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Abstract

This paper seeks to identify the main barriers limiting the employability of long-term unemployed job seekers. Employability (according to Hillage and Pollard’s, 1999, definition) is affected by the interaction of four key elements: employability assets (such as key skills and personal attributes); the deployment of assets (e.g. through an awareness of personal abilities and limitations, an awareness of opportunities in the labour market, and a realistic approach to looking for work); the presentation of assets (involving the ability to demonstrate assets and skills in an accessible manner); and, the relationship between the individual’s personal circumstances and wider labour market conditions. 

Such an analytical framework assists the discussion of how respondents’ personal characteristics, social and family circumstances, and perceptions of the labour market and their role within it, affect their ability to pursue opportunities and their relationships with other economic actors (most specifically recruiting employers). Each of these four elements are closely linked and characterised by a series of complex inter-relationships. This paper co0nsiders the results of interviews with 115 long-term unemployed individuals, i.e. those who have been unemployed and actively seeking work for more than one year, completed in Edinburgh between April and June 2000. It concludes that these four elements are important, but  the balance between them may vary according to the state of the local economy. Specifically the evidence suggests that within buoyant local economies, characterised by high labour demand, individual and family circumstances and attitudes towards the labour market may be relatively more significant barriers to work.

 Authors

	Dr Ronald McQuaid 



Director,




Employment Research Institute,

Napier University Business School,

Craighouse Road,

Edinburgh EH10 5LG.

Tel.: +44 (0)131 455 6033.

Fax: +44 (0)131 455 6030.

e-mail: r.mcquaid@napier.ac.uk 
	Mr Colin Lindsay

Researcher,

Employment Research Institute,

Napier University Business School,

Craighouse Road,

Edinburgh EH10 5LG.

Tel.: +44 (0)131 455 6034.

Fax: +44 (0)131 455 6030.

e-mail: c.lindsay@napier.ac.uk


The ‘Employability Gap’: towards an understanding of the relationship between 

long-term unemployment, employability and barriers to work

1. Introduction

‘Employability’ is now established as a central concept in the development and implementation of active labour market policies in the United Kingdom, the European Union and beyond. The concept of employability itself has been, until recently, relatively poorly defined. However, given the emergence of employability as a key objective for policies addressing unemployment (and particularly long-term unemployment), attempts have been made by both academics and policy analysts to arrive at a through-going definition. 

To this end Hillage and Pollard (1999) have suggested that employability can be defined 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. Furthermore, the extent to which the individual is able to attain these goals is, they argue, governed by the interaction of four key elements or ‘components’ of employability, namely: 

· the individual’s ‘employability assets’ (such as skills and attributes); 

· the deployment of those assets, reflecting the individual’s ability to act strategically in identifying and pursuing opportunities; 

· the effectiveness of the presentation of those assets to prospective employers; 

· the context of the individual’s wider personal circumstances and the impact of local labour market conditions.

This provides a useful, basic ‘framework’ for policy analysis and is discussed in detail in a later section. However, few authors have yet examined in detail the complex interactions between the elements identified above. Similarly, comparatively little research has been undertaken in an attempt to identify the particular barriers preventing long-term unemployed people from entering work. Additionally the role of employers, such as the search channels they use or their attitudes to employing long-term unemployed people are significant (Tamkin & Hillage, 1999; Adams et al., 2000). 

Many policies are concerned with eliminating or reducing the ‘employability gap’, i.e. inability to gain initial employment or improve their labour market position. The ‘employability gap’ for the unemployed may be due to deficient demand (or other local labour market conditions) or, even if there is adequate labour demand, then it may be due to the individual’s characteristics and circumstances as indicated by the elements above. This paper considers the case of long-term unemployed people (who by definition suffer a severe ‘employability gap’) in a buoyant labour market suffering labour shortages (and hence insignificant labour demand problems for nearly all types of jobs). 

