view was that 'lifelong employability' 

could only be delivered through an increased emphasis on both lifelong 

learning and labour market activation (OECD, 1996). The need for strategies 

targeting "low-paid and unskilled job seekers [and] enhancing the 

effectiveness of active labour market policies and lifelong learning to maintain 

employability" continued to form the central focus of the OECD's labour 

market policy agenda throughout the 1990s (OECD, 1998: 4). Indeed, it has 
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been argued that by the end of the decade the DECO (particularly through its 

1994 'Jobs Study') had played a crucial role in promoting active policies to 

improve the employability of the unemployed across international boundaries 

(Geldof, 1999; Sinfield, 2001). 

The DECO's (2006) more recent updating of its Jobs Strategy, which 

particularly focused on ageing in the labour market again prioritised 'improving 

employability' through retraining and job search counselling for older workers. 

But there was also an acknowledgement that the individual that not all the 

solutions lie with the individual - the DECO calls for employers to adopt 

flexible work patterns to increase the accessibility of employment for all age 

groups, and argues for action against age discrimination and to combat 

negative perceptions of both older and younger job seekers. 

2.2.2 Employability and UK labour market policy 

At the national level in the UK, as in many other EU states, the original 

European Employment Strategy's focus on employability (and particularly on 

providing a 'fresh start' to the young unemployed who have been out of work 

for at least six months) has been particularly influential. Employability was a 

key theme of UK's EU presidency in 1998 (Verhaar and Smulders, 1999). The 

concept has found expression within the UK's national Employment Action 

Plan and the current government's welfare to work agenda, with the New Deal 

programmes at its centre (DfEE, 1997c, 1998; DWP, 2004, 2005). Improving 

the employability of young people, the long-term unemployed, lone parents, 
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the disabled and other disadvantaged job seekers is the primary objective for 

the New Deal, which seeks to provide interventions designed to improve the 

skills of participants while also 'reattaching' them to the labour market. Indeed, 

the government has described the New Deal as being defined by the 

principles of 'quality, continuity and employability' (DfEE, 1997a). 

The concept of employability - as used within the broader context of recent 

UK employment policy - has tended to reflect an acknowledgement of the 

need for individuals to possess transferable skills in order to operate 

effectively within an increasing flexible (and insecure) labour market. Strategic 

framework documents outlining the current government's labour market policy 

priorities have drawn attention to the fact that an individual's employment 

security increasingly depends not upon attachment to a single employer, but 

on their having skills that will attract a range of employers (DfEE, 1997b). The 

government therefore sees its role as one of providing incentives for 'new 

partnerships in which employers and employees invest jointly in the 

individual's development', with business benefits for the organisation and 

improvements in transferable skills for the individual. Within this context, the 

government takes the view that fostering employability 'will contribute to 

flexibility in the labour market' (Blunkett, 1999). 

The 'social partners' in the UK, in the form of employers' organisations and 

the trade union movement, have developed their own policy positions, 

primarily in response to government initiatives designed to improve workforce 

skills and the employability of the unemployed and other job seekers. 
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Employers' representatives in particular have enthusiastically embraced the 

employability agenda. The Confederation of British Industry has emphasised 

the shared responsibilities of the individual and the employer in promoting 

workplace employability, suggesting that employees must "recognise learning 

as a route to more security" (Confederation of British Industry, 1999: 4) and be 

prepared to develop new skills and re-apply existing competencies. For 

employers, the advice is to engage and motivate their workers to learn, 

through appraisal, guidance, training and employee development. 

The trade union movement has, understandably, been rather more reluctant 

to embrace the idea of employability as a solution to what the government and 

many employers imply is inherent employment insecurity. The Trades Union 

Congress (TUC) has argued that the UK focus on the development of 

workforce employability as the sole response to the insecurity created by 

globalisation is contradicted in other EU states, where skills development is 

viewed as an essential element of economic policy, but job security continues 

to be prioritised - a priority reflected in employment law (TUC, 2002a). 

Nevertheless, the TUC has also strongly supported government policies to 

improve the employability of the unemployed, such as the New Deal (TUC, 

1999), while individual unions have sought to establish themselves in a new 

role as a delivery agent for lifelong learning and employability development in 

the workplace (Munro and Rainbird, 2000). 

Furthermore, policies to promote employability have proved to be an important 

area of progress in joint-working between the social partners. Both the trade 
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union movement, through the TUC, and the employers' representative body, 

the Confederation of British Industry, have emphasised the need for improved 

partnership-working if employability-focused labour market policies are to be 

made to work for employers, employees and programme participants. Indeed, 

the 1999 UK National Action Plan featured a joint statement, agreed by the 

Confederation of British Industry and the TUC, acknowledging the two 

organisations' shared belief that 'improving employability is fundamental to 

improving competitiveness and achieving sustainable high employment' 

(DfEE, 1999). The focus here was mainly on employee skills. The joint 

statement emphasised the social partners' agreed view on the importance of 

effective vocational training throughout working life 'in order to meet rapid 

changes in markets, technology and work organisation and to enhance 

competitiveness', noting the high level of trade union and employer support 

for, and involvement in the delivery of, initiatives such as Modern 

Apprenticeships and the New Deal, which were aimed at improving the 

employability of young people. 

It was noted at the time that the agreed language did not identify the 

respective priorities of each organisation: it was felt that this would tend to 

emphasise differences in an area where it was desirable to focus on the two 

organisations' commitment to agreed action (European Industrial Relations 

Observatory, 1999). Nevertheless, the Confederation of British Industry and 

the TUC continue to work jointly on policy recommendations - recently 

focusing their efforts on how to ensure that labour market agencies such as 

the public employment service, Jobcentre Plus, effectively bring together job 
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seekers from minority ethnic groups and employers; especially in sectors and 

areas where businesses may not be 'reaching' minority ethnic job applicants 

through current recruitment methods (DWP, 2002). Furthermore, as noted 

above, trade unions have increasingly engaged in the employability agenda in 

terms of the promotion of workplace learning. Addressing basic skills gaps in 

the workplace has become a major priority for the TUe and several of its main 

member unions. Trade union learning representatives have concentrated on 

campaigning for improvements in training, especially for low skilled workers 

(TUe, 2002b). For the TUe, 'basic skills training is the first step on the ladder 

to higher skills, enhanced employability and better pay' (TUe, 2002c). 

The TUe has also continued to support government employability initiatives in 

a number of areas, including the re-integration of ex-offenders (TUe, 2001) 

and the improvement of (sometimes compulsory) services for those claiming 

incapacity benefits, particularly under the Pathways to Work programme 

(TUe, 2006). Only more recent proposed moves towards the extensive 

contracting-out of employability services, and an accompanying increasingly 

'Work First' approach (that unions' leaders have criticised as 'harsh and 

unnecessary') has seen the TUe mount strong opposition to elements of the 

employability agenda (TUe, 2007). 

As general unemployment declined in the UK (and other EU and OEeD 

countries) during the late 1990s, there was a refocusing of the employability 

debate. Active labour market policies have since increasingly focused on 

targeting the most disadvantaged communities and groups and addressing 
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the complex barriers to work faced by the 'economically inactive' (rather than 

the claimant unemployed). The UK government's recent policy statements on 

welfare reform (DWP, 2006, 2007) and building on the New Deal programme 

(DWP, 2005) have emphasised the importance of programmes like Pathways 

to Work in addressing both the health and employability needs of clients 

claiming incapacity benefits. It is notable that in the former 'Green Paper' 

employability continues to be defined narrowly, with reference to improving 

clients' basic skills and "confidence in working" (DWP, 2006: 43), but the 

government has continued to emphasise that programmes such as Pathways 

to Work should retain employability as a primary policy focus, as part of "a 

welfare reform agenda focused on improving people's employability and 

therefore their lives whatever their circumstances" (HM Treasury, 2005: 37). 

The emerging policy agenda also links employability problems with 

neighbourhood deprivation. Pilots such as the Working Neighbourhoods 

initiative and the continuing Employment Zones programme have reflected an 

acknowledgment within government that some local areas require greater 

assistance than others, but also a renewed commitment to increased 

compulsion (with a wider range of job seekers subject to mandatory 

'employability-raising' activities sooner in the target areas). The introduction of 

the programme also saw an unusual hardening of rhetoric, as Ministers spoke 

of the 'culture of worklessness' and 'poverty of aspirations' in some areas, 

promising to tackle 'the worst concentrations of unemployment, street by 

street, estate by estate' (Brown, 2002). While there have been some benefits 

from increased investment in employability services in these areas (Dewson, 
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2005), there remain concerns that these geographically-focused programmes 

continue to fail to deal with some of the fundamental labour market problems 

in deprived areas, linked to gaps in housing, service and transport 

infrastructures and weak labour demand (Lindsay, 2007). The rollout of 

geographically-focused, but still fundamentally supply-side, initiatives remains 

a key element of the UK government's employability agenda - 'City Strategy 

Pathfinders' have sought to provide locally responsive services to improve the 

employability of job seekers in areas of particularly high unemployment (DWP, 

2006). Nevertheless, the focus remains on the individual and their lack of 

skills and attributes. Indeed, in January 2008, ten years after the introduction 

of the New Deal programmes that continue to provide the centre point of the 

UK government's active labour market policy, Prime Minister Gordon Brown 

re-emphasised the centrality of the supply-side analysis within his approach to 

employability.1 

"In the old days, the problem may have been unemployment, but in the 

next decades it will be employability. If in the old days lack of jobs 

demanded priority action, in the new world it is lack of skills." 

Similarly, for the Department for Education and Skills (DfES), while 

employability is about "what helps people get, continue and progress in work" 

(DfES, 2004: 5), the focus of policy remains on increasing levels of 

qualification, improving 'service behaviours' and building generic skills. Finally, 

the then Scottish Executive's 2006 policy document Workforce Plus: An 

1 DWP Press Release 02 January 2008 'New Deal helps someone find work every three minutes' at 
http://www .dwp .gov. u klmediacentre/pressreleases/2008/janl em p055-020 1 08 .asp 
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Employability Framework for Scotland (since adopted by the Scottish 

Government elected in 2007) seeks to promote more joined-up policy action 

on employability in a range of areas - employability itself is understood 

broadly as the combination of factors and processes which enable people to 

progress towards employment, stay in employment and move on in the 

workplace (Scottish Executive, 2006). The aim of Workforce Plus is to 

establish mechanisms to increase the chances of continued employment for 

vulnerable and disadvantaged groups throughout Scotland. The Framework 

particularly prioritises improving co-operation and efficiency in local 

employability services, and ensuring that employability is mainstreamed 

through a range of Scottish Government policy areas. The Scottish 

Government elected in 2007 has continued to support the establishment of 

local Workforce Plus partnerships in Scotland's most 'job-deprived' areas in 

response. A National Partnership body, headed by the Scottish Government, 

supports local actions. The National Partnership will also promote action 

within the Scottish Government to mainstream employability as a goal and "a 

core part of policy making" (ibid., 2006: 8) within other competency areas such 

as: education; childcare; health; regeneration; economic development; 

homelessness; justice; and public procurement. 

The breadth of these policy areas and the wide remit of local partnerships 

designed to take forward the Employability Framework's objectives reflect an 

understanding among Scottish policy makers that the problem of employability 

and long-term unemployed cannot be understood only in terms of individuals' 

skill gaps. This may in turn reflect the influence of Scottish Government-
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funded research arguing for more holistic approaches to understanding 

employability (see, for example, Futureskills Scotland, 2003; McQuaid et aI., 

2008). However, on a practical level, we should also acknowledge that 

devolved administrations such as the Scottish Government have limited 

influence over the core 'reserved' policy areas of employment, labour market 

and welfare benefits. Rather, Scottish policy makers have responsibility for 

other important policy areas that can influence the broader employability 

agenda, with education and lifelong learning, health and social work, and 

regeneration and economic development (including job creation) clear 

examples. It is therefore understandable that the potential role of these policy 

areas (where devolved administrations control 'policy levers' and allocate 

funding) in promoting employability is of particular interest to the Scottish 

Government. It means that the Scottish Government has been proactive in 

seeking to join up policy agendas to promote employability - for example, 

encouraging local authorities to link employability and childcare provision 

(McQuaid et aI., 2008) - but we should again note that devolved governments 

are largely unable to influence practice on benefits, active labour market 

policies and other services for job seekers (such as those delivered by 

Jobcentre Plus). Devolved governments' limited influence on these reserved 

policy agendas means that they have not been able to fundamentally 

challenge the rationale and approach of UK government-funded 'Work First' 

approaches to employability. 

The above discussion illustrates that employability is not merely a subject of 

theoretical debate. The concept has become a cornerstone of labour market 
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policies and employment strategies in the UK and elsewhere. Yet it is perhaps 

only the relatively recent emergence of employability as an all-embracing 

objective for national and cross-national policies to address unemployment 

that has led to attempts to arrive at a thorough-going definition. Prior to 

discussing progress towards the development of a 'holistic' concept of 

employability, however, there may be value in reviewing current and previous 

uses of the term and first, some established definitions. 

2.3 DEFINING EMPLOYABILITY 

As noted above, the concept of employability continues to be applied within a 

range of different contexts. Accordingly, while it is simple enough to assign 

employability a straightforward dictionary definition, such as 'the character or 

quality of being employable', arriving at a working definition is a far more 

complex process. Perhaps understandably, employers have tended to view 

employability as primarily a characteristic of the individual. The Confederation 

of British Industry (1999: 1) has defined employability thus: 

"Employability is the possession by an individual of the qualities and 

competencies required to meet the changing needs of employers and 

customers and thereby help to realise his or her aspirations and 

potential in work". 

The Confederation of British Industry's approach reflects a strong theme in the 

UK policy literature, that employability is essentially about 'meeting employers' 
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recruitment needs' (Industry in Education, 1996). The emphasis here is clearly 

on the individual's skills and responsibilities, with employability seen as: "The 

extent to which an individual meets employers' (potential and current) 

requirements (suitability) and carries out effective job search (directed 

activity)" (James, 1997, quoted in Hillage and Pollard, 1998: 9). 

The UK government has similarly arrived at a definition that, while implying 

that employability-development is a priority for government, again places 

individuals' skills at the centre of the concept of employability (HM Treasury, 

1997: 1): 

"Employability means the development of skills and adaptable 

workforces in which all those capable of work are encouraged to 

develop the skills, knowledge, technology and adaptability to enable 

them to enter and remain in employment throughout their working 

lives". 

More recently, de Grip et al. (2004: 216) have defined employability in terms 

of the responsiveness of individual job seekers to the labour market (while 

also acknowledging that their ability to access skills upgrading through 

employer- or government-provided training is crucial). 

"Employability refers to the capacity and willingness of workers to 

remain attractive for the labour market (supply factors), by reacting to 

and anticipating changes in tasks and work environment (demand 
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factors), facilitated by the human resource development instruments 

available to them (institutions)". 

Other attempts to define the concept have hinted at a more holistic approach, 

emphasising the impact of both individual characteristics and labour market 

conditions. The Canadian government offered the following definition in 1994 

(Canadian Labour Force Development Board, 1994: viii): 

"Employability is the relative capacity of an individual to achieve 

meaningful employment given the interaction of personal 

circumstances and the labour market". 

Subsequent evaluations of Canadian active labour market policies have 

deployed an employability framework that takes into account socio

demographic characteristics (which here range from age to 'family 

characteristics'), 'labour force history' (previous/recent employment status), 

'contextual variables' such as regional and local unemployment rates and 

'psychometric variables' (Human Resources Development Canada, 1998). 

A similar approach has been adopted by two of the UK's devolved 

administrations. As noted above, the Scottish Executive (2006: 1) and now its 

successor Scottish Government have similarly recently adopted a broad 

definition of employability as " ... the combination of factors and processes 

which enable people to progress towards or get into employment, to stay in 

employment and to move on in the workplace". Previous research for 
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Futureskills Scotland (a labour market policy and research unit supported by 

the Scottish Government and Scottish Enterprise) had sought to establish a 

broad-based definition of employability (Futureskills Scotland, 2003: 36): 

"Employability means an individual's ability to gain sustained access to 

labour market opportunities: to enter the labour market and 

employment successfully for a reasonable period of time, and also to 

improve employment prospects and rewards, where that is the 

individual's wish". 

Similarly, research for the Northern Ireland government has explicitly 

suggested a working definition of employability (DELNI, 2002: 7): 

"Employability is the capability to move into and within labour markets 

and to realise potential through sustainable and accessible 

employment. For the individual, employability depends on: the 

knowledge and skills they possess, and their attitudes; the way 

personal attributes are presented in the labour market; the 

environmental and social context within which work is sought; and the 

economic context within which work is sought". 

As McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) and Shuttleworth et al. (2005) have noted, a 

number of UK policy makers appear to have been influenced by the findings 

of research commissioned by the then Department for Education and 

Employment conducted by Hillage and Pollard (1998). In seeking to develop a 
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broad-ranging definition of the concept, Hillage and Pollard define 

employability as an individual's ability to gain initial employment, maintain 

employment, move between roles within the same organisation, obtain new 

employment if required, and (ideally) secure suitable and sufficiently fulfilling 

work. Hillage and Pollard (1998: 12) suggest that this involves: 

"The capability to move self-sufficiently within the labour market to 

realise potential through sustainable employment. For the individual, 

employability depends on the knowledge, skills and attitudes they 

possess, they way they use those assets and present them to 

employers and the context (e.g. personal circumstances and labour 

market environment) within which they seek work". 

Both McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) and Shuttleworth et al. (2005) 

acknowledge the importance of Hillage and Pollard's deconstruction of the 

concept of employability as an analytical framework for examining the barriers 

to work faced by unemployed people. For Shuttleworth et al. (2005: 1653) this 

has contributed to policy makers expanding the focus of employability policies 

to consider a broader range of barriers to work - "these can include childcare, 

transport obstacles, and various forms of discrimination". McQuaid and 

Lindsay's (2005) understanding of employability reflects the importance of 

gaining and sustaining employment, and notes that individual factors and 

personal circumstances, but also a range of external issues, can influence 

employability. They also note the contingent nature of employability, with 

individuals' status depending on their own circumstances, labour market 
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conditions and the perspectives of job seekers, employers and policy makers 

(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005: 214): 

"Employability can be seen as referring to the individual's relationship 

with a single job (or 'class of jobs'), so that someone considered 

'employable' for one job might not be considered so for a different job. 

From an employer's perspective someone with appropriate 

employability skills and attributes may be 'employable', but this may be 

only the minimum criterion when considering candidates and no job 

offer may be made. From the job seeker's perspective, a lack of 

availability of enabling support (such as transport to work) or contract 

terms (such as the requirement for shift work) may mean that a 

specific job is not acceptable. From a policymaker's perspective the 

fact that the person does not take the job and remains unemployed 

suggests that (within the context of a specific vacancy or job role) the 

person is not employable". 

Sanders and de Grip (2004: 76) similarly acknowledge that individual job 

seekers' and workers' employability is dependent on a number of social, 

workplace and labour market factors. 

"It should be emphasised that employability is not a static concept, as 

a worker's employability can change over time. Whether or not 

workers are employable, in the sense that they are able and willing to 
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remain employed, depends on a number of factors, some of which 

workers can and some of which they cannot easily influence directly." 

Along similar lines, Thijssen et al. (2008: 174) have suggested an 

understanding of employability involving "three conceptual components as 

concentric circles", taking in the individual's 'employability radius' (the 

narrowly defined core capacity to do a specific job); 'employability 

competencies' (the individual's ability to take up opportunities beyond their 

core employability radius as a result of broader competencies and 

transferable skills); and 'contextual conditions' (all personal, contextual, 

occupational and work organisational factors influencing the individual's 

current and future labour market perspectives). 

The broad-based definitions offered by McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) and 

others seem to chime with an intuitive understanding of employability and the 

problem of long-term unemployment for those who have worked and 

researched in this field. A working definition of employability needs to 

acknowledge that it is not just about the ability to find work, but also about 

what happens after people find work. It is also essential that we acknowledge 

that the ability to gain and sustain employment is contingent on a range of 

factors, only some of which are directly related to the individual's personal 

attributes. Accordingly, a working definition of employability for the purposes 

of this study is suggested below. 

48 



"Employability is defined as the possession by an individual of the 

capacity to gain employment, sustain employment and make progress, 

in terms of personal and/or career development, while in employment. 

The individual's possession of this capacity is related to a number of 

inter-connected individual factors, personal circumstances and 

external factors". 

However, while arriving at a working definition of the concept of employability 

is relatively straightforward, operationalising that concept - i.e. arriving at a 

framework for analysing the relationship between the components of 

employability and their impacts on people's progress in the labour market - is 

more difficult. Before turning to the 'employability framework' established for 

this study, it will be valuable first to briefly reflect on how the concept has been 

understood and deployed in the existing literature. 

2.4 TRACKING A DYNAMIC CONCEPT: THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

EMPLOYABILITY DEBATE 

2.4.1 Seven versions, three waves, one hundred years of the concept 

The historical antecedents of the current employability debate can be traced 

back almost a century. Gazier's (1998a, 1998b, 2001) recent work on 

employability provides a useful starting point for any discussion of the 

concept's historical development towards currently accepted definitions and 

frameworks. Gazier distinguishes between seven operational versions of the 
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concept of employability that have been developed over three 'waves'. Each 

of these versions of employability are briefly discussed below, prior to a more 

detailed examination of the most recent formulations of the concept, described 

by Gazier as 'initiative' employability and 'interactive' employability. Table 2.1 

provides a summary of these seven versions of the concept of employability 

and their limitations. 

As noted below, Gazier's conclusions are relatively optimistic - he suggests 

that the 'latest wave' in the employability debate appropriately acknowledges 

the range of barriers to work faced by individuals and the need to respond to 

specific labour market contexts. However, others have argued that common 

features are identifiable from a comparison with the 'corporate' version of the 

concept of employability which places the onus on the individual's initiative to 

engage in upskilling, while neglecting the complex combination of labour 

market and other factors impacting on progress in the labour market. 

2.4.2 'Dichotomic employability' 

The first version of the concept of employability - 'dichotomic employability' -

Gazier (1998a) traces back to the beginning of the twentieth century, 

emerging in the Britain and the US. The first appearance of the term may 

have been in Barnett's piece in the Economic Review of July 1904, entitled 

'The unemployed and the unemployable'. Gazier suggests that the term was 

then 'stabilised' and expanded upon within Beveridge's 1909 work on the 

unemployment problem and was subsequently widely used in the US during 
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the depression of the 1930s (see also Mansfield, 2001). But even before this 

time an emerging orthodoxy had sought to organise the 'employable' from the 

'unemployable' - Welshman (2006) notes the importance of an 1894 Royal 

Commission on Labour, which argued that temporary unemployment was 

usually the result of conditions independent of the individual (other than that 

'least capable' in terms of 'comparative fitness' tended to be laid off first); but 

that 'physical or moral defects' were more likely to afflict a consistently/long

term unemployed (and 'unemployable') group. 

This formulation of the concept of employability can be seen as 'dichotomic' 

due to its focus on the opposite poles of 'employable' and 'unemployable', 

initially with little or no gradation: employable refers to those who are able and 

willing to work; unemployable refers to those unable to work and in need of 

'relief'. There was a clear normative element in this use of employability 

(which has arguably continued to be reflected in Anglo-American attitudes to 

the unemployed): "the main concern was to eliminate an intermediary 

category and avoid having some casual, undisciplined and unstable would-be 

workers ... from becoming 'falsely' unemployed" (Gazier, 1998b: 39). 

During the 1930s, more detailed criteria for employability were systematised 

by the Roosevelt administration in the US, as government officials sought to 

differentiate between 'employable' and 'unemployable' families, with the 

former category generally being understood as those with a working age, 

able-bodied adult, whose engagement in employment would not compromise 

child-rearing (Fishback et aI., 2004). Gazier (2001) notes that the dividing line 
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for employability soon came to be criticised as over-simplistic in the US, and 

even at this early stage there was an acknowledgement of the potential 

impact of labour market circumstances and employers' judgements on 

individuals' employability. 

Meanwhile in the UK, Caradog Jones's 1934 analysis of his 'social survey of 

Merseyside' conceded that the unemployed were a complex, heterogeneous 

group, and that the main causes of unemployment were economic; but still 

argued that many among the unemployed were disadvantaged as a result of 

'personal shortcomings, in body, mind or character' - able-bodied men who 

had been out of work for more than two years were characterised as 

'subnormal in employability' (Welshman, 2006). 

During the same period, Jahoda et al.'s (1933) seminal study in Austria was 

more concerned about the potential effects of unemployment in leading to a 

lack of employability. They argued that the emotional and psychological 

impact of unemployment could result in mental health problems, pointing to 

examples of negative behaviours which they put down to individuals' sense of 

lost identity and disrupted time patterns. They argued that the utter 

demoralisation that they saw as the culmination of processes of shock and 

depression following redundancy had potentially devastating consequences 

on individuals' long-term employability. 
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2.4.3 'Socio-medical employability' 

The second incarnation of the concept of employability emerged in the early 

1950s in the United States, the UK, Germany and elsewhere, partly in 

response to post-war labour shortages - in this context, "promoting 

employability served a purely macro-economic purpose" (de Grip et aI., 2004: 

214). The concept was developed here within a socio-medical context, with 

the focus on the rehabilitation of the physically and mentally disabled (see for 

example Feintuch, 1955). 'Socio-medical employability' - the distance 

between the existing work abilities of socially, physically or mentally 

disadvantaged people and the work requirements of employment - continues 

to be the subject of measurement and analysis by researchers and service 

providers (Delsen, 1996). However, the objective of the deployment of 

methods to measure and promote socio-medical employability increasingly 

revolves around the assumed therapeutic and social integration benefits of 

work (DWP, 2003), rather than simply maximising employment levels within 

national economies (de Grip et aI., 2004). 

2.4.4 'Manpower policy employability' 

'Manpower policy employability', developed mainly in the United States since 

the 1960s, represents an extension of the thinking informing discussions of 

socio-medical employability to other socially disadvantaged groups, such as 

welfare recipients, racial minorities and unskilled young people. Manpower 

policy employability is therefore again defined as the distance between the 
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existing work abilities of the disadvantaged and the work requirements of 

employment (see, for example, Forsyth and Nininger, 1966; Soloff and Bolton, 

1969). Although the same practice of testing and measurement was 

transferred from work on socio-medical employability, criteria tended to be 

broader and more focused on vocational abilities. Estes (1974) provides an 

example of an employability scale to be used to classify the work-readiness of 

welfare clients as 'low', 'moderate' or 'high' across a range criteria, including: 

years of education; language difficulties (including literacy and numeracy 

skills); health limitations; military status; age; motivation; previous work 

history; access to transport; childcare; job market factors; miscellaneous other 

factors (ranging from the personal, e.g. appearance, to housing issues, to 

discrimination ). 

Estes provides one of the first versions of a holistic employability framework, 

and this and similar analyses influenced US training and labour market policy 

during the 1970s. However, Estes's 'list' of what are assumed to be 

surmountable barriers to employability is somewhat optimistic, if not simplistic. 

Like any static assessment tool, set in unspecified contexts, it has little 

predictive power with regards to the actual job prospects of individuals. It also 

fails to fully acknowledge the overarching barriers associated with, for 

example, labour market conditions and their interaction with the hiring 

practices of employers. As Gazier (1998a: 43) notes: "It is well recognised that 

employers' hiring requirements do vary according to labour market conditions: 

when the labour market is buoyant, employers lower their skills and 
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experience demands for a given job, and conversely, in a situation when the 

labour market slackens, they become 'choosy' and raise their requirements". 

2.4.5 'Flow employability' 

The French sociologist Raymond Ledrut radically redefined employability in 

1966: "Employability is the objective expectation, or more or less high 

probability, that a person looking for a job can have of finding one" (quoted in 

Gazier, 1998b: 44). This definition - described as 'Keynesian' or 'flow 

employability' - reverses the individual-centred accounts that preceded it. 

Here, labour market and macro-economic conditions define the how 

employable individuals and groups are, with their employability understood as 

their ability to leave unemployment. Employability can therefore be measured 

using the flow out of unemployment of specific groups, compared with the 

mean total unemployed population. "For example, the group of older 

unemployed ... with an average duration of one year unemployment is 'less 

employable' than the corresponding group of young unemployed with an 

average duration of three months" (ibid.: 44). This demand-side oriented 

approach was influential in France until the mid-1980s, when a more activist 

approach to labour market policy was adopted by the French government in 

response to persistent mass unemployment. The shift towards a more active 

labour market policy highlighted the limitations of the concept of flow 

employability, which offered little incentive for job seekers to adapt to new 

conditions or develop new skills due to it focus on macro-economic factors. 

While recent policy and thinking on employability in France has to some 
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extent been influenced by liberal welfare states such as the UK and US, 

resulting in increasing aggressive compulsory activation programmes, there 

has remained considerable resistance to an approach that focuses solely on 

the individual (Daguerre, 2007). And there remains a clear stream within 

French labour market theory that sees the employability agenda as defined by 

collective responsibilities, and which seeks to challenge employers to make 

adjustments to their workplaces and practices in order to support the 

integration of vulnerable people (Salognon, 2007). 

2.4.6 'Labour market performance employability' 

The fifth formulation of the concept of employability - 'labour market 

performance employability' - has been used internationally since the mid-

1970s. This understanding of the concept focuses on the labour market 

outcomes achieved by policy interventions. Measurable in terms of days 

employed, hours worked and payment rates, labour market outcomes can be 

calculated for individuals participating in employability-related programmes 

and modelled for target groups over a specified period. One result of this 

approach was a series of advances in the measurement of employability, from 

the largely attitudinal studies that had dominated before 1970 to more 

sophisticated models seeking to account for individuals' basic occupational 

skills, self-awareness and knowledge of the labour market (Orr, 1973; 

Magnum, 1976). 
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As governments fought to respond to a series of recessions through the 

1970s, there was an acknowledgment that narrow occupational skills did not 

by themselves ensure employability (Weisenstein, 1979). Accordingly, 

conceptualisations of employability increasingly focused on 'transferable skills' 

across occupations and sectors - the skills that retain value across many 

different work environments and occupations and make employees less 

vulnerable in high unemployment labour markets (Hoyt, 1978). 

Clearly, the main applications for this notion of employability were and are 

comparative, with particular reference to the evaluation of labour market policy 

programmes. Indeed, the extensive use of statistical models based on labour 

market performance employability in the US during the 1980s led to the 

elimination of a number of policy programmes, which were shown to have no 

positive impact (an in some cases a negative impact) on labour market 

outcomes (Betsey et aI., 1985). More recently, the UK government has sought 

to differentiate between employment outcomes from direct investment and 

'employability outcomes' associated with large national training programmes, 

arguing that the contribution of policies raising the overall employability of 

individuals and the workforce cannot be calculated in simple, monetary terms 

(Education and Employment Committee, 2001). 

2.4.7 'Initiative employability' 

The international interest in 'initiative employability' can be traced to the 

corporate and human resource management contexts of the late 1980s, and 
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the acceptance amongst individuals and organisations that successful career 

development requires the development of skills that are transferable and the 

flexibility to move between job roles. Initiative employability can therefore be 

seen as a 'meta-characteristic' combining skills, knowledge and attitudes 

(Cairney, 2000). Again, the focus is on the individual, with the onus on 

workers to demonstrate flexibility and develop their skills and networks in the 

workplace, strengthening their position when they wish/are required, to move 

on. In this sense, initiative employability combines ideas at the centre of the 

concepts of human capital and social capital: "Employability security is based 

on a person's accumulation of human and social capital, ... skills, reputation 

and connections, which can be invested in new opportunities that arise inside 

and outside the employee's current organisation" (Kanter, 1995: 52). 

The process of industrial restructuring during the 1980s and the perceived 

'end of employment security' can be viewed as precursors to the emergence 

of the concept of initiative employability. In this context, employment security 

is seen as being replaced by 'employability security' (Kanter, 1995), with 

lifelong learning and flexibility the individual's main weapons against the threat 

of unemployment. The traditional contracts binding employer and employee 

are likewise replaced by a 'new employability contract' (Capelli, 1997) - a 

short-term exchange between two autonomous partners. However, the 

emphasis is on the adaptability of the individual, and the individual's 

responsiveness to changing conditions in the workplace. From this 

perspective, Fugate et al. (2004: 15) seek to redefine employability: 
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"Employability is a psycho-social construct that embodies individual 

characteristics that foster adaptive cognition, behavior, and affect, and 

enhance the individual-work interface. This person-centred emphasis 

coincides with a major shift in responsibility for career management 

and development from employers to employees". 

For Arthur (1994) the employable individual is a 'permanent entrepreneur' 

developing a 'boundaryless career' - it is through individual entrepreneurial 

flexibility that workers are expected to navigate the inevitable discontinuities in 

their careers (de Grip et aI., 2004). The issues and problems around this 

version of employability are discussed in detail in Part 2.5 below. 

2.4.8 'Interactive employability' 

Emerging first in North America and then internationally since the end of the 

1980s, 'interactive employability' maintains the emphasis on individual 

initiative, but includes an interactive element, acknowledging the role of other 

actors in the labour market, and focuses on disadvantaged groups. The 

interactive element relates to the manner in which the employability of the 

individual is relative to the employability of others, and the opportunities, 

institutions and rules that govern the labour market. The measurement and 

evaluation of employability in this format can range from a simple assessment 

of the type and extent of employment or unemployment experienced by client 

groups, to far more complicated measures of labour market attachment and 

human capital (see for example Bloch and Bates, 1995; Hyatt, 1995). The 
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same literature can feature a (limited) acknowledgement of the link between 

individual assets of value in the labour market and external factors - Qutin 

(1990) identifies four key elements affecting employability: individual qualities 

(such as motivation); occupational skills; labour market circumstances; and 

government and employer training policies. 

There are two main operational implications arising from this approach to 

employability. The first of these relates to the increasing interest amongst 

policy makers regarding the early identification and 'profiling' of potentially 

disadvantaged groups. In particular, the targeting of long-term unemployed 

people by training policies, and then development of tools to identify those at 

risk of becoming long-term unemployed appear to reflect an understanding of 

employability that is 'interactive', acknowledging that certain disadvantaged 

groups will be unable to compete on a 'level playing field' in the labour market 

without assistance (Rudolph, 2001). The second operational implication of 

interactive employability relates to the focus of many western governments on 

activation policies, which seek to intervene to prevent long-term unemployed 

and labour market disadvantage. This is achieved through the development of 

often compulsory active labour market policies that deliver counselling, 

training and measures to 'enhance individual initiative' in the labour market 

(Philpott, 1999; Gazier, 2001). 

Thijssen (1998) suggests a stratification of the interactive elements of 

employability, distinguishing between core factors relating to the individual 

and broader factors, which include contextual factors and 'effectuation 
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conditions' - "effectuation conditions are context-specific factors that help, or 

make it harder, to effectuate one's employability (e.g. employer provision of 

training)" (de Grip et aI., 2004: 216). Gazier (1998a: 51) suggests that the 

notion of interactive employability implies that employment access policies 

should be complimented by measures "mobilising the whole span of labour 

market actors and institutions to provide job seekers with opportunities and 

expectations to match their own". Measures to promote adaptability within 

organisations, the development of entrepreneurship, effective social 

partnership working and tax-benefit policies that 'make work pay' are offered 

as areas for policy action. As suggested below, there remains considerable 

debate as to how interactive current employability policies are, and the 

balance between measures to activate the individual and mobilise the 

institutions of the labour market. 

2.4.9 Seven versions of the concept of employability, across three waves 

Gazier suggests that the seven versions of the concept of employability 

discussed above can be identified as emerging in three waves. The fist wave, 

and the first use of the concept, centred on 'dichotomic employability', used in 

the early decades of the twentieth century. Although useful for distinguishing 

the 'employable' from the 'unemployable' (i.e. those eligible for welfare 

benefits) this rather simplistic and now outdated version of the concept was 

more 'emergency distinction' than labour market policy tool. 
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As the 1930s progressed the focus switched from dividing the population to 

helping some groups towards employment. The second wave began around 

the 1960s, as three very different versions of the concept were used by 

statisticians, social workers and labour market policy makers. 'Socio-medical 

employability' and the related 'manpower policy employability' focused on the 

distance the identifying and measuring difference between individual 

characteristics and the demands of work in the labour market. 'Flow 

employability', limited almost entirely to the French policy literature, offered a 

radical alternative, focusing on the demand-side of the labour market, macro

level economic change and (crucially) the absorption rate of the economy. 

These versions of the employability, having been exposed as too static and 

one-sided, have now largely given way to a third wave and three new 

formulations of the concept, originating in the 1980s and developed 

throughout the 1990s: the outcome-based 'labour market performance 

employability'; 'initiative employability', with its focus on individual 

responsibility and the creative power of social networks; and 'interactive 

employability', which "maintains the focus on individual adaptation, but 

introduces a collective/interactive priority" (Gazier, 1998a: 300). 
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TABLE 2.1 EMPLOYABILITY: SEVEN VERSIONS OF THE CONCEPT (adapted from Gazier, 1998a) 
Employability concept Location, era, key references Limitations/criticisms 

Dichotomic employability • First wave, 1900-1940 • Restricted the opportunities available to individuals by 

The availability of employable, able-bodied workers. • Mostly Britain and the US labelling some 'unemployable' 

Later qualified (e.g. in US context) to allow for scale • Barnett (1904); Gill (1935) • Failed to adequately acknowledge socio-economic 

measuring degrees of employability - implemented in context 

order to identify individuals/families eligible for welfare. 

Socio-medical employability • Second wave, since 1950 • Static employability 'scales' are unable to take into 

Centring on disabled and long-term sick people, the • International account economic and social contexts 

concept sought to measure and aim the 'distance' • Kolstoe and Shaffer • Similarly, sickness/ disability a continuum rather than 

between current positions of individuals and job (1961 ) static condition 

readiness. • Failure to acknowledge differences in forms of work and 

availability of support 
I 

Manpower policy employability • Second wave, 1960-85 • Employer attitudes (which may include prejudices and 

Extension of the above approach to general population, • International, mainly stereotypes) accepted as the given benchmark 

the concept sought to measure and aim the 'distance' developed in US • Criticism from neo-classical economists who argue that 

between current positions of disadvantaged individuals • Estes (1974) those in with limited human capital tend to obtain work 

and groups and job readiness. when demonstrating sufficient wage flexibility. J 
Flow employability • Second wave, 1960s • Does not pay sufficient attention to individual aspects of I 
Flow out of unemployment of individuals/groups. Mean • Mostly France employability: skills, job search strategy and effort, . 

employability (or labour market entry rate) of groups • Ledrut (1966) awareness of opportunities. 

determined by capacity of market to absorb labour. • Largely ignores the crucial role of the interaction of job 
'Differential employability' of individuals (affected by own seeker wage demands and employer wage offers. 
characteristics) determines their relative ability to gain • Used to justify passive labour market policy towards 
work within context of any given group of individuals. individuals. 
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TABLE 2.1 EMPLOYABILITY: SEVEN VERSIONS OF THE CONCEPT (CONTINUED) 

Employability concept Location, era, key references Limitations/criticisms 

Labour market performance employability • Third wave, since late • The quality of evaluation and prediction results from 

Use mainly limited to evaluating labour market policy 1970s any employability framework depends on stability of 

programmes. Centres on identified and predicted labour • International labour market context (from where observations are 

market outcomes, to be estimated/calculated for • Mallar et al. (1982) drawn) and availability of comparison group. 

individuals using appropriate statistical models. Takes • Tautological relationship between employability and 

into account wage component of employability, along labour market outcomes - 'the most employability 

with individual characteristics that maya posteriori persons are identified here as the best performers in 

prove to be connected with a probable outcome. the labour market'. 

Initiative employability • Third wave, late 1980s • New form of psychological contract seen as cover for 

Focus on individual initiative to develop human and and 1990s firms to disengage from their employment and 

social capital, and the 'marketability of individual skills'. • International, especially training responsibilities. 

Reflecting increasing labour market uncertainty, it is UK and US • Focus on individual responsibility and action appears 

defined in terms of the replacement of reciprocal loyalty • Kanter (1995); Arthur and to over-estimate level of control and scope for action 

as foundation for workplace relations with new, flexible Rousseau (1996) experienced by most workers. 

form of psychological contract. 

Interactive employability • Third wave, since late • All-embracing complexity means it involves many 

Relative capacity of an individual to achieve meaningful 1980s actors and fields of policy. Appropriate balance of 

employment given the interaction of personal • International individual, labour market and other policies difficult to 

characteristics and the labour market. Focus on re- • European Commission identify due to complex inter-relationship of factors. 

insertion of (long-term) unemployed through activation (1997); Hillage and • Underlying emphasis on individual action can lead to 
and provision of appropriate opportunities. Pollard (1998) undue pressure on unemployed. 

i 
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Gazier argues that labour market performance employability remains a basic 

component of policy evaluation, but is not explicitly attached to any more 

general view of employability, while initiative employability "was quickly felt to 

be unrealistic - notably because employability is not merely an attribute of 

individuals" (ibid. 300), although, as argued below, this may be a rather hasty 

dismissal of a theme within the employability debate that retains significant 

influence in the UK and US in particular. Finally, it appears that a consensus 

has gradually emerged around the concept of interactive employability, 

reflecting an acceptance that employability is about overcoming a broad array 

of barriers to work faced by individuals, and that employability policies should 

therefore focus not just on individuals, but also engage with social partners 

and address labour market circumstances. 

However, as illustrated below, there is some evidence that the current 

application of interactive employability as a concept tends to lean heavily upon 

its individual, supply-side components. While a 'holistic', interactive approach 

to employability undoubtedly requires attention to both its supply-side and 

demand-side components, and there is some evidence of researchers and 

policy analysts developing holistic models of the concept, narrow, individual

focused definitions arguably continue to dominate the policy agenda, 

particularly within the UK context, and elsewhere. 
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2.5 THE RISE OF EMPLOYABILITY SINCE THE 19905: 'INITIATIVE 

EMPLOYABILITY' - THE 'CORPORATE' VERSION OF THE CONCEPT 

As noted above, the concept of employability has been used in various 

contexts and formats for at least a century. However, to some extent the roots 

of current popularity of employability can be traced to the more recent 

processes of international labour market deregulation and large-scale 

industrial restructuring, which have required the adoption of new forms of 

working and the establishment of new kinds of relationships between 

employer and workforce. Employability became a popular concept in 

corporate human resource management thinking during the recession of the 

early 1990s, an era when employers were more often able to offer 

'employability', rather than job security to members of their workforce. 

However, even prior to those recessionary times, employers had begun to 

advocate new forms of working relationship that more closely reflected an 

ever more flexible and competitive labour market. In the face of increased job 

insecurity and narrowing promotion prospects, many firms began to 

encourage their employees to take 'ownership' of their personal career 

development, whilst offering them opportunities to improve their 

'employability', through the development of transferable skills that might 

facilitate their movement between positions in the wider labour market (Hillage 

and Pollard, 1998). At the most basic level, companies' commitment to the 

employability of their staff here reflected concerns over morale, commitment 

and retention arising from the rising uncertainty that was an inevitable 
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consequence of downsizing and the pressures of an increasingly competitive 

market place (Tamkin and Hillage, 1999). 

At the higher end of the skills ladder, the new emphasis on employability 

became linked to the notion that skilled workers would eventually develop 

'portfolio careers', fulfilling numerous roles and building a range of skills sets 

throughout their working lives (Handy, 1989). Within this context the individual 

worker, or 'employability owner', is viewed as a permanent entrepreneur, 

pursuing a 'boundaryless career' (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996). Hall (1976, 

1996, 2004) prefers the term 'protean career', but shares the analysis that 

modern employee development is based upon varied experiences across a 

range of organisations, occupations and experiences in training and lifelong 

learning, with the individual managing this process. 

Similarly, Bagshaw (1997: 187) acknowledges employability as a response to 

the need for labour market flexibility, but sees the rise of the concept in the 

1990s as a restoration of pre-industrial values, where craftsmen and itinerant 

workers were used to short-term periods of work and "did not have today's 

expectations of new work being continuously provided". Clearly, advocates of 

the continuous improvement of conditions in the workplace would question 

whether the pre-industrial era experiences of itinerant workers should serve 

as a model for the relationship between employers and the labour force in the 

third millennium - a clue as to how political differences on the need for 

interventions on behalf of workers can colour theorists' understanding and use 

of the concept of employability. 
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Nevertheless, human resource management thinking during the 1990s 

increasingly focused on the value of work-based training in providing 

'employability security' (Kanter, 1995; Capelli, 1997). For Bagshaw (1997: 

187) employability is "the new form of job security ... given the manner in which 

it involves employers providing the opportunity for self-development for 

vulnerable employees (i.e. all employees)". Similarly, Van den Toran (1999) 

suggests that the increasing importance of the concept of employability in 

workplace relations reflects a fundamental individualisation of employment 

conditions - a process that has seen lifetime job security replaced by 'work 

security'. For the lower skilled, measures to develop their 'employability skills' 

are also seen as a way of "creating employment security (which is not equal to 

current job security)" (Verhaar and Smulders 1999: 272). 

Employability came to be viewed as central to the negotiation of 'new deals' 

between employers and their workforces, as a new form of 'psychological 

contract' replaced reciprocal loyalty job security as the main incentive 

deployed by employers seeking to recruit and retain staff (Tamkin and Hillage, 

1999). Indeed, it might be argued that the new psychological contract that 

increasingly defines relations between employers and employees is partially 

defined by the concept of employability (Herriot and Pemberton, 1995, 1997; 

Sparrow, 1996). From this viewpoint, employer-employee relations can no 

longer seen as being based on reciprocal loyalty, but rather involve a form of 

personal, psychological contract from which the individual seeks: a sense of 

balance between personal time and work; a form of work organisation that 
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allows autonomy to concentrate on specifically defined objectives; and, 

personal development made possible through continuous learning that adds 

to individual employability. In return, the individual offers: longer hours; added 

responsibility; broader skills; and an acceptance of change and ambiguity 

(Herriot and Pemberton, 1995; Rajan et aI., 1997). Just as the flexibility and 

development opportunities sought by the employee cannot be obtained 

without the co-operation of the employer, so the employer's drive for 

increased productivity cannot be achieved without the employee. The result is 

the emergence of a 'new social contract' based on mutual recognition of 

respective obligations (Ellig, 1998). 

Accordingly, the 'internal labour market' which previously provided a career 

ladder for individuals within organisations has been replaced with a new 

culture, characterised by short-term commitments, binding organisations 

operating in a global marketplace and employees moving through a flexible 

labour market (Rubery, 1999). Advocates of this new approach have 

emphasised the need for a two-way negotiation based on mutual benefit, 

where the individual's learning is fed back into the organisation, benefiting the 

business, and enhancing the ability of employees to manage their own 

employability. Bagshaw (1996: 18) sums up this new form of psychological 

contract thus: 

"The organisation is committed to the training and development of 

individuals. In return individuals plough back what they have learned 

into the organisation. This continues for as long as the contract lasts. 
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Permanence has gone. A new kind of benefit, mutual growth and 

development has taken its place". 

Pascale (1996: 62) offers a more elaborate analogy: 

"In theory, 'employability' aims to restore the quid pro quo between the 

ocean liner and its crew. Instead of a lifelong voyage, companies take 

smaller excursions with crew members who understand that they 

might change boats after any trip. In exchange for employees making 

dedicated efforts during these shorter engagements, the company 

agrees to pay somewhat higher wages and to invest in the employees' 

development. This makes them more marketable when it comes time 

to move on". 

Van den Toran (1999) notes the fundamental paradox at the heart of 

workplace employability - that firms seek to tie employees to them by 

enhancing their employability (and thus their general mobility in the labour 

market). By investing in employability employers can offer their staff "a new 

kind of job security - the security to leave" (Bagshaw, 1996: 16). There is an 

acknowledgement of the wider responsibilities of employers to their workforce, 

particularly in terms of delivering opportunities for development and 

advancement, and also in working with employees to manage situations 

where business conditions require the expansion or contraction of the 

workforce. It has been suggested that where there is a strong trust base in a 
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company there also tends to be investment in employability (Herriot et aI., 

1998). 

To this end, Ellig (1998) calls on 'employee resource professionals' to broker 

this new contract, acting as both employee advocate for the workforce and 

business partner for management. To meet these challenges, employee 

resource professionals must shed low value-added administrative tasks in 

favour of acquiring the skills to act on behalf of both employees and 

management, and to spread these skills amongst management and counsel 

employees. Reflecting on these shifts in the employability discourse, Bollerot 

(2001) senses the emergence of a 'third European model', transcending both 

traditional Anglo-Saxon thinking, where the responsibility for employability 

development is seen as primarily resting with the individual worker, and the 

central European, employer-led approach. Nevertheless, as Gazier (1998a, 

2001) implies, the literature in this area continues to emphasise the 

responsibility of the individual to 'take the initiative' in improving his or her 

employability. 

Indeed, Bagshaw (1997) suggests that, from the individual's perspective, 

there is a need to invest in five key areas: 

• prioritising and goal-setting: enabling the effective management of current 

work and longer term goals; 

• proactive change management: so that ways of working can change to 

reflect current and future changes in work flow; 
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• personal advocacy and networking: involving effective presentation in day

to-day work roles and maintaining visibility and networking to create future 

support structures; 

• continuous learning: to renew everyday skills and take responsibility for 

long-term learning and development; 

• teamworking: so that the benefits of individual learning is shared to 

produce business benefits. 

Fugate et al. (2004) have emphasised three inter-related aspects of 'person

centred active adaptation' at the centre of employability: career identity (a 

coherent sense of self, role and occupational identity, drawing together diffuse 

career experiences and aspirations); personal adaptability (willingness and 

ability to change personal attitudes, behaviours, and to take proactive steps to 

meet employer and labour market needs); and social and human capital (the 

extent of the individual's investment in goodwill established through social 

networks, and commitment to the development of skills, educational 

attainment and work experience). While Fugate et al.'s emphasis on the inter

relatedness of a range of psychological and social concepts influencing 

employability is welcome, there remains a strong commitment to the idea of 

the individual as ultimately, perhaps solely, responsible for (and in control of) 

his or her own employability. More recent research by Fugate and Kinicki 

(2008) again seeks to link psychological processes with issues of work 

organisation, but similarly arrives at an understanding of a 'dispositional 

approach to employability' that is mainly focused on the individual's 'career 

resilience', proactivity and 'openness to change'. 
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It is this emphasis on the individual alone that has undermined the credibility 

of the concept of employability as applied within much of the wider human 

resource management literature. During the 1990s, voices of concern were 

raised that employability was in fact merely a rhetorical device deployed by 

employers seeking to soften the blow of the diminution of workers' pay and 

conditions. The 'new deal' that offered employability in return for worker's 

acceptance of increasing flexibility and uncertainty was seen as more rhetoric 

than reality (Rajan, 1997) or "wishful thinking masquerading as a concept. .. a 

failed attempt to provide a painless remedy ... to the death of job security" 

(Pascale, 1996: 62). 

Hallier and Butts (1999) point out that the importance of employability as a 

concept within new forms of psychological contract in itself undermines the 

claims of employers that they have discovered a renewed commitment to 

training. Reviewing UK employers' approaches to employability-promotion, 

they note that much of the employability training within organisations tends to 

focus on company orientation, commitment and interpersonal skills. These 

attitude-related activities can be seen as a reflection of the UK's laissez faire 

approach to training, which emphasises individual effort and dedication over 

technical training. More importantly, the reliance of employers on these forms 

of generic training indicates that the prioritisation of 'employability' by many 

merely reflects an attempt to secure employee commitment in the face of 

uncertain contractual conditions, rather than a genuine interest in addressing 

high level skills. Forrier and Sels (2003) note a further contradiction in the 
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manner in which permanent staff with long periods of service are far more 

likely to be provided with opportunities to improve their employability than 

recent or temporary workers. 

Analysing the approach of US employers, Thurow (1999) similarly identifies a 

gap between the rhetoric of employability and the reality of employers 

reluctant to invest in high level skills that, like workers, are increasingly mobile 

in the labour market. This phenomenon is particularly prevalent in the 

'knowledge economy', where high level employability skills and competencies 

in fields such as information technologies are highly transferable: 

"Paradoxically, just as one would think that firms would be building closer 

relationships with their key knowledge workers to keep them committed to the 

firm, they are smashing that implicit contract also. Firms invest less in on-the

job skill acquisition for these knowledge workers, even when they want them 

to stay around, since they know that fewer of them will stay around" (Thurow 

1999: 143). Thurow argues that it is in all probability futile to appeal to 

employers to support more secure employment contracts, and instead 

suggests a clearer role for peer-promoted values, so that professional bodies, 

chambers of commerce, or other agencies, support the development of 

human capital through normative pressure. 

Similarly, employers' use of the rhetoric of employability has been criticised as 

a managerialist attempt to bind workers with a new psychological contract, 

which has few of the benefits of the 'real thing' (Hallier and James, 1997). It 

has been suggested that the new formulation of the psychological contract 
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differs from the established concept (see Argyris (1960) and Levinson et aI., 

(1962) for the first discussions of the concept) in that: "[it] eschews many of 

the essential features of contracting such as mutuality, reciprocity, 

voluntariness, paid-for promises and notions of breach and violation for non

fulfilment of obligations under the agreement" (Hallier and Butts, 1999: 87). 

Robinson and Rousseau (1994) acknowledge that many employees feel that 

the psychological contract is subject to regular violation and alteration by 

employers, with implications for relationships of trust between staff and 

management and employee commitment. Furthermore, Sanders and de Grip 

(2004) note that the transferable employability benefits are often limited for 

individuals arising from both employers and employees investing time and 

effort in what is often occupation and company-specific training. 

These contradictions are apparently not lost on some human resource 

management (HRM) professionals, who have argued that the substitution of 

employability for long-term commitment and appropriate pay and conditions 

cannot be 'sold' to employees, who would view this approach as cynical and 

unconvincing (Baruch, 2001). Robinson et al. (1994) found that the 

introduction of the idea of employability, as an alternative to job security and a 

support mechanism for possible future redundancy, undermined the 

willingness of American managers to contribute to organisational productivity. 

Baruch (2001) has also noted that HR managers remain unconvinced of the 

value of employability, suggesting that the concept - with its implied 

acceptance that employees will eventually move on or become redundant -

remains alien to many HRM professionals, who continue to emphasise their 
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companies' (real or imagined) long-term commitment to staff. The same 

managers tend to take the view that training and development opportunities 

should be seen to, and be delivered in order to, contribute to individuals' 

effectiveness within the organisation, not as a means of assisting the 

individual to move to alternative employment. There is also some evidence 

that workers need further convincing - Rothwell and Arnold's (2007) study 

suggests that those with strong confidence in their 'internal employability' 

often remain less convinced that the training and experience that they have 

gained within their organisation will improve their 'external employability' in the 

wider labour market. 