The research summarised was commissioned by a large local authority, the City of Edinburgh Council, in an attempt to assess the employability of long-term unemployed individuals residing in disadvantaged areas, and to identify their barriers to work. A sample of 115 job seekers who had been unemployed for one year or more (and who were resident in peripheral areas of the city characterised by relatively high unemployment rates) were interviewed. Issues covered included their household and family circumstances, educational and skills attainment, experience of the labour market, approach to looking for employment and perceived barriers to work
. 

The broader context for the study was unusual in terms of studies of the long-term unemployed. Edinburgh currently benefits from a particularly vibrant and growing labour market, with city-wide unemployment rates well below the Scottish and United Kingdom averages. However, given these economic circumstances, the need for an improved understanding of the problem of long-term unemployment is all the more clear – as in times of low general unemployment, the long-term unemployed tend to constitute a higher-than-usual proportion of the total jobless population. Moreover, policy makers and service providers, faced with an improving overall economic situation, find themselves with a rare opportunity to focus their resources and expertise on the needs of the most disadvantaged unemployed people.

The next section sets out the rising importance of the concept of employability. Section three considers definitions of the concept. Section four presents the results of the empirical study and section five presents the conclusions.

2. The rise of the concept of employability

Employability, a relatively obscure concept a decade ago, now commands a central place in labour market policies in many European states and elsewhere. At the supranational level, employability forms one of the four pillars of the European Employment Strategy, where the concept is closely linked to that of the perceived ‘skills gap’ affecting the labour force in many member states (European Commission 1997). In the United Kingdom the EU-level 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 replicated in the Government’s New Deal programme. The government describes this as being defined by the principles of ‘quality, continuity and employability’ (DfEE 1997a).

The general understanding of employability within the broad context of recent British 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).

To some extent, then, the roots of the concept of employability can be traced to the relatively recent process of international labour market deregulation, which has 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 (during which time employers were more often able to offer ‘employability’ than employment 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 1999).  

More recent human resource management literature has continued to use employability as an important explanatory and descriptive concept. For many theorists in this field, the ‘psychological contract’ that increasingly defines relations between many employers and employees is based on the concept of employability. From this perspective, employer-employee relations is no longer seen as being based on the traditional model of reciprocal loyalty, but rather involves 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 allows autonomy to concentrate on specifically defined objectives; and, personal development made possible through continuous learning that adds to individual employability (Herriot and Pemberton 1995). Bagshaw (1997) sums up the rise of employability within this context as: ‘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 the fundamental individualisation of employment conditions, that has seen lifetime job security replaced by ‘work security’. 

Based upon these well-established roots of employability, in recent years the concept has also become increasingly popular amongst policy makers and providers of services for the unemployed. 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 necessary element within strategies seeking to address social exclusion. 

Some theorists continue to view the rise of the concept of employability with great suspicion. For Serrano (2000), ‘employability’ evokes a ‘traditional’, reactionary understanding of long-term 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 workfare agenda. However, the rhetoric of the British Government, following the European Commission’s lead, is clearly a more positive perspective focused upon ‘inclusion’, with employability viewed as the key to a cohesive society (HM Treasury 1997). 

Furthermore, many policy analysts who have sought to use the concept as a means of categorising (and responding to) individual barriers to work have themselves stressed the need to avoid an approach that involves ‘blaming the victim’ or policies that offer solely supply-side solutions (Hillage and Pollard 1999; Kleinman, West and Sparkes 1998; Evans, Nathan and Simmonds 1999). Indeed, as Kleinman and West (1998) make clear, it is accepted by those seeking a better understanding of employability that policies which address employability with reference to supply-side measures alone risk being ‘swamped’ or ‘overwhelmed’ by rising levels of general unemployment in times of economic recession. Rather, employability, it is argued, should be understood as being derived from, and affected by, individual characteristics and circumstances and broader, external (institutional, social and economic) factors.  

3. Defining employability

As we suggest above, recent efforts to arrive at a clearer definition of the concept of employability have emphasised the need to understand the interaction of individual and external (or supply-side and demand-side) factors that affect the ability of the individual to operate effectively within the labour market. Kleinman, West and Sparkes (1998) discuss a range of ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ factors that define the detail of each side of this 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);                       

· 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 (such as 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.