The 'corporate' version of employability, once seen as informing solutions to 

the employment problems of industrial restructuring and economic recession, 

has largely been discredited in its current form. The 'new contract' has too 

often be used as an alibi for organisations seeking to disengage from their 

commitments in terms of training and conditions of employment. Meanwhile, 

the robust insistence of management theorists on the need for individual 

responsibility and 'ownership' over employability bares little relationship to the 

realities experienced by many of those in and out of work, who are severely 

limited in their choices and scope for action. As Clarke and Patrickson (2008: 

130) have noted "the new employment relationship does not necessarily 

reflect greater independence for employees or a new balance of power, but 

does reflect a major transfer of risk", while although there may increasing 

freedom and flexibility for the highest skilled "there is little evidence that this 

has been the case for workers with limited skills, those who lack experience in 
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the job market, or those whose individual characteristics make them less 

desirable in the labour market, for example older workers". Careers without 

boundaries are likely to be open to only the most skilled and dynamic workers 

(Hirsch, 1977). As Gazier (1998a: 49) concludes: 

"The problem with this version of employability is its elite flavour: 

employability is no longer a problem or an opportunity to improve for 

the disadvantaged in the labour market; it is the attribute of the highly 

mobile and highly-qualified winners ... who are building their 

'contingent' careers. The losers seem to have been lost." 

2.6 THE RISE OF EMPLOYABILITY SINCE THE 19905: 'INTERACTIVE 

EMPLOYABILITY' - INFORMING LABOUR MARKET POLICY? 

Just as the rise of the concept of employability in HRM circles can be traced to 

the changing nature of the employment contract between employers and 

employees, so the importance of employability in labour market policy can be 

sourced to an "increasing emphasis on skills-based solutions to economic 

competition and work-based solutions to social deprivation" (Hillage and 

Pollard, 1998: 4). Within this context, the drive for employability is more than a 

means of offering workers the opportunity to develop flexible skills as an 

alternative to security of tenure. Rather, the development of individuals' 

employability is viewed as a crucial step towards improving access to 

employment (particularly for disadvantaged groups), and therefore a 
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necessary element within strategies seeking to address unemployment and 

social exclusion. 

However, the emphasis on the skills of individuals implicit within much of the 

labour market policy literature has raised concerns that the 'interactive' 

elements of the concept of employability have been lost amongst a welter of 

discussion centring on how best to activate and up-skill the unemployed and 

other disadvantaged groups. While Gazier (1998a, 2001) and others suggest 

that employability is now commonly understood as involving an interaction 

between the individual and other actors and conditions in the labour market, 

the policy debate and the content of labour market strategies has increasingly 

focused on individual-centred, supply-side solutions. This supply-side policy 

orthodoxy has antecedents in both economic and social theory, related to 

responses to economic instability and labour market change, and attempts to 

re-establish the balance between the rights and responsibilities of individuals 

within western welfare states. These issues are discussed below, with 

particular reference to UK labour market policy (although, as noted above, 

they are of similar importance within the EU and international policy context). 

There is little doubt that structural shifts have created mismatches between 

labour supply and demand - in sectoral terms there has been a shift in the UK 

as elsewhere towards service work and 'non-heavy' industries. This has 

resulted in changing skills needs, but also a shift towards part-time and more 

flexible work practices. In occupational terms there has been shift towards 

non-manual workers in general, and knowledge work (requiring higher level 
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skills and qualifications) in particular. Those without the skills to adapt to these 

changes are faced with the choice of long-term unemployment or often low

paid, unstable work. That the policy response to these problems has focused 

on the individual aspects of employability, and particularly targeted the long

term unemployed, reflects: first, a belief that measures to up-skill and activate 

unemployed people will have positive impacts in terms of labour market 

participation, and so economic competitiveness and productivity; and second, 

that long-term unemployment specifically is a crucial barrier to increased 

participation and so the realisation of these associated macro-economic 

benefits. 

The current UK government has explicitly identified concerns over structural 

joblessness and the impact of poor basic skills attainment on national 

productivity as informing its employability policy agenda (DWP, 2002). 

Although delivering 'employment opportunity for all' is seen by government 

ministers as an important element in social inclusion, this egalitarian aspect of 

the employability agenda is consistently linked to broader economic concerns, 

and particularly the control of wage inflation. As the then Secretary of State for 

Education and Employment noted in 1999 (Blunkett, 1999: 25): 

"The employability agenda is about changing the culture - helping 

people to gain skills and qualifications they need to work in a flexible 

labour market. .. If we can increase the numbers in work and improve 

the chances of work for the most disadvantaged, then more vacancies 
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will turn into jobs rather than bottlenecks, skills shortages and 

inflationary pressures". 

Thus, the Labour Party has replaced its historic commitment to full 

employment with a promise of 'full employability' (Finn, 2003) - equality of 

outcome in the immediate term is less the objective than equality of 

opportunity, with more general benefits in the longer term (Lister, 2001). The 

objective of the employability agenda as formulated here is the creation of a 

higher skilled labour force and a more inclusive and competitive active labour 

market, leading to the combined benefits of social inclusion on the one hand, 

and downward pressures on wage inflation and improved productivity and 

competitiveness on the other. Philpott (1998, 1999) suggests that this 

inevitably leads to a two part approach to employability policy - one focusing 

on activation and labour market attachment (or what Philpott calls 'access') 

and the other focusing on up-skilling the labour force (or 'performance ability'). 

As suggested above, a crucial element informing labour market policy in the 

UK refers to the particular importance attached to tackling long-term 

unemployment. Labour market economists have successfully argued that 

duration dependency - the increased likelihood of continued unemployment 

amongst the long-term jobless due to the deterioration of skills, work habits 

and commitment over time - has a major role to play in explaining high levels 

of structural unemployment (Layard, 1997). Once accepted, this 'withering 

flowers' argument leads to the logical conclusion that effective active labour 

market programmes, aimed at activating and improving the skills of the long-
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term unemployed, have the potential both to positively impact on the 

employability of individual clients, and permanently ratchet down the rate of 

unemployment in the wider economy. 

This approach reflects the broader analysis at the heart of much orthodox 

supply-side labour market economics (see, for example, Layard, 1997, 2000; 

Boeri et aI., 2000). It is an approach that seeks to link an understanding of the 

number of jobs in a given labour market to aggregate demand in the broader 

economy. For advocates of this approach, the key issue is how much 

unemployment remains when labour shortages become excessive and 

inflation therefore starts rising (De Koning et aI., 2004) - known as the non

accelerating-inflation rate of unemployment (NAIRU). It is acknowledged that 

this 'sustainable rate of unemployment' differs greatly between countries and 

over time, and reflects how economic institutions and so aggregate demand 

shape the number of jobs in the economy. However, crucially, this approach is 

based on the idea that the number of jobs in a given economy will ultimately 

depend on the available supply of labour. It is a counterpoint to what Layard 

(1991) calls the 'lump of labour fallacy' at the heart of arguments for stronger 

demand-side intervention - that jobs can be created in an economy 

independent of the supply of labour. Instead, for De Koning et al. (2004: 4) 

"The starting point is that, if we increase the supply of labour, we will increase 

employment. This has two implications. First, we can increase employment by 

increasing labour force participation ... second, we can increase employment 

by increasing the effective supply of labour". 
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This analysis has been popular with recent UK governments, as have been 

the fundamentally supply-side policies that it has informed, from keeping 

benefit replacement rates relatively low (Nickell, 2001) to increasing 

compulsion upon the unemployed to re-engage in the labour market (Layard, 

2000). However, there is limited and conflicting evidence that governments 

can create employment simply by increasing the number of employable 

people in the labour market. Those criticising such supply-side approaches to 

employability have pointed to the structural labour market problems (for 

example, limited demand following industrial restructuring) that appear to 

contribute to the tenacity of unemployment in some areas. As noted below, 

approaches to employability that rely solely on supply-side interventions have 

been shown to have some benefits, but with considerable limitations, when it 

comes to job creation impacts (NAO, 2002). Indeed, while programmes such 

as the New Deal have been shown to have significant employability impacts 

(in terms of gains in skills and confidence) they have not substantially 

increased employment (Hoogevelt and France, 2000; Blundell et aI., 2003). 

As MacNicol (2008: 587) notes "supply-side optimism cannot obscure some 

very real underlying structural problems ... to be sure, more people working is 

associated with an expanding economy; but is likely that economic growth is 

the cause of employment growth, rather than the other way around. An 

economy cannot grow without a supply of labour, but labour supply does not 

of itself guarantee economic growth". 

A second major strand of thinking informing current policies on employability 

(in the UK and elsewhere) reflects both a reaction to the social consequences 
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of high levels of long-term unemployment, and an attempt to curtail rising 

social expenditure directed towards welfare recipients of working age. It is 

argued here that policies to enhance the employability of unemployed groups 

(using the same combination of 'access' and 'performance ability' measures 

identified by Philpott, 1999) are required in order to re-establish the balance 

between the right to financial support through the social security system and 

the responsibilities of unemployed welfare claimants. 

The theoretical bases for this approach have been popularly cited as, 

amongst others: the 'underclass' thesis popularised by right wing social 

theorists during the 1980s and 1990s (see, for example, Murray, 1990); and 

the alternative visions of central European Christian Socialism (discussed in 

Deacon, 2000) and social communitarianism (see, for example, Etzoni, 1993). 

What is clear is that, as with the duration dependency thesis in economic 

policy, there is a renewed acceptance in social policy circles that responses to 

unemployment must focus on the attributes and responsibilities of the 

individual (Serrano Pascual, 2007). 

Indeed, with the introduction of large-scale active labour market policies such 

as the New Deal, the UK has seen a shift towards 'a work-focused welfare 

state' (Evans, 2001) where labour market participation is arguably viewed as 

the ultimate solution to social and economic exclusion (Powell, 2000). From 

the government's perspective 'work is the best form of welfare' (DfEE, 2001), 

'the best defence against social exclusion' (Hewitt, 2005), 'the best route out 

of poverty' (HM Treasury, 2005) and 'the best. .. anti-crime and pro-family 
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policy yet invented' (Labour Party, 2001) - 'it builds family aspirations ... and 

can improve an individual's health and well-being' (DWP, 2006). The objective 

of the government is to provide 'work for those who can and security for those 

who cannot', by 'rebuilding the welfare state around work' (DSS, 1998). 

The recent development of employability-focused welfare to work policies in 

response to this agenda has been supported by those who argue that client

centred training programmes, even if compulsory, mark a considerable 

advance on the approach of the preceding Conservative administration, which 

used benefit cuts and an increasingly stringent job seeking regime in an 

attempt to force unemployed people to enter low-paid work (White, 2000; 

Lindsay, 2001). Lindsay et al. (2007) have also argued that the 1997 

government has made gradual progress towards promoting a 'human capital 

development' approach, which is markedly different from more 'hard workfare' 

policies in its commitment to addressing a range of skills gaps and other 

problems faced by job seekers (although the same authors also criticise 'Work 

First' elements within current programmes, which seek to encourage even the 

most vulnerable to return to work as quickly as possible). The development of 

policies designed to 'make work pay', culminating in the Child Tax Credit and 

Working Tax Credit reforms, arguably represent an acknowledgement by 

government of the need for additional financial support for those making the 

transition from welfare to work (Bryson, 2003). 

Nevertheless, even amongst those who acknowledge some progress from the 

previous 'maximum deterrence, least cost' approach, there remain 
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considerable concerns regarding the employability agenda as currently 

formulated within labour market policy in the UK and elsewhere (Gray, 1998). 

Peck and Theodore (2000: 729) suggest that while the concept of 

employability may seem relatively new, "the kind of supply side 

fundamentalism that it signifies most certainly is not". The supply-side 

orthodoxy that informs current approaches to employability policies at the UK 

and EU level has been challenged by those who question the extent to which 

labour market inclusion and social inclusion can be equated. Cook et al. 

(2001) argue that the preponderance of low-paid, casualised work within the 

UK economy means that Work First approaches have the potential to 

accentuate rather than mitigate the social and economic exclusion. 

There is also evidence that current supply-side initiatives have not been 

effective in addressing the needs of people with multiple or severe 

disadvantages (Millar, 2000). Clearly, 'one size fits all' employability 

programmes which emphasise a Work First, labour market attachment 

approach cannot be expected to assist people facing severe health, personal 

or social problems that require interventions that are personalised, intensive, 

flexible and (if necessary) long-term (Lakey et aI., 2001). It has been argued 

that the situation of these individuals is not assisted by "the corrosive effects 

of an ideological ethos that encourages people with multiple needs and 

problems to blame themselves for their failure in the labour market" (Dean et 

aI., 2003: 24). Similarly, the highly variable results across different client 

groups reported by workfare programmes in the United States appear to 
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reflect policy makers' failure to engage with the range and depth of barriers 

faced by vulnerable unemployed people (Blumenberg, 2002). 

The assumptions underlying the current employability policy agenda have 

faced further challenges, questioning the extent to which the 'long-term 

unemployment problem' is independent of general levels of unemployment 

with the economy and the need to address problems of demand in local 

labour markets (Webster, 1997,2000; Machin and Manning, 1998). From this 

perspective, welfare to work initiatives which focus on improving the individual 

aspects of employability fail to acknowledge the strong link between weak 

labour demand and high 'welfare usage' in disadvantaged communities (Peck, 

1999, 2001). The 'jobs gap' in many of Britain's cities (largely a result of the 

restructuring of manufacturing industries) has meant that employability 

programmes have encountered far larger client groups in these areas (Turok 

and Webster, 1998; Webster, 2000, 2005; Fothergill and Wilson, 2007). 

In more general terms, Sunley et al. (2001, 2006) have shown that the impact 

of supply-side policies such as the New Deal (in all its forms) has varied 

dramatically across regions of the UK - predictably, in areas which have 

experienced the massive job losses associated with de-industrialisation, the 

New Deal's performance has been least effective. This research suggests that 

the New Deals have underperformed in many inner urban and depressed 

industrial labour markets - "In such areas the "recycling and churning" of 

participants through the programme are more significant, and suggest that 

local labour market structures play a significant role in shaping policy 
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outcomes" (Sunley et aI., 2001: 484). There is little evidence that recent 

additions to the New Deal to improve job search and matching will address 

these local variations. It remains clear that local demand continues to impact 

significantly on the outputs of centralised national welfare to work 

programmes (Martin et aI., 2003; Fletcher, 2004). Research carried out for the 

Department for Work and Pensions has similarly confirmed that variations in 

the performance of a range of different Jobcentre Plus programmes and 

services can largely be traced to the impact of local labour market demand 

(measured as notified vacancies) and levels of socio-economic deprivation 

within local communities (GHK, 2004). 

Furthermore, there remain areas of high levels of economic inactivity where 

low claimant unemployment masks a problem of many older workers claiming 

non-work related sickness and disability benefits (Beatty et aI., 2007). In areas 

where 'official' unemployment has fallen while job creation remains stagnant, 

the explanation appears to lie in the transfer of many (particularly older male) 

job seekers to sickness-related benefits. More than 2.5 million non-employed 

adults of working age in Great Britain were claiming sickness-related benefits 

at the time when the research reported in this thesis was completed, and the 

numbers have risen steeply since processes of industrial restructuring 

resulted in major job losses during the 1980s (Beatty and Fothergill, 2004). 

The diversion of job seekers from unemployment to sickness benefits has 

been identified as substantially reducing 'official' unemployment in declining 

former mining areas (Gore et aI., 2007), major cities (Turok and Edge, 1999), 

rural areas (Beatty and Fothergill, 1997) and seaside towns (Beatty and 
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Fothergill, 2003). Even the most ardent believers in the UK's 'unemployment 

miracle' have acknowledged the 'debacle' represented by the expansion in the 

numbers claiming Incapacity Benefit (Nickell and van Ours, 2000). 

What Gazier (1998a, 2001) describes as the 'interactive' formulation of the 

concept of employability has in reality been adapted by policy makers and 

labour economists to become a buzzword for supply-side labour market 

strategies (Peck and Theodore, 2000). The focus is indeed on the interaction 

of the individual with the labour market, but the 'problem' is usually seen as 

resting with the individual. Accordingly, so-called employability policies have 

too often focused solely on activating the unemployed through a combination 

of compulsory training and job seeking activities. The main objectives of these 

policies are to increase participation and competition in the labour market 

(with benefits in terms of counter-inflationary pressures and increased 

productivity) and to 'ratchet down' unemployment by attacking long-term 

joblessness and demanding that welfare recipients participate in 

'employability-raising' activities. That the success of these policies tends to 

differ significantly across regions and labour markets points to a fundamental 

weakness - that the concept of employability as currently formulated within 

activation policies essentially seeks to 'individualise a collective problem' 

(Foden and Magnusson, 2003), and thus fails to acknowledge the importance 

of the geography of labour markets, employer attitudes and behaviour, 

demand within local economies, and other 'context' factors impacting on the 

experiences of job seekers. Discussing the increasing dominance of the 

concept of employability in graduate learning and development debates, 
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Moreau and Leathwood (2006) identify similar problems, arguing that an 

individual-centred concept of employability cannot account for the very 

different experiences of people according to pre-existing inequalities in social 

class, gender, ethnicity, age and disability. 

Furthermore, as Brown et al. (2003) point out, employability not only depends 

on fulfilling the requirements of a specific job, but also on an individual's 

standing relative to others within a hierarchy of competing job seekers. If 

everyone has a university degree, going to university may not improve an 

individual's employability in competition with others. Brown et al. remind us of 

Hirsch's (1977: 5) summary of this argument: "If everyone stands on tiptoe, no 

one sees better". Accordingly, supply-side employability policies are only likely 

to be effective if they deliver skills pitched at a level to enable unemployed 

people to compete against other job seekers, at the very least for entry-level 

positions. 

It might therefore be argued that the concept of employability - particularly as 

applied within many supply-side labour market policies - has been 'hollowed 

out'. The interactivity supposedly at the centre of the concept has been 

replaced by a singular focus on the individual, and what might be termed their 

'employability skills' and broader attitudes and behaviour - "the notion of 

causation [has] moved from the structural to focus on individual character as 

shaped by personal circumstance" (Lund, 1999: 458). The employability skills 

or individual assets possessed by workers and job seekers, and the extent to 

which these tie in with the immediate needs of employers, have come to 
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define many policy makers' understanding of the concept of employability. 

Lister (2001) characterises the current UK government's approach as 

concerned with the supply-side of 'employability' rather than the demand-side 

of 'employment'. Similarly, for Haughton et al. (2000: 670): 

"[The government's] rendering of the employability agenda taps into 

the orthodox strain of economic thinking which has it that both the 

underlying causes of, and the appropriate remedies to, unemployment 

essentially lie on the supply-side of the labour market; that the 

unemployed should be induced to price themselves back into work; 

that the government has neither the responsibility nor the capability to 

create jobs, but instead should direct its energies to the supply-side of 

the labour market." 

Similarly, for Serrano Pascual (2001, 2002, 2007), 'employability' evokes a 

'traditional', reactionary understanding of unemployment, which seeks to 

blame the jobless individual's predicament upon his or her inadequacies, 

rather than a lack of opportunity within the labour market. The logical 

conclusion of such an approach, it is argued, is a US-style workfare

dominated policy agenda. Serrano Pascual (2001) traces the development of 

employability as a key element in the European Employment Strategy, and 

particularly its guidelines affecting young people, arguing that the concept has 

been used in this context to inform policy thinking in three areas: 'training', 

where the problems of young people in gaining and maintaining employment 

are viewed as being due to a mismatch between their technical and general 
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skills and the needs of industry; 'prevention', where young people are viewed 

as being barred from finding work by a lack of information, unrealistic 

expectations, or problems with their job search strategies; and 'activation', 

where young people are viewed as not being sufficiently motivated to find 

work, partly due to the impact of 'passive' income support measures. 

Serrano Pascual suggests that these different interpretations of employability 

share two common features: they focus almost exclusively on workforce 

related issues, i.e. 'blaming the individual'; and they base their evaluation of 

job seekers' employability on 'competencies' rather qualifications or abilities. 

For Serrano Pascual, the policy makers' use of employability to focus on 

workforce related issues, individuals' attributes or 'failings', negates the 

obvious impact of labour market conditions on access to employment. The 

evaluation of the employability of workers and job seekers using 

'competencies' marks a shift from the objective assessment of individuals 

according to measurable concepts such as knowledge and experience to 

more arbitrary forms of evaluation (e.g. attitude, willingness to work). The 

subjective judgements of employers, using arbitrary criteria, increasingly 

govern the evaluation of workers' outputs and job seekers' suitability. As a 

result policies seek to address the problem of unemployment at the level of 

the individual; personal failings rather than a lack of labour market 

opportunities tend to be used by way of explanation; and Work First solutions 

(which emphasise labour market insertion) and activation (which regulates the 

behaviour of the unemployed and requires work-focused activities) have 

become the new orthodoxy in labour market policy. 
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There is apparent agreement amongst such critics that: "employability-based 

approaches, which locate both the problems and the solutions in labour 

market policy on the supply-side of the economy, are not sufficient to the task 

of tackling unemployment, social exclusion and economic inequality" (Peck 

and Theodore, 2000: 731). Yet what is less clear is why those who argue for a 

balance of supply-side and demand-side employment policies should so 

readily surrender the terminology of employability to government ministers 

and labour economists who have adapted, or more accurately hollowed out, 

the concept for their own ends. The above discussion illustrates that the 

concept of employability pre-dates current definitions linked to neo-liberal 

and/or Third Way' labour market policies. More importantly, if employability is 

fundamentally about 'the character or quality of being employable', then there 

clearly must be a role for individual characteristics, personal circumstances 

and labour market (and other external) factors in explanations of and 

responses to unemployment (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005). There is a danger 

that in seeking to move 'beyond employability' (Peck and Theodore, 2000) -

that is, to reject the current supply-side orthodoxy in labour market policy - we 

risk eliminating a highly useful concept that has the capacity to inform holistic 

approaches to analysing labour market issues. 

As Gazier (2001) suggests, the starting point for current readings of 

employability in labour market policy focused on the interaction of the 

individual with the labour market. The appropriation and adaptation of the 

concept of employability by policy makers keen to address the individual 
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aspects of labour market mismatch but not the more difficult problems of 

demand deficiency and labour market geography should not be accepted 

without challenge. Meanwhile, the acceptance of this supply-side caricature of 

the concept of employability by critics of approaches that 'blame the victim' is 

unlikely to assist us in progressing the policy agenda towards more holistic 

labour market interventions (instead, many of these critics are content to 

'choose a side' on the well-worn debate surrounding supply-side versus 

demand-side solutions). 

Nevertheless, many researchers who have sought to use the concept of 

employability as a means of analysing barriers to work amongst the 

unemployed, have themselves stressed the need to avoid an approach that 

involves 'blaming the victim', or policies that offer solely supply-side solutions 

(see Hillage and Pollard, 1998; Kleinman et aL, 1998; Evans et aL, 1999; 

Tamkin and Hillage, 1999; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002, 2005; Lindsay et aL, 

2003). Kleinman and West (1998) accept that attempts to address 

employability with reference to supply-side measures alone risk being 

'swamped' by rising levels of general unemployment in times of economic 

recession. The 'lack of employability' is thus viewed as a complex problem, 

rather than a simple failure with a simple remedy: "It is the outcome of a 

complex of different factors, located in the labour market, in schools, in the 

recruitment procedures of businesses and in the economic policies 

implemented by government" (Kleinman and West, 1998: 174). 
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Similarly, labour market analysts have argued that a purely supply-side focus 

fails to acknowledge the impact of employers' attitudes and the nature of 

contracts and conditions on the ability of job seekers to pursue certain 

opportunities (Tamkin and Hillage, 1999; Adams et aI., 2000, 2002). To this 

end, M0rch and Stalder (2003) seek to distinguish between 'competence', 

defined in terms of the individual's 'ability to meet a complex demand 

successfully or carry out a complex activity or task', and employability, relating 

to a specific or field of labour market contexts. Competence therefore refers to 

the 'individual supply structure' and employability to the 'labour market 

demand structure': "From the demand perspective, employability asks what 

sort of knowledge and skills are required for different persons in different 

positions in the labour market. From the supply perspective, competence 

points to existing personal skills and knowledge and the way in which they 

refer to labour market demands" (M0rch and Stalder, 2003: 205). 

The argument that long-term unemployed people face an 'employability gap' 

involving a complex combination of supply-side and demand-side barriers to 

work has been used to advocate innovative training solutions tailored to local 

labour markets (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002) but also deployed to inform 

critiques of cheaper, 'Work First' labour market policies (Lindsay, 2002). 

Furthermore, the same analytical framework has been used to examine the 

barriers to work faced by rural job seekers, with the effect of drawing attention 

to demand-side issues and problems of geographical remoteness (Lindsay et 

aI., 2003). McQuaid (2006), deploying a holistic employability framework 

suggested by McQuaid and Lindsay (2005), finds that both individual, supply-
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side factors (such as skills and qualifications) and labour market factors (such 

as the geographical accessibility of local jobs) impact on job search success. 

Employability, it is argued, should and must be understood as being derived 

from, and affected by, individual characteristics and circumstances and 

broader, external (social, institutional and economic) factors. For McQuaid 

and Lindsay (2005: 2150): 

"Employability deployed as a broad concept, enabling us to analyse 

and describe the multi-dimensional barriers to work faced by many 

unemployed people, offers an opportunity to transcend the orthodoxies 

of the supply-side versus demand-side debate, and arrive at 

explanations and policy solutions that reflect the multi-faceted and 

complex combination of factors affecting the labour market interactions 

of those in and out of work". 

Such an approach has been supported by research into the factors affecting 

non-employment. Berthoud's (2003) extensive longitudinal analysis of Labour 

Force Survey data has identified six factors associated with non-employment, 

namely (in order of importance): family structure (with a higher risk of non

employment particularly for those without a partner and lone parents); skills; 

disability; age (with those at the extremes of the working age range at greatest 

risk); labour market demand; and ethnicity. Over 90% of Britons facing all of 

the above forms of disadvantage are not in work, compared to 4% of those 

with none of these disadvantages. 
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There remain dissenting voices. As noted above, government ministers and 

policy documents in the UK continue to consider employability largely in terms 

of the skills and responsibilities of individuals (DWP/DIUS, 2008; DWP, 2008). 

It has also been suggested that attempts to arrive at a holistic, broader 

understanding of employability risk denying the term any real meaning 

(Creighton, 2007). Nevertheless, labour market and policy analysts concerned 

with arriving at an understanding of employability that is holistic, and so offers 

a realistic description of the factors affecting individuals' journeys in the labour 

market, remain committed to re-defining the concept in a format that accounts 

for all the personal and external barriers impacting on the employability of 

workers and job seekers. This chapter now, finally, discusses progress 

towards the development of a holistic understanding of the concept of 

employability, prior to the specific definition and model discussed in Chapter 3 

and applied throughout the remainder of this work. 

2.7 THE CONCEPT OF EMPLOYABILITY: TOWARDS A HOLISTIC MODEL 

Given the increasing acceptance that discussions of employability cannot be 

limited to the orthodoxies of supply-side and demand-side economic theory, 

recent efforts to arrive at a clearer definition of the concept have emphasised 

the need to understand the interaction of individual and external factors 

affecting the individual's ability to operate effectively within the labour market. 

The focus of such analyses is on 'interactive' employability in its truest sense 
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- the dynamic interaction of individual attributes, personal circumstances, 

labour market conditions and other 'context' factors. 

To this end, Barrett et al. (2001) suggest a 'framework for thinking about 

employability' that includes: individual characteristics, both alterable and 

unalterable; contextual factors such as family, location, social and institutional; 

firm-level labour demand; and macro-level labour demand. More recent 

research for the Department for Employment and Learning in Northern Ireland 

(DELNI, 2002) has also emphasised the interactive nature of employability, on 

both the supply and demand sides. Here, a distinction is made between: 

• individual, supply factors ('the knowledge and skills individuals possess 

and their attitudes'); 

• individual demand factors ('the environmental and social context within 

which work is sought'); 

• labour market supply factors ('the way that personal attributes are 

presented to the labour market'); 

• labour market demand factors ('the economic context within which work is 

sought'). 

Somewhat similarly, Kleinman et al. (1998) discuss a range of 'micro' and 

'macro' factors that define the detail of each side of the supply-side/demand

side equation: 

• micro-level, demand-side factors include the number of entry-level 

positions available within the local economy, and the nature of employers' 

recruitment procedures (both formal and informal); 
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• macro-level, demand side factors include the extent and nature of labour 

demand within the wider economy, the macro-economic policies of 

government, and the general degree of business confidence; 

• micro-level, supply side factors include personal and social skills, job

specific skills and qualifications, and core skills (numeracy and literacy); 

• macro-level supply side factors include the availability and accessibility of 

transport and child care provision, and the incidence of area-based, 

ageist, racist and other forms of discrimination. 

Kleinman et al. make it clear that employers have a role to play in contributing 

to employability (see Figure 2.1), both on the supply-side (through corporate 

community involvement, including the provision of appropriate training 

opportunities and participation in local employability-focused partnerships) 

and the demand-side (through the impact of their overall company strategy, 

recruitment policies and standards, and influence on government policy). 

Evans et al. (1999) have suggested a different division of employability into 

supply-side and demand-side elements (described as 'employability 

components' and 'external factors'). Employability components include: 

• the extent of the individual's transferable skills; 

• the level of personal motivation to seek work; 

• the extent of the individual's 'mobility' in seeking work; 

• access to information and support networks; 

• and the extent and nature of any other personal barriers to work. 
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FIGURE 2.1 EMPLOYERS' POTENTIAL IMPACT ON EMPLOYABILITY 

Company strategy: 
company recruitment policies; 

influence on government policy 

LABOUR DEMAND - MICRO: 
Number of entry-level jobs; 

Formal recruitment processes; 
Informal hiring preferences 

LABOUR DEMAND - MACRO: 
Level of demand in the 

economy; 
Business confidence 

EMPLOYABILITY 

LABOUR SUPPLY - INDIVIDUAL: 
Personal and social skills 

Numeracy and literacy 
Job-specific skills 

LABOUR SUPPLY - MACRO: 
Transport 
Childcare 

'Postcode'/other discrimination 

Corporate Community Involvement: 
Urban regeneration partnerships; 

Training provision and secondments; 
Education Business Partnerships 

Source: Kleinman et al. (1998). 
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External factors include: 

• the attitudes of employers towards the unemployed; 

• the supply and quality of training and education; 

• the availability of other assistance for disadvantaged job seekers; 

• the extent to which the tax-benefits system successfully eliminates benefit 

traps in order to 'make work pay'; 

• and the supply of appropriate jobs in the local economy. 

Thijssen (1998) (quoted in de Grip et ai., 1999) distinguishes between three 

types of employability, encapsulated by 'core', 'broader' and 'all-embracing' 

definitions. The core definition of employability encompasses all individual 

possibilities to be successful in a specific job role - employability is here 

concerned with the individual's skills and abilities, irrespective of broader 

aspirations or context factors. The broader definition of employability 

incorporates these core capacities as well as the ability and willingness to 

learn, adapt and be successful in a range of jobs and labour market 

scenarios, and therefore is more concerned with the individual's future as well 

as current career path. 

The all-embracing definition finally adds context factors - any factors that 

facilitate or make it harder for the individual to develop and deploy his or her 

employability, such as employers' provision of training. In the all-embracing 

definition, employability encompasses all individual and context factors that 

determine individuals' current and future labour market positions. Like 
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Thijssen (1998), McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) have distinguished between 

'narrow' and 'broad' definitions of employability, with the former focusing on 

individual factors such as skills and the latter accounting for broader personal 

circumstances and labour markeUother external factors. 

Hillage and Pollard (1998) have produced one of the most thorough 

explorations of the concept of employability to date. In an attempt to arrive at 

a definition of employability that would provide a 'framework for policy 

analysis', and a means of understanding the complexities of the barriers to 

work faced by individuals, Hillage and Pollard have drawn upon many themes 

from the existing literature. Their framework for employability seeks to 

highlight the full range of skills that affect the ability of individuals to secure 

and retain employment. It also draws attention to the importance of strategic 

skills whilst seeking work and the presentational skills that enable job seekers 

to convince recruiters of their abilities. Finally, it concurs with the view that 

demand factors and personal and social circumstances can be as important 

as individual characteristics in contributing to the employability of job seekers. 

For Hillage and Pollard, employability can be understood as being the result of 

a complex interaction of different components, namely: 

• employability assets: including baseline assets, such as basic skills and 

essential personal attributes (e.g. reliability and honesty); intermediate 

assets, such as job-specific, generic and 'key' skills (e.g. communication 

and problem solving); and high level assets, such as those skills that 
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contribute to organisational performance (e.g. team work and commercial 

awareness ); 

• presentation: defined as the ability to secure an appointment to an 

appropriate position through the demonstration of employability assets, i.e. 

by presenting them within the labour market in an accessible way (e.g. 

through the competent completion of a CV or application form, or 

participation in an interview); 

• deployment: referring to a range of abilities including career management 

skills (e.g. awareness of one's own abilities and limitations, awareness of 

opportunities in the labour market, and decision-making and transitional 

skills); job search skills; and strategic skills (including a realistic approach 

to the pursuit of job opportunities); and, 

• context factors, or the interaction of personal circumstances and the 

labour market: Hillage and Pollard accept that the individual's ability to 

realise the assets and skills discussed above will to some extent depend 

upon external socio-economic factors, personal circumstances, and the 

relationship between the two. External conditions such as local labour 

market demand and employer attitudes will impact upon the availability of 

suitable opportunities, whilst personal circumstances, such as caring 

responsibilities, physical health and household status will affect the ability 

of individuals to seek and benefit from opportunities. 

The Hillage-Pollard framework, although undeniably thorough, hints at a 

continued emphasis on the supply-side, at least in its organisation (Lindsay et 

aI., 2003). Three of Hillage and Pollard's key components of employability 
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(assets, deployment and presentation) operate at the individual level, while 

virtually everything outwith the individual's immediate control is a collapsed 

into a single category of 'context factors'. While there is clearly value in 

acknowledging that context does not merely refer to labour market conditions, 

but also involves a range of other external factors, there may be more 

effective ways of categorising and differentiating between personal

circumstantial barriers to work and institutional, infrastructural and labour 

market factors. Chapter 3 outlines a re-ordered employability framework, 

which emphasises three main facets of employability: the individual; the 

personal-circumstantial; and the external. It is this framework, developed for 

the purposes of the analysis detailed in the remainder of this thesis that is 

deployed in Chapters 5-9 below. 

In conclusion, 'employability', as a target for supply-side welfare to work 

strategies, in fact refers to what should more accurately be termed 

'employability skills' or, as Hillage and Pollard suggest, 'employability assets' 

(located firmly within our group of 'individual factors'). The individual's assets 

are indeed an important aspect of the employability equation, but they are not 

the only important aspect. There may be circumstances where job seekers 

with strong 'employability assets' in terms of transferable skills and even 

labour market awareness and strategic job seeking, will still struggle to find 

work - their actual 'employability' limited by, for example: family and caring 

responsibilities (also a function of a lack of appropriate childcare provision and 

some employers' reluctance to develop family-friendly policies); problems in 

accessing transport and/or geographical remoteness; the numbers and/or 
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type of vacancies within local labour markets; and the attitudes or recruiting 

methods of employers. 

There is a continuing need for researchers and policy analysts to investigate 

the full range of factors affecting the ability of individuals to attain 'the quality 

of being employable'. Employability deployed as a holistic model, enabling us 

to analyse and describe the multi-dimensional barriers to work faced by many 

unemployed people, offers an opportunity to transcend the orthodoxies of the 

supply-side versus demand-side debate, and arrive at explanations and policy 

solutions that reflect the complex combination of individual, personal

circumstantial and external factors affecting the labour market interactions of 

those in and out of work. Understanding employability should not be about 

deciding between supply-side or demand-side factors, rather it should be 

about analysing the interaction between supply-side and demand-side factors 

(as well as the range of other circumstantial and context factors that can affect 

individuals' experiences in the labour market). That is a key aim of the 

research reported in this thesis. However, there may be value in first briefly 

discussing the framework's components, in order to clarify why and how they 

the have the capacity to impact on the employability of individuals. 
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CHAPTER 3: A FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSING EMPLOYABILITY 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 2 

The employability framework described below shares some similarities with 

those 'holistic models' for analysing employability that have gone before. 

Perhaps its defining feature is the manner in which it seeks to clarify and 

acknowledge the status of individual factors, which can be addressed through 

supply-side policies targeted at job seekers, from personal-circumstantial 

factors that may require different policy interventions or may inherently limit 

individuals' labour market participation. Both of these groups of factors are in 

turn distinguished from employer-related, economic, institutional and labour 

market factors that are clearly external to the individual. By re-ordering 

employability in this way the framework restates that it is not just individual, 

supply-side factors (i.e. 'employability assets' and their deployment and 

presentation) that require detailed description and analysis, but all sides of the 

employability equation. 

The following three sections of this Chapter review existing evidence on how 

these different elements have the potential to impact on employability - and 

these different elements are themselves summarised in the employability 

framework below (Figure 3.1). Accordingly, Section 3.2 reviews the literature 

on how 'individual factors' relate to employability. It touches first on evidence 

2 Elements of this chapter were previously published in McQuaid and Lindsay (2005), Lindsay (2007). 
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on how individuals' employability is affected by: essential attributes and basic 

personal competencies; a number of skills sets, ranging from basic skills to 

key skills (such as leT skills) to higher level skills; and their 'work-knowledge 

base' (the combination of work-related skills, qualifications and experience 

that many employers see as central to human capital). Individual factors also 

include those related to labour market attachment (including the potentially 

crucial relationship between unemployment duration and employability); 

awareness of, and adaptability towards, emerging opportunities in the labour 

market; and approaches to job seeking and presentation. Figure 3.1 also 

acknowledges the need to control for key demographic variables when 

exploring individuals' employability (including gender, age, ethnicitylrace and 

religion/belief). 

The employability framework also covers 'personal circumstances' that can 

affect individuals' progress in the labour market. These range from: household 

circumstances (including issues related to the concentration of disadvantaged 

job seekers in low quality public sector housing); any issues around 'work 

culture'; and barriers thrown up by family and caring responsibilities. Personal 

circumstances may also involve 'transport-mobility issues' (i.e. the extent to 

which access to private transport limits people in terms of job seekers and 

travelling to work); and health, well-being and disability issues. Finally, the 

'personal circumstances' element of the employability framework covers 

access to financial capital and basic household resources; and access to 

social capital (personal support and job search networks and involvement in 

social activities). 
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The 'external factors' covered by the employability framework include: labour 

market factors (the location, nature and level of localised labour demand); 

vacancy characteristic factors (including pay and conditions offered by 

employers); and recruitment factors (ranging from employers' recruitment 

methods to selection preferences and discrimination against certain groups). 

Employment policy factors (ranging from the scale, effectiveness and 

accessibility of welfare to work/employability programmes to incentives within 

tax-benefits system) may also impact on individuals' employability; while other 

policy factors (in areas as diverse as transport, housing and childcare) also 

help to form the context within which job seekers look for work and navigate 

the labour market. Finally, macro-economic factors (such as stability, growth 

and labour demand within the overall economy) will influence the labour 

market context and so job seekers' ability to locate opportunities. 

The following sections review some of the evidence on how individual factors, 

personal circumstances and external factors influence individuals' labour 

market outcomes and employability. This brief review of literature cannot hope 

to address all of the influencers under each of these three main headings. Nor 

can the research presented in Chapters 5-8 hope to take into account all of 

the potential factors impacting on individuals' employability. However, the 

review of findings in the remainder of this Chapter and the new evidence 

presented thereafter seek to add to existing studies by, first, mapping the 

range of individual and other factors affecting employability; and then 

exploring how these interact and shape job seekers' experiences. 
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FIGURE 3.1 A TRIPARTITE EMPLOYABILITY FRAMEWORK 

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS 
Key demographic characteristics 
Race; ethnicity; gender; religion/belief; age 

Essential attributes 
Basic social skills; honesty and integrity; basic 
personal presentation; reliability; willingness to 
work; self-efficacy and belief 

Personal competencies 
Proactivity; diligence; motivation; judgement; 
initiative; assertiveness; confidence 

Basic skills 
Prose and document literacy; writing; numeracy; 
verbal communication 

Key skills 
Reasoning; problem-solving; communication; 
task adaptability; work-process management; 
basic leT skills; emotional/aesthetic and 
customer service skills 

High level skills 
Team working; self-management; business 
thinking; enterprise skills; continuous learning; 
high-level transferable skills 

PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES 
Household circumstances 
The ability to access safe, secure, affordable 
and appropriate housing; access to safe and 
'non-chaotic' household and neighbourhood 
environment; household tenure (status of 
mortgage/lease arrangements); concentration 
of unemployed people in areas with low quality 
housing and economic infrastructure 

Work culture 
The existence of a culture in which work is 
encouraged and supported within the family, 
other personal relationships, and the wider 
community 

Family and caring responsibilities 
e.g. caring role for children or elderly relatives; 
financial commitments to children or other 
family members outwith the individual's 
household; emotional and/or time 
commitments to family members or others 

Transport-mobility issues 
Access to own or readily available private 
transport; ability to walk appropriate distances 

EXTERNAL FACTORS 
Local labour market factors 
Level of local and regional demand; nature 
of local and regional demand (required 
skill levels; occupational structure of 
vacancies; sectors where demand is 
concentrated); centralitylremoteness of 
local labour markets in relation to centres 
of industry/employment 

Vacancy characteristic factors 
Remuneration; conditions of work; working 
hours and prevalence of shift work; 
opportunities for training, development and 
progression; extent of part-time, temporary 
and casualised work; availability of 'entry
level' positions 

Recruitment factors 
Employers' formal recruitment and 
selection procedures; employers' general 
selection preferences (e.g. for recent 
experience); credentialism; discrimination 
(e.g. on the basis of age, gender, race, 
area of residence, disability, 
unemployment duration); form and extent 
of employers' use of informal networks 
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FIGURE 3.1: A TRIPARTITE EMPLOYABILITY FRAMEWORK (CONTINUED) 

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS 

Work-knowledge base 
Formal academic and vocational qualifications; 
work experience; general work skills and 

personal aptitudes; commonly valued 
transferable skills (e.g. driving); specific 

occupational skills 

Labour market attachment 
Current unemployment!employment duration; 

number and length of spells of unemployment! 

inactivity; general 'balance' of work history 

Labour market awareness and adaptability 
Occupational flexibility (occupations, sectors); 

awareness of location and type of opportunities; 
ability and willingness to travel/geographical 

mobility; wage flexibility/reservation wage 

Job search and presentation skills 
Effective use of formal search 
services/information resources; effective use of 
ICT in job seeking; awareness and use of 
informal social networks; ability to complete CVs 
and application forms; interview 
skills/presentation; access to references 

PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES 

Health and well-being 
Current physical health; current mental health; 

medical history; substance dependency issues; 
psychological well-being 

Disability 
Nature and extent of: physical disability; mental 
disability; learning disability 

Access to financial capital 
Level of household income; extent and 

duration of any financial hardship; access to 
formal and informal sources of financial 

support; extent and nature of household debt; 
access to 'household basics' (e.g telephone) 

Access to social capital 
Access to personal and family support 
networks; access to formal and informal 

community support networks; number, range 
and status of informal social network contacts 

EXTERNAL FACTORS 

Employment policy factors 
Accessibility and effectiveness of public 

services (e.g. information and job 
search/counselling); penetration of public 

services (e.g. use and credibility among 
employers/job seekers); incentives within 

tax-benefits system; accessibility of 

'welfare to work'/activation; accessibility of 

and limitations on training; extent of 
local/regional development policies 

Other policy factors 
Accessibility and affordability of public 

transport; accessibility and affordability of 

housing; accessibility and affordability of 
childcare provision 

Macro-economic factors 
Macro-economic stability; medium-Iong
term business confidence; level and nature 
of labour demand within the national 
economy 
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3.2 INDIVIDUAL FACTORS AFFECTING EMPLOYABILITY 

3.2.1 Essential attributes and personal competencies 

As we have seen above, many definitions of employability concentrate largely 

or entirely on the personal attributes of the individual. At the most basic level, 

it must be acknowledged that essential attributes and personal competencies, 

what might be called 'life skills' (Halliday and Hanson, 2004; Taylor, 2005), 

form part of the foundation for individual employability. For some among the 

most disadvantaged job seekers, basic social and presentation skills, 

motivation and other essential attributes and competencies do remain a 

challenge. This can be the case, for example, for people with mental health 

issues (Dean et aI., 2003), social problems sometimes linked to a history of 

offending (Fletcher, 2004), substance abuse problems (Klee et aI., 2002) 

and/or other 'chaotic lifestyle' issues (Kemp and Neale, 2005). These issues 

can be particularly common among severely disadvantaged groups such as 

ex-offenders - these job seekers often face a combination of barriers around 

low self esteem, drugs and health problems and practical barriers like poverty 

(Fletcher, 2004), as well as employer prejudice (Peck and Theodore, 2008). 

As policy makers have become increasingly concerned with helping people 

overcome mental health and psychological barriers to work, promoting 'self

efficacy' (positive beliefs in and about oneself) has emerged as a key theme in 

approaches to employability (Bernston et aI., 2008). For example, James 

(2007) acknowledges that employability is contingent on both labour market 
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context and personal circumstances, but that self-efficacy plays an important 

role, in relation to basic beliefs (for example, the belief that 'I will never work'); 

job matching (the belief that 'I'll never find someone who will employ me'); and 

presentation (the belief that 'they'll look at me and say no'). James argues for 

a strengthening of psychological services to address these issues. Basic self

efficacy and personal presentation skills are viewed as absolutely essential by 

most employers, some of whom have noted that some young people appear 

not to have been prepared for the 'world of work' by the secondary and even 

higher education systems (Devins and Johnson, 2003). 

At a more basic level, many employers view reliability as a key component of 

employability (Hlliage and Pollard, 1998), and the perception that young 

people, those with poor work records or the long-term unemployed are not 

reliable represents an important barrier to work for these groups (Atkinson and 

Williams, 2003; Canny, 2004). Employability programmes that involve 

supported work placements - allowing job seekers to demonstrate their 

reliability to prospective employers - have proved effective at challenging 

these barriers (McQuaid et aI., 2005). 

3.2.2 Skills and work-knowledge base 

Basic skills (defined in terms of literacy and numeracy) form one of the 

fundamental building blocks of employability. There is strong evidence to 

suggest that literacy and numeracy problems increase the risk of non

employment (Martin and Fisher, 2000; Sanderson, 2006; Carpenter, 2007). 
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For example, Machin et al. (2001) deploy longitudinal data from the UK 

National Child Development Study to identify the importance of numeracy 

skills development in improving labour market outcomes for those in the lower 

part of the skills distribution (improving literacy is more important for those 

who are higher skilled). Reviewing Scottish longitudinal and new survey data, 

Parsons and Brynner (2008) note that more than one-third of the adult 

population have gaps in literacy likely to impact on employment opportunities, 

and that those with the lowest attainment are more likely to experience 

repeated or long periods of unemployment or without stable work. There is 

also evidence that basic literacy and numeracy are considered essential by 

employers - even those recruiting to lower skilled positions (Robinson, 

1997b). Indeed, employers recruiting to entry-level positions in sectors such 

as retail have emphasised the need for basic literacy and numeracy, which 

are considered as important as communication skills (DfES, 2004). 

A number of studies have also pointed to the importance of certain key skills. 

For example, basic information and communication technology (lCT) skills are 

increasingly important for entry-level sales and service jobs (Johnson and 

Burden, 2003; Belt and Richardson, 2005). Similarly, inter-personal, 

'emotional' and 'aesthetic' skills are increasingly demanded by many 

employers, particularly where there is a direct interface with customers (Witz 

et aI., 2003; Glomb and Tews, 2004). The increasing importance of customer

facing service jobs means that there is a pressing need to prepare people to 

deliver 'emotion work' (see, for example, Bolton, 2000; Bolton and Boyd, 

2003) involving the management of emotional responses when engaging with 
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customers, and 'aesthetic labour' (Warhurst and Nickson, 2001; Nickson et 

aI., 2003, 2005), involving workers in contributing to the image and 'look and 

feel' of their employers' organisation (these issues, and implications for 

unemployed job seekers, are considered in greater detail in Section 5.5). 

However, the distinction between 'McJobs' (entry-level service work, possibly 

requiring some basic customer-facing skills) and 'i-MacJobs' (high-skilled 

technical positions in sectors such as ICT) highlighted by some labour market 

analysts (Goos and Manning, 2003) appears to be dissipating, at least in 

terms of the need for softer skills. McQuaid et al. (2007), reporting on 

research with employers in manufacturing sectors, highlight the need for 

technically skilled workers to also demonstrate commercial and 

communication skills - in highly competitive sectors, employers want staff who 

can contribute to both the 'making' and 'selling' sides of the business. Marks 

and Scolarios (2008) similarly note that ICT professionals are increasingly 

required to demonstrate improved 'social competencies' around 

communication and teamworking. 

In the longer term, the possession of high level skills - what Van der Heijden 

(2002) terms 'higher expertise' - appears to be a prerequisite for long-term 

employability and career progression. So-called enterprise skills (such as the 

ability to systematically identify and exploit opportunities) have also emerged 

as of greater importance, as the adaptability of organisations, and their 

employees, has become more significant (OTI, 2001; McQuaid, 2002). 
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Work-related skills, qualifications and previous experience - defined here as 

the individual's work know/edge base - have been identified as key priorities 

by recruiting employers (Devins and Hogarth, 2005). The employability 

framework places 'formal qualifications' under the 'work-knowledge base' 

heading. There is a substantial evidence base that the low qualified (and 

especially those with no qualifications) are disadvantaged in the labour 

market. Indeed, at the time of the research at UK level, the unemployment 

rate for people with no qualifications was three times that of those with 

degrees (Begum, 2004). Berthoud (2003) finds that those with no educational 

qualifications are almost five times as likely to be in a non-earning 'workless 

family' as those with degrees, holding all other factors constant. 

Employer surveys have highlighted how the importance of qualifications varies 

significantly according to sector, occupation and level of regulation around 

specific occupational skills (Jenkins and Wolf, 2005). But even for vacancies 

where specific qualifications are not relevant, employers often use formal 

educational attainment as a means of judging job seekers' 'trainability' (Le. 

ability to learn) and skills (Gasteen and Houston, 2005). There is also 

evidence that having some form of qualification is used by some employers as 

a 'filter' when recruiting at the bottom end of the labour market. Even when 

recruiting to low skilled, entry-level positions, some employers remain 

reluctant to grant interviews to those with no qualifications, and without being 

selected for interview it is impossible for job seekers to find their way into work 

(Newton et aI., 2005). 
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More generally, it is clear that the level of qualification demanded by recruiting 

employers has grown substantially in recent years (Campbell, 2001; Machin, 

2003). Whether the increasing demand for qualifications actually represents 

an increasingly high-skilled labour market is a matter of some debate - critics 

such as Keep and Payne (2004) have suggested that there is simply a 

process of accrediting competencies within what are essentially lower skilled 

jobs. But there remains a danger that, those with very low skills and few 

qualifications will find themselves marginalised. Saint-Paul (1996) argues that 

as the proportion of skilled and/or qualified workers in the economy rises, the 

low-skilled become less employable. As the proportion of skilled workers 

increases, so does the likelihood that firms seeking to fill vacancies will target 

the higher skilled. For Saint-Paul, there is a danger that eventually low-skilled 

workers will become seen as 'unemployable' - a danger that can only be 

addressed through improved education, rather than merely narrowly-focused 

vocational training. 

Work experience and general work skills also form an important element of 

the 'work-knowledge base' of employability. For many employers, and 

especially those recruiting to entry-level positions that may be more 

accessible for lower skilled job seekers, work experience is often the most 

important factor in recruitment decisions (Devins and Hogarth, 2005). Newton 

et al. (2005) note that references are valued by the vast majority of employers 

across all sectors and occupations, so that those without recent references 

from recent jobs are at a disadvantage. Work experience can also be seen as 

a proxy for soft (communication and teamworking) skills by employers - those 
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recruiting in the service sector can view work experience as a source of the 

'life experience' that can inform effective customer service and interpersonal 

skills (Johnson and Burden, 2003). US research with employers has similarly 

suggested that employers often see the lack of such skills as the 'greatest 

business risk' associated with recruiting unemployed people (Combes Taylor 

and Rubin, 2003). Indeed, even in the graduate labour market there is 

evidence of employers taking the view that newly qualified former students 

need to demonstrate 'added value' through work-based skills and experience 

additional to those gained during higher education (Tomlinson, 2008). 

There are also numerous studies pointing towards the relationship between 

work or occupational skills, employability and improved employment prospects 

(see for example, Berthoud, 2003, 2007; McQuaid, 2006). For example, 

Berthoud's (2003) study found that that those previously employed in manual 

unskilled occupations are more than six times as likely to be non-employed as 

those in higher skilled occupations. Low levels of job-relevant skills among 

young men have been shown to increase their vulnerability to unemployment 

upon leaving school and thereafter (Gregg, 2001; Furlong and Cartmel, 2004; 

Kalwij, 2004). Payne et al. (1996) also note that lower skilled workers laid off 

during times of recession were more likely to experience long-term 

unemployment than even older higher skilled workers. And other micro-level 

studies of the barriers faced by long-term unemployed people similarly 

highlight the manner in which this group are more likely to be low-skilled and 

unqualified (Hasluck et aI., 1997; Fletcher, 1998; Campbell, 2000; McQuaid 

and Lindsay, 2002; Lindsay et aI., 2003; Begum, 2004). 
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Of course, occupational and skill demands among employers vary 

considerably according to sector and job (Newton et aI., 2005). For example, 

survey work with employers demonstrates that technical skills and knowledge 

are most valued by engineers recruiting new staff, where as those in 

hospitality sectors value motivation and attitude more (Canny, 2004). 

Nevertheless, given the clear way in which skills gaps act as a barrier to work, 

up-skilling has been a key priority for employability and welfare to work 

strategies, and there appear to be benefits associated with such approaches. 

Jenkins (2006) identifies a significant employment effect among 

disadvantaged women undertaking lifelong learning activities, adding to more 

general evidence that those who undertake formal lifelong learning 

opportunities while unemployed improve their long-term chances of re

entering work (Jenkins et aI., 2002). 

Finally, we should remember that skills deficits can take many different forms 

- for example, Carpenter (2007) notes that more than half of those making 

recurring claims for Job Seeker's Allowance (JSA) do not have a driving 

licence (driving is described in the employability framework as a 'commonly 

valued transferable skill'). Other studies have similarly suggested that after 

taking into account indicators of skill and social class, unemployed young 

people with driving licences find work significantly quicker than those who do 

not (Stafford et aI., 1999). 
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3.2.3 Labour market attachment, awareness and adaptability 

Job seekers' labour market attachment - their work record (beyond their most 

recent work experience) and more general sense of attachment to the world of 

work - has particularly exercised researchers into employability issues. It is 

clear that the experience of unemployment can have a profound impact on 

individuals' later labour market trajectories. A number of studies have noted 

that the experience of unemployment is in itself associated a higher risk of 

future unemployment (see for example, Gershuny and Hannan, 1999). There 

is also some empirical evidence that workers who would otherwise be 

considered highly employable (i.e. with an initially high probability of finding 

work) are less likely to find employment if they have been unemployed for 

longer spells (Boheim and Taylor, 2000; Abbring et aI., 2001, 2002). Young 

people and the long-term unemployed can therefore be disadvantaged 

because they lack the work experience and evidence of connection to the 

labour market that is particularly valued by employers recruiting to lower 

skilled positions in some sectors (Hasluck, 1998; Lollivier, 2000; Kalwij, 2004). 

Of course, the experience of long-term unemployment in itself has the 

potential to undermine individuals' sense of labour market attachment, and 

those who have been out of work for long periods may be seen by employers 

as 'detached' from the labour market. It seems appropriate at this point to 

pause in order to consider why the experience and impact on the individual, of 

long-term unemployment is important (see Box 3.1). 
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BOX 3.1 WHY LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT MATTERS 

The study described below particularly concentrates on one aspect of labour 

market attachment - the factors associated with, and consequences of, long

term unemployment (differentiated here in accordance with the International 

Labour Organisation definition of 'unemployed for one year or more'). So the 

question arises: "Why is long-term unemployment important to studies of 

employability?" A simple answer is that policy makers consider it to be 

important. Preventing and/or reducing long-term unemployment has been a 

priority for strategies promoted by the EU and other international bodies (ILO, 

1998; UN, 2001; CEC, 2003a), and many active labour market programmes 

and other employability services become available to, and compulsory for, job 

seekers when they become long-term unemployed in the UK. It is also clear 

that some people who are out of work for short periods are victims of short

term, frictional unemployment (i.e. they are 'between jobs') and therefore do 

not face problems that need concern policy makers. Those who have been 

unemployed for one year or more (the International Labour Organisation 

definition of long-term unemployment) are less likely to fall into this category. 

But the detachment from the labour market experienced by the long-term 

unemployed has also formed a particular focus for academic study across 

three main dimensions: 

• first, some labour economists (and policy makers) take the view that long

term unemployment can lead to a 'hysteresis effect', whereby the declining 

employability of those who are long-term unemployed leads to fewer 

employable people, and higher general unemployment, in the economy -

such duration dependency theses are discussed below; 
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BOX 3.1 WHY LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT MATTERS (continued) 

• second, a number of studies have suggested that people experiencing 

long-term unemployment are more likely to face a range of specific barriers 

to work, raising challenges for policy makers and service providers seeking 

to address labour market disadvantage; 

• third, there are concerns regarding the social and psychological 

consequences of the experience of long-term unemployment in itself, and 

particularly the danger that long-term unemployed people will fall victim to 

poverty, social isolation and declining mental health. 

Duration dependency theses, arguing that longer spells out of work lead to an 

increased likelihood of continuing unemployment, have proved an influential 

strand in labour market economics (see for example, Layard et aI., 1991; 

Boeri et aI., 2000). It has been suggested that longer terms of unemployment 

result in a scarring effect, due to: 'skills atrophy', where the knowledge and 

skills of the long-term unemployed person become outdated and unused 

(Blanchard and Summers, 1987; Pissarides, 1992; Layard, 1997, 2000; 

Aberg, 2001); stigma, resulting in employer discrimination (Blanchard and 

Diamond, 1994); demotivation and declining morale; and declining access to 

social networks (Caplin and Leahy, 2000). This approach argues that, given 

such scarring effects, high rates of long-term unemployment can artificially 

'ratchet up' the overall 'natural' rate of unemployment within a given economy. 

Accordingly, it is suggested that targeting labour market programmes on long

term unemployed people can impact on the employability of individual clients, 

and permanently ratchet down the rate of unemployment. 
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BOX 3.1 WHY LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT MATTERS (continued) 

For Layard et al. (1991: 473) "for a given in-flow of unemployment, we could 

reduce unemployment more if we removed from unemployment some with a 

long expected remaining duration of unemployment rather than someone with 

a short remaining duration". Duration dependency theses have been 

challenged by those who claim that people may be long-term unemployed 

because they have poor job prospects rather than vice versa (Heckman and 

Borjas, 1980). Webster (2000, 2005) has also shown that changes in the rate 

of long-term unemployment closely follow overall unemployment. 

Nevertheless, survey research has identified the importance of previous spells 

of long-term unemployment (as opposed to short-term spells out of work, 

which are much less significant) as a predictor future long-term unemployment 

(Dex and McCulloch, 1997); and there is substantial evidence that long-term 

unemployment is associated with limited future earning potential (Gregory and 

Jukes, 2001) and job/progression prospects (Hasluck et aI., 1997). Leaving 

aside duration dependency theses, there remain concerns that long-term 

unemployed people are more likely to face severe barriers to work that will 

affect their future employability, including low levels of occupational and 

technical skills (Payne et aI., 1996); limited recent and relevant work 

experience (Hernaes, 2001); a lack of formal qualifications (Lindsay, 2002); a 

lack of awareness of, and connection to, growing sectors of the economy 

(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002); and limited geographical mobility in terms of 

job seeking and travelling to work (B6heim and Taylor, 2002) 
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BOX 3.1 WHY LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT MATTERS (continued) 

Attempts to identify the specific barriers to work more often experienced by 

the long-term unemployed has led to an increasing interest in 'profiling' as a 

pre-emptive response to long-term unemployment, particularly in the US, but 

also in some EU states. It is argued that where certain characteristics can be 

identified as statistically significant predictors of long-term unemployment, 

early interventions have had a positive impact on individuals' employability 

(Hasluck et aL, 1997; Payne and Payne, 2000; Rudolph, 2001; Eberts, 2002). 

However, while there is some evidence to suggest that profiling can identify 

those with a greater probability of long-term unemployment, there are also 

dangers of 'wrong denial' and 'wrong treatment', where individuals' outcomes 

are inaccurately predicted, and training and other interventions are denied or 

imposed as a result (Bryson and Kasparova, 2003). 

Finally, a number of studies have been concerned with the experience of long

term unemployment in itself, and the declining access to 'social capital' (in 

terms of access to personal networks and engagement in social activities) that 

often follows (Julkenen, 2002; Gallie et aL, 2003; Lindsay et aL, 2005). The 

social and psychological consequences of long-term unemployment can be 

particularly profound among the lowest skilled and most vulnerable job 

seekers (Sinfield, 1981). As well as the threat of increasing social isolation as 

a result of long-term unemployment, there is a danger that prolonged periods 

without work can result in (or at least be associated with) declining 

confidence, self-esteem and psychological health (Waddell and Burton, 2006). 
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In relation to labour market adaptability, the willingness and ability to pursue 

occupations across a range of sectors has been shown to be conducive with 

successful job seeking (Bridges, 1994). Human resource management 

literature strongly emphasises the need for adaptability to changing tasks and 

work contexts as a prerequisite for career development and progression 

(Pulakos, 2000; Fugate et aI., 2004; Hall, 2004). It has therefore been 

suggested that openness to change (in the workplace and the labour market) 

is important to the individual's long-term employability (Wanberg and Banas, 

2000). But there can be a mismatch between some job seekers' preferences 

and needs in terms of occupations, and what it available in the labour market. 

For example, it has been demonstrated that male job seekers (and particularly 

those with experience in traditional sectors) are unlikely to be attracted by 

part-time work, which is nonetheless becoming increasingly prevalent (Wielers 

and Van der Meer, 2003). Webster (2000), noting that many urban areas 

continue to report both pockets of high unemployment and recruitment and 

retention problems in the service sector, argues that this contradiction can be 

understood as a function of changing skills demands and perceived job roles: 

job seekers formerly employed in traditional sectors have neither the skills nor 

the desire to take up the 'white collar' service employment that has replaced 

unskilled manual work (see also Houston, 2005, and the discussion of 'skills 

mismatch' in Section 3.4.1 below). Such negative attitudes to service work 

may also be passed on to the (especially male) children of these former 

manual industrial workers (McDowell, 2002). Worth (2002, 2003) and Nixon 

(2006) note that even among young job seekers, preferences for traditional 
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forms of work and the traditional ideal of standard, permanent employment 

remain strong. Lloyd (1999) similarly suggests that young men living in 

'traditional' industrial areas are indeed reluctant to consider jobs in the service 

economy, but that this reflects concerns over pay and conditions, rather than 

strongly 'gendered' views of roles in the labour market. 

Indeed, it is important that employability policies do not force job seekers to 

'consider anything' - where unemployed people are forced to pursue 

opportunities that do not pay sufficiently or are inappropriate, then sustained 

employment outcomes have been rare (Doussard and Theodore, 2006; 

Lindsay, 2007). It has also been suggested that 'selective' job seeking - the 

targeting of highly specific occupational categories - can actually be more 

effective at generating 'realistic' opportunities and job offers (Thomas, 1998). 

Another key theme in the literature on 'labour market adaptability' focuses on 

wage flexibility (see for example, Layard et al., 1994; Aberg, 2001; Bloeman 

and Stancanelli, 2001). The classic, rational economic model of job search 

behaviour posits that job seekers will seek to maximise their incomes, and will 

therefore purse and accept or reject opportunities based on a minimum 

'reservation wage' - the minimum wage acceptable to the individual, having 

rationally accounted for the risks and costs, and benefits, of rejecting that 

wage and continuing to search for higher waged jobs (for a discussion of the 

literature, see Devine and Kiefer, 1991). Despite its crucial role in the 

economic literature, this approach to understanding job seeking is clearly 

severely limited: in its simplest form it assumes a static labour market 
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environment, with the job seeker seen as receiving a random sequence of 

offers from a known distribution of wages (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005). This 

scenario clearly differs from the reality of the job search process, where wage 

rates attached to vacancies are known to job seekers at the outset, and where 

few offered positions tend to be rejected by applicants (McFadyen and 

Thomas, 1997). And a number of studies have questioned the economistic 

focus on wage flexibility deployed by some analyses of unemployment. 

Aberg's (2001) Swedish research has found that the recruitment behaviour of 

employers - reflecting the nature and level of demand within local labour 

markets - is more important than the reservation wages demanded by job 

seekers in explaining job search success. 

A final aspect of adaptability mentioned by the employability framework 

relates to 'geographical mobility'. The willingness and ability of people to travel 

to work varies according to their job search targets (Hamilton and Jenkins, 

2000) and between urban and rural areas (Coombes and Raybould, 2001; 

Shuttleworth and Lloyd, 2005). There is evidence that higher skilled and 

educated workers tend to be more willing to travel for longer (McQuaid et aI., 

2001). This may reflect their attachment and commitment to certain 

occupations (a willingness to 'go where the work is') or the promise of higher 

earnings in return for greater flexibility in travelling distance. However, while 

Shuttleworth and Lloyd (2005) acknowledge the relevance of socio-economic 

status in informing individual job seekers' willingness to travel to work, they 

also point to the importance of demand-side factors such as the proximity of 

local employment opportunities. The discussion of 'transport-mobility issues' 
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below (Section 3.3.3) also highlights the importance of access to transport in 

shaping the spatial foci of unemployed people's job search. 

Furthermore, a range of other factors can feed into restricted travel horizons 

and a parochial approach to looking for work among some job seekers. Green 

et al.'s (2005) study of young people in Belfast more recently identified a 

combination of issues, including the accessibility of transport, individual 

factors such as confidence and perceived religious divides (particularly 

relevant to the Northern Ireland policy context) as impacting on job seeking. 

Wrench and Qureshi (1996) similarly noted that members of BME groups can 

restrict the areas in which they look for work due to fears that they will 

encounter discrimination and hostility. 

3.2.4 Job search and presentation skills 

The use of appropriate and efficient job search methods will clearly impact on 

the extent to which job seekers are able to identify and pursue opportunities. 

A number of studies have focused on the effectiveness of different methods, 

with informal direct approaches and the use of social networks often emerging 

as most associated with job search success in many cases (Holzer, 1988; 

Boheim and Taylor, 2001). Conversely, using Canadian evidence, Osberg 

(1993) has shown that use of formal employment services is not positively 

associated with job search success when compared with other methods. 

Similar results have been reported for Portugal (Addison and Portugal, 2002). 
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However, Thomas (1997) has suggested that such studies are biased, in 

failing to account for the manner in which many of those using employment 

services as their main job search activity have been unable to find work 

through other methods. It is perhaps unsurprising that, in the UK, Jobcentre 

Plus has been seen as limited in the efficiency of its job matching services by 

both employers (Devins and Hogarth, 2005) and job seekers (Urwin and 

Shackleton, 1999) - the fact its recruitment service is free to employers 

ensures that it is fairly widely used, whether recruiters expect to fill specific 

vacancies through this channel or not (Hasluck, 1998). Moreover, Jobcentre 

Plus has an obligation to attempt to place all of their clients (many of whom 

will face severe barriers to work) without the lUxury of the more rigorous 

selection and client-screening processes enjoyed by commercial employment 

agencies (Lindsay et aI., 2005). 

The extent and range of job search effort, using whatever method, has 

become of focus for many researchers interested in the behaviour of the 

unemployed. Job search intensity - defined in terms of the frequency and 

scope of individuals' engagement with search activities, and the range of 

methods used - has been shown to be positively associated with job entry 

outcomes (Wanberg et aI., 1999; B6heim and Taylor, 2001). However, it is 

important to place such findings in context, as search effort clearly has the 

capacity to be affected by a wide range of individual factors. For example, it 

has been demonstrated that psychological factors relating to personal and 

work identity can impact on search and intensity (Kanfer et ai, 2001). 
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The selection of effective job search channels remains a key individual factor 

impacting on employability, and therefore a priority for labour market policy 

(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005) - indeed, supported job search is often the 

central component in 'Work First' employability programmes (Lindsay et aI., 

2007). As discussed in detail in Chapter 5 (Section 5.3.2), how public 

employment service job search services are delivered is also important. 

Recent moves by Jobcentre Plus to expand its web-based job search 

assistance have been designed to enhance the quality and reach of services 

(McQuaid et aI., 2004). However, as we will see below, there is a danger that 

the replacement of formal services 'on the ground' with on-line search engines 

risks further disadvantaging some of the most vulnerable job seekers. Finally, 

it is important that job seekers are effective when performing at job interviews, 

but there is evidence that the long-term unemployed in particular can lack 

confidence in this area (Lindsay et aI., 2003). 

3.2.5 The need to control for key demographic variables 

Finally, interviewees participating in the study described in Chapters 5-8 were 

asked a series of questions on their age; (self-described) ethnicity; residency 

status (a small number of interviewees); and whether disabled.3 Chapter 4 

describes the characteristics of interviewees across these key demographic 

control variables, and where relevant their influence on job seekers' 

experiences and employability is discussed in Chapters 5-8. While the 

3 The other 'equalities strands' of religion/belief and sexual orientation were not asked about. While this may 
represent an area where the study is incomplete, few other major employability studies have explored these issues in 
detail. None of the 220 interviewees raised these issues in response to a number of 'open' interview questions on 
"the most important barrier to work" faced by interviewees, "what would help most" in improving interviewees' 
employability, or "any other issues" of importance. 
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relatively homogenous nature of the interviewee group is clear from Chapter 4 

(with white, male job seekers of 'core working age' dominating) these controls 

are important, because there is clear evidence from previous studies that they 

can shape experiences in the labour market. 

For example, age, while not always understandable as a barrier to work in its 

own right, can relate to some of the factors affecting the employability of job 

seekers. Employment rates differ across the life course and tend to peak 

around the 35-49 year old age category - at the time of the research, 82% of 

this age group were in work in Scotland.4 The employment rate of older 

workers increased slightly during the mid-late 1990s, but a longer term view 

shows a declining activity rate (Hollywood et aI., 2003). Employment in the 50 

to retirement age population in Scotland was 66% at the time of the research, 

compared to 69% in the UK, and Scotland has also tended to report a higher 

proportion of over 50s who are economically inactive (Lindsay, Munro and 

Wise, 2005). There can be a number of factors affecting older people's 

opportunities to participate in the labour market. Loretto and White (2006) 

note how employers can hold prejudicial attitudes both favouring and 

discriminating against older workers. Research suggests that some employers 

can stereotype older workers as being more difficult to train (Meadows, 2003) 

and more likely to challenge their authority (Maltby, 2007), but there is also 

evidence that employers value the perceived reliability and responsibility of 

older workers (Newton et aI., 2005). 

4 Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2003. 

129 



It has been argued that some older workers have been particularly affected by 

economic restructuring - they can be concentrated in 'traditional' sectors and 

less aware of new technologies (Newton et aI., 2005), so that less skilled older 

workers can tend to particularly struggle to find appropriate work following 

redundancy (McNair, 2006). Older workers who have previously worked in 

stable, 'pre-flexible' jobs can particularly struggle to find their way back into a 

labour market that is increasingly defined by temporary and highly flexible 

forms of working (Lippmann, 2008). Given this context a strong relationship 

has been demonstrated between the ageing process and movement into long

term unemployment (Berthoud, 2003), while McQuaid, Greig and Adams 

(2004) demonstrate that older long-term unemployed people are significantly 

less likely to re-enter work compared to other job seekers. 

On the other hand, accessing labour market opportunities can also be difficult 

for young people, either due to employers' preference for experienced staff, or 

as a result of a lack of 'slack' (and therefore entry-level opportunities) in the 

labour market (Tiraboschi, 2006). Survey work with employers has suggested 

that they can view school leavers as lacking maturity, 'life experience' (Snape, 

1998), and reliability (Newton et aI., 2005). So for some young people with 

limited skills, early experiences of labour market exclusion can lead to long

term disadvantage (Kalwij, 2004) - an analysis that provides the justification 

for supply-side initiatives targeting the young, such as the initial formulation of 

the New Deal in the UK (De Giorgi, 2005). The problems encountered by 

these disadvantaged young people to some extent reflect the more prolonged 

and complex 'fragmented transitions' encountered by school leavers in 
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general - a product of increasing job insecurity in entry-level positions 

(Brynner et aI., 2002; Furlong and Cartmel, 2004) and so 'uncertainty and 

discontinuity' in early careers (Fenton and Dermott, 2006) 

As Ritchie et al. (2005: 15) note "a complex interaction of supply and demand-

side factors impact on higher rates of worklessness of many black and 

minority ethnic (BME) groups compared to the general population", and it is 

also important to recognise the wide differences in experiences within and 

across different BME communities. Berthoud (2003) found a clear pattern of 

disadvantage among certain BME groups, where people were significantly 

more likely than whites to be economically inactive and unemployed, after 

controlling for individual factors (such as language and educational 

attainment) - people of Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin (especially older 

people), followed by black groups, appear to be most disadvantaged (see also 

Lindsay, Munro and Wise, 2005; Green and Owen, 2006; Salway, 2008). 

The size of the BME population in Scotland is well below the UK average5
, but 

issues of labour market disadvantage remain important here - at the time of 

the research the BME employment rate in Scotland was 58%, compared to 

74% among whites, with much of this difference a result of significantly lower 

participation rates among especially women from the Bangladeshi and 

Pakistani communities6
. There is a danger that the labour market 

disadvantage experienced by some members of BME groups can also feed 

into a sense of disaffection and exclusion (Fieldhouse et aI., 2002). There is 

5 In the 2001 Census, the BME population in Scotland was 2%, compared to a UK average of 8%. 
6 Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2003. 
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also evidence that even high skilled migrants and asylum seekers can 

struggle to deploy such human capital in the labour market - factors ranging 

from discrimination to employers' reluctance to recognise qualifications from 

outwith the UK or EU can contribute to their exclusion (Phillimore and 

Goodson, 2006). However, as Bloch (2008) notes, new migrants can also face 

very real barriers in relation to language skills. 

More disabled people appear to be entering the workplace, but differences in 

economic activity between the disabled and non-disabled working age 

population suggest that barriers remain - at the time of the research, the 

employment rates among disabled people in Scotland and the UK were 45% 

and 48% respectively.? Berthoud (2003) finds that employment prospects are 

strongly related to the number and severity of disabled people's impairments. 

It has been noted that fitting disabled people to appropriate jobs is critical if 

they are to sustain employment (Birkin and Meehan, 1999); but even where 

disabilities do not severely limit the capacity of individuals, employers' 

perceptions of their limited employability can still act as a major barrier 

(Stevens, 2002). 

Finally, gender is, of course, crucial to shaping labour market experiences. 

Women's participation in the labour market has grown rapidly in recent years 

(the employment rates among women in Scotland and the UK were 70% and 

69% respectively at the time of the research), but their options remain limited 

by issues of occupational segregation and work organisation, as well as 

7 Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2003. 
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discrimination (Lindsay, Munro and Wise, 2005) - a range of issues too 

complex to discuss in detail here. Women's dominant role in caring 

responsibilities has been identified as representing a particular barrier to work 

(CEC, 2008). For example, those who have undertaken full-time childcare 

roles for prolonged periods (the majority of whom are women) inevitably have 

a lack of recent experience and can have limited knowledge of opportunities 

within the labour market (Finch and O'Connor, 1999). While a range of 

measures have been introduced in recent years to improve access to 

childcare for women seeking to return to work (McQuaid et aI., 2008), there 

remains work to do if fundamental inequalities in the experiences of men and 

women are to be addressed. 

3.3 PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND EMPLOYABILITY 

3.3.1 Household circumstances and work culture 

Recent literature on employability problems in the UK has focused on how 

household structure is important to understanding patterns of worklessness -

much of the tenacity of worklessness in some areas of the UK can be put 

down to increasing inactivity among single men and in lone parent households 

(Gregg and Wadsworth, 2003; Nickell, 2004). Berthoud's (2007) analysis 

suggests that lone adults are among those whose chances of being in work 

has declined most in the last three decades. Sanderson (2006) similarly 

reports that men living alone have a higher probability of unemployment, while 
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Green and Owen (2006) have found that living in a household where there are 

'other earners' significantly increases the likelihood of finding employment. 

Recent interest in workless households in part echoes concerns around the 

lack of a 'work culture' in some areas and among some groups. These 

concerns in turn share some ideas with the 'underclass' and 'dependency 

culture' theses which emerged from the work of American social theorists 

during the 1980s (see, for example, Murray, 1984, 1990; Mead, 1986). In 

countries such as the US, the result was a refocusing of the policy debate 

from the 'problems of the underclass' to the 'problem of the underclass' 

(8agguley and Mann, 1992). However, it has long been noted that the idea of 

a form of dependency culture among an underclass determined to avoid work 

"has been illustrated and supported rather than tested and validated" (Sinfield, 

1981: 37); and that research with the long-term unemployed demonstrates 

that they share the same work ethos as other members of society. Similarly, 

ideas of large-scale processes of intergenerational 'transmitted worklessness', 

where parents' unemployment transmits a lack of work ethic to their children, 

have not been supported by evidence, partly because of the difficulty in 

separating out structural factors such as poverty and low educational 

attainment from attitudinal and parenting issues; and partly because the 

majority of children from the most deprived families and neighbourhoods 

move ahead of their parents in terms of occupational and educational status 

(Such and Walker, 2002). Accordingly, as Lindsay and Mailand (2004: 202) 

note, during the 1990s: "Murray's vision of an underclass choosing to avoid 

work because of the overgenerous nature of welfare benefits had limited 
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direct impact in most European countries (including the UK), where the 

author's obsessions with race and 'illegitimacy' were shared by few moderate 

policy makers". 

Ritchie et al. (2005: 43) argue that "these understandings of an underclass 

caused by individual and behavioural problems fail to take into account the 

structural causes of worklessness"; and perhaps predictably, the underclass 

thesis suffered a severe blow with the economic recovery of early 2000s, as 

many supposedly unemployable underclass members made their way back 

into work, having been given the opportunity to do so by expanding local 

labour demand (Freeman, 2000). This reality has been noted as 

fundamentally undermining the case for 'voluntary unemployment' made by 

earlier underclass polemicists - "one of the greatest ironies in the creation of 

the mythology of the voluntary unemployed is the success of some in finding 

work" (Sinfield, 1981: 42). 

Nevertheless, Berthoud (2007) notes the potential for 'sociological' factors to 

influence people's experiences in the labour market, with decisions around 

particular opportunities affected by the individual's sense of identity and 

values. There is some evidence that perceptions of social expectations can be 

more important than individuals' own preferences when it comes to decisions 

about looking for work (Van Hooft et aI., 2004); and it is clear that parents' 

attitudes towards work can influence the views of young people (Bogt et aI., 

2005). There has also been some evidence of an 'estate effect' (Page, 2000), 

where high levels of worklessness in disadvantaged neighbourhoods can 
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impact on the aspirations of especially young people - such studies have 

found "no consistent evidence of cultures of worklessness [but] that in 

concentrations of worklessness, where there is less social contact with 

working people, low aspirations, short-term perspectives on careers and 

unfavourable views of available jobs tend to be more prevalent" (Ritchie et aI., 

2005: 44). It is therefore important that research on employability tackles the 

issue of attitudes towards work and 'work culture', without making 

assumptions around the values of unemployed people. 

Beyond the 'workless household' issue, family circumstances can inspire 

aggressive job seeking, with those with the financial responsibilities of family 

life more likely to carry out extensive job search activities and with more 

successful results (Vuori and Vesalainen, 1999). The working patterns 

adopted by other family members can also affect the individual's behaviour 

and aspirations. It has been suggested that some women struggle to obtain 

employment at a level reflecting their skills due to their 'second earner' status, 

and the fact that their partner's job search and career needs are given greater 

importance with family/economic strategies (Buchel and Battu, 2003). 

Finally, individuals' housing arrangements can affect their job search 

behaviour. Oswald (1996, 1999) has argued that job seekers who own homes 

(like an increasing proportion of the population) are less likely to move to 

where jobs are available in response to regional downturns in their own areas, 

because of the cost and effort involved in re-mortgaging or selling property. 

But a number of counter-studies have failed to substantiate this thesis (Green 
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and Hendershott, 2001; Coulson and Fisher, 2002); and there is evidence that 

people living in public sector rented accommodation are less likely to migrate 

in order to find work (Hughes and McCormick, 1987, 2000) and are more 

likely to be unemployed in the first place (B6heim and Taylor, 2002). 

3.3.2 Family and caring responsibilities 

Caring responsibilities can limit the ability of people with children to take on 

full-time and/or time and place-specific work. Survey work with the long-term 

unemployed in Ireland has highlighted the importance of family responsibilities 

in governing disposition to travel, with those without caring roles much more 

likely to express a willingness to spend longer and travel further to commute 

to work (ESF Evaluation Unit Ireland, 1998). Similar issues are often faced by 

people with adult caring responsibilities, whose opportunities can be limited by 

the scope for flexibility allowed by caring roles, gaps in local support services, 

and employers' willingness to accommodate carers' needs (Arksey and 

Glendinning, 2008; Carmichael et aI., 2008). 

Much of the research and policy focus in this area has targeted lone parents, 

who have been more likely to experience long-term unemployment compared 

with people who are part of a couple with children in the UK (Begum, 2004). 

Jackson et al. (2001) note that lone parents are more likely to face multiple 

barriers to work, which combined with caring responsibilities can result in 

prolonged labour market exclusion and poverty. There is also evidence that 

employers can assume that lone parents will struggle to organise childcare for 
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their dependants, and that this will impact on their reliability as employees 

(Lewis et aI., 2000). Gazso's (2007) research with Canadian parents has 

therefore argued for the need to balance expectations (among both policy 

makers and 'beneficiaries') regarding the capacity of low-income lone parents' 

to cope with work and family responsibilities. Further concerns have been 

raised that employability policies targeting lone parents promote access to 

employment but not sustained social and labour market inclusion, due to a 

lack of childcare provision and weaknesses in strategies to make work pay 

(Lunt, 2006). Parents with sole or main caring responsibilities are likely to 

require substantial support in order to ensure that transitions to work are 

financially sustainable, especially given the increased probability that their 

employment will be part-time (McQuaid et aI., 2008). 

3.3.3 Transport-mobility issues 

There is a growing literature on the link between access to transport and 

employability. Access to private transport has been shown to have a 

significant impact on the probability of unemployed young people entering 

work, due to benefits associated with increased mobility in looking for and 

travelling to work, and the ability to consider jobs that require individual 

access to transport (Green and Owen, 2006). Earlier studies of youth 

unemployment similarly showed that young people living with parents were 

also more successful in finding work, with one apparent reason being the help 

that parents can provide with transport to interviews and jobs (Stafford et aI., 

1999). As noted above, having a driving licence (and therefore the capacity to 
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access private transport) increases the likelihood of sustaining transitions to 

work (Carpenter, 2007). Indeed, there are sectors (such as in parts of the 

construction industry) and geographical areas (such as relatively remote 

industrial estates) where employers are reluctant to take on people who do 

not have their own transport (Storey and Brannen, 2000). Furthermore, even 

in urban areas, such as the localities that provided the focus for this research, 

job seekers' ability to access transport can be important in determining how 

far they are able to travel to work (see also McQuaid et aI., 2001). 

3.3.4 Health, well-being and disability 

Those experiencing poor health will inevitably face additional problems in 

finding and sustaining work (Hasluck, et aI., 1997; Arksey, 2003; Berthoud, 

2003). One in five repeat claimants of JSA have been shown to have health 

problems (Carpenter, 2007). Green and Owen (2006) highlight how health 

and other factors can combine to severely limit opportunity, so that, for 

example, those job seekers with low educational attainment and health 

problems are significantly less likely to make transitions to work. The complex 

nature of how health issues affect employability calls for highly specific 

services to address particular problems. For example, in relation to mental 

health problems, Robbie and Pressland (2003) found evidence of significant 

barriers to work, ranging from stigma among employers to the operation of the 

benefits system. Ley et al. (2001) have highlighted the need for intensive 

support to enable those with mental health problems to make gradual 

progress towards the labour market - here emphasising the important role 
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that can be played by Personal Adviser services. There is evidence that 

promoting psychological wellbeing and mental health can help people to find 

and sustain work - De Cuyper et al. (2008) identify significant relationships 

between employability (in terms of skills and other human capital measures), 

the sustainability of employment experiences and psychological wellbeing. 

Of course, the experience of unemployment may impact on the individual's 

health. Waddell and Burton's (2006) review of more than 350 research 

exercises in the occupational health field concludes that work is 'generally 

good for health and well-being'. However, the same authors note that the 

benefits associated with employment depend on a range of issues including 

job security and quality, and the individual's motivation, capacity/health to 

cope with work and satisfaction having returned to the labour market. Waddell 

and Burton therefore warn that forcing people to move from benefits into 

'unsatisfactory' jobs may be counter-productive for health, well-being and 

employability. 

A number of studies have pointed to negative consequences in terms of 

mental health and psychological well-being associated with unemployment, 

and especially long-term unemployment. Westman et al. (2004) suggest that 

the experience of unemployment can have serious consequences in terms of 

anxiety and general mental health for both the unemployed and their 

spouses8
; it has also long been acknowledged that the psychological impact 

of long-term unemployment can often most keenly felt by those who actually 

8 Cunradi et al. (2008) have similarly identified links between redundancy and the threat of problems 
with alcoholism. 
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have limited previous recent experience of being out of work, with the effects 

only truly clear "once the crisis was over" (Sinfield, 1968: 8). The stress 

associated with the practical consequences of job loss, along with the effects 

on defined time structures, shared experience, and status and personal 

identity, have provided the focus for other studies (Kelvin and Jarrett, 1985; 

Warr, 1987; Isaksson et aI., 2004). Lindsay et al. (2007, 2008) highlight the 

potential value of cognitive behavioural therapy-related interventions (a key 

plank of the government's Pathways to Work programme) in assisting those 

with mild-moderate health problems to progress towards employment. 

However, as Francis et al. (2008) note, the evidence base that such 

interventions can have lasting impacts in terms of labour market inclusion 

remains relatively weak. 

Individuals who report problems with alcohol and/or drugs are likely to require 

a range of specific services. The needs of those who are recovering from 

previous addiction problems are likely to be quite different from those who still 

require help to stabilise or refrain from drug use. For the latter group, while 

aspirations towards work are not uncommon, job entry in the immediate of 

short-term is often not a realistic goal (Klee et aI., 2002). Problem drug users 

tend to face severe and multiple barriers to work related to health, (often 

chaotic) lifestyle issues and personal behaviour and effectiveness (Kemp and 

Neale, 2005). Additions to the New Deal suite of provision have sought to 

assist this group. The 'progess2work' initiative, instituted in 2002, offers 

special employment assistance for substance users who have completed (or 

been stabilised by) drug treatment. The programme has seen the introduction 
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of specialist counselling and support provision within New Deal services, and 

has enabled Personal Advisers to access training on dependency assessment 

and referral techniques (National Employment Panel, 2004). While such 

specialist measures are welcome, there remain doubts over whether such 

employability-focused programmes are suitable in any format for people with 

severe problems such as substance dependency (Dean, 2003). 

Disabled people can face different barriers to work (see also Section 3.2.5 

above). Policies such as the New Deal for Disabled People have sought to 

provide targeted job matching support for those facing physical and other 

disabilities. While concerns have been raised regarding the policy's potential 

to force vulnerable groups into unsuitable work (Roulstone, 2000) there is also 

some evidence of positive outcomes for disabled participants who have been 

benefited from a return to work in environments providing 'supported 

employment' (Heenan, 2002). Combined with anti-discrimination measures, 

such interventions can make a difference in providing access to the labour 

market for disabled people, particularly if employers can be encouraged to 

make appropriate adjustments in the workplace and work organisation to 

reflect the diverse (dis)abilities of workers (Nielsen, 1999). However, as Duff 

et al. (2007) note, legal frameworks can also unintentionally provide a limit for 

activity for employers, encouraging them to 'do the minimum' in making 

adjustments. As Barnes and Mercer (2005) suggest, the substantial broader 

'social and environmental' barriers to inclusion faced by disabled people mean 

that the impact of such policies will always be limited until the need for more 

profound changes in work organisation are addressed. 

142 



3.3.5 Access to financial capital 

There is substantial evidence on the link between unemployment and poverty 

and social exclusion, although this link is stronger in the UK than in many 

other EU states (Clasen et aI., 1997; Gallie et aI., 2000). It is a link that has 

consistently led the UK government to promote work as the best route out of 

poverty (Lindsay, 2007). However, as Sinfield (2001) has noted, benefits 

systems that fail to raise unemployed people out of poverty can in themselves 

exacerbate barriers to work. The argument here is that low levels of benefit 

fail to empower people to look for work, limit their job search and housing 

mobility, generate debt that in turn limits wage flexibility, and deny access to 

transport and other household resources. Sinfield and others have argued for 

investment in both benefits and active employability policies as a result. 

There is also a need to ensure that in-work benefits and tax credits help 'make 

work pay' and help formerly unemployed people to sustain entry into jobs. At 

present this is not always the case - the assumption that work is always the 

best route out of poverty has come under increasing pressure, as 

employability programmes have struggled to deliver sustainable benefits for 

vulnerable groups such as lone parents (Baker, 1998), disabled people 

(Berthoud, 2007) and the low skilled (Dean, 2003). At present, De Beer's 

(2007) EU-wide analysis confirms that employment has not always led to exits 

from poverty for the most disadvantaged. 
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3.3.6 Access to social capital 

Chapter 6 (Section 6.7) discusses both previous studies and new evidence on 

social capital, job seeking and employability. There is evidence from recent 

research that access to social capital (in the form of social networks) can 

facilitate effective job seeking, and therefore contribute to a return to work for 

unemployed people (Hannan, 1999; Levesque and White, 2001). However, it 

was perhaps Granovetter's (1973, 1974) earlier work that was most 

instrumental in highlighting the crucial role of social contacts within job 

seeking (in this case with reference to the job search strategies deployed by 

higher skilled workers). Crucially, Granovetter noted the importance of the 

'strength of ties' to job search success, arguing that 'weak ties' 

(acquaintances, colleagues) provide more 'non-redundant' job information 

than do 'strong ties' (kin and close friends). Networks of acquaintances or 

weak ties tend to be less 'dense' and closely knit, and therefore offer a wider 

range of contacts, with important consequences for the dissemination of 

information about job opportunities: "individuals with few weak ties will be 

deprived of information from distant parts of the social system and will be 

confined to the provincial news and views of their close friends" (Granovetter, 

1982: 106). 

Research conducted since Granovetter introduced the idea of the importance 

of the 'strength of weak ties' has similarly concluded that that the range and 

diversity of job seekers' personal networks affect their ability to locate 

employment (Lin and Dumin, 1986; Lai et aI., 1998). Diverse and 
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heterogeneous networks of weak ties, it is argued, lead to 'better' contacts 

whom in turn bring more successful outcomes. Individuals with access to 

diverse networks are more likely to locate a resource-rich contact person with 

greater potential to positively impact on job search outcomes. Much of the 

literature in this area has continued to focus on the use of social networks by 

professionals and other potentially high-earning social groups, but Topa 

(2001) suggests that this argument stands for the job search activities of 

unemployed people - job seekers with networks incorporating higher skilled, 

high-earning contacts are more likely to find work, and are better able to 

expand the geographical reach of their search activities. 

Yet it is important to note that the relationship between social capital and 

employability is likely to be mutually reinforcing rather than causal and uni

directional. Mouw (2003) has demonstrated that no causal effect can be 

identified between 'high levels' of social capital and job outcomes, instead 

arguing that the similarity between the status of individuals' and their social 

ties is likely to explain any social capital 'effect' - i.e. "there is a tendency for 

similar people to become friends rather than a causal effect of friends' 

characteristics on labour market outcomes" (Mouw, 2003: 868). The 

homophily of social networks has similarly been acknowledged by other 

studies as representing an important methodological challenge to any 

research seeking to identify distinct causal relationships between networking 

and socio-economic status (McPherson et aI., 2001). 
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Nevertheless, there is considerable evidence that social networking at least 

has a reinforcing effect - those with better connections to the labour market 

often have access to wider and higher status social networks; and those 

social networks can be important in helping job seekers to find and maintain 

work. Furthermore, it is clear that social networks, whatever their impact, are 

at least considered to be important by many job seekers, and appear to playa 

crucial role in regions where formal employment services are less advanced 

or less used by local communities (Barbieri et aL, 2000; Lindsay et aL, 2005). 

It has also been suggested that restricted social networks can reinforce job 

seekers' exclusion from the labour market, with further negative 

consequences in terms of social exclusion and psychological wellbeing 

(Green et aI., 2005; MacDonald and Marsh 2005; Green and White, 2007). 

And specifically, the relationship between the experience of long-term 

unemployment in particular and declining access to social capital has 

emerged as a theme for studies of labour market exclusion (Julkunen, 2002; 

Gallie et aL, 2003; Lindsay et aI., 2005). Gallie et al. (2003) discuss the links 

between the experience of unemployment and engagement in 'the tertiary 

sphere of sociability' (organised social activity and regular informal social 

contact). Gallie et al.'s research explores a long-established concern that the 

long-term unemployed in particular can become isolated and "tend to 

withdraw from society and to expect less" (Sinfield, 1981: 92), and Chapter 6 

of this thesis seeks to add to the evidence on what this means for job seekers 

and their employability. 
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3.4 EXTERNAL FACTORS AFFECTING EMPLOYABILITY 

3.4.1 Local labour market factors 

Given the context for this study, it is important to recognise the different 

spatial dynamics that operate within local (and especially urban) labour 

markets. Urban labour markets can partly be seen as consisting of a number 

of spatially defined sub-markets, which can be subject to localised demand 

deficiencies; but also as free-standing, coherent markets that have the 

potential to provide opportunities for job seekers irrespective of their specific 

locality of residence (Morrison, 2005). The dynamics of local labour demand 

therefore provide a crucial element of context that will help to explain the 

success or otherwise unemployed people's job search. Boushey (2005) also 

notes the importance of local labour demand in facilitating sustained exits 

from unemployment for lower skilled workers - their progression to better, 

more stable employment is more likely in labour markets characterised by 

higher levels of overall employment. 

Yet, although the nature and level of employment demand is a clearly crucial 

element of the employability equation, it has nonetheless been somewhat 

neglected by many governments, at least when discussing active labour 

market policy (Lindsay, 2007). This is despite considerable evidence that 

strong local labour demand increases the likelihood of exits from 

unemployment, especially for those with few skills (Green and Owen, 2006). 

As discussed in Chapter 2, it is clear that, despite claims of unfilled vacancies, 
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job loss in some cities and regions during the 1980s and 1990s has not been 

matched by 'new economy' job creation (Shuttleworth et aI., 2005; Sanderson, 

2006). Accordingly, local demand continues to impact significantly on the 

outputs of centralised national welfare to work programmes (Martin et al. 

2003; Fletcher 2004; GHK, 2004). And as we have seen in Chapter 2, there 

appears strong evidence of inadequate and/or inappropriate labour demand in 

many 'post-industrial' local labour markets (Turok and Webster, 1998; 

Webster, 2000, 2005; Fothergill and Beatty, 2004; Fothergill and Wilson, 

2007). For Theodore (2007), the UK government's renewed focus on 

'worklessness' has seen a reinforcement of supply-side orthodoxies that fail to 

reflect how differences in local and regional labour demand (and job quality) 

impact on individuals' employability. As MacNicol (2008: 592) succinctly 

summarises: "improving employability does not by itself create jobs". 

Even where local labour demand is relatively strong, there can be problems 

fitting unemployed people to jobs. Devins and Hogarth (2005) note that 

individuals' employability is affected by problems of mismatch between the 

mainly service-oriented opportunities that are growing in local, especially 

urban, labour markets and the large numbers of redundant workers who 

would prefer manual jobs. This latter group also need to compete for work 

with migrant workers, students and women returners. Houston (2005) has 

similarly argued that the long-term unemployed suffer from a mismatch 

between the skills they possess and the skills required by employers. Houston 

(2005: 225) provides a strong critique of 'one size fits all' employability policies 

that assume that job seekers are able to search for jobs across sectors and 
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commute across urban labour markets when in fact some job seekers' limited 

spatial awareness, along with "skills and spatial mismatches interact and can 

be expected to reinforce one another. The lower someone's skills level, the 

more spatially restricted their catchment of potential jobs is likely to be". As 

noted in Section 3.4.4 below, many UK government employability 

programmes reflect the relatively centralised management structures of the 

public employment service, Jobcentre Plus, and therefore struggle to respond 

to such micro-level, localised mismatch problems. 

3.4.2 Vacancy characteristic factors 

The vacancies provided by employers clearly provide much of the context for 

the job search process. The quality of employment opportunities, and 

particularly the remuneration offered by employers, impacts both on the ability 

of job seekers to pursue opportunities and the sustainability of employment 

once entered (White and Geddes, 2002). Some researchers have noted that 

much of the jobs growth in the UK and other EU states during the 1990s 

centred on low quality, temporary and poorly paid positions at the margins of 

the labour market (Dieckhoff and Gallie, 2007) - a situation that limits both the 

opportunity for people with financial or family responsibilities to pursue these 

opportunities; and which limits the financial and career benefits for those 

moving into work. 

For Brown et al. (2007) employability programmes in the UK have for too long 

focused on encouraging people to take up any form of work - survey data 
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have consistently highlighted concerns that low quality jobs are often not 

sustainable and pay so little as to have a limited impact on the quality of life of 

those taking up opportunities. Of course, concerns regarding the quality of 

work also reflect changes in labour demand, sectoral growth and work 

organisation that are common across many different EU states and welfare 

regimes (Gallie, 2007). 

3.4.3 Recruitment factors 

The other major way in which employers are important to employability relates 

to how they recruit people; and the qualities that they seek and their attitudes 

towards unemployed job seekers. Survey research with employers has 

suggested that less than one-third of all vacancies are notified to Jobcentres; 

but that word-of-mouth referrals are still regularly used by over two-fifths of 

employers to recruit (Sanderson and Johnson, 2002). In more general terms, 

employers have long reported that personal referrals and word of mouth play 

an important role in filling vacancies (Holzer, 1987; Campbell and Marsden, 

1990; Geddes et aI., 1993). Devins and Hogarth (2005) argue that long-term 

unemployed and economically inactive people are often disadvantaged when 

employers use word of mouth (inevitably tapping those closest to the labour 

market). Such practices can further disadvantage already groups already 

more prone to unemployment, such as migrant minority ethnic groups 

(Petersen et aI., 2000). 
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Although employers accept that the Jobcentre network provides the main 

public policy mechanism for communicating vacancies, its effectiveness in 

reaching appropriate applicants has been questioned (Devins and Hogarth, 

2005). Employer survey work carried out during 1995 noted that the benefit 

most regularly sought by employers advertising through Jobcentres was the 

capacity to recruit from a large number of candidates (Hasluck, 1998) - this 

was more often seen as a positive than was the quality of candidates offered 

by Jobcentres. More recent case study research has produced evidence that 

employers still do not consider the Jobcentre network to be an appropriate 

mechanism for recruiting skilled labour, and can view the applicants for even 

unskilled posts that can be sourced through Jobcentres as of a poor quality 

(Hogarth et aI., 2003). However, baseline survey research carried out in 2001 

with employers not using the public employment service found that the most 

popular reason cited by employers was a lack of need - i.e. they were content 

with the efficiency of existing recruitment methods that by-passed the 

Jobcentre network (Sanderson and Johnson, 2002). 

Of course, it is not surprising that the Jobcentre network has been identified 

by employers as a less effective recruitment tool in terms of the efficiency of 

job matching - the fact that the service is free to employers ensures that it is 

fairly widely used, whether employers expect to fill specific vacancies through 

this channel or not - "Moreover, Jobcentres have an obligation to attempt to 

place all of their clients many of whom will be difficult to place. Private 

employment agencies charge fees and employers would be expected to be 

more selective in their use and expect a positive outcome in return for their 
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fee. However, private agencies screen their job seekers to a much greater 

degree than can Jobcentres making it more likely that a successful job match 

will be the outcome" (Hasluck, 1998: 59). 

Clearly, an important explanation for the problems faced by the long-term 

unemployed and other disadvantaged job seekers in accessing work lies in 

the attitudes of recruiting employers. Labour economists have consistently 

suggested that those who have been out of work for extended periods face 

reluctance among employers to recruit them, due to the perception that these 

job seekers lack motivation and/or recent or relevant work experience (Layard 

et aI., 1991; Van Ours and Ridder, 1993, 1995; Blanchard and Diamond, 

1994). Manning (2000) has argued that employers are most likely to reject the 

long-term unemployed and those without relevant experience at the 

application stage - those who are selected for interview are not at any further 

disadvantage at this stage of the selection procedure. Nevertheless, the long

term unemployed, and other unemployed job seekers, appear to face more 

barriers in convincing employers to hire them, and can fall victim to a 

'crowding effect' (Mumford and Smith, 1999). 

Survey work with recruiting employers has confirmed that there can be 

negative attitudes towards the jobless. Atkinson and Williams (2003) note that 

recruiters can 'have an issue' with long-term unemployed people, even though 

the majority expressed satisfaction with those that they had recruited. There 

remained a fear the long-term unemployed people experience a decline in 

their skills, can lack motivation and are more likely to have gaps in basic skills. 
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In many cases it has been argued that recruiting employers do not directly 

discriminate against the long-term unemployed, but are more likely to express 

doubts about the skills (Devins and Hogarth, 2005). Newton et al. (2005) 

similarly point to evidence that employers can be suspicious of the long-term 

unemployed and others with poor work records. As we have seen in Section 

3.2.5 above, employers' negative attitudes towards other vulnerable job 

seeker groups such as older workers can also be problematic - there is 

evidence that over 50s pursuing entry-level positions significantly less likely 

than their younger counterparts to make it through to the interview stage 

(Lahey, 2008). It is because of these issues that many researchers have 

suggested incentivising the recruitment of long-term unemployed people and 

other excluded job seekers through wage subsidies for employers and other 

forms of support (Holtham et aI., 1998; Musgrave, 2006). 

3.4.4 Employment policy factors 

The more general employability policy context has been discussed in Chapter 

2, but it is worth remembering that policy makers can turn to a range of 

possible approaches to addressing the barriers to work described above. A 

number of studies have sought to differentiate between 'Work First' 

approaches to employability, which are generally short-term, involve strong 

compulsion and focus on encouraging job search and quick entries into work; 

and 'human capital development' approaches, which seek to deploy more 

holistic interventions in order to produce longer term benefits in skills and to 
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help people cope with health and other problems (Sol and Hoogtanders, 

2005; Bruttel and Sol, 2006). 

As Lindsay et al. (2007) note, the UK government's approach to employability 

has been something of a hybrid - while the strong compulsion imposed on job 

seekers sometimes appears counter-productive, there has been substantial 

investment in targeted labour market programmes addressing some of the 

range of barriers faced by unemployed people. In general terms, UK policy 

makers have become increasingly concerned with promoting more individually 

responsive employment services (Rosenthal and Peccei, 2006). While a 

number of evaluations have found positives in the increasing importance of 

personalised services and the role of 'Personal Advisers' or 'Key Workers' 

(Ley et aI., 2001; Barnes and Hudson, 2006; McQuaid et aI., 2008), others 

have raised concerns that such processes are over-reliant on the 

discretionary role of professionals whose application of 'street level 

bureaucracy' can have profoundly diverse impacts on individuals' experiences 

of employability policy and the benefits system (McDonald and Marston, 2005; 

Wright, 2006). 

The quality of job outcomes achieved through employability programmes in 

the UK and elsewhere has also been questioned. For example, the 

willingness of employability providers to encourage people to take up 

temporary work has been criticised, given that the most vulnerable are less 

likely to receive in-work support and opportunities for progression in such jobs 

(Doussard and Theodore, 2006). In the search for sustainable, long-term job 
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outcomes for clients, a number of researchers have argued for more locally 

responsive, individually-focused provision (Lindsay et aI., 2008). For example, 

Haughton et al. (2000) point to the complexity of the issues faced by many job 

seekers, and argue for well-resourced, flexible local programmes that both 

reflect individuals' needs and tap employer demand to benefit the most 

disadvantaged neighbourhoods. They and other others have expressed 

disappointment that the innovative solutions initially piloted under initiatives 

such as 'Working Neighbourhoods' and 'Employment Zones' have often given 

way more standardised supply-side training programmes that are less 

responsive to local labour market needs (Bruttel, 2005; Lindsay et aI., 2007). 

There is increasing interest in how to join up the supply-side and demand-side 

elements of employability policy. Campbell (2000) has called for work 

placement programmes that engage employers in the design of supported 

training initiatives for the long-term unemployed, and which reflect the specific 

sectoral and demand dynamics of local labour markets. Gore (2005) also 

argues for a far greater involvement of employers in the design and 

implementation of programmes that are tailored to build job seekers' skills in 

areas most useful for specific occupations. Devins and Hogarth (2005) 

similarly note the need for employability programmes that respond to 

employers' recruiting priorities and ensure that job seekers are prepared and 

job ready - being sent clients who are not ready for work can 'turn off' 

employers from participating in welfare to work initiatives. And Spoonley 

(2008) reports on the success of local demand-led approaches that connect 
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employers and labour market intermediaries, so that the latter can develop a 

'more nuanced' understanding of the nature of local labour market demand. 

Nevertheless, despite clear shortcomings, evaluations of programmes such as 

the New Deal have suggested that the combination of job search counselling, 

training and work placement programmes has had a limited, but significant, 

effect on job entry rates (De Giorgi, 2005), with benefits in terms of improved 

skills, confidence and self-presentation also welcomed by programme 

participants (Hoogevelt and France, 2000; Fieldhouse et aI., 2002). It is also 

clear that employability intermediaries can play an important role in providing 

'screening' of both clients and employers, so that job seekers are not matched 

to inappropriate vacancies or training placements and employers are not sent 

unsuitable candidates (Combes Taylor and Rubin, 2003); and in combating 

employer discrimination and acting as advocates for potentially disadvantaged 

job seekers (Loretto and White, 2004). 

For some, the content of job search and employability programmes is less 

important than the fact that the unemployed are compelled to engage with 

formal services. Dolton and O'Neill (2002) have consistently pOinted to a 're

start effect' impacting on unemployment durations in the UK - with long-term 

unemployed people compelled to attend interviews to discuss their search 

activities ('Re-start Interviews', introduced by the public employment service in 

the mid-1980s) increasing search effort, with some benefits in job entry rates. 

As noted above, the need for compulsory activation is also a logical 

conclusion of the analyses of some labour economists who seek to link the 

156 



'hysteresis effect' that they say results from long-term unemployment and the 

lack of 'activating' elements in the benefits system. Indeed, for economists 

such as Layard (1997, 2000) and others, increasing compulsory activity 

requirements and the conditionality of benefits is a necessary element in 

reducing unemployment. For example, reviewing UK labour market policy 

during the 1980s, De Koning et a!. (2004: 16) hypothesise a causal 

relationship between relatively low levels of compulsion and high 

unemployment, arguing that given the "progressive relaxation of the 

'willingness to work' as a condition of getting unemployment benefits ... it is 

not surprising that the sustainable rate of unemployment rose". Chapter 2 has 

pointed to the flaws in such explanations, which seem to underestimate the 

importance of economic development as a source of labour demand. 

Within the labour economics literature, the impact of benefit rates on exits 

from unemployment has formed a major theme for analyses of 

unemployment. A number of studies have noted significant reductions in exits 

from unemployment associated with the introduction of higher benefit rates 

and vice-versa (Bover et a!., 2002; Pedersen and Smith, 2003; Roed and 

Zhang, 2003). However, evidence from other EU states suggests that the 

'carrot' of 'back to work' payments and 'make work pay' incentives is as or 

more effective than the 'stick' of decreasing benefits (Fugazza, 2001). Others 

have suggested that there is a false dichotomy inherent in attempts to paint 

strong benefits systems as 'passive' compared to 'active' employability-raising 

measures. Support from the benefits system can facilitate more effective job 

seeking and therefore job matching and can more generally empower people 
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to stay engaged in society and cope with the pressures of unemployment 

(Sinfield, 2001; Pollmann-Schult and Buchel, 2005). 

More generally, the UK benefits system can be characterised as providing low 

levels of disposable income for claimants while large amounts of funding to 

cover housing are linked to passported, means-tested benefits, often paid 

directly to landlords. Such a system is inevitably disempowering (Sinfield, 

2001); and even government has recognised that it means that job seekers 

can have few of the financial management and budgeting skills they will need 

when moving into employment (DWP, 2006). Inflexible elements within the 

benefits system can throw up additional barriers to work for the long-term 

unemployed. In the UK context, the financial consequences of the withdrawal 

of 'passported' housing-related benefits (i.e. those activated when claims are 

made for income-based benefits, usually following six months duration of 

unemployment) can act as a disincentive against job seekers' 'taking a risk' on 

short-term or potentially unstable work. The financial shock of the sudden 

withdrawal of housing-related benefits (in the UK, Housing Benefit and 

Council Tax Benefit) and the potential for delays in regaining eligibility 

following any return to unemployment can prompt long-term unemployed 

people to reject any 'risky' opportunities (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002; Worth, 

2003; DWP, 2006). 

Finally, as noted above, tax-benefit policies that 'make work pay' have the 

potential to impact on the motivation of some job seekers to enter work, and to 

help ensure that returns to work are sustainable and raise the standard of 
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living of those participating. There has been some evidence of positive, but 

limited, employment effects associated with the introduction of a national 

minimum wage in the UK (Brown et aI., 2001; Adam-Smith et aI., 2003). 