Evans, Nathan and Simmonds (1999) suggest a similar division of employability into supply-side and demand-side elements (here described as ‘employability components’ and ‘external factors’). Components of employability are identified as including 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. It is suggested that external factors include the attitudes of employers towards the unemployed, the supply and quality of training, education and other assistance for disadvantaged job seekers, the extent to which the tax-benefits system successfully eliminates benefit traps, and (most importantly) the supply of appropriate jobs in the local economy. 

However, as policy makers have sought to develop increasingly holistic and client-centred programmes for the long-term unemployed, policy analysts have sought a similarly thorough-going understanding of their particular barriers to work, and the interaction between the components of employability. Moss and Tilly (1995) have emphasised the need to distinguish between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ skills when discussing the personal assets of job seekers. The distinction is all the more necessary, they argue, because hard skills, ranging from basic literacy to job-specific, technical skills, are less important to many recruiting employers (and particularly those seeking staff for entry-level positions) than are so-called soft skills (such as interpersonal and communication skills, motivation, enthusiasm and reliability). Moss and Tilly’s American-based research has been supported on this point by similar studies undertaken within the United Kingdom (see, e.g. Atkinson, Glies and Meager 1996; McGregor et al. 1998).

Whilst not similarly seeking to award values to different personal employability assets, Anderson and Marshall (1996) have presented a three-stage framework of individual skills, which again draws distinctions between skills levels within the organisational context and (even more usefully) between skills types within these broader categories. Accordingly, Anderson and Marshall suggest that the starting point or ‘essentials for employability’ can be understood as being formed from a combination of the ‘underpinning basics’ of basic educational attainment (in terms of literacy, numeracy and communication) and personal traits such as honesty and reliability. A second level of skills relate to the individual’s effectiveness in a job-role, and is divided by Anderson and Miller into personal competencies (such as motivation, assertiveness and initiative), generic skills (such as team-working, communication and interpersonal skills) and occupation-specific skills, which enable the individual to carry out the particular tasks associated with a given position.

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 individuals’ barriers to work, Hillage and Pollard (1999) have drawn upon many themes from the literature discussed above. Their definition of employability seeks to highlight the complex 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 (deployment) and the presentational skills that enable job seekers to convince recruiters of their abilities. Finally, it concurs with the view that demand-side factors and social circumstances are as important as personal attributes in contributing to the employability of job seekers. 

Thus, for Hillage and Pollard, employability can be understood as being the result of a complex interaction of different factors, 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 contribute to organisational performance (e.g. team work and commercial awareness);

· 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);

· presentation: defined as the ability to secure an appointment to an appropriate position, once identified. It involves the ability to demonstrate employability assets by presenting them to the labour market in an accessible way (e.g. through the completion of a CV or participation in an interview); and, 

· context factors: 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 on 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.

Below, we present an analysis of interviews conducted with 115 long-term unemployed job seekers (those unemployed and seeking work for twelve months or more). The Hillage-Pollard framework of employability is used to identify a number of (perhaps predictable) gaps in the ‘employability assets’ possessed by many amongst the long-term unemployed, and a range of personal, circumstantial barriers to work. However, particular weaknesses are noted in what is termed above as ‘deployment. ’Given the context of a local economy characterised by low unemployment and generally high labour demand, these weaknesses may represent an increasingly important barrier to work for many long-term unemployed people.

4. Long-term unemployment and employability: results

The results of the survey are now considered under the heading of the four broad, and sometimes overlapping, elements discussed by Hillage and Pollard.

4.1 Employability assets
Any analysis of the barriers to work faced by the long-term unemployed, whilst allowing for a diverse range of factors affecting their employability, should not lose sight of the fact that many amongst this client group lack basic skills and (even more clearly) qualifications, and accordingly find themselves at a disadvantage to other job seekers. Some of the ‘baseline assets’ described above (including basic skills and essential personal attributes) are difficult to measure through interview-based research. It is acknowledged that the vast majority of job seekers interviewed (perhaps unsurprisingly) considered themselves to be both reliable and motivated (see Table 1, below). However, we are better able to objectively analyse the extent of individuals’ educational attainment and job-specific skills.