Analyses of the impact of the tax credit reforms in the UK have also noted 

modest increases in employment for single parents and workerless married 

couples with children (Blundell, 2001). 

3.4.5 Other policy factors 

A number of other public policy agendas have the potential to impact on 

individuals' employability. For example, we have seen above that 'transport

mobility' issues (Section 3.3.3) can throw up additional barriers for 

unemployed people, and that public transport is often seen as playing an 

important part in facilitating transitions to work. Lucas et al. (2008) review 

innovative transport pilot programmes and argue for a combination of help 

with fares and targeted, community-based public transport services as a 

means of overcoming transport-related barriers to work in deprived urban 

communities. Brown et al. (2001) have similarly suggested that - given the 

importance of shift work within an increasingly dominant service sector -

flexible public transport services can be seen as an important element in 

employability strategies. Shuttleworth et al. (2005) also a make the case for 

targeted local transport services, while in both rural areas of Scotland (Wright 

et aI., 2008) and across a number other local authority areas (McQuaid et aI., 

2008) pilot programmes have sought to link employability programmes with 

local demand-responsive transport schemes. 
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Government housing policy - and how it impacts on the state of housing 

markets - can also be seen as affecting how people look for work. It has been 

suggested that job seekers' mobility and search strategies are affected by 

their housing arrangements. It is clear that private sector housing in areas 

characterised by economic growth can be out of the price range of 

unemployed people (Sinfield, 1981). But the relationship between the housing 

and labour markets remains complex. Robson (2001,2003) notes that regions 

with relatively high house prices and/or a low proportion of public sector 

rented housing tend to have a relatively low equilibrium rate of unemployment. 

However, the causality (if any) here remains unclear. 

Some studies have also suggested that unemployment can be concentrated 

in public sector rented accommodation within deprived neighbourhoods as a 

result of housing policies pursued by local authorities. Much of the US 

literature on area-based poverty has argued for increasing investment in high 

quality, mixed housing developments, so that the most disadvantaged are not 

'ghettoised' in undesirable public housing (Wilson, 1996; Reingold, 1999). In 

the UK, housing policy has also been seen as playing an important role in 

shaping the spatial elements of urban unemployment problems, with local 

authority housing policy resulting in the concentration of disadvantaged 

groups in certain localities (Watt, 2003). Mixed housing development has also 

been seen as a way of addressing the emergence of 'workless communities' 

in some areas (Ritchie et aI., 2005; DWP, 2006). Evidence regarding the 

impact of such measures is mixed - Manley et al. (2007) argue that there is 
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little evidence to suggest that new mixed tenure housing developments have 

significantly promoted social wellbeing or mobility; but in areas where 

undesirable public sector housing dominates there remain higher than 

average rates of economic inactivity (Adams and Thomas, 2007). Finally, as 

noted in the discussion of employment policy factors above, perceived 

barriers surrounding housing costs can act as a disincentive. Long-term 

unemployed people can be reluctant to consider lower paid jobs, given 

concerns surrounding meeting housing costs once passported housing 

assistance (in the UK, Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit, payable to 

unemployed people claiming means-tested benefits) has been withdrawn 

(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002). 

The availability of childcare services can also be important in facilitating job 

entry, especially for women (who more often have primary caring 

responsibilities for children). UK and EU evidence suggests that employment 

rates are significantly lower among women with pre-school age children (CEC, 

2008). McQuaid et al. (2008) have conducted research in Scottish labour 

markets (including the study area) demonstrating how childcare and 

employability services can be linked to promote routes into work for 

disadvantaged parents. 

3.4.6 Macro-economic factors 

Finally, while policies to promote employability can help disadvantaged groups 

to compete more effectively in the labour market, they will be ineffective in 
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increasing employment if there is insufficient demand (MacNicol, 2008); and 

much of the 'success' of UK employability policies in the 1990s and 2000s has 

been put down to jobs growth as a result of macro-economic factors (Adams 

and Thomas, 2007). Conversely, spikes in unemployment and accompanying 

poverty in Europe can be traced to macro-economic shocks. As Mayes (2002) 

argues, unemployment can prove persistent where processes of economic 

growth and change are asymmetric, with more jobs lost by adverse shocks 

than gained by favourable shocks of the same size. 

3.5 RESEARCHING EMPLOYABILITY: DEPLOYING THE FRAMEWORK 

The issues described above all have the potential to influence individuals' 

employability, their risk of facing long-term unemployment, and so their 

experiences in the labour market. As demonstrated above, a number of 

studies have touched upon these different aspects of the employability 

equation, but relatively few have sought to bring together data on numerous 

elements within the individual factors, personal circumstances and external 

factors affecting labour market outcomes. This research seeks to add value in 

this way. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 consider individual factors, personal 

circumstances and external factors affecting the employability of 220 

interviewees in one urban labour market in Scotland, particularly 

concentrating on differences between the long-term unemployed and other job 

seekers. At various points throughout these chapters and especially then in 

Chapter 8, the research also explores the inter-connectedness between 

different elements of employability - again, an important issue in explaining 
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individuals' experiences in the labour market (Fugate et aI., 2004; McQuaid 

and Lindsay, 2005). 

As noted in Chapter 2, there is an inherent danger that gathering data across 

so many influencing factors, and indeed deploying such a broad-based 

employability framework, risks 'including everything' and denying the concept 

of employability any real meaning (Creighton, 2007). But to rule out many, or 

perhaps any, of the factors discussed above is to potentially ignore issues that 

can help us to understand why people become unemployed or long-term 

unemployed. A concept of employability that is divorced from the issues of 

why and how people find work and/or become and remain unemployed, is of 

little value. The employability framework described above and deployed in the 

remainder of this study seeks to grapple with all the factors that may be 

associated with employability, unemployment and long-term unemployment, 

not just the factors that can be most conveniently researched or provide the 

main focus for current government policy. The findings from interviews with 

unemployed job seekers are now presented following a brief discussion of the 

methodology for the research in Chapter 4. 

163 



CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter discusses methodological issues in relation to the fieldwork 

research. After this introduction, the chapter is structured as follows. Section 

4.2 first discusses the 'theoretical foundations' for the research (4.2.1), then 

provides a general overview of the methodological approach adopted, ethical 

issues and the aims and hypotheses of the research (4.2.2). The same 

section then turns to a more specific discussion of data gathering and analysis 

issues, providing a justification of the quantitative research methods used, 

acknowledging potential weaknesses and describing the approach taken to 

data analysis (4.2.3). 

Section 4.3 provides information about the sampling strategy deployed during 

fieldwork and provides some basic 'sample profile' information on the 

unemployment duration of participants and key demographic control 

characteristics. Section 4.4 describes the economic and labour market context 

provided by the study area (the city of Glasgow) and the local communities 

where the research was undertaken. 

Finally, Section 4.5 acknowledges the limitations of the research, notes how 

the methodology has been designed in attempt to overcome and limit any 

shortcomings, and briefly discusses areas for future study. 
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4.2 THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND METHODOLOGICAL 

APPROACH 

4.2.1 Theoretical foundations 

In terms of the epistemological starting point for this research, its theoretical 

foundations can be seen as rooted in 'post-positivistic'/'realist' approaches. 

Such approaches reflect an ontological position of empirical realism but reject 

the "naNe realism' of 'pure' positivism - the assumption is that objective data 

can be gathered, and significant relationships between variables tested and 

verified; but that reality is only "imperfectly and probabilistically 

apprehendable" (Guba and Lincoln, 1994: 100). The approach remains 

broadly deductive - i.e. based around a logical model in which the researcher 

develops a theory, derives hypotheses and seeks to test these hypotheses 

through empirical observation and data analysis. Rigorous and consistent 

methods of investigation, data gathering and theory testing are applied, in 

order to identify significant relationships, which when tested and verified, can 

help us to progress towards theories of (and therefore potentially explain and 

predict) the factors that shape people's experiences. Accordingly, the priorities 

for such approaches are that the methodologies deployed and data gathered 

are characterised by rigour and consistency, internal and external validity, 

reliability and (where possible) objectivity. 

An inevitable critique of overly positivistic approaches is that they tend to be 

too reliant on rational choice explanations of behaviour; seek to impose 
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assumptions about causal explanations of human behaviour as if operating in 

a closed environment that is far from the reality of social life; and assume a 

degree of valueless objectivity that can be difficult to achieve (Sarantakos, 

1993). Furthermore, it is suggested - for example by those advocating an 

alternative interpretivist/constructivist epistemology that positivistic 

approaches are unable to empathetically engage with research participants 

and so understand social phenomena from their own point of view (Saunders 

et aI., 2007). The suggestion here is that interpretivist/constructivist 

epistemological approaches are able to arrive at a sense of context and 

meaning that would otherwise be lost (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). 

While there is some merit in these arguments, the reality is that social 

scientists tend to apply a more sophisticated post-positivist/realist approach 

that acknowledges that research subjects' responses to questioning can and 

do represent both a) the objective reality of external events and phenomena 

and b) individuals' perceptions and cognition, and therefore subjective 

interpretations; and which avoids making the conceptual leap that the data 

presented are the only possible factors explaining social experiences and 

behaviour. As Roberts and Sanders (2005) note, there is a tendency in some 

areas of the sociology literature to see all realist approaches as enforcing an 

overly positivistic/quantitative standpoint that assumes a single 'objective' 

knowledge about the world. Roberts and Sanders argue that what they call 

'pragmatic realist' approaches can be adopted so as to avoid a 'na"ive realism' 

that assumes rational choice as the only driver for behaviour, but still allows 

room to identify significant associations between processes and actions. 
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Such an approach is reflected in this research. Throughout, there is an 

attempt to avoid simplistic assumptions that causal relationships exist 

between the variables discussed; nor is it assumed that the data gathered 

here are the only factors influencing experiences and behaviour. In this case, 

the holistic nature of the analytical framework, based on an extensive analysis 

of previous studies, has also helped to ensure the analysis goes beyond 

simplistic rational choice explanations, and where possible attempts to explore 

how and why attitudes to work and progress in the labour market are formed. 

4.2.2 Methodological approach 

Selection of quantitative methodology 

Given the central aims of the research - to deploy a framework for analysing 

employability in order to identify and compare the barriers to work faced by 

unemployed job seekers; and especially to identify associations between 

specific barriers/issues and the experience of long-term unemployment (see 

below for further discussion) - an approach was selected that would maximise 

the range of 'employability data' gathered and number of people contacted; 

and which would allow for the gathering of consistent, quantifiable data, thus 

allowing for hypothesis testing and the identification of significant associations 

between characteristics and experiences. The research design and 

methodological approach adopted for the fieldwork therefore settled on a 

quantitative study. Given the range, complexity and sensitivity of the data 

being collected, face-to-face interviews were used - accordingly, 220 
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structured interviews were undertaken with a sample of unemployed job 

seekers. During a two week period some six months after the initial contacts, 

brief follow-up interviews were undertaken by telephone with 98 of the same 

job seekers, all of whom had agreed to participate and provided the 

researcher with contact details, in order to track their progress in the labour 

market. The benefits and limitations of this quantitative methodology are 

discussed in further detail in Section 4.2.3 below. 

Selection of study area 

In order to provide a consistent basis and location for drawing a sample of 

interviewees, the fieldwork was concentrated in two localities within a single 

urban labour market (the city of Glasgow). This single location allowed for the 

development of a relatively large sample of interviewees residing in the same 

city and therefore able to share their reflections on what was broadly a shared 

social and economic context for job seeking. In order to achieve a large, 

consistently structured sample from one urban labour market, the research 

sacrificed any attempt to develop more comparative data (for example 

comparing job seekers' experiences in urban and rural communities). 

However, while this is a potential weakness (and Chapter 9 advocates further 

comparative research to explore experiences across labour markets) the 

research adds to a number of previous studies that have focused specifically 

on the barriers and issues faced by urban job seekers - reflecting concerns 

regarding the particularly challenging problems of entrenched unemploymenU 

long-term unemployment in disadvantaged urban areas (see, for example, 

Chapple, 2002b; Green et aI., 2005; Houston, 2005; Morrison, 2005; Green 
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and White, 2007). Accordingly, interviews were conducted in two Jobcentre 

Plus offices located in relatively disadvantaged communities within the city of 

Glasgow - an urban labour market which during the time of the research was 

then experiencing a period of significant and rapid jobs growth; but which 

remained relatively depressed in comparison to Scottish and UK averages. 

Further information on the study area is provided in Section 4.4. The research 

was conducted over a period of just over five weeks (27 days) during April and 

May 2003. Follow-up telephone interviews were undertaken in November and 

December 2003. 

Interview locations were agreed in advance with Jobcentre Plus management. 

It was agreed that interviews would be undertaken in Jobcentre Plus offices 

serving local communities with relatively high levels of deprivation and 

unemployment. For the researcher, this ensured that findings were able to 

offer insights on the barriers faced by some of the city's most disadvantaged 

individuals/communities, maximising the relevance of policy implications 

drawn from the research (see Section 4.4 for further discussion). 

The interview process 

The interview schedule for the face-to-face research involved 71 mainly 

closed questions based on the framework for analysing employability 

described in Chapter 3. Interviews typically took between 40 and 50 minutes 

to complete. Interviews were conducted in quiet areas near the front of the 

office, but well away from Jobcentre Plus staff, to ensure that interviewees felt 

confident when discussing sensitive issues. Jobcentre Plus managers allowed 
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the researcher total freedom to approach prospective interviewees, and there 

was no attempt to influence selection of participants or the interview process. 

Data were gathered and stored in accordance with Social Research 

Association (SRA) Ethical Guidelines (SRA, 2002). In line with SRA 

Guidelines, and the ethical principles of informed consent, transparency, and 

minimising harm to research participants, interviewees were informed of the 

nature of the research (the likely length of time to complete interviews, the 

broad range of issues covered, and the sensitivity of some issues to be 

discussed). The aim of the research (informing future policies and identifying 

barriers faced by the unemployed) was fully explained to participants. The 

independence of the researcher from Jobcentre Plus was emphasised in initial 

discussions with prospective interviewees. All contacts were anonymous, 

except when interviewees agreed to participate in follow-up interviews. Upon 

completion of follow-up interviews, all data were fully anonymised. SRA 

Guidelines advise that data 'should not be passed on without consent and 

should be stored safely with restricted access'. Throughout the processes of 

data collection and analysis, only the researcher had access to non

anonymised personal data, and an assurance to this effect was given to 

interviewees. Data were stored in a password-protected SPSS database, 

which only the researcher had access to. 

Prior to the research, the impact on participants was considered and 

interviews were planned so as to reflect SRA Guidelines (SRA, 2002) on 

'obligations to subjects' including: 'avoiding undue intrusion' (so that 
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interviewees were fully informed of the potentially sensitive nature of some 

questions); 'avoiding overburdening subjects' (so that only relevant questions 

of value to the study were asked); and 'protecting the interests of subjects' by 

'minimising disturbance' (interviewees were approached only after they had 

completed their engagement with Jobcentre Plus staff, and were already 

attending Jobcentre Plus offices to undertake job seeking activities 

independently of the research process). SRA Guidelines also warn against 

subjecting interviewees to 'undue stress, loss of self esteem ... or other side 

effects'. In order to protect against such problem, as noted above, 

interviewees were informed as to the purpose of the research (i.e. informing 

policies on promoting employability and combating unemployment). 

Accordingly, despite the sensitivity of some questions, interviewees generally 

responded positively to the idea that their views were being sought and were 

valued, and that the research was aimed at informing the development of 

services/policies for job seekers. 

Moser and Kalton (1971) suggest three necessary conditions need to be in 

place if quantitative interviews are to produce useful results: accessibility (the 

interviewee must have access to the information being asked, or be in a 

position to form a considered view in response to attitudinal questions); 

cognition (the interviewee must understand the aim of the research, so that 

he/she is able to judge which information is useful/relevant to offer in 

response to questions); and motivation (the interviewee understands the 

importance of, and is motivated to provide, accurate responses). These 
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considerations were taken into account when explaining the nature of the 

research to prospective participants. 

Interviewees were at first approached at random as they used the Jobcentre 

Plus facilities, and towards the end of the process specific job seekers were 

targeted and/or accepted for interview according to their gender or 

unemployment duration, so that sample targets could be achieved (see 

Section 4.3 for a discussion of the profile of the sample). Accordingly, the 

research was able to tap some of the benefits of stratified sampling, with 

participants selected based on rules applied to ensure that members of the 

population with particular attributes are represented in the sample group - this 

means that those participating in the research are more representative of their 

peers in the general population (in this case the claimant unemployed 

population in Glasgow), so that results are more robust (Cochran, 1977). The 

research also involved a degree of purposive sampling, where a group is 

targeted on the basis of a specific rationale for research (this was the case for 

the targeting of the long-term unemployed). Despite the degree of sample bias 

introduced by such an approach, purposive sampling has proved effective in 

ensuring that data are gathered from segments of the population with most 

information on characteristics of primary interest (Bernard, 2002) - in this 

case, the experience of long-term unemployment. Limits of time and 

resources meant that it was not possible to develop and execute a more 

detailed sample frame that was sensitive to other demographic trends or more 

accurately reflected the total population within long-term and short-term 

unemployed groups. 
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Aims and hypotheses 

The aim of the initial phase of 220 interviews, as described in Chapter 1, was 

to deploy a framework for analysing employability in order to identify and 

compare the barriers to work faced by unemployed job seekers. The 

questions used within the interview schedule were therefore designed to elicit 

information on the individual factors, personal circumstances, and external 

factors, which we might hypothesise - given the analytical framework and 

review of literature provided above - as having some impact on job seekers' 

employability and experiences in the labour market. The aim was also to 

gather data that would help to identify significant differences between the 

employability and experiences of the long-term unemployed (here defined as 

those who had been unemployed for one year or more) and job seekers who 

had been unemployed for shorter periods. Accordingly, by gathering and 

analysing these data it was hoped that the hypotheses elucidated in Chapter 

1 could be tested and explored. 

Hypothesis 1: That a holistic framework for conceptual ising 

employability - covering not just job seekers' motivation and skills, but 

also other individual factors, personal circumstances and external 

factors - is needed to fully analyse individuals' employability and how 

they interact with and understand the labour market. 

Hypothesis 2: That unemployed job seekers, and the long-term 

unemployed in particular, face a range of complex barriers to work 
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related to individual factors, personal circumstances and external 

factors, which can be inter-related. 

Hypothesis 3: That policies targeting long-term unemployed people 

are justified in terms of the significantly more complex barriers to work 

often faced by these job seekers; but that a combination of holistic 

interventions is likely to be required to address these inter-related 

barriers. 

Follow-up telephone interviews focused only on: interviewees' labour market 

status six months after the initial interview (i.e. whether in work, unemployed 

or other); and, if employed, their occupation and how they had found work. 

The results are used in Chapter 8 to identify statistically significant differences 

in the characteristics and views of those who had found or not found work. 

Beyond the hypotheses identified above, the research also sought to more 

generally explore the barriers to work faced by unemployed people across a 

range of groups: long-term unemployed and more recently out of work; of 

different ages and genders; and with different levels of skill, experience in the 

labour market and educational attainment. An important additional aim for the 

research was therefore to explore how a range of issues, alone and especially 

when inter-connected, can act as barriers to work for the unemployed; and to 

identify lessons for policies seeking to improve the employability of job 

seekers. 
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Finally, a supplementary aim of the research was to further explore three 

specific issues around job search methods and behaviour, identified as of 

particular interest by the author and colleagues in previously published 

research. First, additional questions were included so as to explore job 

seekers' access and use of the Internet as a job search tool. McQuaid et al. 

(2003, 2004) have noted that Jobcentre Plus and other public agencies 

increasingly rely on web-based technologies to deliver information services for 

vulnerable groups, including unemployed job seekers; but have also raised 

concerns that the most disadvantaged may encounter a 'digital divide' limiting 

their access to on-line services. Within Chapter 5 (Section 5.3.2) there is a 

detailed discussion of these issues and interviewees' responses on the use of 

the Internet as a job search tool. 

Second, the research particularly focused on job seekers' attitudes towards 

entry-level, relatively low-skilled vacancies in particular areas of the service 

economy. Interviewees were asked about their attitudes towards opportunities 

in three service sectors: retail; hospitality; and contact centres. Interviewees 

were asked whether they would consider or rule out entry-level vacancies in 

these sectors, the reasons for ruling out jobs where relevant, and how such 

decisions were arrived at. This specific element of the research is introduced 

under a broader discussion of 'labour market adaptability and awareness' 

(Chapter 5, Section 5.4), before a these issues are fully explored in 

considerable detail (Chapter 5, Section 5.5). These issues were pursued in 

order to build upon the work of Lindsay and McQuaid (2004), who had earlier 

found that unemployed job seekers can often rule out considering jobs in 
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expanding areas of the service economy, which they can view as 'McJobs' 

(low-paid, low quality jobs with few opportunities for progression). 

Third, a final, detailed discussion focuses on 'access to social capital' 

(Chapter 6, Section 6.7). This element of the research involved an extensive 

series of questions around: interviewees' use of social networks for job 

seeking (and the characteristics of people in their search networks); and the 

relationship between the experience of unemployment and what has been 

called the 'tertiary sphere of sociability' (Gallie et aI., 2003) - i.e. individuals' 

access to informal social contacts and organised social activities. This 

element of the research sought to build upon previous findings that long-term 

unemployed people can particularly struggle to access the kind of personal 

networks that can be important for both effective job seeking and social 

inclusion (Lindsay et aI., 2005). 

These three elements of the thesis pursue new evidence on specific issues 

but also fit with the broader aims of the study, to gather data on how a 

complex combination of individual factors, personal circumstances, and 

external factors influence decision-making in, and experiences of, the labour 

market and individuals' employability. Nevertheless, the core of the research 

was to explore differences between job seekers' employability (and especially 

any differences between the long-term unemployed and other job seekers) in 

terms of individual factors, personal circumstances, and external factors 

(results are reported in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 respectively) and the relationship 
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between these different elements of employability (reported in Chapter 8 and, 

where appropriate, the previous three chapters). 

4.2.3 Approach to data gathering and analysis 

Quantitative data gathering 

The use of structured interviews (which were then analysed through 

quantitative data analysis) was appropriate in this case. Structured interviews 

were used to gather a large quantity of consistent, readily codeable data -

important when seeking to deploy a complex, multi-dimensional analytical 

framework, such as the one described above; and essential for identifying 

inter-relationships between numerous different variables within that 

framework. Given these research aims, it was necessary to apply a 

methodology and analytical approach that would produce (and allow the 

analysis of) precise, consistent and comparable data - a major strength of 

quantitative approaches to data gathering. The use of quantitative methods 

was therefore appropriate given the aim of testing hypotheses and identifying 

significant relationships (Sarantakos, 1993), in the hope of explaining 

experiences in the labour market. 

A series of both open and closed questions were used. As Moser and Kalton 

(1971) note, the essential difference lies in the stage at which the data are 

coded, by the interviewee or the interviewer. In some cases, it was considered 

more beneficial to allow the interviewee to provide an open and/or detailed 

answer, which was then coded by the researcher. This can be helpful when 
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asking questions where the interviewee is asked to make a judgement (e.g. 

"Which method do you most often use to look for work?") or where there may 

be wide variation in answers (e.g. "How far would you be willing to travel to 

and from work on a daily basis?"). However, in other cases, pre-coded, closed 

questions were used, with the interviewee offered dichotomous or multiple 

choice answers to choose from. Such closed questions can be helpful in 

ensuring greater accuracy and consistency in data gathering, especially 

where the range of possible in answers is limited and categories are well

established and accepted (e.g. "In which occupation were you last 

employed?"). 

In designing the interview schedules, a number of best practice principles in 

quantitative interviewing were followed (Moser and Kalton, 1971; Sarantakos, 

1993), so that: questions were tightly focused and clearly/specifically-worded; 

questions used 'plain English', avoiding jargon; questions were limited to 

gathering only necessary and useful information; wording was checked so as 

to avoid 'leading' questions; and questions asked for information/views that 

would be readily accessible and recollected by interviewees at the time of the 

interview. Where pOSSible, hypothetical questions were avoided, given the 

inherent problems in asking people to predict future attitudes and/or behaviour 

in relation to circumstances yet to arise (Moser and Kalton, 1971). However, 

in some cases, it was necessary to ask interviewees to consider how they 

would react to vacancies in particular locations and sectors. Where this was 

the case, interviewees were encouraged to carefully consider a range of 

options/responses (for example, whether they would actively pursue, perhaps 
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consider or definitely rule out certain job opportunities). Nevertheless, as 

noted in the discussion of job search targets in Chapter 5 below, answers to 

such hypothetical questions need to be treated with caution. 

The data gathered from an initial pilot of 10 interviews were analysed, and the 

researcher reflected on the interview process as experienced during these 

initial interviews. The pilot phase of any social research exercise can be 

important to improving the quality of full-scale research by testing the logistics 

of data gathering arrangements, the effectiveness and wording of questions, 

and the reliability and validity of results (Cochran and Cox, 1992). No major 

changes were made following the initial 10 interviews, as the process was 

judged as operating satisfactorily. 

It is important to acknowledge the potential weaknesses of such quantitative 

approaches. There is always a danger that quantitative approaches can 

produce overly structured methodologies that 'close down' discussion of 

complex issues and prevent ideas from being freely pursued and explored. As 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) note, this can mean that potentially important 

variables may be ignored, limiting the relevance of the research. There is also 

a danger that quantitative approaches will capture only 'surface data' - on 

what people say and do - rather than more complex information on 

understandings and meanings and the context within which people think and 

act (May, 1993). There is also little doubt that qualitative methodologies can 

add value to studies of unemployment, by offering the scope to openly explore 

individuals' experiences and attitudes (and how these are formed) - indeed, 
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the author and colleagues have turned to qualitative methods and analysis in 

previous studies of attitudes to work among unemployed people (McQuaid et 

aI., 2004; Lindsay et aI., 2005). In these previous cases, the research team 

were interested in openly exploring the social experiences of unemployed job 

seekers, and building theory about new social phenomena (such as the rise of 

on-line networking in rural areas) - so the flexibility and dynamism provided 

by qualitative methodologies was appropriate. 

Nevertheless, a more structured and quantitative approach was considered 

appropriate in this case, given the specific demands and objectives of this 

research. The research focused on the deployment of an extensive framework 

for analysing employability, which in turn required the gathering of data across 

a large number of variable categories, with the aim of identifying relationships 

between these factors in order to test hypotheses. These aims and this 

approach meant that quantitative data gathering and analysis were most 

appropriate in this case. A quantitative approach also allows for the gathering 

of greater quantities of data, with benefits in terms of the generalisability of 

findings (Sarantakos, 1993). Having a relatively large number of responses, 

gathered according to a consistent sample framework, clearly contributes to 

the research's internal validity (the extent to which the process produces 

results that are accurate and not based on spurious relationships) and 

external validity (the extent to which findings of research offer generalisable 

lessons) (Winter, 2000). 
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It is also hoped that the multi-dimensionality of the analytical framework 

deployed in this research will help to address some of the limitations of the 

methodology. The framework for analysing employability illustrated in Chapter 

3 (Figure 3.1) was developed following the author's involvement in previous 

interview-based research with hundreds of job seekers in urban (McQuaid and 

Lindsay, 2002), rural (Lindsay et aI., 2003) and peri-urban (Lindsay and 

McQuaid, 2004) labour markets, and also informed by an extensive reading of 

previous research on employability and labour market issues (see Chapters 2 

and 3). It is therefore hoped that the thoroughness and multi-dimensionality of 

the framework (which informed the interview process), combined with an 

analysis of the data that seeks to identify the complex linkages between 

different aspects of employability, will mean that the analysis below is able to 

provide real insights into how people understand employability, their different 

experiences of multiple barriers to work, and what unemployment means to 

the individual. The wide range of follow-up questions deployed on certain 

issues also means that the thesis is able to discuss evidence on how and why 

job seekers faced specific barriers and/or make decisions around work. 

Approach to data analysis 

All data were entered into SPSS for Windows 14.0/16.0 and analysed. 

Throughout Chapters 5-8 data are analysed and presented in the form of 

descriptive statistics. Statistically significant differences are identified and 

discussed - the differences between long-term unemployed job seekers and 

those unemployed for less than one year provide a recurring focus, but other 

statistically significant differences between groups are also discussed where 
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relevant. In the discussion of differences between groups, chi squared tests 

are used as a test of statistical significance. The chi squared test is used to 

test the hypothesis of 'no association' between variables. A chi squared 

probability of 0.05 ('significant at 5% level') or less is commonly interpreted by 

social scientists as justification for rejecting the null hypothesis that two 

variables are unrelated - that is, only randomly related (Gravetter and 

Wallnau, 2000). So, when finding a chi squared value of less than 0.05 we 

can claim to be 95% certain that the apparent relationship between two 

variables is statistically significant; and when finding a chi squared value of 

less than 0.01 we can claim to be 99% certain that the relationship between 

two variables is statistically significant. 

The extensive use of chi squared tests is particularly appropriate in the 

analysis presented in Chapters 5-8, because it is often categorical, and 

sometimes binary, variables that relationships are being identified between 

(for example 'Is holding no qualifications/some qualifications associated with 

being long-term unemployed/short-term unemployed?'). The test works by 

essentially comparing the frequency of cases found in the various categories 

of one variable across the different categories of another variable. In Chapter 

8 (Section 8.2) variables previously identified as being associated with being 

long-term unemployed are compared against each other using chi squared 

tests, highlighting the inter-relationships between these different individual 

factors, personal circumstances and external factors, and so illustrating the 

complex and inter-dependent nature of different elements of employability. 
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Finally, in order to further test the association between individual, personal

circumstantial and external factors and long-term unemployment, a binary 

logistic regression model is also developed in Section 8.2, allowing for the 

identification of the strength and significance of key independent variables as 

predictors of long-term unemployment (the dependent variable). 

Logistic regression is a statistical method used to measure the relationship 

between a categorical, dependent variable and a set of predictor or 

independent variables (the factors whose effects on the dependent variable 

are being observed). A binary logistic regression model can be used when the 

dependent variable is dichotomous (in this case long-term unemployed or 

not). The model enables us to group people with respect to their predicted 

status. A positive regression coefficient suggests a positive association 

between an independent and dependent variable, and a negative value 

suggests a negative association between variables. The significance levels 

given for each independent variable indicate whether that variable is a 

statistically significant predictor of the dependent variable value - again a 

significance value of less than 0.05 means we can claim to be 95% certain 

that the apparent relationship between two variables is statistically significant. 

Crucially, regression methods also allow us to control for the effect of other 

variables in the equation (McQuaid et aI., 2003). 

As noted in Chapter 8, a high degree of 'multi-collinearity' between two or 

more independent variables in a regression model risks meaning that we will 

include variables that contain the same information about the dependent 
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variable, and which are therefore potentially 'redundant'. As we will see in 

Chapters 5-8, many of the independent variables (i.e. the individual factors, 

personal circumstances and external factors) associated with long-term 

unemployment were themselves correlated and inter-related, so that multi

collinearity was a potential problem. Chapter 8 describes how new variables 

were constructed to combine the properties of existing predictors of long-term 

unemployment, with a Cronbach's Alpha test of reliability used to confirm that 

these original variables were sufficiently inter-related to justify their 

combination. 

4.3 SAMPLE FRAME AND PROFILE 

Structured, face-to-face interviews were carried out with 220 claimant 

unemployed people at Jobcentre Plus offices in the two areas. All 

interviewees had registered a claim for JSA, although some were not eligible 

to receive paid benefits (due to household incomes that left them ineligible for 

the means-tested form of the benefit that comes into effect after six months on 

the unemployment register). The sample accurately reflected the gender 

balance within the registered unemployed population in Glasgow (80% men 

and 20% women). The age profile of the sample also reflected the wider 

registered unemployed population reasonably accurately. Approximately 27% 

of the sample were in the 17-24 age group (compared to 24% of the Glasgow 

claimant count), 60% were in the 'core' job seeker age group of 25-49 

(compared to 59% of the claimant count), and 13% were aged 50 and over 

(compared to 17%). The age profile among women was slightly higher - the 
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proportion of over 50s in the female group was almost double that of the male 

group (27% and 14% respectively). 

The long-term unemployed (those unemployed for one year or more) were 

deliberately over-represented, to ensure a usable sample for comparing the 

barriers faced by these and more recently unemployed job seekers - so 32% 

of interviewees had been unemployed for one year or more, compared to 16% 

of Glasgow's claimant unemployed. The average duration of unemployment 

among the 'short-term' group was 15.5 weeks, compared to 189 weeks for the 

long-term unemployed (although this latter mean value was skewed by the 

very long durations described by a small number of interviewees) - the mean 

unemployment duration for the total sample was 72 weeks. 

The gender balance within the long-term unemployed and short-term 

unemployed groups was identical (20% of those unemployed for one year or 

more, and those out of work for shorter periods, were female). However, the 

men in the sample were more likely to report very long unemployment 

durations - for example, 23% of male interviewees had been out of work for 

two years compared to only 16% of female interviewees. Long-term 

unemployed people were, on average, slightly older (with a mean age of 40.8 

years, compared to 34.5 among those unemployed for less than one year). 

In terms of ethnicity, 212 of 220 interviewees (96%) described themselves as 

'white, Scottish' or 'white, UK'. One interviewee described himself as 'white, 

other'. The seven non-white interviewees (3% of the total sample) were of 'UK 
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Table 4.1 Interviewees' age group, by unemployment duration (%) 

< I yr :::: 1 yr All 

17 -24 years old 30 9 23 

25-34 years old 22 26 23 

35-44 years old 21 27 23 

45-54 years old 23 20 22 

55-64 years old 4 19 9 

Total 100 100 100 

N = 220 

Asian' (three interviewees); Afghan (two); Chinese (one); and Black African 

(one) background. Four of the seven non-white interviewees fell into the group 

whose unemployment duration was less than one year. Three interviewees 

(1 % of the sample) had held refugee status at some point. 

Only one interviewee considered himself to be disabled (0.5% of the sample). 

During a two week period some six months after the initial interviews, brief 

follow-up interviews were undertaken by telephone with 98 of the same job 

seekers. The follow-up interviews were undertaken with what was essentially 

a volunteer/convenience sample - those interviewed during the follow-up 

phase who: a) agreed to provide contact details when asked if they would be 

willing to participate in a follow-up interview; and b) were able to provide a 

telephone number at which they were then contactable six months later. 

Accordingly, these results (presented in Chapter 8) need to be treated with 
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considerable caution. There is likely to be considerable sample bias in 

conducting follow-up work only with those job seekers sufficiently interested 

and communicative to agree to a second interview, and only those with 

access to a telephone. Further information on the profile of the follow-up 

sample is provided in Chapter 8. 

4.4 PROFILE OF THE STUDY AREA 

The research was carried out in Glasgow, Scotland's largest city (and the 

UK's fourth largest) with a working age population of approximately 370,000. 

The city is located in Scotland's 'central belt' and is a major investment and 

employment hub, accounting for approximately 15% of Scottish GOP. 

Glasgow was historically a major centre of manufacturing, and in recent years 

the long-term effects of industrial restructuring have seen unemployment 

remain above the Scottish and UK averages. At the time of the research (April 

and May 2003) claimant unemployment was 4.8%, compared to Scottish and 

UK figures of 3.2% and 2.6% respectivell; the figure for those out of work, 

available and wanting to work (the so-called 'ILO definition'1o used by the 

Labour Force Survey) was 8%, again well above the Scottish and UK 

averages of 5.9% and 5.1 %. The research was undertaken during a period 

when unemployment was generally declining in the city and in Scotland. The 

ILO measure for all people of working age fell from 7.3% in Scotland in 1999-

2000 to 5.9% in 2003-2004. During the same period, ILO unemployment in 

Glasgow fell from 14.4% to 8.0%. 

9 Source: Claimant Count and Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2003. 
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However, unemployment figures masked a more serious problem of pockets 

of long-term economic inactivity, with large numbers claiming non-work 

related benefits - at the time of the research more than 100,000 working age 

residents of Glasgow were claiming benefits of some kind. More than two-

thirds of these people were claiming incapacity benefits, but research has 

suggested that many would 'want to work' given an appropriate opportunity. 

Recent research has suggested that the 'real level of unemployment' (non-

voluntary inactivity among those willing to work) within the city remains at 

14%, well above Scottish and UK averages (Beatty et aI., 2007). 

Accordingly, while at the time of the research, the Glasgow labour market was 

expanding (with the employment rate increasing by almost 10% during a five 

year period), the city's labour market performance continued to lag behind 

Scottish and UK averages. We should therefore note the combination of 

increasingly buoyant labour market conditions but continuing pockets of 

deprivation and relative labour market disadvantage that provided the 

background for interviews with unemployed job seekers. 

The research was carried out in two areas of Glasgow: Pollock in the south-

west, and Springburn in the north of the city. The majority of interviewees 

resided in 'Social Inclusion Partnership' (SIP) areas within these localities. 

SIPs were, at the time, the Scottish Executive's main targeted policy to 

10 Those responding to the Labour Force Survey that they are "not in employment but available to start 
within two weeks, and have either looked for work in the last 4 weeks or waiting to start a new job". 
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address social exclusion in particularly deprived localities - there were 32 

area-based SIPs in Scotland and 10 in Glasgow at the time of the research. 

Figure 4.1 Economic activity rates and employment rates in Glasgow 
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Both areas reported above average levels of unemployment and economic 

inactivity. Household survey research in the 'Greater Pollock SIP' area at the 

time of the research found that only 32% of 16-74 year olds were in work. A 

survey of residents in the 'Springburn and East Balornock SIP' area (which 

contains the Springburn study area) at around the same time found an 

identical level of adult employment. This compared with then Scottish and 
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Glasgow 16-74 employment rates of 58% and 47% respectively. The same 

survey research found that 49% of Greater Pollock and 65% of 

Springburn/East Balornock 16-74 year olds held no formal qualifications, 

compared to Glasgow and Scottish averages of 40% and 32%.11 

The brief discussion above sets the labour market context for the research: a 

major city undergoing a period of rapid employment growth, but still 

performing below national averages and troubled by pockets of high 

unemployment, poverty and disadvantage. The communities targeted by the 

fieldwork were among the most disadvantaged in Glasgow and Scotland. 

4.5 LIMITATIONS AND ISSUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

A number of limitations associated with the study need to be acknowledged. 

First, while interviews were designed to capture information relevant to the 

three main elements of the employability framework articulated in Chapter 2 

(i.e. individual factors; personal circumstances; and external factors), the 

research was based in one labour market (the city of Glasgow) so that the 

impact of external factors associated with different policy and labour market 

contexts could not be assessed, and employers were not interviewed (so that 

recruitment and vacancy characteristic factors could not be fully analysed). 

Rather, the research is restricted to discussing how individuals experienced 

barriers to work, which they associated with the external factors (ranging from 

individuals' views on the extent to which employer discrimination was a barrier 

11 Sources: Springburn and East Balornock SIP Baseline Study 2003; Greater Pollock SIP Benchmark 
Study 2003; Scottish Enterprise Glasgow Economic Audit 2004. 
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to work, to problems with the benefits system or transport services). More 

generally, it is important to note that the data presented in all areas represent 

people's perceptions and evaluations of the issues they faced in relation to 

their unemployment and job seeking. Given the scope of the discussion 

above, it was also inevitable that not all of the issues mentioned in the 

employability framework could be pursued. Nevertheless, individuals' 

experiences of some aspects of individual factors, personal circumstances 

and external factors affecting employability are described and analysed in 

Chapters 5-8 below. 

As noted above, the quantitative approach adopted may also leave the reader 

wishing that there was more opportunity to explore and unpack specific 

issues, drawing out qualitative insights. But an approach based on structured 

interviews and quantitative analysis has allowed the author to cover a wide 

range of issues potentially affecting employability, and how they are 

associated with each other and the experience of unemployment - a 

thoroughness that marks the greatest added value associated with this 

research. There is clearly a strong case to be made for further qualitative 

research to explore some of the issues raised in greater detail. 

A final caveat should be acknowledged in relation to the sample for the 

research. First, there is an inevitable sample bias associated with data based 

on voluntary interviews. It might be suggested that those who participated 

were 'those who wanted to' and that these people may therefore have been 

more open, confident or articulate than others. The sampling strategy 
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described above attempted to ensure that individuals with a range of 

experiences were nonetheless interviewed, and the findings in Chapters 5-8 

suggest that job seekers from widely different backgrounds (and facing 

barriers varying in severity and number) did indeed participate. Sample bias is 

likely to remain a major issue with the follow-up interviews conducted some 

six months after the initial research and briefly reported in Chapter 8 - in this 

case, only those individuals willing and able to commit to a follow-up interview, 

and who had access to a telephone (itself an indicator of relative economic 

inclusion) participated. 

Conducting research only with those attending Jobcentre Plus as claimants of 

JSA also inevitably limits the scope of the study. Those claiming other benefits 

(for example, incapacity benefits) but who would like to work were excluded. 

Furthermore, as unemployment benefits, including Jobseeker's Allowance, 

have traditionally been claimed on behalf of households rather than as an 

individual right, those who were not the 'main earner' were less likely to 

appear in the sample (ruling out many female job seekers; while those women 

who did appear in the sample relatively rarely had caring responsibilities). 

But the data presented here still offer valuable insights. They describe the 

barriers to work faced by what may be seen as the 'core unemployed' group; 

and at the time of writing in 2008, that group looks set to expand rapidly as the 

UK enters recession. This core group are also deserving of study. These are 

people who attend Jobcentres because they are actively seeking work and 

looking for help to improve their employability; they are also subject to 

192 



conditions around job seeking and work-focused activity which - if not 

followed - affect their access to benefits. If these job seekers have a duty to 

undertake activities as directed by policy makers and service providers, we 

have an obligation to pursue a fuller understanding of the complex barriers to 

work that they face. Finally, this study sought to provide an insight into the 

specific barriers to work faced by the long-term unemployed, assessing the 

extent to which many among this group needed additional support, and 

considering what policies and programmes are best placed to respond to the 

(often inter-related) barriers to work encountered by these job seekers. 

Despite the limitations discussed above, it is hoped that the robust analytical 

framework provided by this research, the extent and range of the new data 

gathered, and the scope of the issues covered means that what follows will 

represent a useful contribution to discussions of employability, unemployment 

and policies to promote labour market inclusion. The next four chapters 

present the results of the research. 
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CHAPTER 5: INDIVIDUAL FACTORS AND EMPLOYABILITY 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter analyses the individual factors linked to employability. 

Throughout, the differences between long-term unemployed people and those 

who have been out of work for shorter periods are compared but the chapter 

also seeks to identify inter-connections between various components of 

employability. First, in Section 5.2.1, the chapter discusses individuals' 'work

knowledge base', in terms of levels of qualification, occupation history and 

skills. It reports on the kind of 'key skills' and 'transferable skills' (ranging from 

leT skills to driving) that can make a difference in securing work for 

unemployed people; and issues around basic skills gaps. The chapter goes 

on to discuss personal competencies and essential attributes, focusing on job 

seekers' perceptions of their motivation and reliability (Section 5.2.2). 

Section 5.3 reports job seekers' perceptions of their performance at interviews 

(interview skills being part of 'job search and presentation skills' that can 

impact on individuals' employability). This section also particularly focuses on 

access to and use of the Internet as a job search tool. Web-based job seeking 

has been promoted by Jobcentre Plus as a means of ensuring that 

unemployed people have access to up-to-date and accurate vacancy 

information, and Internet services have been used to replace 'on the ground' 

jobcentres in some areas. This section explores the viability of such an 

approach by discussing job seekers' attitudes towards, and use of, web-based 
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provision, and investigates whether the most disadvantaged individuals 

experience a 'digital divide' that excludes them from taking up such services. 

Section 5.4 explores labour market attachment, awareness and adaptability. 

First, we consider issues of labour market attachment by reporting on job 

seekers' work histories immediately prior to becoming unemployed and more 

general 'working life' story (5.4.2). Issues of awareness of opportunities in the 

labour market and adaptability in taking up opportunities are then discussed 

(5.4.3) - this section particularly focuses on job seekers' geographical mobility 

and willingness to travel; and their wage demands; and the occupations that 

they were targeting. 

The final empirical part of the chapter (5.5) offers a highly detailed section 

discussing one aspect of interviewees' attitudes towards job seeking. Previous 

research has raised issues around job seekers' willingness to consider 

occupations in the service economy. The suggestion is that that these 

vacancies are seen as offering access to only low-skilled, low quality, poorly 

paid work - sometimes characterised as 'McJobs' - that unemployed job 

seekers can be reluctant to pursue (Lindsay and McQuaid, 2004). It has also 

been suggested that some unemployed people can lack the soft skills most 

valued by employers in sectors such as retail and hospitality (Nickson et aI., 

2005; Belt and Richardson, 2005). Section 5.5 reviews the literature around 

these issues, before reporting in detail on interviewees' thoughts on pursuing 

entry-level service work, and the factors influencing their decision-making. 

Section 5.6 reflects on key issues from the preceding analysis. 
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5.2 ESSENTIAL ATTRIBUTES, PERSONAL COMPETENCIES, SKILLS 

AND 'WORK-KNOWLEDGE BASE' 

5.2.1 Basic skills, key skills and 'work-knowledge base' 

As noted above, the level of qualification held by individuals is an important 

indicator within their 'work knowledge base' - it communicates to employers 

regarding the combination of academic and vocational skills and knowledge 

held by the individual. Specific qualifications also accredit 'high level skills' 

(especially specific transferable skills) that are valued by employers recruiting 

to particular occupational roles. Interviewees' formal qualifications therefore 

provided an important focus for the 'individual factors' element of interviews. 

Table 5.1 Level of qualification attained by interviewees, compared with 

Scottish and UK labour force* 

Qualification level Sample Scotland UK 

Degree/equivalent 6 16 16 

S/NVQ4/equivalent a 7 12 8 

S/NVQ3/equivalent b 23 30 24 

S/NVQ1-2/equivalent c 27 17 22 

None d 37 25 29 

Don't know 0 1 1 

Total (rounded) 100 100 100 

* Source for Scotland and UK figures: Futureskills Scotland (2003). 
a Includes HND, HNC, SVQ/NVQ Level 4 and professional qualifications. 
b Includes SeE Higher Grade, GSVQ advanced, RSA advanced diploma, S/NVQ Level 3. 
c Includes SCE Ordinary and Standard Grades, GSVQ, RSA diploma and S/NVQ Levels 1-2. 
d Includes those naming vocational qualifications not recognised in the UK Labour Force Survey. 
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It is first important to recognise that members of the sample of job seekers 

were generally less likely to be highly qualified. Almost two-fifths essentially 

help no qualifications (or at least held no qualifications recognised by the 

Labour Force Survey at the time of the research, a definition which will be 

used throughout) - only one quarter of the Scottish labour force were similarly 

unqualified, suggesting that these job seekers will be disadvantaged when 

competing in the labour market against their better-qualified peers. 

However, the long-term unemployed were significantly more likely (1 % level 

using chi squared test) to report holding no qualifications, with 60% of these 

job seekers unqualified, compared to only 26% of those who had been out of 

work for less than one year. Similarly, the long-term unemployed were 

significantly less likely (5% level using chi squared test) to be qualified to SeE 

Higher or S/NVQ3 level (the level of qualification often required for entry to 

Higher Education in Scotland) - only 25% of long-term unemployed people 

were qualified at or above that level, compared to 41 % of other job seekers. 

Accordingly, while at least in terms of numbers without qualification the non

long-term unemployed in our sample were similar to the mainstream labour 

market, long-term unemployed interviewees were significantly more likely to 

be disadvantaged in this way. Understandably, long-term unemployed people 

were also significantly more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to identify 

their own lack of qualifications as a barrier to work - approximately 47% of the 

long-term unemployed considered their own qualifications to be 'poor', more 

than twice the figure for other job seekers (23%). 
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Figure 5.1 Level of qualification attained by interviewees by 

unemployment duration, compared with Scottish labour force (%) 

S/NVQ4 and above 

None S/NVQ3 

- - 1 year or more 

--< 1 year 

- - - Scotland 

Below S/NVQ3 

Older long-term unemployed people were particularly unlikely to be 

completely unqualified, with two-thirds of the long-term unemployed over 50s 

holding no qualifications; but substantial proportions of all age categories 

among the long-term unemployed group were also unqualified. More 

generally, there were few clear patterns linking age and level of qualification -

those job seekers in their late 50s and 60s were more likely to be unqualified, 

but the numbers involved are small. The lack of significant differences 

according to age perhaps reflects the relatively low level of educational 

attainment within the total sample (among long-term and short-term 

unemployed, and across a range of age groups). 
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'General work skills' also form an important element of the 'work knowledge 

base' that helps people to progress in the labour market. As noted above, 

research with long-term unemployed people has consistently pointed to low 

levels of occupational skills as a major barrier to work (Payne et aI., 1996; 

Hasluck et aI., 1997; Campbell, 2000; Ritchie et aI., 2005; Sanderson, 2006). 

In this case, the skills profile of the sample in general, and long-term 

unemployed people in particular, was relatively low. When asked about their 

regular occupation, 30% of all job seekers described unskilled manual/other 

elementary occupations (27%), or had never worked (3%). However, long

term unemployed people were significantly more likely (5% level using chi 

squared test) to report such 'non-skilled' regular occupational status (40% of 

those unemployed for one year fell into these categories, compared to only 

25% of other job seekers). Again, both the sample of job seekers in general, 

and the long-term unemployed in particular, were disadvantaged compared to 

others in the labour market - only 13% of workers in Scotland and 14% in 

Glasgow were employed in such unskilled or elementary occupations at the 

time of the research. 12 

Long-term unemployed people's own characterisations of their skill sets 

similarly highlighted a greater degree of disadvantage. The long-term 

unemployed were significantly less likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to 

consider their work skills, defined in relation to the occupation that they were 

seeking, to be generally 'good' (57%, compared to 81 % of otherjob seekers). 

12 Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2003. 
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Table 5.2 Interviewees' previous regular occupations, by unemployment 

duration (%) 

Regular occupation < I yr ::::: 1 yr All 

Professional/associate professional 8 6 7 

Skilled manual and craft-related 23 13 20 

PlanUmachine operators 5 3 4 

Clerical/administrative 11 9 10 

Personal and other services 15 20 17 

Retail and customer services 14 10 13 

Unskilled manual/elementary 22** 37** 27 

None/never worked 3 3 3 

Total (% rounded) 100 100 100 

N = 220 •• Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). 

In terms of 'key skills', they were significantly less likely (1 % level using chi 

squared test) to consider their basic ICT skills to be 'good' (9%, compared to 

28% of other job seekers), although in comparison to job seekers' self

evaluation in other areas it is perhaps most important to note that the majority 

of all interviewees identified important gaps in relation to ICT skills. Attaining 

the most basic level of ICT skills is important if job seekers are to compete for 

even many entry-level positions (8elt and Richardson, 2005); and, as noted in 

the discussion below on external 'employment policy factors', ICT skills are 

also required if job seekers are to make the most of on-line support services 

increasingly favoured by Jobcentre Plus and other Public Employment Service 
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agencies (McQuaid et aI., 2004; Lindsay, 2005a; Marston, 2006) - this is 

discussed in more detail in relation to interviewees' job search skills and 

activities, below. 

The employability framework outlined above also suggests communication in 

public and customer interaction skills fall within the 'key skills' area. But these 

softer skills are rather more difficult to assess in discussions with job seekers. 

Approximately 77% of interviewees considered their communication skills (in 

terms of 'dealing with people') to be 'good', long-term unemployed people 

slightly, but not significantly, more likely to report concerns regarding their 

communication skills. There were also no significant differences in according 

to age, gender or level of qualification. 

Table 5.3 Interviewees considering own skills to be at 'good' level (%) 

Skills set < I yr :::: 1 yr All 

General work skills 'good' 81** 57** 73 

Communication skills 'good' 79 72 77 

Basic ICT skills 'good' 28** 9** 22 

Literacy skills 'good' 81** 60** 74 

Numeracy skills 'good' 81** 60** 74 

N = 220 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test) 

In terms of 'basic skills' long-term unemployed people were significantly less 

likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to consider their literacy to be generally 

'good' (60%, compared to 81 % of other job seekers), with similar differences 
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reported on perceptions of numeracy skills. Two-fifths of the long-term 

unemployed, and almost three-quarters of all job seekers, did consider their 

literacy and numeracy to be 'good', but these findings are still valuable in 

reflecting the concerns of many job seekers around 'basic skills' - others may 

have been reluctant to acknowledge such skill gaps, but there is clear 

evidence of literacy and numeracy problems acting as a barrier to work for the 

unemployed (Martin and Fisher, 2000). The low proportion of interviewees 

willing to acknowledge 'poor' literacy and numeracy matches national survey 

evidence that even those with severe problems are reluctant to admit, or are 

sometimes unaware, of basic skills problems (Parsons and 8rynner, 2008). 

Figure 5.2 Percentage of interviewees considering literacy skills to be 

good, adequate and poor, by unemployment duration 

Good Adequate Poor 

III All .< 1 year 

D~ 1 year 

There was once again no clear relationship between age and literacy and 

numeracy problems, but the higher proportion of long-term unemployed 

people reporting concerns in these areas is obviously related to educational 

attainment. Indeed, dividing job seekers into 'qualified' and 'unqualified' 
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groups, differences in self-assessed literacy are even starker. Those without 

qualifications were significantly less likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to 

consider their literacy to be generally 'good' (41 %, compared to 92% of job 

seekers with qualifications), with similar differences (44%, compared to 91 %) 

reported on perceptions of numeracy skills. 

As noted above, driving is both a 'commonly valued transferable skill' within 

the 'work knowledge base' and contributes to 'transport mobility issues', an 

element of the personal circumstances that come together to shape 

individuals' employability (Carpenter, 2007). At the time of the research, 70% 

of the Scottish adult population held a driving licence. 13 But only 41 % of all 

interviewees in Glasgow held a licence - although differences between job 

seeker groups were not statistically significant, long-term unemployed people 

were less likely to hold a driving licence (34%, compared to 44% of other job 

seekers). There were also no statistically significant differences in driving 

according to age group or gender, although men were more likely to have a 

licence (44%, compared to 30% of women). Of those without a driving licence, 

three-quarters said that they wanted to learn to drive. 

In terms of job seekers' perceptions of the needs to develop new skills, just 

over one-third (34%) said that they would welcome the opportunity to 

undertake training - while the long-term unemployed were slightly more likely 

to express an interest in training (38%) the difference between these and 

other job seekers (32%) was not significant. There were also no significant 

13 Source: Department for Transport National Travel Survey, 2003. 
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differences according to job seekers' level of qualification, suggesting that 

those with few or no qualifications remained reluctant to undertake further 

training. In most cases this appears to have been because job seekers' were 

prioritising an immediate return to work, and the financial benefits that this 

would bring. 

Finally, there is evidence that recent and relevant work experience is valued 

by employers (Gore, 2005), so that job seekers' experience in the labour 

market can be seen as an important element within their 'work knowledge 

base'. Perhaps surprisingly, there were no significant differences between 

long-term unemployed people and other job seekers in their own perceptions 

of their work experience (70% of the total sample thought their work 

experience 'good', with those unemployed for less than one year only slightly 

more likely to take this view, at 72% compared to 66% of the long-term 

unemployed). 

Figure 5.3 Percentage of interviewees considering their work experience 

to be good, adequate and poor, by unemployment duration 

Good Adequate Poor 

III All .< 1 year 

O~ 1 year 
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However, individuals' more general sense of attachment to the labour market 

(discussed in greater detail in Section 5.3 below) was more clearly associated 

with negative views of work experience. For example, those who had been in 

employment immediately prior to their claim for JSA were significantly more 

likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to consider their work experience to be 

good (76%, compared to only 56% of job seekers who started claiming JSA 

from other previous statuses). Only 4% of those employed immediately prior 

to their current claim considered their work experience to be 'poor', compared 

to 23% of other job seekers (and 10% of the total sample). As described in 

Section 5.3 below, interviewees were also asked to describe their 'working 

life, in general, terms, since leaving school'. Those who described their 

working life as involving 'mostly stable employment' or 'a number of jobs but 

with only shorUoccasional periods out of work' were significantly more likely 

(1 % level using chi squared test) to consider their work experience to be good 

(81 %, compared to only 48% of other job seekers). Only 2% of those who 

described their working life as involving 'mostly stable employment' or 'a 

number of jobs but with only shorUoccasional periods out of work' considered 

their work experience to be 'poor', compared to 23% of other job seekers. 

5.2.2 'Essential attributes' and 'personal competencies' 

Issues around 'essential attributes' and 'personal competencies' are more 

difficult to probe through structured interviews, but it is notable that when 

asked to rate their levels of 'personal motivation' (identified above as a key 
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personal competency} relatively few job seekers considered it 'good' (13%). 

The vast majority considered their motivation 'adequate' (82%) and less than 

5% thought their level of motivation 'poor'. There were no statistically 

significant differences on the basis of unemployment duration. The manner in 

which even those who had been unemployed for relatively short periods often 

reported some decline in their motivation may reflect some of the 

psychological effects more generally associated with the experience of 

unemployment (Gallie et aI., 2003). There were also no statistically significant 

differences in motivation according to age (although the youngest and oldest 

age groups were slightly less motivated than others), or by gender. 

What is clear is that the experience of long-term unemployment can affect job 

seekers' self-efficacy, in terms of optimism regarding their own future 

prospects. When asked to consider their chances of finding work within six 

months, 77% of job seekers described their prospects as 'good' or 'very good'. 

But this masked wide differences between the long-term unemployed (only 

57% of whom were optimistic about their prospects) and other job seekers 

(87% - a difference significant at the 1 % level using chi squared test). 

Differences between the two groups were even clearer when considering only 

those job seekers who thought their prospects of finding work were 'very 

good' - only 19% of the long-term unemployed rated their chance of returning 

to work within six months as 'very good', compared to 58% of other job 

seekers and 45% of the total sample (a difference significant at 1 % level using 

chi squared test). To some extent, these differences were also a reflection of 

job seekers' most recent experiences in relation to the labour market - as 
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noted below, 72% of all interviewees had been in employment prior to their 

current spell claiming, but among those considering their re-employment 

chances to be 'good' or 'very good', 76% had claimed JSA straight from 

leaving a job, compared to only 59% of those considering their prospects to 

be generally 'poor' (a difference significant at 5% level using chi squared test). 

Figure 5.4 Interviewees' views on the chances of finding work during the 

next six months, by unemployment duration (%) 

Unemployed less than one year Unemployed one year or more 

6% 57% 

• Good/very good • Good/very good 

o Poor/very poor o Poor/very poor 

o Don't know o Don't know 

Interviews with job seekers found few differences in self-assessed levels of 

'reliability' (identified above as an 'essential attribute' valued by employers). 

Approximately 88% of all job seekers considered their reliability in the 

workplace to be 'good' with no statistically significant differences between 

interviewees according to unemployment duration. There was again greater 

evidence of differences between job seekers according to educational 

attainment - while more than 20% of unqualified job seekers expressed some 

concern about their own reliability, fewer than 10% of those with qualifications 
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shared such concerns (a difference significant at 5% level using chi squared 

test). However, these results should be treated with caution. It is difficult to 

unpack issues around reliability, motivation and other 'psychological' elements 

of employability without recourse to more in-depth, qualitative data. 

Finally, relatively few interviewees acknowledged problems around having a 

criminal record (10% of the total sample) or continuing substance or alcohol 

abuse problems (5%) that could reflect upon their reliability and broader 

employability. Although the total numbers involved were small, long-term 

unemployed people were significantly more likely to report having a criminal 

record (17% compared to 7% of those unemployed for less than one year - a 

difference significant at 1 % level). Those with criminal records were also 

significantly more likely to be male and to be under the age of 30. Within this 

group, five interviewees (2% of the total sample) gave their status immediately 

prior to signing on as unemployed as 'incarcerated'. 

While few interviewees reported a continuing substance or alcohol abuse 

problem, these problems were three times more likely to occur among long

term unemployed people (9%, compared to only 3% of those unemployed for 

less than one year - a difference significant at 5% level using chi squared 

test). These barriers were again significantly more common among young 

men. There was also a significant negative relationship between reporting 

substance abuse problems and having a stable work history. Among job 

seekers reporting a work history defined in terms of 'mostly stable work' or 

'stable employment with occasional periods out of work' (see Section 5.3.2 
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below) only 1 % had experienced problems with drugs or alcohol, compared to 

more than 10% of those who were not able to report such a stable work 

history (a difference significant at 1 % level using chi squared test). 

Relatively few job seekers face these serious barriers, but they are likely to be 

the key issues for those who have experienced substance abuse problems or 

periods incarcerated. It is therefore important that supply-side policies are 

able to be tailored to meet the needs of such severely disadvantaged job 

seekers. Previous research has shown that promoting transitions to work can 

be crucial to preventing re-offending, but that the strategies that work are able 

to address the complex combinations of skills gaps, personal problems and 

other barriers faced by these job seekers (Fletcher, 2004, 2008). 

5.3 JOB SEARCH AND PRESENTATION SKillS 

5.3.1 Interview and presentational skills 

There is evidence that effective presentation at interview is both valued by 

employers and used by them as an indicator of other forms of human capital 

(Newton et aI., 2005). It is therefore important that job seekers are confident 

that they will be able to perform at interview. While long-term unemployed 

interviewees were slightly, but not significantly, more likely to consider their 

interview skills to be 'good' (39% compared to 30% of other job seekers and 

33% for the total sample), they were also significantly more likely (1% level 
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using chi squared test) to rate their skills in this area as 'poor' (25%, 

compared to only 7% of other job seekers and 13% for the total sample). 

Figure 5.5 Percentage of interviewees considering interview skills to be 
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good, adequate and poor, by unemployment duration 

Good Adequate Poor 

II All .< 1 year 

DO!: 1 year 

This is another area where there appears to be a strong relationship between 

long-term unemployment, low levels of educational attainment and aspects of 

employability - unqualified job seekers were similarly significantly more likely 

(1 % level using chi squared test) to consider their interview skills to be 'poor' 

(25%, compared to 6% of job seekers holding any form of qualification). If 

these statements reflect real shortcomings in job seekers' performance at 

interview, then long-term unemployed people may be further disadvantaged. 

Performance at interview is valued as a means of judging applicants' 

suitability in virtually all sectors (Bunt et aI., 2005); and in some areas of the 

service economy (such as retail) how applicants perform at interview is seen 

by employers as a key measure of the soft interpersonal and communication 
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skills that are among the qualities most sought after when recruiting (Atkinson 

and Williams, 2003). 

5.3.2 Job seeking 

Turning to job search methods, as suggested above it is important that job 

seekers are aware of, and able to deploy, a range of effective methods of 

looking for work. There were relatively slight differences between short-term 

and long-term unemployed job seekers in their use of key formal job search 

methods - newspaper advertisements and Jobcentre services (although long

term unemployed people were less likely to use Jobcentre Jobpoint 

information portals or speak to Jobcentre Plus staff on a weekly basis). Those 

who had been unemployed for less than one year were twice as likely as the 

long-term unemployed to be registered with a private employment agency, but 

the overall numbers involved are small. 

It is immediately clear that the deployment of informal job search methods 

(including direct approaches to employers, but especially social networking) 

distinguishes the long-term and short-term unemployed groups. Job seekers' 

attitudes towards, and approaches to, using social networks are discussed in 

the section on 'access to social capital' in Chapter 6, below. In this chapter, 

we will instead focus on the other main area of difference between the job 

search habits of short-term and long-term unemployed people - their use of 

digital technologies to look for work.14 

14 Elements of this section were previously published by the author in Lindsay (2005a). 
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Table 5.4 Percentage of interviewees using selected job search methods 

on a weekly basis 

Job search method < 1 year 2': 1 yr All 

Newspaper advertisements 92 93 92 

Jobcentre Jobpoints 69 56 65 

Jobcentre staff 60 53 58 

Social networks (friends/family) 55 47 53 

Direct approach 51** 27** 44 

Social networks (work-related) 45* 29* 40 

Internet 37** 16** 31 

Community organisations 14 11 13 

Private employment agencies 14 7 12 

'Jobseeker Direct' helpline 8 6 7 

N = 220 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). * Significant difference at 5% level. 

In the specific area of job seeking and services for the unemployed, the 

Internet and other new forms of leT provision have come to play an 

increasingly important role in recent years. There is some evidence that the 

use of new technologies by service providers has had a positive impact on the 

take-up of welfare benefits (Davies, 2002), while in the UK, Jobcentre Plus, 

has promoted its 'Internet job bank' and 'Jobseeker Direct' national telephone 

helpline as important supplementary services throughout the country, and as 

its primary means of contact with job seekers in many rural areas. The 
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Jobcentre Plus website has provided job search services since November 

2000. However, the website's database has also become familiar to job 

seekers using the national Jobcentre network, due to the introduction of ICT

based systems into local offices in the form of computerised 'Jobpoints'. 

During the early years of the 2000s, 9000 of these touch-screen kiosks (which 

allow job seekers to carry out searches by area and occupation using the 

same national jobs database found on the Jobcentre Plus website) were 

placed in over 1000 Jobcentre Plus offices nationwide (Lindsay, 2005a). 

Evaluation evidence suggests that the web-based services offered by 

Jobcentre Plus tend to be viewed as user-friendly, but have not yet been 

associated with greater job search effort, efficiency or success (GHK, 2002a). 

Furthermore, Jobcentre Plus staff appear to have mixed views regarding the 

effectiveness of Internet job search services delivered on site at Jobcentre 

offices, with time savings provided by ICT counteracted by some problems in 

operating new systems (GHK, 2002b). Recent evaluations of targeted, 

community-based programmes aimed at increasing ICT take-up have also 

reported variable results, raising concerns that the exclusion experienced by 

disadvantaged groups may be accentuated and reinforced, rather than 

mitigated by an increasing reliance on digital service provision within the 

public sector (Devins et aI., 2008). 

McQuaid et al. (2003, 2004) also argue that, while ICT-based job seeking 

appears to be growing in importance (especially in rural communities and 

other areas with weak formal service infrastructures 'on the ground') informal, 
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face-to-face networking and other traditional methods continue to dominate. 

For those using formal web-based services, on-line search engines would 

appear to offer a useful addition to - but not a replacement for - local services 

and personal contacts (see Kuhn and Skuterud, 2004, for a US perspective). 

Niles and Hanson (2003) similarly note that, although the Internet has 

provided employers with a new tool for screening job applicants, 'grounded 

social relations' (existing social networks) continue to define the job search 

and recruitment processes. 

Nevertheless, there are important reasons why effective Internet job seeking 

is important. As McDonald and Crew (2006) note, employers often rely on the 

Internet to fill 'better' positions, using the digital divide as a sorting mechanism 

to identify qualified candidates (Niles and Hanson, 2003), so that unemployed 

people who search for their jobs on the Internet tend to receive better jobs on 

average than those who rely on traditional job search methods. On-line job 

seeking can also 'send a message' to employers that job seekers have a 

degree of ICT know-how, and can generally expand the range and reach of 

individuals' search activities (Lindsay, 2005a; McDonald and Crew, 2006). 

In order to understand the potential impact of new ICT-based services on the 

job search activities of unemployed people it is necessary first to identify 

current practice. The evidence suggests that, despite the presence of Internet 

and telephone provision, remote ICT services continue to play a fairly 

marginal role in the job search activities of most unemployed people. 

Approximately 31 % of all interviewees reported using the Internet on a regular 
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(i.e. weekly) basis to look for work. Of course, it should be noted that the 

majority (65%) used web-linked Jobpoints in Jobcentres on a weekly basis, 

and almost all job seekers had used these touch-screens at some time. 

The Internet appears to have been of relatively marginal importance to the job 

search efforts of most unemployed people, and one tool among many others 

for those using it to look for work. Nevertheless, with almost one-third of 

interviewees (31 %) using the Internet to look for work every week, and 42% 

using web-based services at some time, there is some evidence that leT is 

playing an increasingly important role in the search activities of the 

unemployed, particularly given the context of generally low levels of Internet 

penetration and use in the city of Glasgow (at the time of the research, 

Scottish Household Survey data suggested that only 36% of the Glasgow 

population had access to the Internet at home, well below the Scottish 

average of 44%, while 24% of the Glasgow population had used the Internet 

at some time to look for work15
). 

Long-term unemployed people were significantly less likely to use the Internet 

to look for work on a regular/weekly basis (16%, compared to 37% of job 

seekers unemployed for less than one year - a difference significant at 1 % 

level using chi squared test). There were again significant differences 

between job seekers based on educational attainment - those without 

qualifications were significantly less likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to 

regularly use the Internet to look for work (16%, compared to 39% of job 

15 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2004/08/19745/41091 
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seekers with qualifications), with similarly significant differences based on job 

seekers' perceptions of their own ICT skills as being 'good' (65% of those with 

'good' ICT skills regularly used the Internet to look for work, compared to 23% 

of people who were less confident of their skills in this area). 

Figure 5.6 Percentage of interviewees using the Internet to look for work, 

by unemployment duration 

Weekly Less often Never 

BAIl .< 1 year 

D~ 1 year 

Previous studies have suggested that younger people are more likely to use · 

the Internet as a job search tool (Russell and Stafford, 2002; Owen et aI., 

2003). This was the case with this sample of job seekers - older interviewees 

were generally less likely to used web-based job search tools. For example, 

those in the 'over 45' age group were significantly less likely (1 % level using 

chi squared test) to regularly use the Internet (19%, compared to 36% of 

younger job seekers). 

There also appeared to be an association between approaches to social 

networking and the use of the Internet to look for work. Given the focus of this 
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research on the role of social capital in job seeking (see Section 6.7 below) it 

is worth noting that the two-fifths of job seekers who reported regularly using 

work-related social networks were also significantly more likely (1 % level 

using chi square test) to report using the Internet to look for work on a weekly 

basis (43%, compared to 22% of those who did not use social networks as 

regularly). Selwyn (2002) and Niles and Hanson (2003) have suggested a 

connection between access to social capital and openness to using the 

Internet for job seeking or other forms of work-related networking. There may 

be a connection worthy of further research here. 

However, household resources were fundamental to understanding job 

seekers' use of the Internet. Approximately 28% of interviewees had access to 

the Internet at home (compared to 31 % who used the Internet on a regular 

basis to look for work) and a further 5% reported owning a PC without an 

Internet connection. Predictably, those with access to the Internet at home 

were significantly more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to use the 

Internet regularly to look for work (61 %, compared to 18% of those without 

home Internet access). These findings therefore confirm that promoting 

access is fundamental to ensuring that people use the Internet - at the time of 

the research, it was estimated that only 2% of those Glaswegians without 

access at home used the Internet at public access points (MORI, 2003). 

Long-term unemployed people were again disadvantaged in terms of Internet 

access - those who had been unemployed for one year or more were 

significantly less likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to have Internet 
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access at home (16%, compared to 34% of those unemployed for less than 

one year). Those in lower household income groups were also significantly 

less likely (1 % level) to have home Internet access at home. Only 21 % of 

those with a weekly income below £100 had Internet access, compared to 

39% of those with higher incomes. These findings concur with research 

undertaken in the UK, Scotland and Glasgow at the time of this study, which 

highlighted the fundamental importance of income to Internet access (ONS, 

2003; Scottish Executive, 2003; MORI, 2003, respectively). 

Focusing on those not using the Internet to look for work, the lack of interest 

or perceived need that is often cited as an important attitudinal element of the 

'digital divide' affecting those not using web-based services (see, for example, 

ONS, 2003) was less apparent here. When interviewees who did not use the 

Internet regularly were asked to identify barriers to web-based job seeking, 

few mentioned a 'lack of need' (6%) or 'lack of awareness of Internet services' 

(5%). They were much more likely to identify the practical barriers suggested 

above - a 'lack of leT skills' (52%) and 'lack of access' (55%). 

Selwyn (2002) has argued that the digital divide affecting some public service 

users in the UK can be understood in terms of three key dimensions: 

economic capital (do people have the resources to connect to the Internet?); 

cultural capital (individuals' skills and the extent to which they see themselves 

as an 'leT user'); and social capital (the extent and range of networks, 

especially those with access to leT). The findings presented in this section 

appear to offer some support for this thesis - cultural capital, in the form of 
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ICT skills and job seekers' confidence in using ICT, was associated with web-

based job seeking; as was having social capital in the form of work-related 

social network ties. But economic capital - the resources to access and use 

web-based technologies - was also significant, and those most economically 

excluded such as the long-term unemployed and others on low incomes were 

more likely to face barriers limiting their access to and use of the Internet. 

At the time of the research, Jobcentre Plus was driving forward plans to scale 

back 'on the ground' services while promoting on-line and telephone-based 

provision (McQuaid et aI., 2004). Policy makers have continued to argue that 

this programme of reform has seen the agency "continuously improve its 

services to customers through modern telephony and e-services .. 16
. However, 

the findings discussed in detail above again confirm that many of the most 

disadvantaged job seekers are likely to face more and different barriers to 

taking up digital services, whether on the basis of a lack of household 

resources so that Internet access is not affordable; gaps in skills or a lack of 

confidence in using the Internet (which may, in some cases, reflect more basic 

skill gaps around literacy); or broader issues around social exclusion, which 

mean that many disadvantaged and long-term unemployed job seekers do not 

see themselves as having the networks or job search aspirations to make 

using the Internet relevant to them. 

Digital inclusion policies for job seekers should therefore target both the 

groups within the unemployed most in need of assistance, and the urban and 

16 See statement from Chief Executive of Jobcentre Plus in Hansard, 17 September 2007 at: 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607/cmhansrd/cm070917/text/70917w0027.htm 
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rural areas that are least 'connected' in terms of ICT access and use (of which 

the city of Glasgow is one example). Community-based ICT centres, offering 

an informal arena for social networking and peer support along with access 

and advice for users, have proved effective in some urban areas (Servon, 

2002). The value of such 'holistic, flexible, localised ICT provision' for 

disadvantaged areas and groups was noted in evaluations of digital inclusion 

initiatives operating at the time of the research (Hall Aitken, 2003), some of 

which have been continued or mainstreamed across the UK (Devins et aI., 

2008). There is a need for continuing support for such initiatives if the most 

vulnerable job seekers are not to be left behind (and potentially further 

disadvantaged) by the withdrawal of services on the ground (Lindsay,2005a). 

5.4 LABOUR MARKET ATTACHMENT, AWARENESS & ADAPTABILITY 

5.4.1 Defining labour market attachment, awareness and adaptability 

As noted above, an important element of employability involves how job 

seekers understand, and relate to, the labour market. The employability 

framework outlined in Chapter 2 partly conceptualises these issues in terms of 

labour market attachment, emphasising the importance of job seekers' current 

period out of work, but also their broader sense of attachment to, and history 

in, the labour market. The extent to which job seekers' attitudes towards work 

- in terms of how far they are willing to travel, the jobs they are willing to 

consider, and their wage demands - reflect the realities of the labour market 

is also important. It is these issues that are explored in detail in this section. 
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5.4.2 Work history 

The sample of interviews with job seekers was constructed so as to cover 

both short-term and long-term unemployed job seekers. But it is important to 

note that there was considerable variation within both of these groups. The 

long-term unemployed sample was fairly evenly split between those who had 

been unemployed for between one and two years, and those unemployed for 

two to five years, with fewer interviewees reporting durations of more than five 

years. Of those unemployed for less than one year, just under one-third had 

been unemployed for more than six months, and were therefore subject to 

increased support (and potentially compulsory job seeking activities) delivered 

by Jobcentre Plus. The remainder had been unemployed for less than six 

months. 

Figure 5.7 Duration of unemployment reported by all interviewees (%) 

46% 

< 6 mths 6<12 mths 12<24 mths 24<60 mths 60 mths+ 

Percentage of sample reporting duration in months 
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As noted in Chapter 3, many employers particularly emphasise evidence of 

experience and a stable and accomplished work history when selecting new 

recruits (Devins and Hogarth, 2005; McQuaid et aI., 2005; Newton et aI., 

2005). Accordingly, job seekers' more general sense of attachment to the 

labour market may be important in shaping how they are seen by employers 

and therefore future outcomes in the labour market. Interviewees were asked 

about their labour market status immediately prior to the current spell claiming 

JSA. In total, 72% of the sample had been in work prior to their current spell of 

unemployment, but there were again clear differences between short-term 

and long-term unemployed people. Those unemployed for less than one year 

were significantly more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to have been in 

employment prior to their current period of JSA (82%, compared to only 51 % 

of the long-term unemployed). 

Figure 5.8 Interviewees' description of their labour market status 

immediately prior to JSA claim, by unemployment duration (%) 
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Furthermore, 29% of long-term unemployed people had previously been out 

of work due to ill health prior to their current claim, compared to only 3% of 

those unemployed for less than one year (in total, 11 % of the whole sample 

had been inactive for health reasons). This relationship between long-term 

unemployment and labour market status prior to job seekers' current claim is 

also clear when we compare across a range of different duration groups. 

Whereas only 2% of those unemployed for less than six months had been 

inactive due to ill health prior to their current period on JSA, this figure rose 

gradually among those unemployed for between 6 months and a year (6%) 

and rapidly thereafter, with 30% of those unemployed for 1-2 years and 27% 

of those unemployed for more than 2 years having previously experienced 

economic inactivity due to ill health. 

Figure 5.9 Percentage of interviewees who were in employment or inactive due 

to ill health prior to current JSA claim, by unemployment duration group 
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Conversely, whereas 84% of those unemployed for less than six months had 

been in work prior to their current period on JSA, this figure declined to 77% of 

those unemployed for between 6 months and a year, 57% of those 

unemployed for 1-2 years and 50% of those unemployed for longer periods. 

There did not appear to be clear age-related differences in job seekers' labour 

market status immediately prior to unemployment, other than in relation to full

time education and training, a previous activity more often reported by young 

people. Women were more likely to have been inactive due to ill health or due 

to caring responsibilities but we should again remember that the number of 

women involved in the research was small. There was also no statistically 

significant relationship between level of qualification and/or skill level and job 

seekers' labour market status immediately prior to current unemployment. 

However, there were wide variations in the experiences of specific occupation 

groupings. Those who described their regular occupation as retail work were 

least likely to have been employed prior to their current JSA spell (only 50% of 

retail workers had claimed JSA after a period in work compared to, for 

example, 90% of plant/machine operatives and skilled manual workers). 

The current duration of unemployment experienced by job seekers and their 

status immediately prior to their current JSA claim provides only a static 

picture of their most recent experience in (or rather exclusion from) the labour 

market. Accordingly, interviewees were asked about their 'working life, in 

general, terms, since leaving school'. In total, 109 of the 220 interviewees 

(49.5%) described experiences that could be classified as involving 'mostly 
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stable employment'. A further 15.5% reported 'a number of jobs but with only 

short/occasional periods out of work', and the remaining 35% of interviewees 

had not enjoyed stable periods of employment. Within this latter group, almost 

two-thirds (or 23% of all job seekers) had been unemployed and seeking work 

for long and/or repeated periods; 4% had mostly been 'at home caring for 

children'; 2% had been out of work for long periods due to ill health; and 6% 

were younger people who had spent most of their post-school life in formal 

education or training. 

However, these figures for the overall sample again contain wide variations 

between short-term and long-term unemployed groups. Only 43% of long-term 

unemployed interviewees, compared to 76% of those who had been 

unemployed for less than one year, described histories defined by 'mostly 

stable employment' or 'a number of jobs but with only short/occasional periods 

out of work' (a difference significant at 1 % level using chi squared test). Given 

the importance placed on having a stable work record by many employers 

(see, for example, Yorke, 2004), and the value of sustained periods in work as 

a means of building skills and experience, there should be concern at the 

manner in which many long-term unemployed job seekers have been unable 

to construct stable periods into employment. 

There was again a clear relationship between unemployment duration, level of 

qualification and experiences in the labour market. Job seekers holding no 

qualifications were significantly less likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to 

describe work histories involving 'mostly stable employment' or 'a number of 
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jobs but with only short/occasional periods out of work' (54%, compared to 

72% of those holding some form of qualification). 

Figure 5.10 Interviewees' description of their 'working life since leaving 

school', by unemployment duration (%) 

Unemployed less than one year 

• Mostly stable employment 

o Stable but occassionally out of 
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o Not stable work 
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The proportion of job seekers reporting stable work histories generally 

increased with age. For example, 81 % of those aged over 50 ·perceived their 

working life to be dominated by 'mostly stable employment' or 'a number of 

jobs but with only short/occasional periods out of work', compared with only 

62% of younger job seekers (significant at 1 % level using chi squared test). 

There were some other predictable differences according to age and gender -

the age profile of those reporting spending most of their time in full-time 

education was significantly younger than that for the total sample; and women 

made up more than three-quarters of those describing long periods out of the 

226 



labour market due to childcare responsibilities (women made up only 20% of 

the total sample). 

Interviewees who had a stable work history were, understandably, more likely 

to report recent experiences characterised by a strong sense of attachment to 

the labour market. For example, 92% of job seekers describing work histories 

involving 'mostly stable work' or 'stable employment with occasional periods 

out of work' had been in employment immediately prior to their current JSA 

claim, compared to just 48% of interviewees describing a 'less stable' working 

life (a difference significant at 1 % level using chi squared test). 

5.4.3 Labour market adaptability and awareness - flexibility around work 

and wages 

Geographical mobility and willingness to travel to work 

At the time of the research, the average commute to work in Great Britain 

involved a journey of 8.5 miles. The average commuting time was 26 minutes 

per journey.17 The majority of interviewees were more than willing to 

undertake similar journeys to work. Only 5% of the total sample were looking 

to work 'locally', while 47% said that they would travel 'up to a maximum off 10 

miles per day' each way to work. A further 34% were willing to travel up to 25 

miles, and 15% would travel more than 25 miles. As illustrated below the main 

differences between short-term and long-term unemployed people happened 

at the lower and higher extremes of travelling distance - long-term 

17 Source: Department for Transport National Travel Survey, 2003. 
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unemployed people were five times more likely than those unemployed for 

less than a year to want to work locally only (defined as 'within walking 

distance'). Those unemployed for less than one year were significantly more 

likely (5% level using chi squared test) to be willing to consider travelling 

more than 25 miles each way on a daily basis - but the numbers involved in 

both of these extreme cases are relatively small. 

Figure 5.11 Percentage of interviewees and distances willing to travel 

to work, by unemployment duration 

Local only Max. of 10 miles 10-25 miles More than 25 miles 

II All .< 1 year D~ 1 year 

However, access to transport, rather than unemployment duration per se, was 

most clearly associated with job seekers' ability and willingness to travel. For 

example, among those with access to their own private transport (only 26% of 

the total sample) there was a willingness to travel further to work, with 72% of 

motor vehicle owners willing to travel more than 10 miles each way to work, 

compared to only 38% of those without transport (a difference significant at 

1 % level using chi squared test). 
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Of course, as we will see below, long-term unemployed people were 

significantly less likely (5% level using chi squared test) to have access to 

their own private motor vehicle (only 17% of the long-term unemployed had 

their own transport, compared to 30% of those out of work for less than one 

year, and an average of 26% for the total sample). But it is clear that for both 

short-term and long-term unemployed people, transport access is 

fundamental to understanding job seekers' attitudes to travelling to work - for 

example, taking the short-term unemployed group alone, those with access to 

their own transport were still significantly more likely (5% level using chi 

squared test) to be willing to travel more than 10 miles each way to and from 

work when compared with those within the same unemployment duration 

group without access to transport. 

Salary expectations, wage flexibility and working conditions 

Previous studies have suggested that the relationship between the experience 

of long-term unemployment and flexibility in wage demands can be complex. 

McQuaid and Lindsay (2002) suggest that some long-term unemployed 

people, rather than 'lowering expectations', actually seek better quality, better 

paid jobs than they have had in the past, possibly because they see these 

jobs as more stable. Asked to describe their minimum acceptable weekly 

wage after deductions, almost three-quarters of the total sample (72%) hoped 

to gain take home wages of more than £150 per week, while just over 30% 

were looking for more than £200 per week. At the time of the research, the 
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average take home wage in the Glasgow area was £31618 
- only 5% of the 

total sample were seeking wages in excess of £300. There were no significa'nt 

differences between long-term unemployed people and other job seekers. 

Those with more stable work records generally sought higher wages, but 

again the difference between these and other job seekers was not statistically 

significant. Being unqualified was not associated with seeking particularly low 

wages, but the most highly qualified job seekers were holding out for better 

pay. For example, those qualified at or above S/NVQ3 were significantly more 

likely (5% level using chi squared test) to be seeking more than £200 per 

week (40%, compared to 24% of less qualified job seekers). 

Figure 5.12 Percentage of interviewees and minimum acceptable weekly 

wage after deductions, by unemployment duration 

<£150 £150<£200 £200<£250 More than £250 

BAIl .< 1 year 

02: 1 year 

Where job seekers were holding out for higher wage levels there were specific 

factors, with family responsibilities appearing to be a fundamental issue. For 

18 Source: Annual Survey of Hours and Earning, Office for National Statistics, 2003, 
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example, half of those interviewees with children were looking for take home 

wages of more than £200 per week, compared to just over one-quarter (27%) 

of people without children seeking similar wages - a difference significant at 

5% level using chi squared test. The pressures of having a mortgage also 

meant that job seekers were inclined to seek higher wages - those who 

owned their own homes were significantly more likely (5% level) to be looking 

for take home wages in excess of £200 per week, when compared with those 

living in public sector housing (46% and 28% respectively). 

In relation to other challenges around working conditions, the vast majority of 

interviewees demonstrated considerable flexibility - in total 98% said that they 

would accept a temporary job; 98% said that they would do shift work; and 

88% said that they would consider anti-social hours such as back shift 

working. In all cases there were no significant differences according to 

unemployment duration. Only when it came to part-time work were job 

seekers less flexible, with 61 % of the total sample suggesting that they would 

rule out anything less than full-time employment. Long-term unemployed 

people were slightly, but not significantly, more likely to rule out part-time 

contracts (66%, compared to 54% of other job seekers). All job seekers had 

full-time work as their primary goal. 

Jobs and sectors targeted 

It is important that job seekers are willing and able to target sectors and 

occupations that are accessible within local labour markets. Some 

explanations of area-based unemployment have pointed to the growth of the 
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'wrong kind of jobs', which are considered unsuitable for men previously 

employed in manual roles (for example); and which unemployed people have 

been reluctant to take up (Webster, 1999). There is also some evidence of 

long-term unemployed people seeking work in (unskilled, often manual) 

sectors and occupations where the number of jobs available has sharply 

decreased in recent years (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002). 

The tables below compare job seekers' former regular and sought 

occupations (i.e. their main job search targets). There are a number of points 

to note: First, the skills profile of occupations sought by long-term unemployed 

people was generally somewhat lower, although there were relatively few 

significant differences within specific occupational categories based on 

unemployment duration. 

The vast majority of interviewees were targeting the same or similar 

occupations to their former regular employment. These findings concur with 

previous research on the tenacity of job seekers' main search targets - a 

phenomenon that can prove problematic in areas where many among the 

unemployed were formerly employed in now declining industrial sectors 

(Lindsay et al. 2003). Nevertheless, it is unsurprising that job seekers were 

primarily targeting sectors and occupations where previously they had 

enjoyed success in finding work. 
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Table 5.5 Interviewees' primary sought occupations, by unemployment 

duration (%) 

Occupational group 

Professional/associate professional 

Skilled manual and craft-related 

Plant and machine operators 

Clerical and administrative 

Personal and other services 

Retail and customer services 

Unskilled manual/other elementary 

None /don't know 

Total (% rounded) 

N = 220 

< I yr 

12 

21 

3 

11 

13 

15 

24 

1 

100 

2': 1 yr 

9 

7 

3 

7 

27 

9 

39 

o 

100 

All 

11 

16 

3 

10 

18 

13 

28 

1 

100 

Table 5.6 Interviewees' previous regular occupations and primary 

sought occupations, and notified vacancies in Glasgow (%)19 

Occupational group Regular Sought Glasgow 

Professional/associate professional 

Skilled manual and craft-related 

Plant and machine operators 

Clerical and administrative 

Personal and other services 

Retail and customer services 

Unskilled manual/other elementary 

None/never worked/don't know 

Total (% rounded) 

N - 220 

occupation 

8 

19 

4 

10 

17 

13 

26 

3 

100 

occupation vacancies 

11 

16 

3 

10 

18 

13 

28 

1 

100 

6 

7 

9 

12 

6 

29 

31 

N/A 

100 

19 Source for Glasgow vacancy data: Office for National Statistics: Vacancies notified by occupation for 
Scottish Enterprise Glasgow area, May 2003. Data at local authority level for this date are not available. 
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The relatively high proportion of interviewees with a background in skilled 

manual work or craft working (and the determination of most of these skilled 

workers to find employment matching their area of expertise) meant that these 

jobs were the primary target for 16% of job seekers, but made up only 7% of 

vacancies in the Glasgow economy. Similarly, while 18% of interviewees were 

primarily targeting entry-level 'personal service' jobs (such as basic care 

service occupations, leisure service occupations, caretakers) these jobs made 

up only 6% of local vacancies. However, the clearest job search 'mismatch' 

was in the customer service and retail jobs, which accounted for more than 

one-quarter of local vacancies at the time of the research, but were a primary 

job search target for less than one-eighth of interviewees. 

As noted above, it is unsurprising that those qualified for, or enjoying success 

in, a previous occupation were keen to pursue the same job as their main job 

search target. Such strategies are only likely to be problematic if the targeted 

jobs are not available in the local labour market; or the job seeker is reluctant 

to consider anything but their first choice. The data presented in the next 

section suggest that there may be problems around the first of these issues 

for some job seekers. Skilled manual, and especially craft-based, occupations 

have steadily declined in the Glasgow labour market in recent years - a local 

reflection of the global process of deskilling that has been a by-product of 

mechanisation and outsourcing (Gubbay, 2000) - so that the more than one

sixth of interviewees targeting these jobs would have been competing for 

relatively few positions. Since the mid-1990s Glasgow, like a number of other 
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cities, has also seen a rapid increase in retail employment - but these jobs 

were being primarily targeted by relatively few job seekers. 

However, what a number of previous studies have focused on is not that 

some unemployed people are not primarily targeting growing areas of the 

service economy, but rather that they may not be able to see themselves -

under any circumstances - undertaking service work (TERU, 1999; McQuaid 

and Lindsay, 2002). What are the implications if lower skilled job seekers rule 

out entry-level positions across large portions of the service economy that 

provide an increasing number of opportunities? Are such attitudes prevalent 

among long-term unemployed and other job seekers, and how are they 

formed? And what do policy makers and employers in the service economy 

need to do to 'sell' vacancies to job seekers? These issues formed a specific, 

additional focus for the research reported in Section 5.5, below. This part of 

the research touches on differences between the long-term unemployed and 

other job seekers. But as noted below, factors related to gender, age, 

previous occupational experience, wage demands and family responsibilities 

were more often associated with differences in job seekers' attitudes towards 

service occupations. Accordingly, unemployment duration provides less of a 

focus for this specific element in this discussion of the experience and 

attitudes of unemployed job seekers in Glasgow. 
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5.5 ATTITUDES TO WORKING IN GLASGOW'S NEW SERVICE 

ECONOMY 

5.5.1 Attitudes to service work - avoiding the 'McJobs,?2o 

Building on the findings of Lindsay and McQuaid (2004), the research sought 

to specifically explore job seekers' attitudes towards looking for work in key 

emerging areas of the service economy. Lindsay and McQuaid had earlier 

found that many unemployed job seekers (this time in peri-urban rather than 

urban labour markets) were looking for work in traditional sectors where there 

are now relatively few opportunities. Substantial minorities of the same job 

seekers categorically ruled out even considering work in key service sectors 

such as retail and hospitality, with men, those with no previous experience in 

services and people seeking higher levels of wages significantly more likely to 

reject these perceived 'McJobs' (see Section 5.5.2 below for a discussion of 

issues around job quality and employability in the service economy). This 

research sought to expand upon Lindsay and McQuaid's work by probing job 

seekers' attitudes to similar areas of the service economy, but also further 

exploring the reasons why some people are reluctant to consider service jobs, 

and the influences impacting on their decision making. 

Why are these issues important? The rise of the service economy as a source 

of new job opportunities has created new challenges for both job seekers and 

those seeking to assist them into work. Nickson et al. (2003) note the 

20 Elements of this section were previously published by the author in Lindsay (2005b). 
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importance of emotional and aesthetic skills in work in the new service 

economy, and (while raising concerns in relation to social control) argue that 

supply-side labour market interventions have a role to play in improving the 

service-oriented skills (and therefore 'employability') of unemployed people. 

McQuaid and Lindsay (2002) and Lindsay and McQuaid (2004) similarly note 

that, while it is the responsibility of employers and policy makers to ensure 

that entry-level service jobs offer decent pay and conditions, and (crucially) 

opportunities for progression, job seekers need to be aware of the nature of 

(and skill sets required by) vacancies within their local labour market. 

Furthermore, if unemployed people are not aware of, or are unwilling to give 

any consideration to vacancies in key sectors, they may exclude themselves 

from a large number of opportunities. There may be good reasons for such 

attitudes, but it is important that we understand job seekers' decision-making 

on these issues in order to inform both supply-side interventions (where, for 

example, unemployed people fear that they lack the skills to do service jobs) 

and/or to challenge employers on issues of work organisation and conditions, 

where these represent real barriers to work. The following sections (5.5.2 and 

5.5.3 respectively) review some of the key literature and previous research on 

these issues; before presenting new evidence on Glasgow job seekers' 

attitudes towards looking for work in the service econo.my. 

5.5.2 'McJobs', 'good jobs' and employability in the service economy 

The rise of the so-called 'service economy', with employment opportunities 

dominated by a range of service-related industries, continues unabated. At the 
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time of the research, 75% of jobs in the UK were located in services21
. 

However, as Lindsay and McQuaid (2004: 299) note: "any attempt to discuss 

job seekers' attitudes towards a single, homogeneous 'service sector' involves 

imposing a degree of generalisation that risks denying the term any real 

meaning... Within the generally accepted sub-sector classifications of 

distributive, personal, producer and social services, service work 

encompasses tasks ranging from clerical and administrative support to sales 

to more basic forms of personal services". 

Nevertheless, the rapid expansion of service employment (in all its forms) has 

had profound - and in some ways negative - consequences for workers and 

local economies alike. For Sassen (1996) the polarisation of workers' pay and 

conditions and the casualisation of employment relations that increasingly 

characterise work in urban labour markets are an inevitable consequence of 

the rise of the service economy - the growing importance of service inputs 

partially explains the increasing inequalities between workers in different 

sectors, while these inequalities are reproduced and accentuated within 

service work itself. Low-skilled service jobs tend to offer limited opportunities 

for progression, while levels of pay and shift working can also preclude 

workers from taking up training or engaging in networking that might otherwise 

provide alternative opportunities to move up the jobs ladder (Talwar, 2002). 

Meanwhile, traditional escape routes from poverty (such as the apprenticeship 

system) have disappeared (Charlesworth, 2000). 

21 Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2003. 
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Sennett (1998) has extended this critique of the service economy to 

encompass the impact of service work on individuals' character and sense of 

self. For Sennett, 'old' forms of work organisation allowed for career-long 

progression, and a resulting sense of belonging and character. The constant 

need for career re-engineering and personal reinvention that is a key 

characteristic of the new service economy therefore threatens this sense of 

character - the ability to fashion not only a career but a sense of self and 

personal history through work has been lost. This, combined with the demand 

on service workers to engage in the representation and reproduction of 

emotional interactions (,emotional labour') has, according to Sennett, imposed 

a 'demeaning superficiality' on relations at work. 

The disappearance of 'good jobs' has potentially important consequences for 

worker satisfaction, recruitment and job seeking, and (eventually) productivity 

(Westwood, 2002). There is evidence that the low pay and lack of 

opportunities for development and advancement that define some service jobs 

can impact on the satisfaction and performance of workers (Brown and 

Mcintosh, 2003). Given the apparent importance of job security (Ritter and 

Anker, 2002) and personal autonomy and empowerment (Rose, 2003) to 

satisfaction at work, the combination of insecurity of tenure and highly 

rationalised environments in some service workplaces may further undermine 

employee commitment. From the particular perspective of the study below, 

these issues surrounding access to 'good' work matter, because job seekers' 

perceptions of the quality of jobs is likely to impact on their decisions to 

pursue, accept and sustain different types of employment. It is clear that job 
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satisfaction, for those in work, is a predictor of whether individuals quit or stay 

in jobs (Clark et aI., 1998). It has also been shown that perceived potential 

satisfaction at work is associated with labour market re-entry by job seekers 

(Clark, 1997). Job seekers' fears over the quality and stability of service work 

may therefore conversely result in a reluctance to pursue these opportunities 

(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002). 

Despite these concerns, there is little doubt that many policy makers view 

service industries, and particularly those involving labour-intensive, low

medium skilled work, as providing an important opportunity for large-scale 

employment creation. Yet, as noted above, many urban areas continue to 

report both pockets of high unemployment and recruitment and retention 

problems in the service sector. Webster (2000) argues that the reason for this 

contradiction can be understood as a function of changing skills demands and 

perceived job roles: job seekers formerly employed in traditional sectors have 

neither the skills nor the desire to take up the 'white collar' service 

employment that has replaced unskilled manual work. Similarly negative 

attitudes to service work may also be passed on to the (especially male) 

children of these former manual industrial workers (McDowell, 2002). To some 

extent, such attitudes reflect processes of familial socialisation that have long 

been apparent in studies of how attitudes to work are formed - in the 1950s, 

Young and Wilmott (1957) had already noted the importance of kinship (and 

especially fathers' previous occupations) to young men's decisions around 

work. More recently, Nixon's (2006) work with low-skilled unemployed men 

noted that school leavers were often not seeking employment in the growth 
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areas of service and non-manual employment. Rather, these young men 

continue to seek traditional and familiar forms of male-dominated, low-skilled 

manual employment which are now in decline. 

The real and perceived skills required to undertake service work may require 

further discussion at this point. Traditional definitions of skill have come under 

increasing pressure in recent years, as the need to understand the 

competencies required by service work has been acknowledged (Grugulis, 

2003; Korczynski, 2005). Although, as we have seen above, it has been 

argued that the shift towards a service economy has led to large-scale de

skilling, service work does require a range of skills. Schneeberger (2006) 

notes that many service jobs, while not demanding lengthy job-specific 

training, do require 'soft' generic and behavioural skills (including team

working and customer and service focus). 

Emotional labour - the management of feelings and reproduction of emotional 

responses in order to engage face-to-face or voice-to-voice with customers -

arguably involves a series of skills that are fundamental to customer service 

work in sectors such as retail or in contact centres (Hochschild, 1983; Bolton, 

2000). Aesthetic labour skills - 'looking or sounding right' (Warhurst and 

Nickson, 2001) - have also emerged as an increasingly clearly articulated 

priority for retail and hospitality employers (and the skills providers seeking to 

prepare people to work in those sectors). Hampson and Junor (2005) also 

discuss the need for 'articulation skills' that bring together these soft 

communication, teamworking and customer service skills, along with 
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knowledge of appropriate technologies and systems, allowing for the 

'unacknowledged management of intersections among the social worlds of 

people, technology and organisations'. 

We know that these skills sets are important, because employers have 

reported that they recruit people possessing them. At the time of the research, 

the retail sector reported skill gaps above the UK average, with weak 

customer service skills the problem in three-quarters of cases (Hart et aI., 

2007). More specifically, retail employers have emphasised the need for job 

seekers to demonstrate a positive attitude, strong communication skills and 

the ability to 'fit' in the workplace, with this latter point reflecting aesthetic 

qualities (Nickson et aI., 2005). Bunt et al.'s (2005) survey work with 

employers similarly found the same five skills sets most valued by 

organisations recruiting to both retail sales positions and entry-level service 

jobs (for example, in the leisure and hospitality sectors): communication skills; 

interpersonal and teamworking skills; motivation; self-presentation; and basic 

literacy and numeracy. 

Soft skills, and even more basic personal attributes such as appearance and 

attitudes, have increasingly featured as a target for training policy. This 

broadening of the concept of skill has therefore had profound consequences 

for how people are developed and managed at work Oustifying control and 

instruction over a much wider range of behaviours) and the content of supply

side labour market interventions (Grugulis et aI., 2004). The resulting 

refocusing of training policy on generic 'employability' skills and key 
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'competencies' fits well with UK policy makers' pursuit of flexibility and 

pragmatic labour market interventions, but has also arguably contributed to a 

continuing neglect of general education. 

Furthermore, while the process of redefining skills to reflect the needs of the 

service economy may, to an extent, see a process by which previously under

valued competencies are now recognised, they tend to be both poorly defined 

and unaccredited. Although highly transferable at certain levels of the service 

sector, such skills carry little broader status, reflecting the general lack of 

status afforded to female-dominated work (Talwar, 2002), are rarely 

formalised in training that offers structured career progression (Webster, 

2004), and attract virtually no wage premium (Felstead et aI., 2002). For 

Grugulis et al. (2004: 12) "This is skill as a rhetorical device that carries no 

material benefits". 

What is clear is that the skills sets demanded by service employers, whether 

soft skills in sectors such as retail and tourism or ICT literacy in so-called 'i

MacJobs' such as teleservicing (Goos and Manning, 2003; Nickson et aI., 

2003), are unfamiliar to many former manual workers with experience in, for 

example, manufacturing or construction. Belt and Richardson's (2005) 

research with contact centre employers found that many viewed hiring long

term unemployed people as risky, preferred those with experience in 

customer services, and (having engaged with programmes training long-term 

unemployed people) noted the need for extensive support for job seekers to 

develop their literacy, ICT and communication skills. 
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There is also evidence that employers involved in customer-facing service 

activities can discriminate against older male job seekers, the long-term 

unemployed and others considered 'unsuitable', given the demands of 

aesthetic labour. Warhurst and Nickson (2007: 116) note the way in which 

employers in sectors such as retail and hospitality increasingly seek to "create 

congruence between employee appearance and corporate image" and how 

this threatens to exclude some job seekers. The same authors had earlier 

noted that the redefinition of skills to encompass communication, presentation 

and interpersonal factors may also reinforce broader labour market 

inequalities - these softer skills are often closely linked to self-confidence, 

which in turn can reflect social class and educational attainment (Warhurst 

and Nickson, 2001). Indeed, there is already evidence that a substantial 

student labour force has emerged, with young people in higher education 

taking positions in hospitality and retail that might otherwise be open to the 

lower skilled. Again, it has been suggested that employers in these sectors 

prefer the flexibility and soft skills demonstrated by these student workers 

(Hofman and Steijn, 2003). Finally, while male job seekers (who dominate the 

unemployed claimant count) can hold views of their position in the labour 

market that are strongly 'gendered', service employers tend to target women 

anyway, as they are more likely to accept part-time work and are perceived to 

offer the type of soft skills (especially in terms of emotional labour) that are 

often a prerequisite for service work (McDowell, 2002). 
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The implications of unemployed job seekers being excluded, or excluding 

themselves, from entry-level service work are serious. Those who, already 

facing other forms of labour market disadvantage, rule out, or are turned away 

from, growing sectors of the economy may be more likely to fall victim to long

term unemployment as a result. These job seekers will also be excluded from 

the positive benefits that can be associated with a return to work, even low

skilled service work. As Newman (1999) notes, even the lowest skilled service 

work can, in the right circumstances, offer individuals benefits in terms of self 

sufficiency and the dignity of work, and the opportunity to develop a range of 

competencies. Given the lack of emphasis on formal qualifications, many 

areas of the service sector can provide the opportunity for unqualified or 

initially low-skilled workers to progress towards promoted positions (Burkitt, 

2001). Edwards and Burkitt (2001) have also suggested that, while low pay 

remains a serious problem for service workers, getting paid at all is seen as a 

key benefit by these individuals. This research therefore sought to probe: first, 

job seekers' attitudes to entry-level vacancies in three key areas of the service 

economy; second, reasons for ruling out service jobs; and third factors 

influencing decisions and attitudes around service work. 

5.5.3 Results from interviews - job seeking and attitudes to work in the 

service economy 

Given job seekers' previous occupational backgrounds, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that relatively few were actively targeting the service jobs that 

form an increasingly important part of the Glasgow labour market. As noted 
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above, while almost 30% of vacancies in the local economy at the time of the 

research were in retail and customer service occupations, only one in eight of 

interviewees were looking for such jobs. Problems will arise, however, where 

unemployed people (and particularly those with limited skills) are not willing to 

at least consider other forms of work, and especially accessible, entry-level 

occupations in growing sectors. Accordingly, interviewees were asked 

whether they would rule out, or be willing to consider, entry-level jobs in three 

areas of the service sector. Generic job roles rather than specific occupations 

were suggested - the objective being to tease out job seekers' general 

feelings towards key areas of the service economy, rather than asking them to 

consider particular vacancies. The three areas discussed were retail, 

hospitality (e.g. reception or bar work), and teleservicing or 'contact centre 

work'. These broad occupational sectors were selected given the importance 

of both retail and leisure and hospitality to the labour market in Glasgow and 

other UK cities. The contact centre sector has also emerged as an important 

source of employment in Glasgow, employing approximately 10,000 people or 

1.6% of the labour force at the time of the research (Taylor and Bain, 2003). 

The sector has also been touted as an important source of entry-level 

opportunities for excluded groups (Belt and Richardson, 2005; Cabras, 2008). 

More than two-fifths (43%) of interviewees said they would never, under any 

circumstances, consider retail work. This compares with only 13% who were 

likely to consider applying for such jobs. Hospitality occupations were similarly 

unpopular - ruled out by 47% of job seekers, and actively considered by only 

9%. A far larger proportion of interviewees said that they would never consider 
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contact centre jobs (68%), while only 2% viewed themselves as likely to 

consider such positions. Thus, even the most basic analysis demonstrates 

that substantial minorities of interviewees ruled out key areas of the service 

economy such as retail and hospitality from their job search, while well over 

two-thirds would not consider contact centre vacancies. 

Table 5.7 Percentage who would consider looking for work in selected 

entry-level service occupations 

Occupational sector Never 

Retail 

Hospitality 

Contact centres 

N = 220 

consider 

43 

47 

68 

Possibly 

consider 

41 

41 

27 

Likely to 

consider 

13 

9 

2 

Don't know/ 

no response 

3 

3 

3 

Further consideration of 'who ruled out service jobs' reveals a number of 

significant differences between job seeker groups - at least in the retail and 

hospitality sectors. First, returning to the issue of differences according 

unemployment duration, long-term unemployed people were more likely to 

rule out all the areas of service work suggested, but only in one area were 

there statistically significant differences with those unemployed for less than 

one year - in the case of retail jobs (ruled out by 54% of the long-term 

unemployed, compared to 39% of other job seekers). 

More generally, it is clear that the widely expressed concern that older male 

job seekers are unlikely to pursue such jobs appear to some extent justified. 
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As Table 5.8 illustrates, men were clearly more likely to rule out retail work 

(46% compared to 32% of women). Men were also significantly more likely 

(1 % level using chi squared test) to rule out hospitality jobs (53% compared to 

23%). When the sample was split into 50 and over and 25 and under age 

groups, statistically significant differences (1 % level) between job seekers' 

views on retail and hospitality work were again observed. For example, 

whereas 68% of the 50 plus age group were unwilling to consider, under any 

circumstances, entry-level hospitality posts, the figure was only 43% for those 

aged under 50. These findings need to be explored through further qualitative 

research. The relationship between gender and attitudes towards customer 

service roles is complex for both men and women (see for example, 

McDowell, 2002; Forseth, 2005) and there is a need for further research on 

how attitudes are formed and change. There is also evidence to suggest that 

older people's engagement with the service economy is affected not only by 

attitudes among job seekers and employers, but also the nature of work in the 

'new' economy, which is more often characterised by flexible, part-time and 

short-term employment (Lippmann, 2008). 

Two measures of skills attainment were deployed to compare the reluctance 

of job seekers with different skills sets to consider entry-level service 

employment: academic qualifications (whether qualified to S/NVQ 1 or S/NVQ 

3 or equivalent); and regular experience in customer-related service work (as 

a proxy for the 'soft' skills required for service jobs). Higher qualified job 

seekers were more likely to reject both hospitality and retail jobs (in the latter 

case the difference was significant at the 5% level). Conversely, while holding 
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no qualifications at all was not significantly associated with ruling out jobs in 

retail or hospitality, the unqualified were significantly more likely to reject 

contact centre jobs (5% level using chi squared test). More strikingly, 

interviewees with previous experience in, and arguably therefore the 

appropriate skills to carry out, service jobs were significantly less likely (1 % 

level) to rule out work in hospitality and retail. For example, whereas only 28% 

of those citing their most regular former occupation as being in services ruled 

out retail, 50% of those with experience and skills in other sectors refused to 

consider these jobs. 

Table 5.8 Percentage of interviewees ruling out entry-level work in retail, 

hospitality and contact centres, by selected characteristic 

Characteristic Retail Hospitality Contact 

centres 

Long-term unemployed (not L TU) 54 (39)* 54 (45)* 77 (66) 

Male (female) 46 (32) 53 (23)** 69 (64) 

Aged 50 and over (under 50) 62 (39)** 68 (43)** 78 (66) 

Aged under 25 (25 and over) 26 (51 )** 17 (57)** 60 (70) 

Regular occupation in services (not services) 28 (50)** 26 (57)** 65 (69) 

Qualified to S/NVQ1 (not qualified) 44 (44) 49 (48) 65 (79)* 

Qualified to S/NVQ3 (not qualified) 54 (37)* 56 (42) 63 (70) 

Rated interpersonal skills 'good' (not 'good') 43 (42) 48 (47) 68 (72) 

Dependent children (no dependent children) 58 (40)* 63 (44)* 70 (68) 

Seeking £200 weekly wages (less than £200) 52 (36)* 56 (39)* 73 (63) 

Would consider part-time (wouldn't consider) 41 (45) 43 (51) 68 (68) 

N - 220 ** Significant at 1 % level; * Significant at 5% level 
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Interviewees were also divided according to: their willingness to consider part

time work; their family circumstances; and their minimum reservation wage -

three potential indicators of the flexibility that job seekers were likely to be 

able or willing to demonstrate when identifying opportunities. Perhaps 

surprisingly, ruling out part-time work was not a statistically significant 

indicator of a broader unwillingness to consider service jobs. Nevertheless, 

the general reluctance of registered unemployed job seekers to consider part

time work may still act as a barrier to pursuing many service positions - 61 % 

of all interviewees ruled out all part-time jobs (in many cases for financial 

reasons). 