Table 1 Respondents’ evaluation of their skills and attributes (% of total responses)

	Personal attribute/skill
	Respondents’ evaluation of own attainment (%)

	
	Good
	Adequate
	Not adequate

	Formal qualifications
	30.9
	32.7
	36.4

	Relevant work experience
	62.7
	22.8
	14.5

	Job related skills
	62.4
	25.7
	11.9

	Presentation skills
	57.3
	30.9
	11.8

	Reliability
	78.2
	16.3
	5.5

	Motivation and enthusiasm
	71.8
	23.6
	4.6

	Self-confidence
	57.3
	28.2
	14.5

	Literacy and numeracy
	61.8
	30.0
	8.2


Almost 60 per cent of the sample possessed no formal academic qualifications, and more than 60 per cent no vocational qualifications. In total, over 45 per cent possessed no qualifications of any (even the most basic) kind. This compares with a figure of 17 per cent within the general labour force in Scotland (see Figure 1, below). Thus, an analysis of the formal skills and educational attainment of our sample highlights the low (or indeed non-existent) levels of qualification achieved by a great many of the long-term unemployed. Whilst practical experience and a good work record are emphasised as the crucial hiring criteria by many employers (and particularly those recruiting for unskilled positions). However, the ability to present evidence of academic or work-based qualifications can provide both the currently employed, and job seekers, with the flexibility and mobility required to access more rewarding or stable forms of work. 

Figure 1 Respondents’ levels of academic and vocational qualifications (summarised) compared with total working age population in Scotland
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Notes: ‘No qualifications’ includes those naming vocational qualifications not recognised in the Labour Force Survey. ‘Standard grade 1-7 or equivalent’ includes GSVQ, RSA diploma level and SVQ 1-2. ‘Higher grade or equivalent’ includes GSVQ advanced, RSA advanced diploma, SVQ level 3. ‘Higher Education qualification’ includes HND, HNC, SVQ 4 and professional qualifications.

The fact that many long-term unemployed people are unable to offer qualifications demonstrating their skills therefore places them at a considerable disadvantage. Interestingly, it should be noted that ten per cent of our sample were graduates of higher education. Whilst it is not suggested that this is representative of the wider long-term unemployed client group, the significant proportion amongst our respondents with relatively high levels of formal qualification would appear to indicate that the dynamics of long-term unemployment can also draw the well-educated and professionally qualified towards prolonged periods of joblessness. The more general skills possessed by long-term job seekers tended to be limited. When asked to describe their most regular occupation over half (52%) of the respondents cited unskilled jobs. 

4.2 Deployment

The second component employability identified by Hillage and Pollard involves the deployment of personal assets (through an awareness of abilities and limitations, an awareness of opportunities in the labour market, and a realistic approach to job search strategies. To some extent our respondents displayed a flexible approach to looking for work. Approximately 40 per cent were willing to travel for more than one hour to a full time job, with over 80 per cent willing to travel for at least half an hour.  

However, whilst few amongst the long-term unemployed restrict their job seeking activities on the grounds of geography, there is evidence to suggest that their search for work might be too narrowly focussed according to job type. Many respondents were keen to return to areas of employment where previously they had worked, or to enter more stable and better paid employment. As table 2 illustrates, over a quarter (26.9 %) of previously low-skilled/unskilled job seekers were looking for medium/high skilled jobs. Conversely, only 13.9 % of previously medium/high skilled workers were willing to accept low skilled positions. Finally, relatively few respondents specifically targeted the rapidly growing hospitality and service sectors.