Those with family/caring responsibilities were significantly more likely (5% 

level) to rule out service jobs - 58% of those with dependent children would 

not consider retail opportunities (compared to 40% of other job seekers). 

Similarly, 63% of people with children ruled out entry-level hospitality jobs 

(compared to 44% of other job seekers). It would appear that the long hours 

culture and low pay that has come to be associated with these forms of 

service employment may act as a barrier for people with the additional caring 

and financial responsibilities of having children. Certainly, levels of pay 

apparently remain an issue - those seeking net wages in excess of £200 per 

week were significantly more likely (5% level) to categorically rule out both 

retail jobs (52% compared to only 36% of those willing to accept wages below 

£200) and hospitality work (56% compared to 39%). 
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Finally, the contact centre sector appears to be a 'special case'. None of the 

significant differences reported between job seeker groups' attitudes towards 

retail and hospitality jobs were apparent when it came to contact centre work. 

The only statistically significant difference was between unqualified and 

qualified job seekers, with the former group more likely to rule out contact 

centres. But the differences between the proportion of all job seekers ruling 

out contact centres compared to other forms of service work were more 

significant than any differences among job seeker sub-groups - recall that 

68% of all interviewees refused to consider contact centre jobs, compared to 

only 47% and 43% ruling out the hospitality and retail sectors respectively. 

It would appear that negative perceptions regarding conditions in the contact 

centre sector may have affected the choices made by unemployed job 

seekers. Many interviewees offered negative opinions of the highly 

pressurised work conditions in contact centres. Few of these views were 

based on direct experience (see below), but there is little doubt that contact 

centres provide a particularly rigorous manifestation of the 'industrialisation of 

service sector work' (Taylor and Bain, 1999). It may be that information about 

the sector's reputation for combining challenging work conditions with 

relatively low levels of financial reward, and the high levels of absenteeism 

and turnover that often follow (see for example, Taylor et aI., 2003) has 

'filtered down' to job seekers. The result appears to have been a broadly 

shared, largely negative view of contact centre work, commonly held across a 

range of job seeker groups. 
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Reasons for ruling out service jobs 

Beyond the contact centre sector, demographic characteristics, skills and 

experience, family commitments, wage flexibility and (in the case of the retail 

sector) unemployment duration all emerged as significant factors associated 

with job seekers' categorically ruling out entry-level service jobs. In order to 

further investigate how and why the decision to rule out service jobs was 

made, those who were unwilling to consider entry-level work in retail, 

hospitality and teleservicing were asked about their motives. Interviewees 

cited a variety of reasons when asked to name the single most important 

factor leading to their ruling out service jobs (note that in all cases the sample 

is restricted to those who would 'never consider' these positions). Of those 

ruling out retail and hospitality work, approximately tWo-fifths (40% in retail 

and 38% in hospitality) said that they were concentrating their job search on 

other occupations. This particularly applied to the higher skilled and was also 

a disproportionately popular response among male job seekers. In the vast 

majority of cases these people had mainly worked in other sectors - less than 

one-tenth of those ruling out retail or hospitality jobs because they were 

targeting other occupations had regularly worked in services. 

The 'positive' reason of 'targeting other sectors' was less commonly cited by 

those ruling out contact centre work (21 %). It is as notable that concerns 

about the 'quality of work/work environment' provided a far more popular 

reason for ruling out entry-level contact centre jobs (32%, compared to 11 % 

and 10% of those ruling out retail and hospitality, respectively). Again, 

perceptions of the contact centre sector as offering a strictly controlled, highly 
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pressurised work environment appear to have impacted on job seekers' 

decisions. It is perhaps surprising that specific concerns over pay and job 

security were not more prevalent. Only one respondent across all three 

sectors cited job insecurity as the key factor influencing their decision to reject 

service work (in this case in the hospitality sector). Across all three sectors, 5-

10% of job seekers said that low pay had crucially affected their decision to 

rule out service jobs. Of course, the decision to 'target other sectors' may be 

informed by a range of factors, and the relationship identified above between 

wage demands and ruling out service work suggests that pay rates in these 

sectors remain problematic for many job seekers. 

Table 5.9 Main reason given by interviewees for ruling out services (%) 

Stated reason Retail Hospitality Contact centres 

Targeting other sectors 40 38 21 

Lack of appropriate skills 16 14 32 

Unsuited to customer service 14 8 5 

Type of work/work environment 11 10 32 

Low pay 8 10 5 

Health reasons 6 8 3 

Shift work 3 9 1 

Insecurity 0 1 0 

'Women's work' 1 1 0 

Don't know 1 2 1 

Total (% rounded) 100 100 100 

N 95 104 149 
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Finally, skills issues matter when seeking to explain why job seekers rule out 

certain occupations. Approximately 16% of those who would not consider 

retail jobs gave 'a lack of appropriate skills' as their main reason. A further 

14% said that they were not suited to dealing with customers, a reflection of 

their real or perceived lack of interpersonal and customer-service skills. Of 

those rejecting hospitality jobs, 22% in total identified skills issues as their 

main motivation (14% considering that they lacked appropriate skills, and 8% 

citing concerns over dealing with the public). Skills gaps were even more 

important in explaining negative attitudes towards contact centre work - 32% 

of those refusing to consider teleservicing jobs did so mainly because they 

thought that they lacked the necessary skills (with a combination of leT and 

'telephone' skills regularly mentioned by job seekers). A further 5% raised 

concerns regarding their ability to deal with customers. 

The reasons for ruling out service jobs formed one area where there were 

significant differences between long-term unemployed and other job seekers. 

The figure below focuses on attitudes to contact centre jobs - here 49% of the 

long-term unemployed ruling out this type of work cited gaps in customer 

service or other skills, compared to only 31 % of other job seekers (a 

difference significant at 5% level using chi squared test). Those who had been 

unemployed for less than one year were more likely to suggest that they were 

targeting other sectors and were significantly more likely (5% level) to mention 

the quality of the work environment or type of work (including the need for shift 

work) as a reason to reject contact centre jobs (41 % in total, compared to 
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20% of long-term unemployed people). Long-term unemployed people were 

also more likely to name other barriers to taking up contact centre work, in 

relation to ill health and low pay (8% in both cases). 

Figure 5.13 Interviewees' main reason for ruling out contact centre work, 

by unemployment duration (%) 

Unemployed less than one year 

• Lack of skills 

o Quality/type of work environment 

OTargeting other opportunities 

IZIOther 

Unemployed one year or more 

• Lack of skills 

o Quality/type of work environment 

o Targeting other opportunities 

121 Other 

Among job seekers ruling out hospitality work there were similar differences -

the long-term unemployed were twice as likely to give a lack of skills as their 

reason for ruling out these jobs than those who had been unemployed for less 

than one year. A substantial minority of long-term unemployed people ruling 

out hospitality also cited health problems (16% compared to 3% of those 

unemployed for less than one year). Long-term unemployed job seekers were 

again significantly less likely to rule out hospitality jobs on the basis that they 

were targeting other opportunities or concerns about the quality of work. In 
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retail - the one sector where long-term unemployed were significantly more 

likely to reject job opportunities - those who had been unemployed for one 

year or more were again significantly more likely (5% level using chi squared 

test) to cite skills gaps as the main reason they did not wish to consider such 

vacancies. 

In general terms, the desire to target familiar occupations, perceived skills 

gaps, and (especially with regards to contact centre jobs) concerns about the 

quality of the working environment were the key factors explaining job 

seekers' reluctance to consider entry-level service positions. Long-term 

unemployed people were generally more likely to see their own skills gaps 

and health problems as precluding them from considering such positions, 

while they were less likely to rule out service work because they were 

proactively pursuing opportunities in other sectors. 

However, in order to understand the basis for decisions to rule out certain 

areas of the service economy, and plan policy interventions in response, it is 

also important to identify the sources informing job seekers' attitudes. 

Accordingly, interviewees were asked about factors influencing their decisions 

to reject certain service jobs. As Table 5.10 shows, those who had earlier 

explained their decision to reject service jobs on the basis that they were 

'targeting other sectors' effectively ruled themselves out of this question - in 

many cases their positive experiences in other jobs was the only factor 

influencing their decision to reject service work. Among those who were able 

to identify a single, key factor influencing their decision to reject service jobs 
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(in most cases having previously cited 'negative' reasons for ruling out service 

work such as a lack of skills or perceptions of the work environment) a 

minority mentioned their own experiences of these forms of work. Only 16% of 

those ruling out retail work and 14% of those rejecting hospitality jobs did so 

on the basis of their previous experience in such occupations. Contact centre 

work - ruled out by more job seekers, and more often for 'negative' reasons -

was rejected on the basis of personal experience by only 7% of those refusing 

to consider these positions. 

The negative experiences of family or other personal contacts were cited as a 

key factor influencing job search choices by 6% of those ruling out retail jobs 

and 11 % of those rejecting hospitality work. One-fifth of those ruling out 

contact centre jobs were similarly drawing mainly on the experiences of 

personal contacts. However, it is notable that approaching one-third of those 

ruling out retail and hospitality jobs (33% and 32% respectively) and almost 

half of those who would not consider teleservicing (47%) did so on the basis 

of what was often described as 'common knowledge'. These job seekers' 

views were not informed by their own experiences or the experiences of 

specifically identified personal contacts. Instead, there was a perception that 

these occupations were generally viewed as inaccessible or undesirable. The 

view was that 'everyone knows' about the disadvantageous pay and 

conditions associated with such service jobs, or the specific interpersonal or 

ICT skills that these jobs require (and that some job seekers considered 

themselves to lack). In this case there were no significant differences between 

long-term unemployed and short-term unemployed job seekers (we should 
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note that the numbers who ruled out service jobs for a 'negative' reason that 

could be influenced by external factors were relatively small), but long-term 

unemployed people were generally slightly more likely to give 'common 

knowledge' explanations for their decisions on the service sector, and were 

generally less likely to rely on their own previous experience. 

Table 5.10 Key factors influencing interviewees' decision to rule out 

service jobs (%) 

Main influencing factor Retail 

Direct personal experience 16 

Direct experience of contacts 6 

'Common knowledge' 33 

Targeting other jobs/no specific factor 41 

Total (% rounded) 100 

N 95 

Hospitality 

14 

11 

32 

40 

100 

104 

Contact 

centres 

7 

20 

47 

23 

100 

149 

There is clearly some encouragement here for service employers and policy 

makers concerned with matching job seekers to opportunities in expanding 

areas of the economy. The vast majority of those rejecting service 

opportunities had arrived at this decision because of their determination to 

pursue opportunities in other sectors (in most cases having not had 

experience in service work) or on the basis of 'common knowledge', rather 

than a thought-through analysis based on evidence or experience. An 

optimistic reading of these findings might be that job seekers' hostility towards 

entry-level service jobs may turn out to be 'a mile wide, but an inch deep' -
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based on a vague sense of animosity towards certain types on non-traditional 

work, a lack of confidence in their own skills, and a lack of knowledge 

regarding the range and scope of opportunities within the service economy. Of 

course, a less optimistic analysis would point to the regularity with which 

service jobs were categorically excluded from individuals' job search 

strategies, and the extent to which these attitudes reflect a deeper problem of 

locating 'good jobs' in the service economy. 

To conclude this discussion of attitudes towards service work, the above 

findings suggest that concerns that many job seekers are reluctant to consider 

entry-level service positions are justified. Older, male job seekers, those 

without experience in service occupations, the long-term unemployed, people 

with caring responsibilities, and those seeking higher wages were significantly 

more likely to rule out different service jobs. In total, more than two-fifths of 

interviewees would not consider applying for entry-level retail or hospitality 

jobs under any circumstances. Almost 70% ruled out contact centre jobs, and 

73% of all interviewees ruled out at least one of the three service occupations 

under discussion. 

Job seekers' negative views of service work may have led many to completely 

eliminate these jobs from their search strategies. However, real and perceived 

skills gaps clearly also have a role to play in explaining why some job seekers 

rule out service work. In some cases the decision to rule out these jobs was 

partly or mainly based on assumptions regarding the skills required to do 

service work - skills which job seekers perceived themselves not to possess. 
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Certainly, there was evidence of skills gaps being seen as a major barrier by 

job seekers, expressed in general terms or in relation to being 'unsuited to 

dealing with customers'. A lack of practical experience in customer-facing job 

roles was also a defining characteristic of many of those ruling out services. 

These findings support the conclusions of earlier qualitative research focusing 

on Glasgow job seekers' views of the three sectors discussed above, which 

found evidence of a lack of detailed knowledge regarding the skills required to 

do service jobs, and a general perception among the long-term unemployed 

that they were unsuited to these positions (TERU, 1999). 

Given the importance of recent and relevant work experience to individuals' 

employability, an expansion of service-oriented training programmes for job 

seekers may be of value. If a lack of relevant experience, and real and 

perceived skills gaps, are indeed behind job seekers' unwillingness to 

consider entry-level service jobs, targeted, placement-based training within 

supportive 'real work' settings may assist individuals to make the transition to 

work in otherwise unfamiliar service environments. Policy makers are 

belatedly focusing on the development of such programmes. Innovative 

supply-side initiatives in Glasgow have shown that long-term unemployed 

people are receptive to service training and have the ability to develop a 

sophisticated awareness of the demands of aesthetic and emotional labour 

(Nickson et aI., 2003). 

However, the delay in developing training initiatives to help the unemployed to 

access service work reflects a more general debate relating to the definition of 
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skills held by policy makers and service providers. In the eyes of many, entry

level service jobs remain an example of inherently rationalised, de-skilled 

work (Bradley et aI., 2000). As noted above, such an approach does not 

account for the complex range of emotional, aesthetic and organisational skills 

that define different forms of service employment, but the problem remains 

that many of these skills are largely unaccredited and unrewarded. There is 

also little evidence of formal structures enabling entry-level workers in sectors 

such as retail, hospitality and teleservicing to develop a broader range of skills 

and qualifications and thus secure progression towards higher-paid positions. 

This is likely to impact on job seekers' attitudes towards these sectors. Within 

our sample, job seekers with experience in industries characterised by strong, 

formalised progression and training routes continued to favour these areas of 

work, despite the decline of opportunities in traditional sectors and the growth 

of the service economy. It may be that many of those 'specifically targeting 

other sectors' (and ruling out service jobs) were determined to again find work 

offering the potential for advancement, skills development and long-term 

financial stability. Employers may need to make a more convincing case that 

there are adequate opportunities for development and advancement within 

their organisations if these job seekers are to be convinced to 'take a risk' on 

service work. Measures to develop clearer, formalised career progression 

routes should therefore be a priority for major service employers and 

representative bodies such as Sector Skills Councils. In particular, given the 

importance of perceived skills gaps to some job seekers, a commitment by 
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employers to work towards the accreditation and formalisation of skills may 

have a significant incentive effect. 

The broader issues raised by job seekers with regards to the 'quality of the 

work environment' (with contact centres providing a source of particular 

concern) also require action on the part of employers. Whether based on 

'common knowledge' or direct experience, many unemployed people perceive 

contact centres as offering a highly pressurised, tightly controlled and deeply 

unsatisfying work experience. There is considerable evidence to support job 

seekers' judgements in this area (Belt, 2002; Deery and Kinnie, 2002; Taylor 

et aI., 2003). Turnover among contact centre operators, and the other service 

occupations discussed above, is well above average. If service employers are 

to address the recruitment and retention problems that they face, there must 

be a renewed commitment to following through with measures to promote 

what the UK government has called a 'minimum infrastructure of decency and 

fairness around people in the workplace' (DTI, 1998). 

Similarly, employers are likely to continue to face recruitment and retention 

problems for as long as low pay acts to prevent those without other, additional 

means of support from considering entry-level service work. Three key entry

level occupations in the hospitality sector (hotel, restaurant and bar work), 

along with retail jobs, made up four of the five lowest paying occupational 

categories in the UK labour market at the time of the research (Bulman, 

2003). The pay rates offered by employers effectively forced many among our 

sample of job seekers to reject entry-level service work. For example, 30% of 

262 



those who named a minimum acceptable net weekly wage said that they 

required at least £250 after all deductions; over 90% said that they required at 

least £125. By comparison, for example, the average gross weekly wage 

(before deductions) among 'sales assistants and retail cashiers' in Glasgow at 

the time of the research was approximately £245 for full-time and £103 for 

part-time workers.22 As Klein (2000: 232) has noted, referring to the US 

context, an assumption appears to have grown up that entry-level service jobs 

need not provide for essentials such as housing and food, as they are most 

likely to be used to secure an additional income for students or second 

earners (in most cases women): "These are great jobs, in other words, for 

people who don't really need them". Service employers will struggle to attract 

those seeking to support themselves and their families through full-time work 

while this attitude prevails. From the policy perspective, measures such as the 

National Minimum Wage and Working Tax Credit have raised the earnings of 

entry-level service workers. The continuation and strengthening of such 

measures will be necessary if policies to promote the transition from welfare to 

work in the service economy are to continue to prove workable. 

The reality is that a combination of measures is required, to provide job 

seekers with appropriate skills while also making service work a more 

attractive, or at least realistic, option for the unemployed. Training initiatives 

acknowledging and addressing the complex skills sets required by service 

employers are to be welcomed. At the same time, action on the part of 

employers and policy makers to formalise and accredit these skills, and 

22 Source: New Earnings Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2003. 
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improve pay and progression routes, must be central to efforts to use the 

growth of the service economy as a source of new opportunities for 

unemployed job seekers. If the unemployed are to be encouraged to take up 

these opportunities, there must be a renewed commitment on the part of 

employers and policy makers to delivering 'good jobs' in the service economy 

- jobs that offer realistic wages, decent conditions and the kind of 

opportunities for personal development and advancement that are available to 

workers across a range of other sectors. 

5.6 REFLECTING ON INDIVIDUAL FACTORS AND EMPLOYABILITY 

This chapter demonstrates that, in relation to individual factors that have 

previously been shown to impact on employability, many unemployed people 

face substantial barriers to work, while the long-term unemployed are 

significantly more disadvantaged in certain areas. The unemployed people 

interviewed were relatively poorly qualified compared to their competitors in 

the Scottish labour market, and long-term unemployed people were 

significantly more likely to hold no qualifications. As noted above, a lack of 

qualification can exclude job seekers from a large number of skilled jobs, 

while even employers recruiting to entry-level, lower skilled vacancies can use 

qualifications as a 'filter', so that the unqualified fail to be short-listed for 

interview (Newton et ai., 2005). There was also some evidence that long-term 

unemployed people were significantly more likely to lack confidence in their 

basic skills - a specific skills gaps that has been shown to undermine 

individuals' progress in the labour market over the long-term (Sanderson, 
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2006; Carpenter, 2007). And the lack of confidence expressed by the long

term unemployed in particular in their more general occupational skills (and 

their prospects of finding work) also demonstrates how the experience of long 

periods out of work can reinforce the real disadvantage encountered by 

vulnerable job seekers. 

The above findings also highlight the significant inter-relationships between 

long-term unemployment, low levels of skills/qualifications and job seekers' 

more general sense of 'labour market attachment' - what emerges is a picture 

of a group of job seekers who, through gaps in skills, poor health or other 

problems, have been unable to establish a stable work record and have 

instead experienced repeated and/or long-term periods without work. Finally, 

most job seekers were willing to demonstrate considerable flexibility when it 

came to travelling to work and wage expectations. But the substantial 

discussion in Section 5.5 above, focusing on attitudes towards jobs in the 

service sector, again highlights that there remains work to do to convince 

some job seekers that entry-level jobs in retail, hospitality or contact centres 

are accessible and offer a sustainable route out of poverty. 
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CHAPTER 6: PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND EMPLOYABILITY 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter seeks to examine the personal-circumstantial issues that can act 

as barriers to work and so affect job seekers' employability. As noted above, 

individuals' personal circumstances can have a profound impact on how they 

look for work, the jobs that they target, and their ability to take up and sustain 

employment. 

The chapter opens with a discussion of household circumstances and work 

culture (Section 6.2) that explores the relationships between unemployment 

duration, individual characteristics and household composition and housing 

tenure. Section 6.3 discusses interviewees' family circumstances and how 

these impact on experiences in the labour market and approaches to looking 

for work. Section 6.4 discusses the transport mobility issues that can act as a 

barrier to work for some job seekers, and which (as discussed in Chapter 3) 

appear to be consistently associated with prolonged or repeated periods of 

unemployment (Green and Owen, 2006; Carpenter, 2007). Section 6.5 

discusses the potentially crucial issue of health-related barriers to work, and 

Section 6.6 considers issues around 'financial capital' - interviewees' 

household incomes and how financial problems limited people's ability to 

access communication, transport and other household resources. 
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The empirical element of the chapter concludes with a detailed discussion of 

issues around 'access to social capital'. Section 6.7 explores the literature and 

theory around social networks and their importance in the job search process, 

before also discussing broader issues around the relationship between long

term unemployment and social isolation. On this latter point, Section 6.7.1 

discusses how the experience of long-term unemployment impacts on what 

Gallie et al. (2003) term the 'tertiary sphere of sociability' (the regular social 

interactions and engagement in organised activities that make up 'social life'). 

Following this discussion of key concepts linking social capital and 

employability, Section 6.7.2 reports on findings from the interviews on job 

seekers' use of, and attitudes towards, social networking (and the individual 

factors that are associated with different approaches to social networking). 

Section 6.7.3 then discusses interviewees' experiences of the tertiary sphere 

of sociability, and seeks to identify any processes of social exclusion that 

might be particularly associated with long-term unemployment. This section 

concludes with a brief discussion (6.7.4) of the potential and current role of 

social and employability policies in promoting social capital-building in 

disadvantaged communities, combating social exclusion among the 

unemployed, and promoting networking as an effective job search tool. 

Finally, Section 6.8 concludes the chapter by reflecting on key issues from the 

preceding analysis. 
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6.2 HOUSEHOLD CIRCUMSTANCES AND 'WORK CULTURE' 

At a basic level, there appear to be important associations between certain 

types of household structures and circumstances and the risk of long-term 

unemployment. For example, there is evidence that men living alone can be 

particularly prone to unemployment (Sanderson, 2006); long-term 

unemployment appears to be particularly prevalent in 'workless households' 

(Arrowsmith, 2004); while the problems faced by lone parents are also well 

documented (Berthoud, 2003; Innes and Scott, 2003; McKay, 2003). 

The term 'work culture' has been used above to refer to the extent to which 

unemployed people's family/household circumstances can feed into a day-to

day experience in which work is not the norm. This in no way should be seen 

as supporting the 'underclass' thesis (Murray, 1990) whereby unemployed 

people are seen as making a conscious choice to avoid work. Previous 

studies in deprived inner cities have confirmed that there is little evidence of a 

lower cultural commitment to work in such areas (Fletcher, 2007). But those 

who reside in households and neighbourhoods that are 'workless' can face 

additional barriers to employability - they may be less able to access the kind 

of social network relationships that can lead to identifying job opportunities 

(see Section 6.7 below); being disconnected from people in work has the 

potential to undermine confidence and leave people feeling isolated from the 

labour market (Ritchie et aI., 2005); and young people growing up in workless 

households can be less aspirational and confident in terms of their prospects 

(Page, 2000). It is therefore important to establish a sense of how household 
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circumstances differed across job seeker groups. There is also evidence that 

those living alone tend to have lower rates of economic activity and can face 

recurring and prolonged experiences of poverty (CRFR, 2005). 

Those unemployed for one year or more were significantly more likely (1 % 

level using chi squared test) to live alone (51 %, compared to 31 % of other job 

seekers). Single occupancy in Glasgow is higher than the Scottish average 

(41 % and 33% of the households respectively)23, and the above shows that 

while the profile of those unemployed for less than one year was similar to 

these averages, long-term unemployed people were significantly more likely 

to live alone. (However, without longitudinal data, we are unable to consider 

the causality of the relationship between long-term unemployment and living 

alone - i.e. does long-term unemployment lead to living alone?) 

Table 6.1 Interviewees' household circumstances (%) 

Household circumstances < I yr :::: 1 yr All 

Single, living alone 31** 51** 38 

Living with parents 32** 11 ** 26 

Living with spouse/partner and children 18 14 17 

Living with spouse/partner 9 4 8 

Living with other family members 5 10 7 

Lone parent 1 4 2 

Single, living in shared accommodation 1 1 1 

Other 1 3 2 

Total 100 100 100 

N = 220 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). 
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The only other significant difference between the short-term and long-term 

unemployed groups was that the latter job seeker group were significantly less 

likely to live with their parents (32% compared to 11 % of those unemployed 

for less than one year and 26% for the total sample - a difference significant 

at 1 % level using chi squared test). This reflects the older age profile of the 

long-term unemployed group. There did not appear to be significant 

associations between living alone and having particularly low levels of 

educational attainment or labour market attachment and living alone. That 

relatively few interviewees were lone parents is not surprising given gender 

make-up of sample and claimant unemployed population. 

Relatively few job seekers were living with a partner (25% of the total sample, 

and only 18% long-term unemployed people). Among the total population of 

Glasgow, 30% of households involve people living with a partner (for Scotland 

the average is 43%).24 The relatively low proportion of people with the support 

of a partner within this sample of job seekers may mean that some are less 

able tap the 'social resources' and economic support that are available from a 

partner who is working. Among the 54 (of 220) interviewees who were living 

with a partner, just over two-fifths (22 individuals) had a partner who worked. 

Those who had been unemployed for less than one year were twice as likely 

to have a working partner as were co-habiting long-term unemployed people. 

Those who had been unemployed for shorter periods were also more likely to 

have a partner working in associate professional or professional/managerial 

23 Source: Census 2001. 
24 Source: Census 2001. 
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occupations, but we should acknowledge that the numbers involved here were 

small. The majority of spouses/partners were economically inactive, either 

because they were 'dependent' (sometimes at home caring for children) or (in 

fewer cases) because of ill health. So, if living alone and being isolated from 

family life does feed into a wider sense of social exclusion for some people 

(and the findings presented in Section 6.7 below suggests that this may be the 

case) then there is evidence that some job seekers (and especially long-term 

unemployed people) may be particularly vulnerable to these potentially 

negative experiences. 

Those job seekers living alone were significantly more likely (1 % level using 

chi squared test) to live in local authority housing or other public sector 

accommodation (over 80%, compared to only 57% of those not living alone). 

More generally, job seekers' housing tenure is of interest for a number of 

reasons. There are concerns that the cost of owning property in countries 

such as the UK (and lack of accessible rented accommodation) can restrict 

the mobility of job seekers, who cannot 'settle where the jobs are', therefore 

feeding in to area-based unemployment problems (Oswald, 1999). It has also 

been suggested that geographically and/or economically isolated public (i.e. 

local authority or Housing Association) housing developments have served to 

promote the concentration of unemployment in disadvantaged, and 

increasingly poor, neighbourhoods (Oujardin and Goffette-Nagot, 2005) 

Among those job seekers participating in this research, long-term unemployed 

people were significantly more likely (5% level using chi squared test) to 
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reside in public housing, taking in local authority, Housing Association and 

other public sector accommodation (73%, compared to 61 % of other job 

seekers and 66% for the total sample). There was again evidence of overlap 

between unemployment duration, broader labour market attachment and 

educational attainment in the characteristics of people living in public sector 

housing. For example, those without qualifications were significantly more 

likely to live in public sector housing (82%, compared to 57% of qualified job 

seekers - a difference significant at 1 % level using chi squared test), as were 

those who were not able to report a work history involving 'mostly stable work' 

or 'stable employment with occasional periods out of work' (79%, compared to 

59% of other job seekers - again significant at 1 % level). 

Table 6.2 Interviewees' housing tenure, by unemployment duration (%) 

Housing tenure < I yr 2: 1 yr All 

Local Authority/Housing Association 61* 73* 66 

Owned by interviewee 17 7 14 

Owned by other family member 15 10 14 

Private rented 7 6 6 

Other public sector accommodation 0 3 1 

Total 100 100 100 

N = 220 * Significant difference at 5% level. 

As noted above, there is conflicting evidence in the literature regarding the 

implications arising from the concentration of unemployed people (and 

especially those at risk of experiencing long-term unemployment) in public 

sector housing. What this research is able to confirm is that this sample of 
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long-term unemployed people in Glasgow were significantly more likely to 

reside in public sector housing. Finally, there is evidence that those living in 

public sector housing themselves sense a degree of stigma attached to 

certain housing 'schemes'. Interviewees were asked whether they thought that 

'employers' [negative] attitude to their area' presented a barrier to work. Many 

interviewees resided in Social Inclusion Partnership areas which were by 

definition relatively deprived, and in total 25% of the sample thought that 

employers did hold negative attitudes towards their area of residence. 

However, while there was no significant relationship between unemployment 

duration and these attitudes, those job seekers living in public sector housing 

were significantly more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to think that 

employers held negative views of their neighbourhood (30%, compared to 

only 13% of those not living in public rented accommodation). There may be a 

need for further research on the relationship between housing tenure, area

based social exclusion and attitudes among both job seekers and employers. 

6.3 FAMILY AND CARING CIRCUMSTANCES 

Caring and family responsibilities can act as a substantial barrier to work for 

job seekers with children, especially women. Innes and Scott (2003: 12) report 

women with children as facing a consistent series of barriers to employability 

linked to their role in the household: "finding local, good quality, affordable 

childcare; managing other family/domestic roles and responsibilities; the job 

opportunities available, their hours of work and locality; social pressures and 

pressures and support or discouragement from a partner and/or other family 
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members". These problems are exacerbated by the manner in which many 

jobs accessible for disadvantaged parents are characterised by low pay, shift 

work (or other working hours arrangements that can make it difficult to 

balance work and family life) and instability (Backett-Milburn et aI., 2001). It is 

therefore important to understand how caring roles presented challenges for 

job seekers and contributed to barriers to work. 

Relatively few interviewees in fact reported caring for children at home - a 

symptom of the disproportionately male and single-dominated nature of the 

sample (which reflects the household circumstances of registered 

unemployed people more generally). Previous research has suggested that, 

while caring roles can undoubtedly throw up specific barriers to work, people 

living in families with children are generally less likely to experience 

unemployment (Ritchie et aI., 2005) and/or long-term unemployment (Payne 

et aI., 1996). The table below suggests that those unemployed for less than 

one year were indeed slightly, though not significantly more likely to have a 

caring role for children. In total, 15% of interviewees had children at home, but 

almost as many had children not living with them. 

There was limited evidence of a statistically significant relationship between 

long-term unemployment or other measures of labour market attachment and 

having children in general. However, although there was similarly no 

significant relationship between long-term unemployment and caring for the 

very young, those who described their working life as involving 'mostly stable 

employment' or 'a number of jobs but with only short/occasional periods out of 
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work' were significantly more likely (5% level using chi squared test) to have 

pre-school-age children (8%, compared to only 1 % of other job seekers). Male 

job seekers were also significantly more likely to report having a caring role for 

children at home (17%, compared to only 5% of female interviewees - a 

difference significant at 5% level using chi squared test). While this may seem 

counter-intuitive, it is important to remember that men dominated the overall 

sample, and that JSA is claimed by individuals on behalf of their household 

(so that, in most co-habiting households, men are more likely than women to 

claim JSA). Women claiming JSA, on the other hand, are more likely to be the 

main earner within their household or to live alone. Women among the sample 

of those interviewed for this research were slightly more likely to be lone 

parents, but in general there were few lone parents within the sample (2%). 

Table 6.3 Interviewees' caring roles, by unemployment duration (%) 

Caring role/issue < I yr 2" 1 yr All 

Has caring role for children <16 16 12 15 

Has caring role for children <12 8 6 7 

Has caring role for pre-school children 7 3 6 

Children <16 living elsewhere 15 11 14 

Has adult caring role 7 9 7 

N = 220 

As we will see in Chapter 7 below, those with children relatively rarely 

identified problems in accessing childcare as a barrier to work. In more 

general terms, however, those with children under 16 were significantly more 
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likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to identify 'family or caring 

responsibilities' as a barrier to work. More than three-fifths of people with 

children thought family or caring responsibilities problematic, compared to less 

than one-fifth of those without children at home (some of whom nonetheless 

may have seen responsibilities to adult relatives or children residing in others' 

homes as limiting their work options). 

A small minority (7%) of all interviewees had some caring role for an adult at 

their own home or elsewhere. As shown above, long-term unemployed people 

were slightly, but not significantly, more likely to have caring responsibilities 

for an adult. There were also no significant differences between job seekers' 

adult caring responsibilities on the basis of their educational attainment, but 

those with work records involving mostly stable employment or few periods of 

unemployment were again significantly less likely (5% level using chi squared 

test) to report adult caring roles (4%, compared to 11 % of job seekers with a 

less stable work history) - although we should again remember that the total 

numbers involved are small. 

Finally, as acknowledged above, having children inevitably impacted on the 

wage demands of job seekers - people with children were significantly more 

likely to want to clear more than £150 per week, or indeed £200 per week. 

While few were seeking wages at or near the average for Glasgow at the time, 

some worried that the kind of entry-level jobs that they were required to apply 

for would not see them earn enough to make ends meet. As noted in Section 

5.3.4 above, in some cases such concerns may be justified. 
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6.4 TRANSPORT-MOBILITY ISSUES 

Access to transport, and problems around getting to work, can be important to 

understanding some job seekers' experiences in the labour market. For 

example, numerous studies of problems faced by job seekers in rural labour 

markets have pointed to transport services and access to transport as key 

issues (Lindsay et aI., 2003; Anderson et aI., 2005; Smith et aI., 2006; Arksey 

and Glendinning, 2008; Wright et aI., 2008). But even in urban areas, such as 

the localities that provided the focus for this research, job seekers' ability to 

access transport can be important in determining how far they are able to 

travel to work (see also McQuaid et aI., 2001). Chapter 5 above notes the 

association between interviewees' access to transport and their willingness to 

travel both further and for longer periods of time. 

A closer look at job seekers' access to, and attitudes towards, transport again 

reveals important differences between the long-term unemployed and other 

job seekers. As noted above, long-term unemployed people were significantly 

less likely (5% level using chi squared test) to have access to their own 

transport (17%, compared to 30% of other job seekers), although motor 

vehicle ownership in general was relatively low among all interviewees (at 

26% of the total sample). There did not appear to be significant relationships 

between previous experiences in the labour market (in terms of stability of 

previous employment or job seekers' status prior to their current claim for 

JSA) and access to transport. However, higher household incomes were 
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associated with access to private transport - for example, those reporting 

household incomes in excess of £150 per week were significantly more likely 

(5% level using chi squared test) to have access to their own transport (39%, 

compared to 23% of those with lower incomes). 

Table 6.4 Interviewees' attitudes towards transport issues, by 

unemployment duration (%) 

Transport issue < I yr 2': 1 yr All 

Access to own vehicle 30* 17* 26 

Access to another person's vehicle 32** 9** 25 

Lack of own transport a barrier 43* 59* 48 

Lack of public transport a barrier 9 16 11 

Cost of public transport a barrier 5 4 5 

N = 220 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). * Significant difference at 5% level. 

Long-term unemployed people were accordingly also significantly more likely 

(5% level using chi squared test) to consider their lack of private transport to 

be a barrier to work (59%, compared to 43% of those unemployed for less 

than one year). Of those who did not have transport of their own, almost two

thirds (65%) thought not having their own transport was a barrier to work. 

Long-term unemployed people were also significantly less likely (1 % level 

using chi squared test) to have regular access to a motor vehicle owned by a 

friend or family member (9%, compared to 32% of those unemployed for less 

than one year). Finally, Section 7.4 discusses job seekers' attitudes towards 

public transport in detail, but it is worth noting at this point that few 
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interviewees saw problems with the public transport infrastructure as raising 

barriers to work - only 11 % thought gaps in the public transport system to be 

a problem, and just 5% were concerned about the cost of public transport. 

All the job seekers interviewed for this research resided in urban labour 

markets characterised by strong public transport links (a benefit 

acknowledged by the vast majority). However, as Section 5.3.3 has previously 

noted, there were significant differences between job seekers regarding their 

ability to travel to work - differences rooted in issues around access to 

transport. Long-term unemployed people were less likely to have a driving 

licence, have their own motor vehicle, or to be able to call on others to help 

them with access to transport for job seeking or work. For some job seekers 

(and especially those looking for opportunities in sectors such as construction, 

where work is time and place-specific, and employees are expected to have 

their own transport) these issues may form important barriers to work. 

Previous research has also shown that those facing these barriers often 

experience repeated or prolonged periods without work (Carpenter, 2007). 

6.5 HEALTH AND WELL-BEING AND DISABILITY 

Health problems contribute to the tenacity of concentrations of worklessness 

in many cities in the UK, including Glasgow - a problem reflected in high 

levels of claiming incapacity benefits (Fothergill and Wilson, 2007). But as 

argued above, even among the population of 'official' unemployed job 
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seekers, ill health is a significant predictor of repeated and/or long-term 

benefit claiming (Carpenter, 2007). 

Among those interviewed for this research, only 15% of the total sample 

thought that their health represented a barrier to work. But this was one of the 

clearest issues that divided long-term unemployed people and other job 

seekers. Long-term unemployed people were significantly more likely (1 % 

level using chi squared test) to identify health problems as a barrier to work 

(29%, compared to only 9% of those unemployed for less than one year). 

Table 6.5 Interviewees' attitudes towards health issues, by 

unemployment duration (%) 

< I yr 2: 1 yr All 

Health problems a barrier to work 9** 29** 15 

Inactive due to health prior to unemployed 3** 29** 11 

Consider self to have limiting long-term illness 3* 10* 5 

Substance/alcohol problems a barrier to work 3* 9* 5 

Consider self disabled 1 0 1 

N = 220 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). * Significant difference at 5% level. 

Job seekers were generally more likely to view health problems a barrier as 

age increased, so that (for example) those aged over 35 were more than twice 

as likely to mention health problems as were younger interviewees (24% 

compared to 11 % - a difference significant at 5% level using chi squared 

test). Women were also significantly more likely to (1 % level using chi squared 
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test) to see health problems as a barrier (27% compared to 12% of men), just 

as they had earlier been significantly more likely to (18% compared to 10%). 

Indeed previous experiences of inactivity due to ill health were significantly 

associated with continuing to report health problems as a barrier to work. 

Those currently identifying health problems as a barrier were five times more 

likely than those not reporting such problems to have been inactive due to ill 

health prior to their current claim for JSA. As noted in Section 5.3.2, there is 

again clear evidence of a significant difference between the long-term 

unemployed and other job seekers when it comes to such health indicators -

only 3% of those unemployed for less than one year had been inactive 

through health problems prior to claiming JSA, compared to 29% of the long

term unemployed (a difference significant at 1 % level using chi squared test). 

Similarly, those reporting work histories characterised by 'mostly stable 

employment' or 'a number of jobs but with only short/occasional periods out of 

work' were significantly less likely (5% level using chi squared test) to have 

been inactive through health problems (8%, compared to 18% of those with 

less stable work records). It is important to reiterate that it was clearly those 

unemployed for one year or more who were more likely to report both recent 

and continuing health problems as barriers to work. Those who had been 

unemployed for 6-12 months (sometimes targeted by government 

programmes as being particularly disadvantaged) were not more likely to have 

health issues. The experience of some long-term unemployed people appears 

to be distinctive when it comes to health problems. 
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Figure 6.1 Interviewees who were inactive due to ill health prior to current JSA 

claim, and considered health a barrier to work, by unemployment duration (%) 
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Finally, as shown in the table above, there were also significant differences 

between the long-term unemployed and other job seekers when it came to 

reporting having a 'limiting long-term illness' and substance or alcohol 

problems that acted as a barrier to work. In both cases, however, only 5% of 

all job seekers reported these more severe health barriers. As discussed in 

Section 5.2.2, interviewees reporting substance abuse problems tended to be 

younger and male, and generally had relatively poor work histories (as well as 

being more likely to be long-term unemployed) - but given the sensitivity of 

these issues, self-reporting is not likely to offer wholly reliable evidence on the 

extent of such problems within the broader sample. 

That relatively few job seekers considered themselves to have an long-term 

illness highlights how a combination of health and skills-focused interventions 

may have the potential to impact on unemployed people's employability 
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(Lindsay et aI., 2007). Even among long-term unemployed people interviewed 

for this research, only slightly over one-third of those reporting health as a 

barrier to work considered their illness to be 'limiting their ability to work in the 

long-term/permanently'. The majority of all job seekers with health problems 

wanted and expected to recover their health and return to work. There is a 

need for continued investment in flexible and responsive policy solutions that 

support inactive people with health problems to make gradual progress 

towards recovery while improving their employability in other areas (Lindsay 

and McQuaid, 2008). 

6.6 ACCESS TO FINANCIAL CAPITAL 

Chapter 3 discusses the link between unemployment and poverty, noting that 

those experiencing prolonged or repeated spells out of work are vulnerable to 

the risk of poverty, especially in countries such as the UK, which offer 

relatively low unemployment benefits (Clasen et aI., 1997; Sinfield, 2001; 

Galiie et aI., 2003; Kieselbach, 2003; Phillimore and Goodson, 2006). Access 

to financial capital (whether through welfare benefits, other sources of income 

such as pensions and investments, or other family members' resources) can 

be a key factor influencing job seekers' experiences of unemployment, and 

shaping their attitudes and activities around looking for work. 

Interviews with job seekers quickly demonstrated that most were living on 

relatively low household incomes (interviewees were asked about net, 

disposable income after all benefits and deductions). More than half of the 
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total sample (53%) reported a household income of less than £100 per week. 

Long-term unemployed people were more likely to report incomes below £100 

(62%, compared to only 48% of those unemployed for less than one year, 

although this difference was not significant at the 5% level). Just under one-

quarter of the total sample (24%) reported incomes of more than £100 but 

less than £150 per week; and similar numbers has an income of at least £150, 

although long-term unemployed were less likely to report higher incomes. 

Figure 6.2 Percentage of interviewees in weekly household income 

groups, 'by unemployment duration 

Less than £100 £100<£150 At least £150 

IEI AII .< 1 year 

01 year + 

The Scottish Household Survey carried out at the time of the research25 

sampled on the basis that only 8% of households in Glasgow had weekly 

incomes of less than approximately £115, while a housing survey for 

Communities Scotland conducted in the year before the research similarly 

concluded that 9% of Glasgow households had a net weekly income of less 

25 http://www.scotland.gov,uklPublications/2004/0S/197 45/41091 
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than £100.26 It is therefore clear that most unemployed people within the 

sample, and especially the long-term unemployed, were among Glasgow's 

poorest residents at the time of the research. It is unsurprising that incomes 

reported by most job seekers were low. The vast majority of interviewees 

were claiming JSA as their main source of income (and some who had 

applied for the means-tested 'Income-based JSA' were receiving only non

monetary 'National Insurance Credits' as their income from other sources 

disqualified them from receiving cash benefits). At the time of the research, 

the average weekly entitlement for JSA recipients was £61 for claimants of 

Income-based JSA and £51 for those unemployed for less than six months 

and therefore in receipt of Contributions-based JSA. 27 

When asked about a range of other household resources, long-term 

unemployed people were significantly disadvantaged. For example, while 

most job seekers had access to both mobile and home telephones, long-term 

unemployed people were significantly less likely (1 % level using chi squared 

test) to have these benefits (only 56% had a land line at home compared to 

75% of those unemployed for less than one year; 61 % had a mobile 

compared to 78%). The long-term unemployed were also significantly less 

likely (1 % level) to have a PC at home and to have access to the Internet. As 

noted in Section 6.3 above, long-term unemployed people were also 

significantly less likely (5% level) to have access to their own motor vehicle 

(17% compared to 30% of those unemployed for less than one year). 

26 www.glasgow.gov.uklNRfrdonlyresID440FB7 4-1 OAO-44C5-ADC6-6AD6BFDD67D7 fOffinal report oct 04. pdf 
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Table 6.6 Interviewees' access to communications and transport, by 

unemployment duration (%) 

< I yr 2: 1 yr All 

Access to mobile telephone 78** 61** 73 

Access to landline telephone 75** 56** 69 

Access to computer at home 42** 23** 36 

Access to Internet 34** 16** 28 

Access to own motor vehicle 30* 17* 26 

N = 220 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). * Significant difference at 5% level. 

Household income was also a significant indicator of having access to these 

resources. For example, those coping on the lowest household incomes 

(below £100) were significantly less likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to 

have access to their own PC (28% compared to 47% of those with incomes of 

£100 or more) - although it should be noted that at the time of the research 

home PC ownership in the city of Glasgow was relatively low, estimated at 

40% (MORI, 2003). Those on the lowest incomes were also significantly less 

likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to have access to the Internet (21 % 

compared to 39% of those with incomes of £100 or more) - at the time of the 

research, Scottish Household Survey data suggest that 36% of the Glasgow 

population and 44% of people in Scotland had access to the Internet at 

home.28 These issues are important. Access to household resources such as 

communications technology (Livingstone and Helsper, 2007) and/or transport 

(Wright et aI., 2008) can be seen as important indicators of (and as 

27 Source: Department for Work and Pensions Statistical Summary First Release, June 2003, 
at: http://www.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd1/stats summary/Stats Summary June2003 AIIDWP.pdf 
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contributing to) wider social exclusion. These resources can also positively 

contribute to individuals' employability by improving the quality and reach of 

their job search activities or facilitating travel to work. Further analysis of 

issues around transport and Internet access has been provided in Sections 

6.4 and 5.4 respectively. 

Interviewees were asked directly about the costs of applying for and/or 

starting work. Relatively few people thought that the 'costs associating with 

looking and applying for work' were problematic - only 20% of all interviewees 

saw this as a barrier, with no significant difference between the long-term 

unemployed and other job seekers. However, those coping on lower 

household incomes were again significantly more likely to report the cost of 

making applications as a barrier - for example, only 9% of those with weekly 

net household incomes of £150 or more saw the cost of applying for jobs as a 

barrier to work, compared to more than 23% of those on lower incomes (a 

difference significant at 5% level using chi squared test). In most cases, job 

seekers were concerned about charges incurred using the telephone and 

Internet to identify opportunities, postal costs when making written 

applications and transport costs when travelling to interviews. It should be 

noted that there was and is help with these costs available through Jobcentre 

Plus, and that the majority of all job seekers did not raise these issues. 

Finally, as noted in Section 7.3 below, the long-term unemployed, those with 

less stable work histories and people living in public sector housing were 

28 http://www,scotiand.gov.uk/Publications/2004/08/197 45/41091 
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significantly more likely to raise concerns about the cost of losing benefits and 

starting work. However, these concerns were also associated with reporting 

particularly low household incomes. For example, those with the lowest 

household incomes (less than £100 per week) were significantly more likely 

(1 % level using chi squared test) to raise such concerns about the 

implications of losing benefits (53%, compared to only 25% of those with 

higher weekly household incomes). Job seekers living in the poorest 

households were similarly significantly more likely (again at 1 % level) to see 

the more general 'cost of starting work' as a problem (48% compared to 22% 

of those with household incomes of £ 100 per week or more). 

Accordingly, despite having disposable incomes that placed them among the 

poorest people in society, many (especially long-term) unemployed people 

feared the financial consequences of starting work and losing benefits. As 

discussed below, the explanation for such attitudes can be seen as lying 

within a benefits system that offers the unemployed relatively low disposable 

incomes, while providing extensive means-tested housing-related benefits, 

which are often paid directly to landlords (in the case of Housing Benefit to 

cover rent payments) or local authorities (in the case of Council Tax Benefit). 

As Sinfield (2001) has noted, it is a system that limits what people can do to 

look for work (because they are often concerned with coping on low incomes 

first; and are less likely to have access to resources that can help with job 

seeking), while undermining their financial independence by 'taking care' of 

housing costs - the result can often be anxiety among the poorest job seekers 

regarding the financial consequences of returning to work. 
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6.7 ACCESS TO SOCIAL CAPITAL 

6.7.1 The potential Importance of social capital and social networking -

lessons from the literature 

Recent discussions of the concept of employability have emphasised the 

value of 'social capital' (in the form of access to social networks) in facilitating 

individuals' progress in the labour market (Fugate et aI., 2004; McQuaid and 

Lindsay, 2005). For Fugate et al. (2004: 24): "Social capital is the goodwill 

inherent in social networks. Social capital contributes an overtly social and 

interpersonal element to employability, and it confers information and 

influence to the 'holder' via networks". 

As noted in Chapter 3 (3.3.6), there is some evidence that social networks can 

facilitate effective job seeking. Hannan (1999) has shown that while duration 

of unemployment, the use of formal job search facilities and a range of other 

social, demographic and economic factors all impact upon exits from 

unemployment, access to social networks significantly affects job entry rates. 

Holzer (1988) had earlier suggested that personal contacts and direct 

approaches to employers were more often associated with successful job 

seeking. Boheim and Taylor (2001) similarly identify an association between 

informal contact between job seekers and employers and successful search 

outcomes. Levesque and White's (2001) study also found that the diversity of 

social network resources available to long-term unemployed people can be 
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the defining factor determining successful transitions to work (again arguing 

that a broad range of weak, but high value, social network resources 

'validating' the human capital of job seekers by providing access to references 

and good quality vacancy information). 

Similarly, Topa (2001) suggests that access to diverse social networks (i.e. 

contact with people in work and especially in a range of job seekers' target 

sectors/occupations) can help to expand the geographical reach and 

effectiveness of unemployed people's search activities. Network diversity and 

the heterogeneity of contacts may therefore be important to job seeking and 

even labour market participation, and so facilitate the integration of potentially 

excluded groups, such as low-skilled young people (Holzer, 1988), older 

workers experiencing redundancy (Patrickson and Ranzijn, 2003), minority 

ethnic groups (Ooka and Wellman, 2006) and women (Chapple, 2002a). 

In relation to this study, it is important to acknowledge the relationship 

between social networking and area-based (especially urban) disadvantage -

there is evidence to suggest that people living on low incomes in 

disadvantaged urban areas can struggle to access 'vertical networks' that 

provide access to 'better' jobs (Reingold, 1999), and that this 'network poverty' 

(Perri 6, 1997) can severely limit individual opportunity. Research undertaken 

in US cities (Wilson, 1987, 1996) has pointed to the links between social 

network structure and poverty, with residents of 'segregated', disadvantaged 

urban areas finding the range and quality of their employment networks 

limited by their poverty and social isolation. 
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Long-term unemployment and the 'tertiary sphere of sociability' 

Ideas around social capital are also important to understanding the 

relationship between unemployment (and especially long-term unemployment) 

and experiences of social isolation - processes which can reinforce job 

seekers' exclusion from effective job search networks, but may also have 

more profound consequences in terms of social exclusion and psychological 

wellbeing. To this end, it has been shown that the experience of long-term 

unemployment in particular, and the related restricted social contact and 

sense of exclusion experienced by some people (which can be particularly 

intense in disadvantaged urban areas), can in itself undermine confidence 

and reinforce isolation. 

Gallie et al. (2003) identify a specific relationship between what they call 'the 

tertiary sphere of sociability' and the experience of unemployment. Using EU

level data, they demonstrate that unemployed people are significantly less 

likely to socialise and participate in organised social activity. Julkunen's (2002) 

research with unemployed young people in Scotland and Nordic countries 

similarly identifies a decline in activities within the tertiary sphere of sociability. 

The extent to which the long-term unemployed and other job seekers in 

disadvantaged areas of the city of Glasgow have access to social networks for 

job seeking, and their different experiences of the tertiary sphere of sociability, 

form the key issues discussed in this section. 
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6.7.2 Results from interviews - social networks and job seeking 

A basic analysis of unemployed people's use of job search methods 

demonstrates that social networking plays an important role, but is one search 

strategy among many. As noted above, more than 90% of interviewees 

reported regularly using newspaper advertisements to look for work on a 

regular (defined here as weekly) basis, while the majority also visited Public 

Employment Service Jobcentres to use computerised 'Jobpoint' search 

databases (65%) and/or seek the advice of Jobcentre staff (57%). Social 

networking also emerged as an important tool, with 53% using close friends 

and family and 40% using less close knit, former work-related ties (defined as 

'former colleagues or acquaintances encountered through work') on a weekly 

basis - in total 35% of all job seekers reported using both forms of networking 

and 57% used at least one of these forms of networking weekly. 

However, it is clear that the long-term unemployed among the sample were 

less connected with former colleagues and other (potentially more relevant) 

work-related network ties. Only 29% of those unemployed for one year or 

more used such contacts for job seeking on a regular basis, compared to 

more than 45% of those unemployed for less than a year (a difference 

significant at the 5% level using chi squared test).29 Long-term unemployed 

people were also slightly less likely to use close family and friends to look for 

work, but the difference here was not significant. Indeed, among the few 

29 Among long-term unemployed job seekers, women were significantly more likely to report using work
based social networks to look for work on a regular basis, although the small numbers within this sub
sample should be noted. In the remainder of the analysis to follow in this section, no statistically 
significant differences were apparent between men and women. 
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significant differences between the long-term unemployed group and other 

interviewees on job seeking were two crucial aspects of informal search 

behaviour - the use of work-related social networking and directly 

approaching employers (used weekly by 27% of the long-term unemployed, 

compared to 51 % of other job seekers - a difference significant at the 1 % 

level using chi squared test). 

If the Granovetter (1973, 1974) 'strength of weak ties' thesis has merit (see 

Section 3.6.6), then there may be cause for concern here. The majority of 

unemployed job seekers were not able to network with work-related personal 

acquaintances on a regular basis, and long-term unemployed people in 

particular were excluded from this form of networking. Given the evidence that 

such work-related ties provide more valuable, 'non-redundant' job search 

information, a lack of access to such networks could reinforce the 

disadvantage experienced by the long-term unemployed. Networking with 

close family and friends (which the evidence generally suggests is less likely 

to produce positive labour market outcomes) was more popular among all job 

seekers, with unemployment duration having no significant effect. 

To some extent, the significant association between unemployment duration 

and the use of work-based social networks again reflected key employability 

characteristics of the long-term unemployed. As we have seen above, long

term unemployed people are more likely to be unqualified; and those without 

qualifications were significantly less likely to use work-based networks on a 
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regular basis (28%, compared to 46% of qualified job seekers - a difference 

significant at the 1 % level using chi squared test). 