  Table 2 Occupational preference/main job search target

	Most regular skills level when formerly employed 
	Occupational preference/main job search target

	
	Low skilled/

unskilled
	Medium skilled/ highly skilled
	Managerial/ professional
	None/’anything’

	Previously low skilled/unskilled 
	53.9
	26.9
	1.9
	17.3

	Previously medium skilled/ highly skilled 
	13.9
	77.8
	0
	8.3

	Previously managerial  or professional
	0
	71.4
	28.6
	0

	All respondents
	35.1


	48.6
	3.7
	12.6


Many amongst the long-term unemployed presented relatively modest ambitions regarding their lowest acceptable weekly wages. However, the majority of respondents (56 per cent) would not accept full-time employment paid at less than £175 per week after deductions. Whilst not particularly high, this minimum acceptable wage does exclude a number of entry level, low-skilled positions that might otherwise be accessible to the long-term unemployed.

In terms of their ability to identify their own barriers to work, a significant minority of our respondents were willing to admit to problems associated with their lack of skills and qualifications. Approximately 36 per cent of interviewees evaluated their own formal qualifications as ‘not adequate’ (table 1). However, the majority preferred to describe their formal qualifications record as good or adequate. Furthermore, less than 9 per cent were willing to describe their literacy and numeracy skills as less than adequate and only one respondent identified literacy problems as the most important barrier to work that he/she faced. However, given the recent publication of a National Skills Taskforce (2000) report estimating that one-fifth of British adults (in total) suffer from literacy problems, it is perhaps scarcely credible that our respondents’ confidence in their own skills is reflected by reality.

Interviewees were also asked to identify whether certain barriers related to their personal and household circumstances were of relevance in explaining their continued exclusion from the labour market (see figure 2). The marginal costs associated with starting work have long been identified as a major barrier to job entry for the long-term unemployed. Our interviews appear to confirm that this remains the case. The most regularly identified barriers to work amongst those suggested to respondents were ‘problems associated with losing benefits’ (54.5 per cent) and ‘costs associated with starting work’ (46.4 per cent). Whilst central government has recently introduced a number of reforms to the tax and benefit system designed to remove so-called ‘benefit traps’, there remain inflexible elements within the social security system (such as the waiting times required prior to the payment of relevant benefits), which continue to cause concern amongst unemployed individuals considering a return to work. The loss of the protection from major expenses (such as local authority taxation) provided by such benefits clearly remains a matter of some worry for prospective job seekers. 

Figure 2 Barriers to employment identified by respondents, related to personal and 

household circumstances (% of total responses)
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Relatively few respondents stressed their caring roles, or problems in accessing childcare as significant personal barriers to work (both 11.6 per cent). However, this merely reflects that few of our respondents’ domestic circumstances involved such pressures. For those who did have caring responsibilities the cost and availability of childcare was of particular concern (and was identified as a barrier to work by over half of respondents with children). It is also notable that these concerns were greater amongst females, with 52.4 per cent citing their caring role and 23 per cent naming childcare costs as representing barriers to work.

It is notable that over a quarter of our respondents cited some form of health problem – though often fairly minor in nature – as hampering their pursuit of employment. For 7.7 per cent of respondents ill health represented the most important factor preventing their employment. 

4.3 Presentation
It has been suggested that, for many employers, established work habits and recent experience are the most important criteria by which candidates (particularly for entry-level positions) are judged. Here too, the long-term unemployed were (by definition) disadvantaged. On average the respondents had been out of work for 4.3 years. However, two-thirds had been in full-time employment immediately prior to their current spell of unemployment and some 60% described their working life as mostly stable employment or with only short periods of unemployment. Nevertheless, it is clear that in terms of skills and experience the employability assets possessed by the long-term unemployed are poor. In terms of presentation skills less than 12 per cent considered themselves to be less than adequate, although the perceptions of job seekers and recruiting employers may differ in this regard. It should be noted, however, that 24 per cent of respondents had received assistance with presentation skills through the Employment Service’s Job Club programme. 