Figure 6.7 Interviewees' use of close friends and family-based social 

network contacts for job search (%) 

Unemployed less than one year Unemployed one year or more 

• Used weekly • Used weekly 

o Used less often than weekly o Used less often than weekly 

o Never used o Never used 

Figure 6.8 Interviewees' use of work-based social network contacts for 

job search (%) 

Unemployed less than one year Unemployed one year or more 

• Used weekly • Used weekly 
o Used less often than weekly o Used less often than weekly 
o Never used o Never used 
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The same indicators of 'labour market attachment' (Section 5.3 above) that 

were associated with long-term unemployment were related to significant 

differences in the use of social networks. For example, 47% of those 

describing their working life as generally involving 'mostly stable employment' 

or 'a number of jobs but with only short/occasional periods out of work' used 

work-based social networks at least weekly, compared to 27% of other job 

seekers (a difference significant at 1 % level using chi squared test); and 49% 

of those who had been in work immediately prior to their current JSA claim 

used work-based networks, compared to only 19% of those who were not 

economically active prior to their claim (again significant at 1 % level). 

There was no clear 'linear' relationship between age and the regular use of 

work-based (or other) social networks, but perhaps unsurprisingly those in the 

'core' working age group of 25-49 were more likely (but not significantly so) to 

use work-related social networks on a weekly basis (43%, compared to 34% 

of other job seekers). 

Further probing of interviewees' perceptions of their own social networks 

confirmed that there were significant differences between the experiences of 

the long-term unemployed and other job seekers. First, long-term unemployed 

people were less likely to see networking as an important aspect of the job 

search process. Those who had been unemployed for less than one year 

were significantly more likely (5% level using chi squared test) to consider 

'using personal contacts' to be 'very important' to looking for work (27% of 
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these more recent job seekers, compared with only 15% of the long-term 

unemployed) - although it is noticeable that relatively few job seekers in either 

group appeared to acknowledge the potentially vital role of social networks. 

Second, the long-term unemployed were significantly more likely (1 % level 

using chi squared test) to report 'never having found out about a job' through 

personal contacts (42% of the long-term unemployed, compared to 24% of 

other job seekers). 

Finally, long-term unemployed people were less likely to have contacts in the 

'same type of work' (i.e. sector and/or occupation) that they were pursuing. 

Only 24% of long-term unemployed people said that their main network 

contacts - 'the contacts that they most often used for looking for work' - were 

employed in the type of work that they were looking for, compared to 46% of 

other job seekers (significant at the 1 % level using chi squared test). Of 

greater concern is that more than one-fifth of the long-term unemployed said 

that their main network contacts were themselves unemployed. In 

comparison, less than 5% of other job seekers most often used other 

unemployed people for job search networking (the difference between the two 

groups was again significant at the 1 % level using chi squared test). So, the 

long-term unemployed were less likely to have access to social networks 

connected to the sectors or occupations in which they were seeking 

employment (or indeed access to network contacts who were in any kind of 

work). These job seekers are therefore likely to struggle to access 'resource

rich' contacts with the potential to positively impact on job search outcomes. 
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Figure 6.9 Employment status of 'main social network contacts' used for 

Unemployed less than one year 

.Work in target sector/job 
DWork in other sector/job 
DNot in work 

job search (%) 

Unemployed one year or more 

• Work in target sector/job 
DWork in other sector/job 
[] Not in work 

6.7.3 Results from the interviews - the experience of long-term 

unemployment and the 'tertiary sphere of sociability' 

The same interviews with job seekers sought to probe the extent to which the 

experience of unemployment was linked with broader processes of social 

exclusion, in terms of an increasing isolation from what has been termed the 

tertiary sphere of sociability. It is first important to note the apparent 

association between long-term unemployment and household status within 

the sample. In total , 38% of those interviewed lived in single person 

households (almost double the Scottish and city averages for single 

h~usehold dwelling). As noted above, those unemployed for one year or more 

were significantly more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to live alone 

(51%, compared to 31% of other job seekers). 
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Seeking to explore the relationship between long-term unemployment and 

sociability, the research involved a series of questions about job seekers' 

engagement in regular social activities. Long-term unemployed people were 

significantly less likely (5% level) to report 'socialising regularly (i.e. usually on 

a weekly basis) with friends/family' (29%, compared to 46% of those 

unemployed for less than one year). Furthermore, although only just over one

fifth of all job seekers were involved in regular, organised social activity -

interviewees were asked how often they attended 'a sports club, social club or 

other social organisation' - there were again significant differences between 

the long-term unemployed and other job seekers. Only 11 % of long-term 

unemployed people reported being involved in such social activities on a 

weekly basis, compared to 26% of other job seekers (a difference significant 

at 1 % level using chi squared test). 

These data, taken together with the findings above on the regular job search 

activities on interviewees, highlight how long-term unemployment can 

contribute to a 'narrowing' of social life - as the figure below illustrates, the 

lives of long-term unemployed people can become 'restricted' or 'smaller', in 

terms of access to work-related social networking opportunities, opportunities 

for social interaction, and the capacity and resources to engage in organised 

social activities (differences are illustrated and summarised in Figure 6.10). A 

decreasing engagement in formal and informal sociability was clearly a 

consequence of the experience of unemployment (and the resulting loss of 

income and lack of daily contact with former colleagues and acquaintances) 

for many people. Many interviewees talked about how they had been less 
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able to engage in social activity since losing their jobs, with long-term 

unemployed people particularly likely to raise these issues. Indeed, 46% of all 

interviewees said that they socialised less since becoming unemployed (56% 

of the long-term unemployed, compared to 42% of other job seekers - a 

difference significant at 1 % level using chi squared test). 

Figure 6.10 Social and job search activities undertaken by interviewees 

'at least once a week', by unemployment duration (%) 

Speak to work-related ties for job 
search 

60 

5 

Attend social organisation ~--------.".. Socialise with friends/family 

- - ~ 1 year --<1 year 

Gallie et ai's (2003) concern that the long-term unemployed in particular can 

lose access to a tertiary sphere of sociability appears justified. The forms of 

informal and organised social activity that can be crucial to forming and 

maintaining networks appear to be vulnerable to the social isolation and 

financial disadvantage produced by long-term unemployment. As noted 

above, there may not be evidence of a direct causal link between this form of 

social exclusion and continued labour market disadvantage, but that should 
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not detract from concerns regarding the consequences of the erosion of this 

form of social capital on individuals' sense of attachment to community and 

labour market. More importantly, there may be negative social and 

psychological consequences resulting from the relatively narrow and restricted 

forms of interaction and sociability that form part of the experience of long

term unemployment. We have already seen in Section 5.2, long-term 

unemployed people were significantly less likely to be optimistic regarding 

their future prospects of finding employment. 

6.7.4 Social capital, social networks and unemployment - is there a role 

for employability policy? 

The analysis above suggests that the long-term unemployed do face 

particular problems in relation to limited access to social networks and an 

increasing sense of social isolation. The impacts may be particularly severe 

for those residing in disadvantaged urban communities (such as those areas 

in which this research was conducted), and have the potential to contribute to 

continued unemployment and socio-economic disadvantage. The question 

arises as to what role social and employability policies can play in promoting 

both strengthened networks among the unemployed and 'social capital 

building' in disadvantaged urban communities. 

There is some evidence that policy makers are increasingly focusing on the 

relationship between social networks and employability. At the time of the 

research, 'micro-neighbourhoods' in the city of Glasgow were being targeted 
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by a local authority-led 'Full Employment Areas' (FEA) Initiative, which 

deployed (among other approaches) teams of 'community animators' with a 

specific remit to build trust and relationships within communities 'street by 

street' and facilitate the development of social networks based around looking 

for, or even just thinking about, work (Turok, 2007). The same programme 

sought to join up policies on community regeneration, employability and health 

- a recognition of the complexity of the barriers faced by job seekers in 

particularly disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Danson, 2005). Elsewhere in the 

UK, area-based employability initiatives such as 'Working Neighbourhoods' 

and 'City Strategies' have emphasised the need to integrate supply-side 

labour market policies with measures to promote community interaction and 

social engagement within disadvantaged localities (Lindsay et aI., 2007). 

In more general terms, an emerging policy literature on 'attachment to place', 

employability and regeneration in the UK has sought to make links between 

social networking, community cohesion and experiences of socio-economic 

exclusion. Drawing on research with unemployed young people, Green and 

White (2007) argue that locally targeted initiatives to promote the expansion of 

networks - including social activities designed to provide new experiences, 

enhance confidence, broaden spatial horizons, and raise awareness of routes 

into employment - can add value. Their research in disadvantaged urban 

communities highlights the manner in which young people's existing (mostly 

close knit) networks can be an important source of knowledge about jobs; but 

that they can also act as a brake by undermining confidence and discouraging 

take-up of opportunities. 
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The research above shows that many unemployed people (and especially the 

long-term unemployed) in these disadvantaged communities had severely 

restricted job search networks, so that personal contacts were relatively rarely 

used to look for work on a regular basis, and (in some cases) those contacts 

who were used were themselves unemployed. It demonstrates that many job 

seekers (and, again, especially long-term unemployed people) have not been 

able to identify opportunities through personal contacts. The research also 

demonstrates how long-term unemployment can reinforce a sense of 

exclusion from the tertiary sphere of sociability, as people are forced to 

withdraw from both informal socialising and organised community activities. 

Such findings would appear to strengthen the case made by others for 

interventions - for example, in the shape of local centres providing a focal 

point for community activities and opportunities for social engagement 

alongside employability services - that could help to unlock and expand social 

networks, provide peer support and link people to world of work. 

Linking policy initiatives on social networking, community cohesion and 

employability makes sense given the potential importance of personal 

contacts to job search success. There are also likely to be benefits in helping 

long-term unemployed people to maintain and expand social relations, linked 

to the broadening of spatial horizons (Green and White, 2007), increasing 

awareness of job opportunities (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002), and improving 

psychological wellbeing (Gallie et aI., 2003). But any targeted policy initiatives 

need to reflect the complex range of inter-related barriers faced by long-term 
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unemployed people and other job seekers, and success will be partly 

dependent on external factors including local labour demand. Indeed, as Miles 

and Tully (2007) note, while key stakeholders working in deprived 

communities have acknowledged the potential value of efforts to build social 

capital and expand networks among the disadvantaged, there remains a 

concern that positive impacts will be limited if the right kind of jobs are not 

available at the end of the process. 

Nevertheless, the lack of potentially useful job search networks and the more 

general sense of isolation experienced by many long-term unemployed people 

(and some other vulnerable job seekers) clearly have the potential to reinforce 

and exacerbate other problems and resulting processes of social and labour 

market exclusion. Long-term unemployed people and other vulnerable job 

seekers may therefore benefit from an intensification of local strategies that 

can combine employability services that contribute to human capital 

development with opportunities for community engagement, social interaction 

and peer support. Community-based interventions to promote social capital 

cannot substitute for robust strategies to support economic development and 

access to employment, but nor should the social element of the exclusion 

experienced by disadvantaged people and places be ignored. The challenge 

for policy makers is to help people in disadvantaged urban areas to address 

the 'network poverty' and lack of social capital that is one important dimension 

of the exclusion that forms part of the experience of long-term unemployment. 
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6.8 REFLECTIONS ON PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND 

EMPLOYABILITY 

Employability is often discussed by policy makers with particular reference to 

individual, human capital factors, and specifically the skills and experience 

held by job seekers. Yet this chapter has shown that there are considerable 

differences in the personal, family and household circumstances encountered 

by different job seekers, and that the long-term unemployed face particular 

barriers to work. There were clear and significant differences between long

term unemployed and other interviewees in relation to their household 

circumstances and what type of housing they lived in. Long-term unemployed 

people were: significantly more likely to face problems accessing private 

transport; and significantly more likely to report health-related barriers to work. 

While job seekers across all durations of unemployment were often living on 

low household incomes (reflecting the relatively low levels of welfare benefits 

paid to all unemployed people), long-term unemployed people were 

significantly more likely to struggle to access the kind of household resources 

that can help people to find and retain employment - a telephone; a PC; and 

Internet connection. 

The findings above also highlight the different experiences of job seekers in 

relation to social networking and other aspects of social capital. If those 

claiming that social networking is important to employability are right, then 

long-term unemployed people (and more generally those with few 

qualifications and weak links to the labour market) are likely to face further 
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disadvantage in the labour market. Interviewees in these categories were 

significantly less likely to use (work-related) social networks for job seeking 

and sometimes reported relying on contacts who were not working 

themselves. As importantly, the discussion of the job seekers' experiences of 

the tertiary sphere of sociability highlights how many unemployed people -

and especially the long-term unemployed - can face a narrowing of social life, 

as they withdraw from informal socialising and organised community activities. 

As noted above, the key message would appear to be that policies need to 

combine employability services with opportunities for social inclusion and peer 

support within a broader commitment to community engagement and renewal. 
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CHAPTER 7: EXTERNAL FACTORS AND EMPLOYABILITY 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

Any piece of research that relies on fieldwork with job seekers alone will 

inevitably be weakest when discussing the external factors affecting their 

employability. Chapter 4 reports on the local labour market and the economic 

problems faced by job seekers in the areas in which the research was carried 

out. Beyond that, this research is limited to investigating the perceived and 

reported external barriers to work discussed with interviewees. Nevertheless, 

these findings are important. Job seekers' perceptions of the opportunities in 

their local labour market, the risk of discrimination on the part of recruiting 

employers and the effectiveness of services in place to help them will shape 

their attitudes to looking for work. 

Section 7.2 focuses on interviewees' perceptions of what have been 

described in Chapter 2 as 'local labour markeUvacancy factors' and 

'recruitment factors', specifically views of the number and quality of jobs 

available within the Glasgow labour market, and whether they felt that they 

were discriminated against on the grounds of their age, gender, race/ethnicity, 

area of residence or labour market status. Section 7.3 then turns to 

interviewees' perceptions of 'employment policy factors', to discuss views of 

the information and services provided by the PES/Jobcentre Plus and whether 

the benefits system throws up barriers to work in its own right. Section 7.4 

considers 'other policy factors', touching on issues around public transport 
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and childcare provision, before discussing how housing (and housing benefits) 

policies affect job seekers. Section 7.5 concludes the chapter by reflecting on 

key issues from the preceding analysis. 

7.2 PERCEPTIONS OF LABOUR MARKET AND EMPLOYER 

RECRUITMENT FACTORS 

As noted above (Section 5.2.2), most job seekers (including the majority of the 

long-term unemployed) thought that their chances of finding work within six 

months were 'good' or 'very good'. But we have also seen that long-term 

unemployed people were significantly less likely to rate their chances as 'very 

good' and were significantly more likely to consider their prospects 'poor'. The 

question then arises as to whether these job seekers saw the state of the 

labour market as contributing to their perceived lack of opportunities. 

When asked if a simple lack of demand was to blame, long-term unemployed 

people were not more likely to think that there were too few jobs in the 

Glasgow labour market. (A perception that was objectively accurate - as 

noted in Chapter 3, the Glasgow labour market was, overall, relatively buoyant 

at the time of the research.) Nevertheless, just over half of all interviewees 

(53%) thought that 'a lack of appropriate jobs in Glasgow' was a barrier to 

work. There were no significant differences between job seekers according to 

unemployment duration. Nor were there significant differences related to 

previous work record, age or gender. Job seekers looking for higher weekly 

wage rates were somewhat, but not significantly, more likely to view the 
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labour market as offering few job opportunities. However, those with no 

qualifications were significantly less likely (5% level using chi squared test) to 

think the lack of jobs in the Glasgow economy was a barrier to work (44%, 

compared to 59% of job seekers holding qualifications). There did not appear 

to be a relationship between a reluctance to consider service work (see 

Section 5.3.4) and the perception that a lack of jobs in the Glasgow labour 

market was generally a barrier - so it would appear that those reluctant to 

consider service jobs did not take a significantly different view of the labour 

market in general; while less skilled and qualified job seekers were apparently 

better able to identify entry-level job opportunities. 

Table 7.1 Interviewees' attitudes towards labour market-related barriers 

to work, by unemployment duration (%) 

< I yr :::: 1 yr All 

Lack of jobs a barrier 55 50 53 

Lack of well paid jobs a barrier to work 45 49 46 

Discrimination a barrier (age) 13 20 15 

Discrimination a barrier (unemployed) 45* 60* 50 

Discrimination a barrier (local area) 25 26 25 

N = 220 * Significant difference at 5% level. 

Just under half of job seekers (46%) saw a 'lack of well paid jobs' in the local 

economy as a barrier to work. There were again no obvious significant 

differences based on unemployment duration, educational attainment, age or 

gender. Perhaps most surprisingly, there was no significant relationship 
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between concerns about the low pay offered by some vacancies and the 

minimum acceptable wage sought by interviewees - so people seeking wages 

at different levels shared broadly similar general views of the pay available 

within the Glasgow labour market. Nor was there evidence of a generally 

disaffected job seeker group complaining about both the number of jobs and 

pay available within the Glasgow labour market. There was limited overlap 

between those concerned about the number of jobs available and those 

concerned about a lack of well paid jobs - for example, almost half of those 

who thought that a lack of demand was not a problem nonetheless thought 

that the low pay offered by vacancies was a barrier to work. 

People with children were slightly, but not significantly, more likely to see low 

pay as a problem. Where there were significant differences between job 

seekers, their regular occupation (in this case, probably reflecting previous 

salaries and status) were important. For example, while 46% of the total 

sample saw a lack of well paid jobs as a barrier to work, there was 

considerable variation - none of the small number of former managerial/ 

professional workers in the sample saw low pay as a barrier, whereas more 

than three-fifths of skilled manual workers raised concerns about pay. Indeed, 

compared to the rest of the sample, skilled manual workers were significantly 

more likely (5% level using chi squared test) to see a lack of well paid jobs as 

a barrier (63% of skilled manual workers raised these concerns, compared to 

only 43% of all other workers). Skilled manual and 'unskilled manual/other 

elementary occupations' were the only two occupational categories where the 

majority of people thought low pay was a barrier to work. 
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Taken together, job seekers falling into these two categories were again 

significantly more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to raise these 

concerns (59%, compared to only 36% of all other workers). There may be 

different dynamics at play in these two job seeker groups. Skilled manual 

workers may have been being selective about the type and pay level of jobs 

that they were looking for (four-fifths of these job seekers were looking for jobs 

identical to their regular occupation, and may have struggled to find vacancies 

matching their previous pay). While the vast majority of those previously 

working in unskilled manual/elementary occupations were also targeting 

vacancies similar to their regular occupation, these job seekers' wage 

expectations were generally lower, yet many still doubted if entry-level 

positions could provide a decent wage. While the Tax Credits system was in 

place at the time of the research, the evidence suggests that some job 

seekers needed further help in considering the financial implications and 

opportunities associated with returning to work. 

Job seekers were also asked if they thought that employers discriminated 

against them on the basis of their race/ethnicity, age, being unemployed 

and/or duration of unemployment, and their area of residence. In the latter 

case, we have already seen in Section 6.2 that whereas unemployment 

duration did not appear to be a factor in shaping these attitudes, housing 

tenure was associated with a greater sense of stigma. Age also appeared to 

be related to the belief that employers discriminated through 'postcodeism' -

for example, 39% of both the 17-24 and 25-34 year old age groups 
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considered employer discrimination against their locality a problem, compared 

to only 14% of all older job seekers (a difference significant at 1 % level). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, unemployment duration was significantly associated 

with the belief that employers discriminated against job seekers because they 

were unemployed. Half of all interviewees thought that the time that they had 

spent unemployed would lead employers to discriminate against them, but the 

long-term unemployed were significantly more likely (5% using chi squared 

test) to express such beliefs (60%, compared to 45% of those unemployed for 

less than one year). Understandably, those with less stable work records were 

also significantly more likely (5% level using chi squared test) to fear employer 

discrimination against them because they were unemployed - only 43% of 

those describing their working life as involving 'mostly stable work' or 'stable 

employment with occasional periods out of work' raised such concerns, 

compared to 61 % of those reporting less stable work histories. 

Long-term unemployed people, despite having an older age profile than those 

unemployed for less than one year, were only slightly (and not significantly) 

more likely to believe that employers' negative attitudes towards their age 

represented a barrier to work. Yet while only 15% of the total sample thought 

employers' age-based discrimination a problem, older job seekers were 

significantly more likely to raise these concerns, so that almost one-third of 

those aged 55-64 (and more than 30% of the over 50s age group) believed 

that they had been discriminated against. While those in older age groups 

were more likely to raise concerns about employers' attitudes towards their 
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age, it also notable that a small proportion of job seekers in their teens and 

twenties were worried that recruiters dismissed them as too young for some 

posts perceived as requiring extensive work experience. 

Figure 7.1 Interviewees' believing employers' negative attitudes towards 

people their age acted as a barrier to work (%) 

32% 

17-24 25-34 35-44 45-64 55-64 

Percentage of each age group 

Finally, 2% of the sample (or 5 interviewees) thought that employers' 

discrimination on grounds of race/ethnicity was a barrier to work. Three of 

these interviewees were non-white, with the remainder white people of non-

UK origin. As noted above, only eight interviewees (4% of the total sample) 

were not of white UK origin, so the majority of the small number of minority 

ethnic job seekers in the sample thought that they had experienced racial 

discrimination. 

312 



These findings reflect what job seekers thought rather than the objective 

reality of any discrimination against them, but such attitudes are important in 

shaping people's motivation and understanding of the labour market; and may 

reflect real barriers to work related to external factors beyond the control of 

the individual. It is therefore important that half or more of job seekers felt that 

there were not sufficient opportunities in the labour market and that employers 

would discriminate against them because they did not have a job. Such 

findings reinforce the need for interventions that raise awareness of the full 

range of opportunities within local labour markets, and bring employers and 

job seekers together (for example through work placement programmes) in an 

effort to build mutual trust and help unemployed people to re-engage with the 

labour market (Campbell, 2000; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002). 

The fear that employers would discriminate on the basis of 'where I live' 

expressed by many young people residing in local authority housing similarly 

reminds us of the need for targeted community-level initiatives that challenge 

negative attitudes among residents and recruiters. And for older job seekers, 

there remains the concern that employers will overlook them on the grounds 

of age. Recent progress on both challenging some employers' negative 

perceptions of older workers (Loretto and White, 2006), and promoting active 

ageing within the labour force (Hartlapp and Schmid, 2008), therefore needs 

to be built upon if these job seekers' concerns are to be allayed. 

313 



7.3 PERCEPTIONS OF EMPLOYMENT/BENEFITS POLICY FACTORS 

Section 5.4 above confirms that the majority of interviewees used Jobcentre 

Plus services on a regular (i.e. weekly) basis, with 65% using offices' 

computerised Jobpoints, 58% speaking to staff on a weekly basis, and 66% 

using at least one of these different methods. Long-term unemployed people 

were less likely to use any form of Jobcentre Plus services on a weekly basis 

(57% compared to 69% of job seekers who had been unemployed for less 

than one year), although the difference between these groups was just 

outside the 5% significance level. There was a significant difference between 

those people describing relatively stable work histories and other job seekers 

when it came to using Jobcentres. Those who described their working life as 

involving 'mostly stable employment' or 'a number of jobs but with only 

short/occasional periods out of work' were significantly more likely (1 % level 

using chi squared test) to use Jobcentre Plus on a weekly basis (72%, 

compared to 53% of job seekers reporting less stable work histories). There 

did not appear to be significant differences in the use of Jobcentre Plus 

according to age, gender, occupational status or educational attainment, or 

whether job seekers used social networking extensively - it appears that 

visiting the Jobcentre regularly was considered a standard, necessary part of 

the job search process by most people within most groups. Of course, it 

should be noted that attending the Jobcentre to 'sign on' at least fortnightly 

was compulsory for all participants in the research. 
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Nevertheless, a substantial minority of job seekers also thought that the 

quality of information that they received through official channels and the 

services that they received through Jobcentre Plus represented barriers to 

work in their own right. For example, 36% of the total sample thought that the 

quality and/or lack of information that they received about jobs was a problem 

(long-term unemployed people were slightly, but not significantly, more likely 

to make this complaint). In most cases, these job seekers complained that the 

information on vacancies held by Jobcentre Plus and other intermediaries was 

sometimes insufficient or occasionally misleading. 

There did not appear to be a link between how regularly job seekers used 

Jobcentre Plus services (or alternative search methods such as social 

networks) and their views on the quality of job information or Jobcentre Plus 

services. Rather, previous status in the labour market and connections to 

alternative sources of information appeared to be associated with different 

attitudes towards formal vacancy information. Those describing their working 

life as involving 'mostly stable employment' or 'a number of jobs but with only 

short/occasional periods out of work' were significantly less likely (5% using 

chi squared test) to raise such concerns (31 %, compared to 44%); but those 

holding higher levels of qualification (in this case S/NVQ3 or above) were 

significantly more likely (again at 5% level) to complain about the quality of 

vacancy information (46%, compared to 29% of less well qualified people). 

This may imply that people targeting jobs reflecting their (relatively higher) 

level of qualification or skills may struggle to access the detailed job 

information that they need through formal channels such as Jobcentre Plus; 
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but that those who have regularly been able to find and retain work are less 

concerned about these issues. 

Table 7.2 Interviewees' attitudes towards job search issues and 

services, by unemployment duration (%) 

< I yr 2: 1 yr All 

Lack of information on jobs a barrier 34 39 36 

Quality of Jobcentre services a barrier 33 20 29 

Loss of benefits a barrier 26** 61** 37 

Cost of starting work a barrier 27** 49** 34 

N = 220 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). 

Long-term unemployed were more likely to be happy with the quality of 

services delivered by Jobcentre Plus - there was a 13% difference between 

these and other job seekers on this issue, although this difference was not 

statistically significant at 5% level. On this subject labour market attachment 

and work record did not appear to be significant factors, but those qualified to 

S/NVQ3 or above were again significantly more likely (1% level) to complain 

about the quality of services (41 %, compared to 22% of less qualified job 

seekers). There were again no significant age or gender differences. 

Finally, one area where there were clear differences between short-term and 

long-term unemployed related to perceptions around the benefits system and 

the cost of starting work. As shown in Table 7.2 above, 37% of all 

interviewees said that concerns around losing benefits were a barrier to work, 

but the long-term unemployed were significantly more likely (1 % level) to raise 
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such concerns (61 %, compared to only 26% of those unemployed for less 

than one year). Once again, the same differences were apparent when job 

seekers were compared according to their general, self-defined labour market 

history - for example only 32% of those describing their working life as 

involving 'mostly stable employment' or 'a number of jobs but with only 

short/occasional periods out of work' were concerned about the implications of 

losing benefits, compared to 47% of other job seekers (a difference significant 

at 1 % level using chi squared test). And those without qualifications were also 

significantly more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to see the threat of 

losing benefits as a barrier to work (53% compared to 28% of those with 

qualifications). People living in public housing were also significantly more 

likely (1 % level) to see losing benefits as a barrier to work (49%, compared to 

only 15% of those living in other forms of housing). There were not differences 

according to age or gender, but young people were significantly less likely to 

express concerns around the loss of benefits. 

Similarly, when asked if the 'cost of starting a new job' was a barrier to work, 

long-term unemployed people were significantly more likely (1 % level) to 

identify such problems (49%, compared to only 27% of those unemployed for 

less than one year and 34% of the total sample). Those with few qualifications 

and with relatively poor work records, and people living in public sector 

housing were again significantly more likely to see the cost of starting a new 

job as a barrier to work. 
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These findings show that long-term unemployed people and others who have 

spent prolonged or repeated spells living on benefits can lack confidence in 

their ability to make ends meet immediately following the transition to work. 

Although many interviewees were targeting relatively low-paid, entry-level 

positions, the Tax Credit system should have ensured that all would be better 

off in work. But the legacy of a disempowering benefits system that (at the 

time of the research) provided low levels of disposable income to claimants 

while covering housing costs on the basis of means-testing (and in most 

cases paying Housing Benefit directly to landlords) is clearly reflected in the 

fears of these interviewees. 

The financial impacts on long-term unemployed people and other vulnerable 

groups of removing 'passported' housing-related benefits (namely Housing 

Benefit and Council Tax Benefit) when they start work have long been 

identified as key financial barrier to work (Social Security Committee, 1997; 

Marsh et aI., 1997; Smith et aI., 2001; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002; Work and 

Pensions Committee, 2008). Policy makers have acknowledged the need to 

continuing reform - recent policy documents have acknowledged the 

problems around housing benefits: "Delays in processing, and the uncertainty 

that claimants have about the level of support that they can receive, can act 

as barriers to work ... payment is made directly to the landlord in the majority 

of cases, which does nothing to assist tenants in developing the essential 

financial and budgeting skills they need when moving into work" (DWP, 2006: 

82). This research supports the case for change. 
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7.4 OTHER POLICY FACTORS 

Section 6.4 above explains that almost half of job seekers interviewed for this 

research (and almost three-fifths of the long-term unemployed) thought that 

their lack of access to their own private transport was a barrier to work. 

Research with repeat and long-term unemployed people elsewhere appears 

to confirm that transport access can be an important problem (Carpenter, 

2007). Even in urban areas there can be transport-related barriers for those 

who are looking for jobs in sectors where work is site-specific and staff are 

expected to have access to their own transport (McGregor et aL, 1998). It has 

been suggested that improvements to public transport can play an important 

role in facilitating access to employment for excluded groups (Eagle and 

Stephanedes, 1985), and recent research in deprived urban communities has 

suggested that targeted, community-specific public transport investment 

coupled with subsidised fares can help promote transitions to work (Lucas et 

aL, 2008). Policies to promote access to transport also remain part of active 

labour market policies in Scotland (McQuaid et aL, 2008; Wright et aL, 2008). 

As part of this agenda, it has been suggested that providing job seekers with 

driving lessons or even (especially in rural areas) subsidised access to their 

own transport may be a valid policy option. 

The evidence of the research reported here is that for a minority of job 

seekers these may be appropriate and helpful interventions. However, 

interviewees were generally satisfied with the public transport system in 

Glasgow. Only 11 % thought that problems with the public transport system 
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represented a barrier to work (taking in 16% of the long-term unemployed and 

9% of other job seekers - a difference that was not statistically significant). 

Only 5% of both short-term and long-term unemployed people thought that the 

cost of public transport represented a barrier to work. 

Few interviewees expressed concerns regarding childcare provision - only 3 

interviewees thought that problems with the availability of childcare were a 

barrier to work, and only 2 raised concerns regarding the cost of childcare (in 

both cases representing approximately 1 % of the sample). To some extent 

this reflects the manner in which women remain more likely to act as the 

primary carer for children (CEC, 2008) and that there were few women with 

children in the sample (reflecting the realities of the JSA claimant count). 

Accordingly, this research is unable to report on how gaps in affordable 

childcare facilities operating at hours to suit parents can act as a major barrier 

to work (especially for women), despite the fact that there is clear evidence 

from Glasgow and elsewhere to demonstrate this point (McQuaid et aI., 2008). 

However, while many within the mainly male job seeker group covered by this 

research were perhaps unlikely to see childcare as their primary responsibility, 

and therefore did not see weaknesses in childcare as a barrier to work, there 

was evidence that family responsibilities affected individuals' attitudes and 

behaviours. As noted in Section 6.3 above, people with children were 

significantly more likely to identify 'family or caring responsibilities' as a barrier 

to work. More than one-fifth of the total sample and more than one-quarter of 

the long-term unemployed said that family or caring responsibilities acted as a 
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barrier. For many of these job seekers it would appear that family 

commitments more often acted as a barrier by limiting their flexibility in where 

they could look for work, the type of jobs that they were willing to consider and 

(crucially, as discussed in Section 6.4) their minimum acceptable wage. 

Finally in relation to issues around housing policy, we have seen above that 

long-term unemployed people were significantly more likely to live in public 

sector housing (mainly local authority or Housing Association 

accommodation); and that (especially young) job seekers living in public 

sector housing were more likely to think that where they lived would be viewed 

negatively by employers. The association between 'social housing' (public 

sector rented accommodation) and long-term worklessness has also been 

acknowledged by policy makers (DWP, 2006). It is important to note that this 

research does not provide support for the 'underclass' thesis - there was no 

evidence that people living in public sector accommodation were more 

disaffected or lacking in motivation. But there remains a concern that it is not 

helpful for those excluded from the labour market to be concentrated in social 

housing 'schemes', where many residents live alone or in workless 

households, there are relatively few 'working role models' (Ritchie et aI., 

2005), and it is more difficult to build social networks with people in 

employment (Green and White, 2007). It is an issue that calls for a major 

review of housing policy and (potentially) a renewed commitment to mixed 

housing developments as a means of addressing area-based disadvantage 

and the tenacity of unemployment problems in some workless communities 
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(see, for example, Musterd and Andersson's (2006) discussion of housing 

policy and impacts in Sweden). 

As discussed in Section 7.3 above, the role of housing benefits and how these 

are funded, calculated and paid (often directly to landlords rather than 

unemployed people) is another area of housing policy that can impact on the 

experience of unemployment. Despite the presence of a tax credits system 

designed to 'make work pay', almost half of long-term unemployed people 

saw the 'cost of starting work' as a barrier to progress and three-fifths were 

concerned about losing benefits. While job seekers were asked about their 

attitude to benefits in general, we can assume that the implications of losing 

pass ported housing-related benefits were at the forefront on their concerns -

long-term unemployed people were almost two and a half times more likely to 

raise concerns about losing benefits, and the vast majority of these job 

seekers were in receipt of Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit. The 

current UK government has committed to reforming Housing Benefit, so that 

clients are directly paid benefit and trusted to manage their own housing and 

financial arrangements, and so that local authority departments administering 

housing benefits are encouraged to work more closely with agencies involved 

in the employability policy agenda (DWP, 2006). Such actions are overdue 

and need to be supported and built upon. The research reported here again 

reflects how existing pass ported , means-tested benefits can undermine 

individuals' confidence around the benefits of returning to work. 
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7.5 REFLECTING ON EXTERNAL FACTORS AND EMPLOYABILITY 

As noted above, the limitations of the chapter mean that we can draw 

conclusions more readily about job seekers' perceived external barriers to 

work, than the actual labour market, employer-related and policy factors 

affecting their employability. Nevertheless, perceptions matter and may reflect 

real problems. So it is important that the majority of job seekers saw a simple 

lack of labour demand as an important barrier to work (despite the relatively 

buoyant labour market conditions at the time) - it indicates that many among 

the unemployed were unable to identify with the opportunities that were 

available in the labour market, either because of a mismatch between their job 

search preferences/skills and the opportunities available (see for example, 

Houston, 2005), or because of a more general lack of awareness of the 

growing sectors and areas where there are more vacancies (McQuaid and 

Lindsay, 2002). There may therefore be a need for demand-led services that 

support job seekers to consider a wider range of opportunities and 'draw' 

them towards new, expanding, but unfamiliar sectors within the labour market 

(Gore, 2005; McQuaid et aI., 2005; Shaw, 2007). 

It also matters that half of all interviewees and three-fifths of the long-term 

unemployed believed that employers would discriminate against them 

because they were unemployed. This adds to previous evidence of both job 

seekers believing that their unemployment was a source of discrimination 

(Bivand et aI., 2004); and employers' acknowledgement of their reluctance to 

consider the long-term unemployed in particular (Atkinson and Williams, 
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2003). Fewer believed that 'where they lived' would leave them victim to 

postcode discrimination, but one-quarter of all interviewees still expressed this 

concern, and young people and those living in public sector housing were 

most sensitive to this perceived stigma. There is again a need to bring 

together job seekers and employers so that the perception of such stigma 

(and any real discriminatory attitudes that do exist) can be dealt with. 

Substantial minorities of older job seekers considered age-based 

discrimination to be a problem, again adding to the existing evidence on older 

workers' perceptions of unfair treatment in the labour market (Loretto et aI., 

2000; Loretto and White, 2004); again, there is a need to work with employers 

to root out discrimination and to encourage job seekers to challenge and 

proactively engage with employers. 

Finally, perhaps the most striking finding in this chapter relates to job seekers' 

fears regarding the financial consequences of losing benefits and starting 

work. Why discuss these issues here? Because 'incentives within the tax

benefits system' form an important element within the 'employment policy 

factors' acknowledged in Chapter 2 as potentially affecting people's 

employability. These findings again demonstrate how the UK's welfare system 

- with its reliance on low levels of means-tested unemployment benefits linked 

to highly regulated, pass ported housing benefits - can generate fear, 

undermine confidence, and act as a barrier to the empowerment of job 

seekers (for further discussion, see Sinfield, 2001). 
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CHAPTER 8: ARE THE LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED DIFFERENT? AND 

DOES IT MATTER TO OUTCOMES? 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

This Chapter concludes the discussion of findings from interviews with 

unemployed people. The first task undertaken in this chapter is a summary -

Section 8.2 summarises some of the findings from the preceding three 

chapters. It brings together key findings on the individual, personal

circumstantial and external factors affecting interviewees' employability, and 

particularly differences in the experiences and barriers to work encountered 

by long-term unemployed people in comparison with other job seekers. 

Section 8.2 also explores the relationships between those factors previously 

identified as being associated with long-term unemployment, and discusses 

the extent to which the barriers to work faced by the long-term unemployed 

can be seen as multi-dimensional and inter-related. 

Section 8.3 reports on the findings of brief follow-up interviews undertaken 

with 98 of the same job seekers some six months after the initial interviews. It 

describes the sample for the follow-ups (8.3.1), reports on the characteristics 

of those in and out of work six months after the initial interview (8.3.2), and 

briefly describes the successful job search methods and occupational 

destinations of those finding work. Finally, Section 8.5 offers reflections on, 

and conclusions from, the preceding analysis. 
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8.2 KEY FINDINGS FROM THE ANALYSIS 

The analysis above demonstrates how unemployed job seekers across 

various duration thresholds can face substantial barriers to work. It shows that 

using a broad-based, holistic model for analysing employability can be highly 

effective in capturing the range of issues and barriers affecting employability 

and the inter-relationships between them. However, Chapters 5-7 also 

highlight how long-term unemployed people can face significantly greater 

barriers to work, or in other ways have distinctive experiences, in relation to 

the individual factors, personal circumstances and external factors that can 

influence employability. Table 8.1 below summarises the key, most significant 

differences that were apparent when comparing the characteristics and 

experiences of the long-term unemployed and other job seekers. 

Under 'individual factors' we have seen that long-term unemployed people 

were more likely to be low qualified and to express doubts about their own 

occupational/work skills, basic skills, performance at interview, and key skills 

such as basic levels of competence in the use of ICT. We also saw that long

term unemployed people were less likely to be confident about their future job 

prospects. And crucially, there is evidence that long-term unemployment is 

associated with more general experiences of detachment from the labour 

market - those who had been out of work for one year or more were more 

likely to report recent experiences defined by economic inactivity rather than 

work; and less often reported a working life history characterised by stable 

periods in employment. 
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Table 8.1 Key employability framework factors significantly associated with long-term unemployment 

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES EXTERNAL FACTORS 

Work-know/edge base Household circumstances/work culture Recruitment factors 

• Held no qualifications ** • More likely to live alone ** • Employer discrimination against 

• Less confident in general work skills • More likely to live in public sector unemployed perceived to be a 

being good ** rented housing ** barrier * 

Basic skills Transport-mobility issues Benefits policy factors 

• Less confident in literacy/numeracy • Less likely to have private transport * • Loss of benefits perceived to be a 

being good ** • More likely to consider lack of transport barrier ** 

a barrier * • Cost of starting work perceived to be 

Key skills a barrier ** 

• Less confident in ICT skills being good * Access to financial capital 

• Less likely to have Internet access ** 

Essential attributes • Less likely to have telephone access ** 

• Less confident in job prospects ** 

** Differences between long-term unemployed and other job seekers found to be significant at 1 % level. * Differences between long-term unemployed and other job seekers 
found to be significant at 5% level. 
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Table 8.1 Key employability framework factors significantly associated with long-term unemployment (continued) 

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES EXTERNAL FACTORS I 

Job search and presentation skills Access to social capital 

• More likely to consider interview skills • Less likely to use work-related social 

poor ** networks for job seeking * 

• Social networks ties more likely to be 

Labour market attachment unemployed themselves ** 

• Less likely to have been in work • Less likely to socialise regularly * 

immediately prior to JSA claim ** • Less likely to attend social organisation ** 

• Less likely to report mainly 'stable' work 

history ** Health and well-being 

• More likely to consider health a barrier to 

Labour market awareness work ** 

• More likely to rule out retail jobs * • More likely to have been inactive due to 

ill health ** 

** Differences between long-term unemployed and other job seekers found to be significant at 1 % level. * Differences between long-term unemployed and other job seekers 
found to be significant at 5% level. 
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Under 'personal circumstances' the analysis above identified significant 

differences between how long-term unemployed people and other job seekers 

lived. It adds to the evidence on how long-term unemployment can be 

concentrated in public sector housing schemes. The evidence of social capital 

deficits among the long-term unemployed is also striking. If access to work

related social network ties (and ties who are themselves in work) is important 

to employability - and the literature suggests that it can be - then long-term 

unemployed people may be disadvantaged by their lack of such contacts. We 

saw how long-term unemployment can in itself be associated with a 

'narrowing of social life', with the long-term unemployed less likely to engage 

in informal socialising or organised social activities. This study also adds to 

previous evidence noting the association between living alone (especially 

among men) and long-term unemployment (Green and Owen, 2006; 

Sanderson, 2006). Very clear and significant differences were also observable 

between the long-term unemployed and other job seekers in relation to the 

commonness of health problems and limited access to household resources 

(ranging from a lack of transport to telephone access to Internet access). 

Finally, there were significant differences in how job seekers saw the external 

factors affecting their employability. Long-term unemployed people were 

significantly more likely to believe that employers would discriminate against 

them because of their time out of the labour market - a belief that there is 

some support for from evidence from research with employers (Atkinson and 

Williams, 2003; Devins and Hogarth, 2005). And as we have seen above, 

perceptions of the benefits system varied widely between the long-term 
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unemployed and other job seekers. Those unemployed for one year or more 

were significantly more likely to report concerns about the financial 

consequences of losing benefits and the costs of starting work - findings 

analysed above as reflecting the manner in which the UK's system of low 

levels of income benefits linked to means-tested, 'passported' housing-related 

benefits can undermine confidence and financial budgeting skills. 

This research supports the hypothesis that unemployed job seekers, and the 

long-term unemployed in particular, face a combination of complex and multi

dimensional barriers to work. Earlier chapters have identified not just that the 

factors discussed above are important, but that they are inter-related, so that 

educational attainment is often linked to long-term experiences of work and 

'labour market attachment'; these in turn are related to access to household 

resources and income; access to these resources can be associated with 

specific personal circumstances; and certain specific personal circumstances 

(such as living alone) are significantly more common among people 

experiencing the aforementioned barriers to work (such as low educational 

attainment and/or low levels of labour market attachment). And crucially, all 

these factors are significantly associated with the experience of long-term 

unemployment. 

Of course, it is also important to note the patterns of disadvantage that we 

have seen that do not relate to unemployment duration. Chapters 5-7 capture, 

for example, how older workers tend to be generally less qualified and are 

more likely to report perceived age discrimination on the part of employers. 
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We have seen how people with family responsibilities were more likely to face 

financial pressures impacting on their wage demands. We have seen how 

those without access to their own transport can be more severely limited in 

how far they are able to travel to work. Those previously working in more 

skilled occupations and/or who had previously received relatively high 

remuneration were less willing to be 'flexible' in considering the lowest paying 

jobs. And young people and those living on low incomes in public rented 

accommodation were more likely to fear the 'postcodeism' by which 

employers are suspected of discriminating against those from localities such 

as the ones that provided the focus for this research. 

We should also recall that many forms of disadvantage were common to 

unemployed job seekers across a range of characteristics and duration 

groups. Compared to their competitors in the Glasgow and Scotland labour 

markets, people participating in interviews were generally less well qualified, 

more likely to live alone and in public sector rented housing, and reported 

relatively low levels of household income and access to transport. Substantial 

minorities within the total sample reported health problems. More than half of 

those who had been unemployed for one year or more reported socialising 

less (reflecting declining access to social capital), but so did more than two

fifths of those who had been unemployed for less than one year. Chapter 7 

found that majority of all job seekers thought that there were not sufficient 

opportunities in the Glasgow labour market, while Chapter 5 explored in 

considerable detail why many job seekers rule out service opportunities that 
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frequently arise in that labour market, with concerns over their own skills gaps 

and perceptions of the quality of work emerging as key issues. 

Nevertheless, Chapters 5-7 have shown that long-term unemployed people 

are significantly more likely to face some specific barriers to work. Table 8.2 

shows that these barriers are not only complex and wide-ranging (taking in 

individual factors, personal circumstances and perceived external factors), but 

also often inter-related. Table 8.2 charts the relationship between those 

variables identified as being associated with the experience of long-term 

unemployment. As well as identifying significant relationships at the 5% level 

(signified by **) and 1 % level (signified by ***) using chi squared tests, this 

time slightly less significant relationships at 10% level (signified by *) are also 

identified30
. Where there was no significant association between variables, 

this is also shown (signified by - ). 

What this shows is that there are significant associations within and across 

the employability framework categories of individual factors (represented here 

in Variables A to I in Table 8.2), personal circumstances (Variables J to T) and 

external factors (Variables U and V). For example, having 'no qualifications' 

(Variable 'A') was significantly associated with other perceived individual 

barriers - those without qualifications were also significantly less positive 

about their work skills, basic skills (in this literacy) and key skills (in this case 

ICT skills). The unqualified were significantly more pessimistic regarding their 

future job prospects (which is discussed above as an important measure of 

30 A chi squared probability of 0.10 ('significant at 10% level') still means that we can claim to be 90% 
certain that the apparent relationship between two variables is statistically significant. 
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self-efficacy - and 'essential attribute' for employability) and significantly more 

likely to doubt their interview skills. They were also significantly more likely to 

report a 'working life' characterised by a lack of stable employment (an 

important indicator of labour market attachment). 

But perhaps more importantly, those with no qualifications were also 

significantly more likely to report barriers in relation to personal circumstances 

- they were significantly less likely to have access to important household 

resources such as transport, a telephone or Internet connection; in relation to 

social capital they were significantly less likely to use work-related social 

networks for job seeking and more likely to network with people who were 

themselves unemployed. They were significantly more likely to report health

related barriers to work. In relation to perceived external factors, the 

unqualified were significantly more likely to identify the financial 

consequences of losing welfare benefits as a barrier to work. 

Having no qualifications is an individual factor affecting employability. But the 

research shows that it is significantly associated with a range of other 

individual, personal-circumstantial and external factors. Table 8.2 also shows 

how the same can be said of other individual factors. For example, those 

interviewees who rated their own literacy skills as less than 'good' (Variable C) 

were also: significantly more likely to report having a work history with few 

experiences of stable employment (an individual factor); significantly more 

likely to have been inactive due to ill health prior to claiming JSA (personal 
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circumstances); and significantly more likely to raise concerns about the 

consequences of losing welfare benefits (attitudes towards an external factor). 

On the other hand, the research also shows that different personal 

circumstances are associated with individual and external factors affecting 

employability. For example, those reporting that the social network contacts 

that they used for job seeking were most often themselves unemployed 

(Variable Q - a reflection of individuals' personal circumstances and a 

measure of social capital) were significantly less likely to consider their basic 

(literacy) skills to be 'good' (an individual factor); and were significantly more 

likely to think that employers would discriminate against them because of the 

length of time that they had been out of work. 

Table 8.2 also demonstrates that perceiving certain external factors as being 

barriers to work - in this case Variable U (the belief that employers would 

discriminate against them because of the length of time that they had been 

out of work) and Variable V (identifying the financial consequences of losing 

welfare benefits as a barrier to work) - was associated with a range of specific 

individual factors and personal circumstances. For example, those identifying 

the financial consequences of losing welfare benefits as a barrier to work were 

also significantly more likely to report having a work history with few 

experiences of stable employment (an individual factor); and significantly 

more likely to live alone (a description of personal circumstances). Table 8.2 

illustrates the numerous other cases of inter-relatedness between those 

factors associated with the experience of long-term unemployment. 
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Table 8.2 Statistically significant relationships between employability factors associated with long-term unemployment 

A. B. C. D. E. F. G. H. I. J . K. L. M. N. O. P. Q. R. S. T. U. V. 
A. No qualifications *** *** *** *** *** *** ** *** ** *** *** *** *** * *** *** - - - - -
B. Belief in work skills *** *** *** *** *** ** *** * *** *** ** * * - - - - - - - -
C. Belief in basic skills *** *** *** *** ** *** * *** ** ** ** *** - - - - - - - - -
D. Belief in ICT skills *** *** *** ** ** *** * *** ** ** *** - - - - - - - - - -
E. Belief in job prospects *** *** *** ** ** *** * * *** *** *** - - - - - - - - - -
F. Belief in interview skills *** *** ** ** ** *** ** ** *** ** *** *** .. - - - - - - - - -
G. Not in work prior to claim ** ** *** i ~t. *** * *** *** *** ** *** *** *** *** * - - - - - - -
H. Lack of stable work history *** *** *** *** ** *** , ' ** *** *** *** * *** *** ** *** ** - - - - -
I. Ruled out retail jobs - - - - - - ** 

I """ ** ** - - - - - - - - - - - -
J. Living alone ** - * ** * ** * *** *** *** ** *** - - - - - - - - -
K. Living in public housing *** *** *** *** *** *** *** ** *** *** * *** *** - - - - - - - -
L. No private transport ** * *** *** ** ** *** *** *** * ** - - - - - - - - - -
M. Transport a barrier *** *** *** * *** ** - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
N. No Internet access *** * ** *** * * *** *** *** *** * * *** - - - - - - - -
O. No telephone *** - - * *** ** *** *** *** *** *** ** *** - - - - - - - -
P. Use social networks *** *** - *** *** *** * * - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Q. Social networks not in work *** *** *** * *** *** * *** * *** ** - - - - - - - - - -
R. Not socialising regularly ** ** * * ** ** * - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
S. III health prior to JSA claim * ** ** *** *** *** ** ** *** * *** *** *** - - - - - - - -
T. Health a barrier *** * *** - *** *** *** *** - - - - - - - - - - - - -
U. Employer attitudes a barrier * *** ** ** - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
V. Loss of benefits a barrier *** *** *** * ** ** *** *** ** *** *** *** - - - - - - - - -

Significant at 1 % level. •• Significant at 5% level. • Significant at 10% level. 
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Finally, in order to further test the association between the individual, 

personal-circumstantial and external factors of employability and the 

experience of long-term unemployment, a binary logistic regression model 

was developed. As noted in Chapter 4, logistic regression is a statistical 

method used to measure the relationship between a categorical, dependent 

variable and a set of predictor or independent variables. A binary logistic 

regression model can be used when the dependent variable is dichotomous 

(in this case long-term unemployed or not). The model enables us to group 

people with respect to their predicted status. Crucially for the purposes of this 

research, regression methods also allow us to control for the effect of other 

variables in the equation. 

However, while the inter-connectedness between individual, personal

circumstantial and external factors demonstrated above fits with the argument 

outlined throughout this thesis (that factors associated with the employability 

of the long-term unemployed are complex, multi-dimensional and inter

related) it also throws up problems. As suggested in Chapter 4, a high degree 

of 'multi-collinearity' between two or more independent variables in a 

regression model risks meaning that we will include variables that essentially 

contain the same information about the dependent variable, and which are 

therefore potentially 'redundant'. In order to minimise problems of multi

collinearity in this case, SPSS was used to create a two new variables. (SPSS 

offers a 'compute variables' function that allows for the creation a new variable 

based on the response values within a number of existing variables. This 
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allows for a number of variables to be collapsed/combined within a single new 

variable.) 

First, a new variable was constructed combining key significant 'individual 

factor' variables that were most strongly associated with long-term 

unemployment and strongly, significantly inter-correlated (namely Table 8.2 

Variables: A 'Holding no qualifications'; B 'Confidence in general work skills'; 

C 'Confidence in literacy skills'; D 'Confidence in ICT skills'; E 'Self

efficacy/belief in job prospects'; F 'Confidence in interview skills'; G 'Being in 

work immediately prior to JSA claim'; and H 'Stability of work history'). 

Individuals' identification of health as being/not being a barrier to work (a 

'personal circumstances' issue represented in Variable T in Table 8.2) was 

also strongly and significantly correlated with these variables and so was 

included in the new variable combining these factors. A Cronbach's Alpha test 

of reliability was used to assess whether variables were sufficiently inter

related to justify their combination, with positive results (the Cronbach's Alpha 

score was an acceptable 0.6 - see Santos (1999) for discussion of 

Cronbach's Alpha method). The internal consistency of this newly constructed 

combined variable in itself confirms the inter-related nature of individual 

factors related to human capital (qualifications, skills, self-efficacy and labour 

market attachment) and health problems acting as a barrier to work. 

A second combined variable was constructed, bringing together strongly and 

significantly correlated variables in relation to personal circumstances, 

namely: whether individuals lived alone (Variable J in Table 8.2); and whether 
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living in public sector rented housing (Variable K). These factors were in turn 

strongly and significantly associated with an external factor potentially 

affecting employability, namely concerns over the benefits system, and 

especially the financial consequences of losing benefits (Variable V in Table 

8.2). A Cronbach's Alpha test again suggested that these variables were 

sufficiently inter-related to justify their combination, while the effectiveness of 

the combination of inter-correlated 'personal circumstances' and 'external 

factors' should again be noted. 

Measures of social capital (represented in Variables P, Q and R in Table 8.2) 

were not sufficiently correlated to allow for their combination within a new 

variable according to the Cronbach's Alpha test, so a single social capital 

variable was retained in the regression model. As 'whether individuals' social 

network ties used for job search were mostly unemployed themselves' was 

most strongly and significantly associated with long-term unemployment, this 

factor (Variable Q in Table 8.2) was retained. Finally, individuals' views of 

whether employer discrimination against unemployed acted as a barrier to 

work (Variable U in Table 8.2) was retained as an additional external factor. 

These remaining variables were then entered into binary logistic regression 

model using the stepwise forward Wald method (the forward selection method 

specifically helps to guard against multi-collinearity). The binary dependent 

variable had values representing 'being long-term unemployed' (1) and 'not 

being long-term unemployed' (0). The results are presented in Table 8.3. 

Following the third step of the regression, the new 'individual and health 

338 



factors' variable is shown to be significantly associated (1 % level) with the 

experience of long-term unemployment. The beta co-efficient value (which 

indicates the degree of influence an independent variable has on variations in 

the dependent variable) was negative. So those reporting no serious health 

problems combined with holding some level of qualification, and having 

greater confidence in their skills and job prospects, were significantly less 

likely to be long-term unemployed. The odds ratio value suggests that the 

odds of being long-term unemployed were lower by a factor of .561 if 

interviewees reported fewer health and individual barriers (i.e. they were half 

as likely to be long-term unemployment compared to those who reported of 

these barriers )31. 

The new 'personal circumstances and benefits system' variable (combining 

information on whether interviewees' lived alone, in public sector housing and 

if they saw the loss of benefits as a barrier to work) similarly significantly 

associated (5% level) with long-term unemployment. The beta co-efficient 

value was positive. So those reporting living alone in public sector housing 

and expressing concerns regarding the operation of the benefits system, were 

significantly more likely to be long-term unemployed, ceteris paribus. The 

odds ratio of 1.527 means that the odds of being long-term unemployed was 

one and a half times higher for people reporting these personal circumstances 

and external barriers, compared to those not reporting such issues. 