4.4 Context factors
Finally, we turn to our respondents’ perceptions of the external and institutional barriers preventing them from accessing the labour market, including employer attitudes, government policies and procedures, and the state of the local economy (see figure 3). For a limited but still significant minority of respondents, age was the single greatest barrier to work that they faced. For many more (54.5 per cent) age discrimination is perceived as contributing to some extent to their continued unemployment. More than half of those citing the effects of ageism as a perceived barrier to work were aged 45 years or older. However, a further 30 per cent were in the 35-44 age group, with 13 per cent between 25 and 34 years old. Amongst all age groups there appears to be an accepted view that many employers prefer to appoint school leavers or other young persons to entry level positions in an attempt to minimise wage costs and, it is perceived, absenteeism.

Figure 3 ‘External factors’ identified by respondents as barriers to work 
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In total, 32 per cent of respondents identified the existence of so-called ‘postcodeism’ or ‘red-lining’ employer discrimination on the grounds of area of residence and this appeared to differ significantly between areas.  

However, when presented with a range of potential ‘external’ barriers to work, respondents most clearly identified with factors related to differing forms of lack of opportunity within the local economy. The most regularly identified external or institutional brakes on job seekers’ progress in the labour market were ‘a lack of adequately paid opportunities’ (named by 56.3 per cent), closely followed by ‘a lack of appropriate or obtainable opportunities’ (53.6 per cent). Given the manner in which the vast majority of respondents identified the Edinburgh economy (at a minimum) as an acceptable geographical focus for their job search, we must then consider why they remain unable to identify appropriate opportunities within this clearly very healthy labour market. 

An inability to access information about employment opportunities may offer one explanation. However, the majority of respondents suggested that they visited Employment Service job centres on a weekly basis, and only a relatively limited – though not entirely insignificant – proportion (28.6 per cent) identified inadequate access to information as a relevant barrier to employment. Even fewer respondents (13.4 per cent) expressed dissatisfaction about the job search assistance provided by the Employment Service. 

It might be inferred that many members of our sample group, whilst satisfied with the sources of information from which they receive notice of job opportunities, are not satisfied with the opportunities that are available. These important findings support the arguments outlined earlier, that for many of the long-term unemployed, their attitude regarding the type of work that they consider to be acceptable acts as a significant – but largely unidentified – personal barrier to employment. 

5. Conclusions

The research confirms the existence of a range of barriers to work, noted in the existing literature, as limiting the employability of long-term unemployed people (although the long-term unemployed also emerge as a complex and far from homogenous social group). However, our findings also highlight the particular importance of poorly developed ‘deployment’ skills in giving rise to less obvious, hidden barriers to work for this group. More specifically, we argue that many long-term unemployed job seekers hold an atrophied view of the labour market and their role within it. Whilst the majority of respondents held generally positive attitudes towards work, far fewer demonstrated a realistic understanding of current labour market conditions and the sectors and occupations where opportunities are most common. 

Rather, biases against certain types of work (particularly in the service sector), a lack of awareness of growing sectors within the local economy, and a strong preference for jobs offering a relatively high, stable income at a level well above that provided by benefit payments, tended to drastically narrow the job search targets of many of the long-term unemployed. The barriers to work created by the sectoral parochialism and restrictive job search strategies practised by many of these job seekers were often reinforced by a failure to acknowledge fundamental gaps in their skills and experience (and the impact of these problems upon their employability). 

Finally, given the increasing importance of strategic skills related to the identification and targeting of job opportunities (particularly within high-demand, service-oriented labour markets where job-specific skills are less important, but other transferable skills may be more important), counselling and advice for the long-term unemployed should concentrate on the acknowledgement of barriers to work by individuals and the development of realistic and inclusive jobsearch strategies.
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� This paper is based upon research commissioned by the City of Edinburgh Council, City Development Department and published in August 2000 (Hollywood et al. 2000). The views expressed herein are the authors alone and do not necessarily represent those of the City of Edinburgh Council.


� Note that the definition of long-term unemployment used is that favoured by the ILO (wanting to work but unemployed for 12 months+) rather than the Employment Service/claimant count definition of long-term unemployment (unemployed and actively seeking work for 6 months).
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