31 Tabachnick and Fidell (2007: 461) define the odds ratio as "representing the change in odds of being 
in one of the categories of outcome when the value of the predictor increases by one unit". 
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Table 8.3 Probability of interviewees being long-term unemployed, by 

selected employability factors 

~ p-value Exp(8) 

Individual and health factors - 0.578 0.000** 0.561 

'Holding any qualification' 
'Confidence in general work skills' 
'Confidence in literacy skills' 
'Confidence in ICT skills' 
'Self-efficacy/belief in job prospects' 
'Confidence in interview skills' 
'In work immediately prior to JSA claim' 
'Stable work history/few periods out of work' 

'Health not a barrier to work' 

Personal circumstances/benefits system 0.423 0.030* 1.527 

'Living alone' 
'Living in public sector housing' 

'Loss of benefits a barrier to work' 

Measures of social capital 1.720 0.047* 5.585 

'Individuals' social network ties used for job 
search were mostly unemployed themselves' 

Constant 0.989 0.145 2.689 

N = 220 Nagelkerke R-square = 0.371 ** Significant at 1 % level. * Significant at 5% level. 

The selected measure of social capital (,whether individuals' social network 

ties used for job search were mostly unemployed themselves') was 

significantly associated (5% level) with being long-term unemployed, with a 

positive beta co-efficient. The odds of being long-term unemployed was more 

than five and a half times higher for people reporting these using mostly 

unemployed social network ties used for job search, than for those who 

reported networking with people in work. The variable measuring whether 

individuals' views of whether employer discrimination against the unemployed 

acted as a barrier to work (an external factor) was eliminated from the 

equation as not being significant - this was unsurprising given that this was 

not one of the most significant differences between long-term unemployed 
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people and other job seekers. Overall, the regression model predicted 79.5% 

of cases falling into the long-term unemployed and short-term unemployed 

groups. Most importantly, the model once again demonstrates the inter

connectedness and complexity of the barriers to work faced by long-term 

unemployed people, and that these factors remain significant when controlling 

for their effects upon each other. 

A reasonable conclusion from the above analysis is that long-term 

unemployed are 'different', but that they are different in that they are more 

likely to face a complex combination of inter-related barriers to work. So-called 

'Work First' employability programmes, which strongly focus on increasing the 

motivation and job search effort of the unemployed, will not be able to address 

all of the explicit barriers that these long-term unemployed people were 

significantly more likely to experience. Nor can such programmes (which tend 

to be rolled out nationally with relatively little regard for regional, local or 

neighbourhood-level issues) begin to engage with issues such as the 

concentration of disadvantaged long-term unemployed people in public sector 

rented accommodation. 

The lesson for policy, discussed in more detail in Chapter 9, would appear to 

be that holistic, multi-dimensional solutions (targeted at the long-term 

unemployed and other job seekers) are needed if the complex barriers faced 

by the most disadvantaged unemployed people are to be addressed. 
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8.3 WHO GOT THE JOBS? OUTCOMES SIX MONTHS LATER 

8.3.1 Description of the sample for follow-up interviews 

As noted in Chapter 4, brief telephone interviews were conducted with 98 job 

seekers 6-7 months after the initial face-to-face research exercise. All 

questions focused on the job seeker's status six months after our initial 

meeting. As acknowledged in Chapter 4, the self-selecting nature of this 

sample (they had access to a telephone; they were willing to commit to 

another interview) immediately implies an element of bias. Furthermore, 

people who were long-term unemployed at the time of the first interview 

proved more reluctant or were unable to agree to a follow-up interview, so that 

they made up only 19 of the 98 follow-ups (19%, compared to 33% of the 

original sample). 

Some job seekers had become long-term unemployed in the period since our 

last interview, so at the time of the follow-ups 28 of the 98 interviewees (29%) 

were long-term unemployed (i.e. out of work for one year or more). In total, 39 

interviewees (40%) were unemployed at the time of the second interview, 

while a further 3 (3%), all of whom were previously not long-term unemployed, 

had retired or were claiming incapacity benefits. The majority of interviewees 

(54 or 55%) had found work since the previous interview, while a small 

number (2 or 2%) had entered full-time education or training. Interviewees 

were asked about time spent in and out of work since their last interview, but 
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none had found a job and then become unemployed again. Table 8.4 briefly 

describes the sample for the follow-up interviews. 

Table 8.4 Interviewees' status at point of follow up interview 

Unemployed <1 yr at first interview, now in work 

Unemployed <1 yr at first interview, now unemployed:::: 1 yr 

Unemployed <1 yr at first interview, still unemployed < 1 yr 

Unemployed <1 yr at first interview, now economically inactive 

Unemployed <1 yr at first interview, now in education 

Unemployed ::::1 yr at first interview, still unemployed 

Unemployed ::::1 yr at first interview, now in work 

Total 

Number (%) 

51 (52) 

14 (14) 

11 (11) 

3 (3) 

2 (2) 

14 (14) 

3 (3) 

98 (100) 

In terms of the characteristics of job seekers participating in the follow-ups, it 

is also important to note that people interviewed after six months were less 

disadvantaged in general terms that the total sample of original interviewees. 

For example, as Figure 8.1 illustrates, only 25% of the follow-up sample were 

unqualified compared to 37% of the original sample. Those participating in the 

follow-up study were also less likely to live in public sector housing (52% 

compared to 66% of the original sample) and were less likely to have 

originally reported having a household income of less than £100 per week 

(42% compared to 53%). They were also slightly more likely to live alone and 

less likely to have children at home. 
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Figure 8.1 Characteristics of sample of follow-up interviewees (% of all 

Initially unemployed 1yr 
(less than one year) 

Unqualified (qualified to 
S/NVQ1) 

Resides in public sector 
housing (other housing) 

Lives alone (not alone) 

Initially used work-based 
networks (did not use) 

Male (female) 

o 

follow-up interviewees) 

20 40 60 80 100 

However, in terms of the use of work-related social networks as a job search 

tool (a key theme for Section 6.6 above), those participating in the follow-up 

interviews were identical to the original sample (40% of both samples had 

initially reported using work-related network contacts on a weekly basis for job 

seeking). There was a higher proportion of women in the follow-up sample 

(25.5% against 20% of the initial sample). Those aged over 50 were slightly 

less likely to participate in follow-ups, but the age profile of the two samples 

was largely similar, with the mean age of participants in follow-ups 36.4 years 
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(against 36.5 years for the initial sample). There were three non-white people 

in the follow-up sample (3%, which was identical to the initial sample). 

8.3.2 Outcomes after six months 

As noted above, 54 of the 98 participants in follow-up interviews were in work 

six months after the initial interview. The first thing to note is that 

unemployment duration was significantly associated with different types of 

outcomes achieved by job seekers participating in follow-up interviews. Only 

7% of those who were in work at the time of the follow-up had been long-term 

unemployed at the point of the first interviews; but those who had initially been 

long-term unemployed made up 34% of those who were still out of work at the 

time of the follow-up interviews (a difference significant at 1 % level using chi 

squared test). So those who had initially been long-term unemployed were 

significantly less likely to fall into the 'successful' job entry group six months 

after the initial interview. 

Those who had been unemployed for longer spells were particularly unlikely 

to report positive job outcomes after six months. For example, those who had 

been unemployed for two years or more at the time of the initial interview 

made up: 22% of the original sample; 11 % of the follow-up sample; 21 % of 

follow-up interviewees who remained out of work; and only 4% of those were 

successful in getting a job. 
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What of the individual factors, personal circumstances and perceived external 

factors that appeared to be more commonly encountered as barriers by the 

long-term unemployed? Were the same factors associated with positive or 

negative job outcomes six months later? Table 8.5 below describes how these 

characteristics were associated with job outcomes achieved after six months. 

Individual factors 

In relation to individual factors, some indicators of skills were more significant 

than others. While unqualified people made up almost one-third of those who 

remained out of work after six months, and less than two-fifths of those who 

had found a job, this difference was not significant. However, those who were 

less than fully confident in their basic (literacy) skills at the first interview were 

significantly less likely (5% level) to report having found work - those who 

described their literacy as 'less than good' made up only 6% of those in work, 

but 23% of those who remained unemployed after six months. 

Indicators of 'labour market attachment' were again significant. As noted in 

Chapter 5, long-term unemployed people participating in initial interviews were 

significantly less likely to have been in work immediately prior to claiming JSA, 

and the same was true of those who remained out of work at the time of the 

follow-up interview. 
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Table 8.5 Characteristics of interviewees who had found work or were unemployed six months after initial interview 

Characteristic % of those not in 

work after six months 

Long-term unemployed at first interview 

Held no qualifications at first interview 

Considered literacy to be less than 'good' at first interview 

Work history mostly 'stable' or 'few periods out of work' 

In employment prior to JSA claim 

Considered chance of finding work good/very good at first interview 

Residing in public sector rented housing 

Living alone 

Used (work-related) social networks to look for work weekly 

Considered health a barrier to work at first interview 

Income less than £100 per week at first interview 

Loss of benefits considered barrier to work at first interview 

Considered employer discrimination barrier to work at first interview 

N = 98 ** Significant difference at 1 % level (Chi squared test). * Significant difference at 5% level. 

34** 

33 

23* 

48** 

64** 

72* 

61 

50** 

39 

18 

56** 

48** 

68* 

% of those in work % all follow-up 

after six months interviewees 

7** 19 

19 25 

6* 14 

85** 68 

89** 78 

90* 82 

44 52 

19** 33 

54 47 

13 15 

29** 42 

20** 33 

46* 56 
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Job seekers reporting a work history defined in terms of 'mostly stable 

employment' or 'a number of jobs but with only short/occasional periods out of 

work' were more likely to be in the successful follow-up group, making up 85% 

of those who had found work compared to only 48% of those who were 

remained unemployed after six months (a difference significant at 1 % level 

using chi squared test). And those who were more motivated and positive 

about their chances of finding work were indeed more likely to find a job. 

Those who had initially considered their chances of finding work within the 

next six months to be 'good' or 'very good' proved more likely to have actually 

found work after that period, suggesting that higher levels of 'self-efficacy' (in 

itself an indicator of more stable work histories, higher skill levels and fewer 

barriers in other areas) were associated with positive outcomes. 

There were less clear relationships between former, regular occupations and 

job outcomes after six months. Those who had previously worked in unskilled 

manual or elementary occupations were among those least likely to have 

found work six months later, but the only significant difference (5% level using 

chi squared test) was in the outcomes achieved by skilled manual workers -

they were the most successful job seeker group with almost three-quarters of 

those participating in follow-up interviews having found a job. They made up 

30% of those job seekers who had found a job, only 14% of follow-up 

interviewees who remained out of work, and 19% of the original sample. 
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Personal circumstances 

Chapter 6 noted that long-term unemployed people were more likely to report 

'household circumstances' involving living alone and residing in public sector 

rented housing. Those who had not found work after six months were similarly 

more likely to live in public housing, although the difference narrowly missed 

being significant at 5% level. Those who lived alone were significantly less 

likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to report positive job outcomes after six 

months, accounting for half of the group who has not found a job, but less 

than one-fifth of those who had entered work. 

Long-term unemployed people were more likely to report financial hardship, 

and those who remained out of work after six months were also significantly 

more likely (1 % level using chi squared test) to have previously reported 

household incomes of less than £100 per week (56%, compared to only 29% 

of those who had found a job six months later, and 42% of the total follow-up 

sample). Chapter 6 also discussed home Internet access as an indicator of 

social/economic exclusion, and noted that long-term unemployed people were 

significantly less likely to have their own Internet link. While those who had not 

found work after six months were also less likely to have Internet access, the 

difference here was not significant. 

Access to social capital was identified in Chapter 6 as differing significantly 

between the long-term unemployed and other job seekers. Those who had 

initially reported using work-related social networks regularly for job seeking 

were more also likely to have found work after six months. They made up 54% 
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of the in-work follow-up group, compared to only 39% of those remained 

unemployed (although this difference again narrowly missed being significant 

at 5% level). However, one of the key measures of job seekers' engagement 

in the tertiary sphere of sociability was statistically significant. It is noted above 

that long-term unemployed people were significantly less likely to report 

'socialising regularly with friends/family'. Those reporting such regular 

engagement in the tertiary sphere of sociability made up 45% of the total 

follow-up sample, but only 36% of those who remained out of work, compared 

to 53% of those who had found a job (a difference significant at 1 % level using 

chi squared test). However, previously reporting health problems was not 

significantly negatively associated with job outcomes (although those who 

remained out of work were slightly more likely to have reported health 

problems). There was also no association between job seekers having their 

own transport and job entry. 

External factors 

Concerns over losing benefits were identified as an important barrier to work 

by more than three-fifths of long-term unemployed people during the initial 

phase of interviews. Holding such views was significantly negatively 

associated (1 % level using chi squared test) with transitions to work among 

participants in follow-up interviews - whereas 48% of those who remained out 

of work after six months had previously expressed concerns about losing 

benefits, only 20% of those who had found a job shared these concerns. 

There was a similarly significant association between expressing concerns 
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over the financial cost of starting work during the initial interview and being out 

of work six months later. 

Chapter 7 reported how half of all interviewees initially considered employers' 

discrimination against the unemployed an important external factor acting as a 

barrier to work. It was also noted that long-term unemployed people were 

significantly more likely than other job seekers to hold such beliefs. Those 

holding these beliefs and participating in follow-ups were significantly less 

likely (5% level using chi squared test) to fall into the 'in work' group - only 

46% of those who had found a job previously reported concerns over 

employer discrimination, compared to 68% of those who remained out of 

work. The follow-up sample were generally slightly more likely than the initial, 

total sample of 220 interviewees to hold these views (56% compared to 50%). 

Finally, there were no significant differences in job search success according 

to gender, ethnicity or age, although those aged under 25 were somewhat, 

but not significantly, more likely to report positive job outcomes. 

In conclusion, reviewing 'who got the jobs' raises concerns over many of the 

same barriers to work that were earlier identified as being associated with 

long-term unemployment. Having a weak sense of 'attachment' to the labour 

market was again shown to be problematic, with those unable to report stable 

work records/recent experience also less likely to have found work. While a 

lack of qualifications was less significantly associated with job outcomes, 

there is some suggestion that literacy problems were linked to not finding a 

job; and that confidence is also important. 
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The findings above highlight that a lack of social capital was associated with 

remaining out of work - just as Chapter 6 highlighted the manner in which the 

long-term unemployed were much more likely to live alone and have relatively 

few social network contacts, so this Chapter has identified a negative 

association between these characteristics and job entry six months later. It is 

also clear that the poorest job seekers were also among those least likely to 

have found work. And those who felt least confident because of their 

perception that employers would discriminate against them and/or fears over 

the financial consequences of losing benefits were significantly less likely to 

have entered work six months after our first meeting. 

Of course, a critical point is that many of these characteristics were also 

significantly associated with the experience of long-term unemployment. The 

fact that relatively few long-term unemployed people were able or willing to 

participate in follow-ups limits the value of these findings. Nevertheless, those 

who were long-term unemployed at the point of our first interview were also 

almost five times more likely to be out of work than to have found a job six 

months later. So these findings again highlight the particularly and significantly 

more severe barriers to work faced by long-term unemployed people. It is also 

clear that the range of problems faced by the most vulnerable job seekers 

requires holistic, multi-dimensional solutions that address not only skills gaps 

but also the poverty, social exclusion and isolation that are often associated 

with long-term unemployment. 
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8.3.3 Job search methods and destinations 

Among the 54 follow-up interviewees who were in work, a range of search 

methods had been used to find jobs. Just as newspapers and Jobcentre Plus 

services had been the most popular job search methods reported by 

interviewees during the first round of interviews, so they were most often 

mentioned by successful job seekers (in 13 and 10 cases respectively). 

However, social networks in total had been used by 14 job seekers to find 

their current position (in 7 cases work-related acquaintances had been used; 

and in 7 closer friends or family had provided information). 

Figure 8.2 Search methods used to find current job (number of 

Direct approach 
7 outcomes 

successful outcomes achieved by each method) 

Internet 

Agencies 
3 outcomes 

Other/don't know 
4 outcomes 

Social networks -work 
7 outcomes 

Jobcentre Plus 
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Given the small number of responses, further analysis of these data provided 

no additional significant insights, but these findings confirm the importance of 

the main job search methods identified during the initial interviews. In terms of 

the jobs entered by the successful follow-up group, Table 8.5 again illustrates 

the strong continuity between these destinations and previous and sought 

occupations. The only substantial shifts were away from skilled manual work 

and towards clerical and retailing jobs (the latter being an area where long

term unemployed and older job seekers has previously expressed a 

reluctance to consider). However, we should again note the small numbers 

involved, which means that no statistically significant trends were identifiable. 

Table 8.5 Occupation of interviewees' regular, primary sought and found 

jobs - those in work at time of follow-ups (number of interviewees) 

Occupational group Regular Sought Occupation 

occupation occupation of job found 

Professional/associate professional 6 6 5 

Skilled manual and craft-related 16 14 11 

Plant and machine operators 1 1 0 

Clerical and administrative 10 11 14 

Personal and other services 10 8 5 

Retail and customer services 5 5 11 

Unskilled manual/other elementary 6 7 7 

Self-employment 0 0 1 

None/don't know 0 2 0 

Total (number) 54 54 54 
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8.4 REFLECTING ON DIFFERENT EXPERIENCES AND OUTCOMES 

REPORTED BY LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED AND OTHER JOB SEEKERS 

The discussion above brings together evidence on the complex combination 

of barriers to work faced by unemployed job seekers participating in this 

research. It shows how bringing together the three strands of the employability 

framework elucidated in Chapter 2 can help us to gain an understanding of 

how people's individual factors, personal circumstances and their perceptions 

of external factors affect their experience of unemployment. As noted above, 

the evidence appears to confirm that long-term unemployed people face more 

(and more severe) barriers to work - in terms of individual factors, they were 

more likely than other job seekers to report a range of skills gaps; less often 

demonstrated self-efficacy in terms of confidence in their ability to find work; 

and more often reported work histories with little in the way of stable 

employment. 

But this research has also shown that long-term unemployed people were 

more likely to report differences in their personal circumstances that may have 

an effect on their employability - the long-term unemployed more often lived 

alone; were less able to access useful household resources such as their own 

transport or even a telephone; and were more likely to report gaps in social 

capital across a range of indicators. Finally, while a number of job seekers 

across a range of groups raised concerns about external factors acting as 

barriers to work, long-term unemployed people were more likely to identify 
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problems ranging from employer discrimination to the financial consequences 

associated with a sudden loss of benefits. 

Crucially, the discussion above also highlights how those factors significantly 

associated with long-term unemployment were in turn often related to each 

other. The issues faced by long-term unemployed people (and many other job 

seekers) therefore appear to be complex, multi-dimensional and inter-related. 

We have also seen above that among the smaller (and admittedly 

unrepresentative and self-selecting) sample of follow-up interviewees, long

term unemployed people were significantly less likely to have found work six 

months after initial contact. Many of those factors associated with long-term 

unemployment were therefore also associated with not being in work six 

months later - those who remained without work were again less likely to be 

able to point to a stable work history; more often lived alone on very low 

incomes; and reported concerns over the impact of losing welfare benefits. 

In conclusion, this chapter has added to the evidence that long-term 

unemployed people often face a wider range of, and more severe, barriers to 

work than other job seekers. The very complexity of the barriers reported by 

job seekers (and especially the long-term unemployed) calls into question the 

rationale for employability programmes that seek to activate unemployed 

people mainly through improving motivational, job search and communication 

skills. Such interventions may be of some value, and there is evidence that 

specifically targeting the long-term unemployed (or people at risk of becoming 

long-term unemployed) may be justified, but there is a danger that the 
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complexity of the inter-related problems faced by some job seekers will be 

over-looked by 'Work First' programmes that prioritise directing people 

towards employment as quickly as possible. The reality is that many 

unemployed people are likely to need holistic, multi-dimensional and flexible 

employability provision that has been designed in a way that is sensitive to 

local and community-level contexts, and which is able to respond to the 

different and complex needs of individual job seekers. The more specific 

lessons for policy emerging from this research are now, finally, explored in 

greater detail in Chapter 9. 
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CHAPTER 9: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 

This final chapter draws conclusions from the preceding analysis and 

identifies areas for future research. It also makes some tentative observations 

regarding potential implications for policy flowing from the research. Following 

this introduction, Section 9.2 reviews key issues emerging from the preceding 

8 chapters. It discusses the value of employability as a holistic concept and 

framework for analysing barriers to work (9.2.1), returning to the first 

hypothesis articulated in Chapter 1. It then reflects on the specific issues 

raised by long-term unemployed people (9.2.2), considering whether (as 

suggested by the second hypothesis in Chapter 1) these job seekers can be 

seen as facing particularly complex barriers to work. 

Section 9.2 also discusses implications for policy from the research (9.2.3), 

considering the evidence on whether programmes targeting the long-term 

unemployed are justified (the third hypothesis in Chapter 1), and what the 

shape and scope of such programmes should look like. It makes the case for 

flexible, locally-responsive, holistic employability interventions that are able 

respond to the needs of individual job seekers and which reflect the dynamics 

of local labour markets. This section then briefly discusses the added value 

provided by this study, its limitations and areas for further research (9.2.4). 

Finally, Section 9.3 offers some brief concluding remarks on this research. 
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9.2 KEY ISSUES CONCEPTUALISING EMPLOYABILITY AND 

UNDERSTANDING 'WHAT LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT MEANS' 

9.2.1 The value of a holistic concept of employability 

Reviewing the findings and discussion above, there is evidence to suggest 

that the first hypothesis articulated in Chapter 1 stands - a holistic 

framework, covering not just job seekers' motivation and skills, but also other 

individual factors, personal circumstances and external factors, is needed to 

fully analyse individuals' employability and how they interact with and 

understand the labour market. 

As we have seen in Chapter 2, the concept of employability has been around 

for more than a century, but its recent usage by UK government policy makers 

and some labour market analysts has tended to focus on the motivation, job 

search effort and skills of the individual. For the current government, the 

'problem' is not unemployment, but gaps in the employability of some people, 

whose lack of skills demands 'priority action' (see Chapter 2). This individual

focused, hollowed out version of the concept reflects one dominant theme in 

thinking on employability in both human resource development and 

employment policy debates. It is a view of employability that sees the 

individual's skills and adaptability as defining their prospects in the labour 

market and then the workplace. It is a view of employability that it deeply 

flawed due to its lack of engagement with the broader range of individual and 

359 



external issues and barriers faced by (especially more vulnerable) job 

seekers. 

Critics of the hollowed out employability have fallen into two camps. Some 

argue that the concept has become so tainted that we must move 'beyond 

employability' and find new ways of thinking and talking about the problem of 

unemployment (Peck and Theodore, 2000; Serrano Pascual, 2002). But 

others have sought to reclaim the language of employability by developing 

multi-dimensional models for labour market and policy analysis (Hillage and 

Pollard, 1998; Kleinman and West, 1998; Barrett et aI., 2001; McQuaid and 

Lindsay, 2002, 2005). This research sought to contribute to that literature by 

developing a holistic framework for understanding and analysing employability 

and exploring the barriers and experiences of a sample of job seekers. 

By developing and deploying a new framework for analysing employability, the 

research has been able to highlight the complex combination of barriers to 

work faced by many unemployed job seekers. Looking at the sample of job 

seekers as a whole, it is clear that unemployed people in general faced a 

range of problems. In terms of individual factors with the potential to impact on 

employability, we have seen that the level of qualification within the whole 

sample was generally well below local and national averages. More than one

quarter of those interviewed considered their literacy skills to be 'less than 

good'; and more than three-quarters expressed similar doubts about their 

basic ICT skills. 
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When discussing their personal circumstances, substantial minorities reported 

health problems, many were living on comparatively very low incomes, and 

the majority reported struggling to maintain social contacts since becoming 

unemployed. The majority of all interviewees also believed that they faced 

external factors acting as barriers to work, in the shape of a lack of 

opportunities (and especially well-paying ones) in the labour market. The 

research was undertaken during a period of employment growth in the urban 

labour market in question, and it is argued above that there may be a case to 

be made for working with job seekers to encourage them to consider a 

broader range of vacancies and develop the skills to help them find work in 

growing sectors. But these concerns also reflect the reality of many 

unemployed people's concerns regarding their ability to 'make a living' in a 

labour market increasingly characterised by low-paid, casualised employment 

(Lindsay, 2005b). The research also flagged up how specific groups of job 

seekers, such as older workers, can perceive themselves to be more likely to 

be discriminated against by employers. 

So this research adds to the evidence that improving employability is not just 

about improving the motivation, job seeking and skills of individuals. Individual 

factors are an important part, but only one part, of the employability equation. 

We need to be able to fully conceptualise employability in relation to individual 

and personal issues, but also external labour market and policy contexts, in 

order to understand what unemployment means and how we can address the 

needs of the unemployed. 
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9.2.2 Employability and the experience of long-term unemployment 

As we have seen above, a specific interest in this thesis on the problems 

faced by the long-term unemployed was justified given: the manner in which 

the problem of long-term unemployment is a focus for national and 

supranational strategies and employability programmes in the UK; the 

suggestion that the long-term unemployed can become progressively less 

employable, with impacts for their own future prospects and the overall rate of 

unemployment in the economy; and concerns regarding the economic, social 

and psychological consequences of the experience of long-term 

unemployment in itself. 

The long-term unemployed are a far from homogeneous group. Those 

participating in the research who had been out of work for one year or more 

reported a range of different experiences in the labour market and barriers to 

work; and in some cases, long-term unemployed people reported similar 

problems and issues as the general unemployed population (as highlighted 

immediately above). Nevertheless, this research adds to the weight of 

evidence that long-term unemployed people can (and are more likely to) face 

more complex and severe barriers to work; and that the experience of long

term unemployment is in itself in some ways different, throwing up particular 

problems. 

Indeed, reviewing the evidence, there is clear support for the second 

hypothesis articulated in Chapter 1 - that long-term unemployed people in 
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particular face a range of complex barriers to work related to individual 

factors, personal circumstances and external factors, which can be inter

related. In terms of individual factors and attributes, long-term unemployed 

people were generally less well qualified and less confident in their 

occupational, literacy, basic leT and interview skills. Long-term unemployed 

people were also less likely to demonstrate self-efficacy in terms of believing 

in their own ability to find work. In terms of labour market attachment, they 

were less likely than other job seekers to have been in work recently and to 

report a stable working life in general. 

Yet while this study adds to the evidence that long-term unemployed people, 

and many other job seekers, face substantial individual barriers to work (i.e. 

the issues around skills and job seeking highlighted by UK policy makers and 

others), there was also evidence of significant differences in the personal 

circumstances that can shape people's experiences of unemployment. For 

example, the long-term unemployed more often resided on their own and in 

public sector rented accommodation. While there was no evidence of a 

'housing estate effect' leading to disaffection and despair (Page, 2000; 

Atkinson and Kintrea, 2004), this research adds to the evidence that some of 

the most vulnerable unemployed people are often concentrated in areas 

dominated by public housing (where there are higher rates of poverty and 

worklessness). Among some job seekers there was a concern that employers 

discriminated against people from their area, and those residing in public 

sector housing were more likely to believe that such discrimination occurred. 
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Long-term unemployed people reported low household incomes and less 

often had access to a telephone or private transport (while they were also 

twice as likely to be without a driving licence compared to other job seekers). 

They were more likely to experience 'digital exclusion' in terms of poor ICT 

skills and low levels of access to the Internet - a concern given policy makers' 

continuing prioritisation of on-line provision as an alternative to 'on the ground' 

services for job seekers. The long-term unemployed were also much more 

likely to report health problems as being a barrier to work. 

Furthermore, as discussed at length in Chapter 6, there appeared to be a 

connection between low levels of social capital and long-term unemployment. 

Long-term unemployed people were less likely to have access to social 

network contacts related to their working lives; more likely to network with 

people who were themselves out of work; socialised less with friends (and 

acknowledged that this was a consequence of their unemployment); and 

engaged less in organised social activity. 

Finally, in relation to external factors, long-term unemployed people 

partiCipating in interviews were more likely to believe that employers 

discriminated against them. There was also a highly significant association 

between the experience of long-term unemployment and concerns regarding 

the loss of passported housing-related benefits. As reported in Chapter 8, the 

same individual, personal-circumstantial and external factors associated with 

long-term unemployment were often also associated with the continuing 

unemployment reported by some interviewees six months later. 
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Unemployment duration was in itself a powerful predictor of job outcomes, 

with the long-term unemployed significantly less likely to have found their way 

into work. 

Crucially, as shown in Chapter 8, these different individual factors, personal 

circumstances and external factors were often inter-related and significantly 

associated with each other. So an individual barrier to work such as having no 

qualifications was significantly associated with being unable to access work

related social networks for job seeking and having health problems (both of 

which fall under 'personal circumstances' within the framework for analysing 

employability described in Chapter 3) and reporting concerns about the 

financial implications of the withdrawal of housing benefits (reflecting 

perceptions of the benefits system - an external factor). Similarly, long-term 

unemployed interviewees were significantly more likely to consider employers' 

discrimination against them on the basis of their unemployment duration to be 

an external barrier to work, but holding such views was in turn associated with 

(for example) lower levels of confidence in work skills (an individual factor) 

and networking with job search contacts who were themselves out of work (an 

indicator of social capital and part of individuals' personal circumstances). 

So what this research shows is that long-term unemployed people do face 

some of the individual barriers to employment identified by policy makers in 

the UK. Policy makers are right to identify the 'lack of skills' among some job 

seeker groups as a focus for 'priority action'. But there is a danger that 

policies and programmes that focus only skills and job seeking will improve 
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one aspect of unemployed people's employability while leaving other 

important barriers to work in place. It is to a fuller discussion of potential 

implications for employability and labour market policy that we now turn. 

9.2.3 Implications for policy 

The evidence presented in this research suggests that long-term unemployed 

people can face a complex combination of barriers to work; and that many 

face more severe forms of disadvantage than other job seekers. There is 

therefore some support for the first part of the third hypothesis articulated in 

Chapter 1: that policies targeting long-term unemployed people are justified 

given the significantly more complex barriers to work often faced by these job 

seekers. As noted above, previous research has gone so far as to suggest 

that those at risk of long-term unemployment could be identified or 'profiled' 

immediately upon claiming benefits and action taken to improve their 

employability (Rudolph, 2001; Eberts, 2002). While based on a small sample 

within a specific labour market context, this research adds to the evidence that 

profiling and 'early interventions' to prevent long-term unemployment may be 

justified. Further research is required on what the key causal barriers faced by 

long-term unemployed people are, so that we can consider whether and how 

to effectively target resources on eliminating the most important problems 

before they lead to long-term unemployment. 

The research suggests that long-term unemployed people can face a 

particularly severe form of 'employability gap', with multiple, inter-connected 
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barriers to work potentially limiting their progress in the labour market (see 

also Hasluck et aI., 1997; Payne and Payne, 2000; McQuaid and Lindsay, 

2002). Accordingly, targeted programmes seeking to address the needs of 

long-term unemployed people are likely to be of value. But they need to be the 

right kind of programmes. Lindsay (2002) has shown that the current UK 

government's 'first wave' of employability programmes targeting the 'adult' 

long-term unemployed (the New Deal '25+') had limited impact due to the 

relatively low levels of investment in services for job seekers. As Lindsay 

(2007) notes, the low cost-per-client of most New Deal training options, and 

the continuing focus on 'Work First' solutions promoting early job entry, may 

continue to limit the long-term impact of the training provided. Accordingly, for 

many long-term unemployed people participating in programmes such as the 

New Deal "the emphasis has not been on improving human capital" (Evans, 

2001: 265). While more recently proposed reforms continue to stress the need 

to respond to long-term unemployment, the emphasis appears to be on 

increasing the level of compulsion faced by benefit claimants, rather than 

developing holistic solutions to address their barriers to work (DWP, 2008). 

Yet the evidence presented above pOints to the conclusion suggested by the 

third hypothesis, that a combination of holistic interventions is likely to be 

required to address the inter-related barriers to work faced by many long-term 

unemployed people. Long-term unemployed job seekers (and those at risk of 

long-term unemployment) need to be able to access high quality training 

options addressing, for example, the literacy and numeracy problems that 

have conSistently been shown to limit employability (Sanderson, 2006; 
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Parsons and Brynner, 2008), and other gaps in occupational, leT and 

interview skills. 

Qualitative evaluation evidence has confirmed that the emphasis within 

programmes like the New Deal on the role of Personal Advisers in helping to 

build clients' confidence and self-efficacy has been welcome (Millar, 2000; Ley 

et aI., 2001), and it is important that the quality of such interventions is 

maintained, especially if these services are contracted-out to external 

providers. The evidence of this study is that many long-term unemployed 

people can lack confidence and self-efficacy, and may therefore benefit from 

an intensification of such personalised support services. 

Strengthened Personal Adviser services may also have a role to play in 

promoting a greater awareness of, and sense of connection to, the labour 

market among job seekers. However, more important here is that employers 

are encouraged to playa fuller role in providing work experience placements 

for the unemployed. The 'employment subsidy' option of the New Deal 

(whereby employers are offered incentives to temporarily recruit long-term 

unemployed people on work placements) was initially designed to be the 

centrepiece of the programme, but has been under-used (Hasluck, 2001). 

More recent policies, such as the introduction of Local Employment 

Partnerships, which encourage joint-working between Jobcentre Plus and key 

employers, may result in a welcome intensification of provision offering 

vulnerable job seekers the opportunity to gain experience, confidence and 

skills in 'real work' settings through paid placements (Lindsay et aI., 2008). 
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Such approaches can also be useful in challenging employers' negative 

perceptions regarding the long-term unemployed, which were seen by some 

interviewees as an important external barrier to work. 

These individual-focused, supply-side solutions are likely to be more effective 

where complemented by other targeted interventions that recognise barriers in 

relation to personal circumstances. Such interventions may involve anything 

from improving access to transport to signposting people with health problems 

to appropriate services. As noted in Chapter 6, long-term unemployed people 

can also experience a loss of social capital and deepening sense of social 

exclusion - the conclusion to that chapter makes the case for local services 

that provide a focal point for community activities and opportunities for to 

access employability services alongside social networks and peer support (for 

a discussion of examples of such innovative local services, see Turok, 2007; 

Lindsay et aI., 2007). More generally, it is important that employability services 

are embedded at the community level and responsive to the dynamics of (and 

demand within) local labour markets (Shaw, 2007). There may also be value 

in further research to explore 'neighbourhood effects' that see many of the 

most disadvantaged job seekers concentrated in public housing estates, and 

further discussion of the links between housing policy and the experience of 

labour market disadvantage. 

One of the most significant differences between the long-term unemployed 

and those out of work for shorter periods related to their perceptions of what 

losing benefits would mean to them. For most long-term unemployed people, 
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the negative financial consequences of the loss of pass ported housing 

benefits was seen as an important barrier to work. As noted in Chapter 7, this 

finding taps into the legacy of a disempowering benefits system that provides 

little by way of disposable income (so that, as noted in Chapter 6, single 

unemployed people reside in some of the UK's poorest households) while 

meeting housing costs through pass ported , means-tested benefits. It is a 

system that undermines financial management skills and confidence among 

job seekers (Work and Pensions Committee, 2008); discourages them from 

'taking a risk' on temporary employment (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002); and 

limits the range and geographical focus of their search activities - living in 

poverty does not make for effective job seeking (Sinfield, 2001). There is a 

need to fundamentally review how unemployment and housing benefits are 

paid and administered. In order to arrive at more effective policies in this area 

- and so address an important external barrier to work for the long-term 

unemployed - we need to move beyond the false dichotomy of debates on 

balancing rights to 'passive benefits' and responsibilities to participate in 

'active' labour markeUemployability programmes. The reality is that an 

effective benefits system that lifts claimants out of poverty while directing them 

towards support and training is in itself activating and empowering. 

Finally, many long-term unemployed and other job seekers expressed 

concerns about the quality of opportunities with the local labour market. These 

findings again remind us that strategies to improve the employability of 

individuals cannot be separated from policies to promote the growth of decent 

quality, realistically-paid jobs in disadvantaged labour markets. Nor is it 
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reasonable to increase 'active' requirements and compulsory job seeking 

responsibilities for the unemployed without also challenging employers to 

provide in-work support and training and so ensure progression and 

advancement wherever possible for those entering relatively low-paid, entry

level employment. 

Long-term unemployed people and many other job seekers face a range of 

complex issues and barriers affecting their employability. 'Work First' 

employability programmes that focus largely or solely on improving motivation, 

job search and communication skills are unlikely to be able to address the 

complexity of the inter-related problems faced by many of these job seekers. 

Instead, there is a need for holistic, flexible and locally-responsive 

employability services that can be tailored to individual needs. It is not that all 

job seekers, or even all long-term unemployed people, will need access to all 

of the potential interventions discussed above, but it is important that we are 

able to provide a holistic menu of options that can be combined to address the 

range of issues affecting employability. 

Developing such an approach is likely to require policy change within the UK 

government, but may also be assisted by closer collaboration between local 

authorities, devolved administrations and UK government departments! 

agencies. As noted in Chapter 2, successive Scottish governments have 

sought to use the policy levers and funding that they control (for example, in 

relation to education and lifelong learning, health, social work and 

regeneration) to join up elements of the social policy and employability 
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agendas. This has arguably made for a more holistic and nuanced 

understanding of employability (Scottish Executive, 2006), and a greater 

acceptance of the need for multi-dimensional employability policies, than is 

typical among UK-level policy makers. Nevertheless, the manner in which 

control over core employment services, active labour market policies and 

welfare benefits is reserved to central government means that the overall 

emphasis of employability policy in all parts of the UK has remained on 

narrowly-focused 'Work First' strategies. There is a need for more flexible 

governance and policy approaches at the level of the UK government, which 

may in turn facilitate the more effective joining up of policy agendas (and so 

more holistic approaches to employability) in the UK nations and regions and 

at the local level. 

9.2.4 Added value, limitations of the study and areas for further research 

It is hoped that this research has made some contribution to the continuing 

debate on how to conceptualise, analyse and respond to long-term 

unemployment and labour market disadvantage. The research has been able 

to show how deploying a detailed, holistic framework for analysing 

employability can help us to more fully capture the range of barriers to work 

and challenges encountered by unemployed people. It has also added to the 

evidence on the specific barriers faced by long-term unemployed people and 

how these are inter-connected, thus contributing to the debate on the 

appropriateness of current employability programmes and areas for future 

policy development. 
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However, we should acknowledge that the research reported above involved 

a relatively small scale study in a single local labour market, limiting the 

generalisability of these findings. There is a need for further research 

deploying similarly robust employability frameworks to comparatively assess 

the nature of the barriers to work faced by different groups across a range of 

urban, peri-urban and more rural labour market contexts (and taking into 

account variations in labour demand). The research reported here was also 

relatively 'static' in its approach - offering a snapshot of the issues and 

barriers faced at one moment by a sample of job seekers (and then some 

data on the progress that they had made after six months). There is a need for 

further longitudinal research tracking which employability factors are crucial 

over time in defining people's experiences in the labour market. Seeking to 

unpack many of the issues raised by job seekers through further in-depth, 

qualitative research would also be of value. 

Furthermore, as acknowledged in Chapter 4, conducting research only with 

those attending Jobcentre Plus as claimants of JSA inevitably limits the scope 

of the above study. Those who were not the 'main earner' were less likely to 

appear in the sample (ruling out many women), while those claiming 

incapacity benefits (now a major target group for employability programmes 

such as Pathways to Work) were also excluded. There is clearly scope to 

deploy similar methods to explore the employability of, and barriers faced by, 

other groups. Nevertheless, it is hoped that the research above has provided 
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some valuable insights on the issues faced by the 'core unemployed' group -

a group that seems likely to expand as the UK economy enters recession. 

9.3 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

It has been forty years since Sinfield's (1968: 13) seminal cross-national study 

highlighted the social and economic costs of long-term unemployment - the 

"national and individual misfortune" of "lost productivity and [a] life wasted". 

Writing at a time when long-term unemployment was generally low in DECO 

countries, he was sharply critical of then policy makers' lack of concern over 

(especially) the less acknowledged socio-psychological consequences of 

labour market exclusion. While economists were able to estimate the cost in 

lost taxation revenue of rising joblessness, Sinfield noted that the social and 

psychological impacts of long-term unemployment on individuals appeared to 

be of less concern - "it is easier to discover that a man's income has dropped 

by fifty percent... than what it means to him to be unemployed after fifteen 

years of regular work" (ibid.: 52). 

Writing some years later, as the UK entered a period of deep recession and 

high unemployment in the early 1980s, the same author returned to the theme 

of how we need to "understand more fully what unemployment means" and 

attack the full range of causes and consequences, supply-side and demand

side factors linked to long-term unemployment (Sinfield, 1981: 157). As we 

enter 2009, and policy makers in cities like Glasgow and countries like the UK 

grapple with the consequences of increasing job losses, these is a need to 
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renew our efforts to understand all the dimensions of the experience of 

unemployment (and especially long-term unemployment). 

This research has sought to demonstrate that 'employability' - deployed as a 

holistic concept and framework for analysis - can help us to more fully 

understand the problems faced by unemployed people, and consider what's 

needed in terms of policy solutions. It is hoped that this research will feed into 

on-going debates on the need for policies that reflect the complex and multi

dimensional nature of both employability and labour market disadvantage. 

This debate is necessary if we are to arrive at policies that deliver substantial 

and lasting improvements in individuals' employability, and so alleviate the 

social, economic and psychological damage that can often result from the 

experience of long-term unemployment. 
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APPENDIX 1 - INTERVIEW SCHEDULES 

FACE-TO-FACE INTERVIEWS 

Part One: Area and Cturation basics 

1.1 For how long have you currently been unemployed? 

1.2 If different from the above, for how long have you been 'signing on' as unemployed? 

1.3 What is your postcode? 

Part Two: Personal Details 

2.1 Enter gender: Malee Female e 

2.2 How would you define your ethnic group? 

2.3 Age at last birthday? 

Part Three: Residence and ousehold circumstances 

3.1 Which of the following best describes your current accommodation? 

• Rented from Council 

• Rented from Housing Association 

• Rented: private sector (furnished) 

• Rented: private sector (unfurnished) 

• Owner occupied (respondent is owner/joint owner) 

• Owner occupied (respondent's spouse/family own) 

• Tied (to spouse/family employment) 

• Other (please describe) 

3.2 Which of the following best describes your household? 

• Single person, living alone 

• Single, living in shared accommodation 

• Living with spouse/permanent partner without children 

• Living with spouse/permanent partner with children 

• Lone parent 

• Living with parent(s) 
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• Living with other family members 

• Other (please describe) 

3.3 If you have children who live with you, what are their ages? 

How many are: 

• Pre-school 

• Primary school age 

• Secondary school age 

• 16 - 18 years old 

• 19+ 

3.4 If you have children who don't live with you, what are their ages? 

How many are: 

• Pre-school 

• Primary school age 

• Secondary school age 

• 16 - 18 years old 

• 19+ 

3.5 Who is the primary carer for the children in your household? 

3.6 Do you have caring responsibilities for adults within/outwith your household? 

3.7 Which benefits are you currently receiving? 

3.8 Please estimate the average total net (take home) income per week for the household. 

3.9 If you are living with a spouse/permanent partner, are they: 

• Employed (full time) 

• Employed (part time) 

• Registered unemployed 

• Undertaking government or other training programmes 

• Not employed due to illness/disability 

• Not employed, and dependent upon your income 

• Retired 

• Other (please describe) 
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3.10 When working regularly, what is the most regular occupation of your spouse/partner/ 

other primary wage earner? 

SOC Occupation SIC Sector 

Managerial Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (AFF) 

Professional Energy and Water Supply 

Associate Professional and Technical Manufacturing 

Clerical and Secretarial Construction 

Craft and related Distribution, Hotel and Catering, Repairs 

Personal and Protective Services Transport and Communication 

Retail Sales Finance and Business Services 

Plant and Machine Operatives Public Administration and Defence 

Skilled Manual Education, Health and Social Work 

Unskilled Manual Other Services 

Self Employed 

3.11 For how long have you lived in the Glasgow area? 

3.12 Does your extended family live in this area? 

3.13 Have you held/do you currently hold refugee status? 

Part Four: Experience of the labour Market 

4.1 What were you doing immediately before your current period of unemployment? 

• Full time employment 

• Full time education 

• Part time employment 

• GovernmenUother training scheme 

• Off sick/claiming incapacity benefits 

• Other (please describe) 

4.2 If you were working before your current period of unemployment, in which occupation and 

type of business were you last employed? 

SOC Occupation SIC Sector 

Managerial Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (AFF) 

Professional Energy and Water Supply 

Associate Professional and Technical Manufacturing 

Clerical and Secretarial Construction 
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Craft and related Distribution, Hotel and Catering, Repairs 

Personal and Protective Services Transport and Communication 

Retail Sales Finance and Business Services 

Plant and Machine Operatives Public Administration and Defence 

Skilled Manual Education, Health and Social Work 

Unskilled Manual Other Services 

Self Employed 

4.3 If you were working before your current period of unemployment, in which occupation and 

type of business were you most regularly employed? 

SOC Occupation SIC Sector 

Managerial Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (AFF) 

Professional Energy and Water Supply 

Associate Professional and Technical Manufacturing 

Clerical and Secretarial Construction 

Craft and related Distribution, Hotel and Catering, Repairs 

Personal and Protective Services Transport and Communication 

Retail Sales Finance and Business Services 

Plant and Machine Operatives Public Administration and Defence 

Skilled Manual Education, Health and Social Work 

Unskilled Manual Other Services 

Self Employed 

4.4 Which of the statements below best describes your working life since leaving school? 

'I have you spent most of my time in stable employment' 

'I have mostly been unemployed and seeking work' 

'I have moved between a number of jobs but with only short/occasional 

periods out of work' (less than 4 weeks) 

'I have moved between a number of jobs with some long period periods out of 

work' (more than 4 weeks) 

'I have spent long periods claiming other benefits (not JSA), 

'I have spent long periods caring for my family or claiming other benefits' 

'I have spent most of my time in full-time further/higher education' 

Other (please state) 

4.5 Under the Job seekers Allowance rules you are permitted to undertake part time work for 

up to sixteen hours per week. Have you done any part time work (less than 16 hours) whilst 
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signing on during your current period of unemployment? If so, what type and how many hours 

per week on average? 

4.6 Have you regularly undertaken voluntary work, whilst unemployed? If so, what type and 

how many hours per week on average? 

5.1 Which method do you most often use to look for work? 

5.2 Which of the following do you use as a source of information about available jobs? 

At least At least Less often Never 

once a once a 

week month 

Job centre: jobpoints 

Job centre: staff 

Local newspapers 

National newspapers 

Trade journals 

Shop/notice board advertisements 

EmploymenUrecruitment agency 

Jobcentre Plus website 

Other Internet website 

Jobseeker Direct helpline 

Local libraries 

Community organisations 

Social contacts: ex-colleagues or 

acquaintances known through work 

Social contacts: friends/family 

Direct approach to an employer 

Other (please state) 

5.3 How did you learn about the last job that you applied for? 
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5.4 Have computerised jobpoints improved the information services provided by the 

Jobcentre, in terms of: 

• Providing more job information 

• Providing better quality and more accurate job information 

• Improving access to job information/making job seeking easier 

• Making job seeking more difficult 

• Made no difference 

5.5 How easy to use are the Jobcentre's computerised jobpoints? 

• Very easy to use 

• Quite easy to use 

• Quite difficult to use 

• Very difficult to use 

5.6 What are the main problems with the jobpoint system? 

5.7 What could be done to improve the jobpoint system? 

5.8 If you have used the Internet to look for work, what website(s) do you usually use? 

5.9 Has the Jobcentre Plus website improved the information services provided by the 

Jobcentre, in terms of: 

• Providing more job information 

• Providing better quality and more accurate job information 

• Improving access to job information/making job seeking easier 

• Making job seeking more difficult 

• Made no difference 

5.10 Why have you not used the Internet to look for work at all/more often? 

• Don't have access PC/Internet connection 

• Lack of skills 

• Was not aware that service was available/where to locate service 

• No need - have enough information about jobs 
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5.11 Which of the following do you have regular access to? 

• A telephone at home 

• Mobile phone 

• A personal computer, with internet access 

• A personal computer, without internet access 

5.12 What occupation/type of work are you primarily looking for? 

SOC Occupation SIC Sector 

Managerial Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (AFF) 

Professional Energy and Water Supply 

Associate Professional and Technical Manufacturing 

Clerical and Secretarial Construction 

Craft and related Distribution, Hotel and Catering, Repairs 

Personal and Protective Services Transport and Communication 

Retail Sales Finance and Business Services 

Plant and Machine Operatives Public Administration and Defence 

Skilled Manual Education, Health and Social Work 

Unskilled Manual Other Services 

Self Employed 

5.13 Many new jobs are being created in the service sector (for example in call centres, 

hotels, etc.). How willing would you be to accept an entry-level job in this sector? (tick one) 

• CALL CENTRES - Never; Possibly; Likely; Definitely 

• HOSPITALITY/LEISURE - (such as bars, hotels) - Never; Possibly; Likely; Definitely 

• RETAIL - Never; Possibly; Likely; Definitely 

5.14 If you definitely WOULD NOT consider these forms of service work, which of the 

following are amongst the reasons why? 

CC H/L R 
Don't want to deal with customers 

Lack of opportunities for training/advancement 

Low pay 

Work tends to be insecure/short-term 

Work tends to be part-time 

Lack of appropriate skills 

Pursuing other types of opportunities 

Other 
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5.15 On what do you base this view of these forms of service work? 

CC H/L R 

Own experience in these jobs 

Experience of friends and family in these jobs 

Experiences of other job seekers/ex-colleagues in these jobs 

Views of people without experience in these jobs 

Media 

Other 

5.16 How many hours would you prefer to work in a normal working week? 

5.17 What is the lowest acceptable weekly 'take home' wage that you would consider working 

for on a full-time basis? 

5.18 Would you be willing to consider the following forms of work? 

• Temporary/fixed-term 

• Part-time 

• Shift work/variable hours 

• More than 40 hours per week 

5.19 How far would you be willing to travel to and from work on a daily basis? 

5.20 How far would you be willing to travel if you were able to earn 25% more than the lowest 

wage you mentioned a moment ago? (i.e. if £200 was minimum acceptable wage, how far 

would you travel for £250?) 

5.21 How much time would you be willing to spend travelling each way to and from work on a 

daily basis? 

5.22 Do you have a driving licence? 

5.23 If you do not have a driving licence, would you welcome help to obtain one in order to 

improve your job prospects? 

5.24 Do you have access to (access during work hours): 

• own private transport 

• spouse/immediate family private transport 
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art Six: Education, Qualifications and Training 

6.1 At what age did you finish your continuous full-time education at school or college? 

6.2 What is the highest level of academic qualification that you have obtained? 

6.3 What is the highest level of vocational qualification that you have obtained? 

6.4 Have you participated in one or more training/jobsearch programmes over the past year, 

and if so do you think it enhanced your job prospects? 

6.5 Do you think that being provided with further training or other assistance would help you 

to find a job? If yes, what type of training or other assistance would have the most beneficial 

impact on your ability to locate employment? 

Part Seven: Social capital and social networking 

7.1 How important are social contacts (speaking to friends, acquaintances, family) to your job 

search activities? 

• . Very important 

• Quite important 

• Not particularly important 

• Not at all important 

7.2 Which type of social contacts are most important in providing information about jobs? 

• Close family (siblings, parents) 

• Other relatives 

• Former colleagues 

• Friends 

• Other job seekers 

• Other (please state) 

7.3 Do the social contacts you use for job seeking mostly: 

• Work in the same industry that you have mostly worked 

• Work in a different industry, that you are now specifically targeting 

• Work in a different industry, that you are not specifically targeting 

• Not in work 
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7.4 What sort of occupations do the main social contacts you use for job seeking mostly work 

in? 

7.5 When was the last time that you applied for a job as a result of information received from 

social contacts? 

7.6 Have you had less social contact with people who are in work as the period you have 

been out of work has grown (i.e. there are less workers in your social circle)? 

7.7 Would you say that you socialise regularly (e.g. weekly) with friends? 

7.8 Have you socialised less with friends as the period you have been out of work has grown? 

7.9 Do you attend a sports, community or social club on a regular (e.g. weekly) basis? 

7.10 Have you been involved in community or voluntary activities on a regular (e.g. weekly) 

basis? 

Part Eight: Barriers to Work 

8.1 How would you rate your skills or achievement in the following areas? 

Good Adequate Not good 

Formal/academic qualifications 

Evidence of relevant work experience 

Job related skills 

Basic leT skills 

Interpersonal skills (dealing with people) 

Reading 

Numeracy 

Reliability 

Motivation 

Presentation at interviews 
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8.2 Which of the following personal factors do you consider to be significant barriers to you 

finding employment? 

• Family, household or caring responsibilities 

• Problems associated with losing benefits 

• Lack of access to private transport 

• Costs of private transport 

• Costs of applying for employment (stationery, newspapers, telephone, etc.) 

• Costs of starting employment (clothing, travel, etc.) 

• Age 

• Health problems 

• Disability 

• Other personal barriers: criminal record 

• Other personal barriers: substance dependency 

• Other (please state) 

8.3 Which of the following other external factors do you consider to be significant barriers to 

you finding employment? 

• Employers' discrimination: on grounds of race 

• Employers' attitudes towards people of your age 

• Employers' attitudes towards the (long-term) unemployed 

• Employers' attitudes towards your own area of residence 

• Lack of appropriate job opportunities in the local area 

• Lack of adequately-paid job opportunities in the local area 

• Lack of information about job opportunities 

• Inadequate assistance from Jobcentre staff and other agencies 

• Lack of access to public transport 

• Costs of public transport 

• Access to childcare 

• Cost of childcare 

• Other (please state) 

8.4 What is the single greatest barrier preventing you from finding work? 

8.5 How do you rate your prospects of obtaining work in the next six months? 

• Very good 

• Fairly good 
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• Fairly poor 

• Very poor 

• Don't know 

8.6 What would help you most to find employment? 

8.7 Are you registered as disabled? 

8.8 Do you consider yourself to be disabled, or do you suffer from a debilitating long-term 

illness, although you are not registered disabled? 

Would you be willing to participate in a brief follow-up interview by telephone? If so, please 

provide name and number, which only I will have access to. 

Name __________________________________ __ Contact no. ----------------

ENDS 
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FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS 

1. Are you currently in work? (Or were you in work six months after initial contact?) 

If in work ... 

2. What job search method led you to your current job? 
Prompt: job centre; word of mouth; papers 

3. When did you get the job? 

4. What occupation/sector? 

If not in work ... 

5. What is your current status? 

6. If not in work, have you worked at all since our initial contact? 

7. If not in work, what main job search method that you are now using to look for work? 

ENDS 
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