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LET’S TALK ABOUT WORK:  

It has been a recession unlike the rest. Not just in its depth and duration, but in its 
effect on jobs. The Committee’s inquiry on under-employment is a significant move 
towards improving our understanding of how the labour market has changed as a 
result of a sustained economic slump. This broad measure of how the labour market 
is faring refers to those who are working part-time because they can’t find full-time 
jobs. It tells us much more than headline rates of unemployment or total numbers in 
work.  

Previous recessions have been marked by a much bigger spike in unemployment 
than Scotland has experienced this time. While the onset of recession in 2008 saw 
unemployment rise for all age groups, the increase has been biggest among those 
aged under-25. Since 2010, the only subsequent rise in unemployment has been 
among young adults. By the mid-point of 2012, around 90,000 under-25s were 
unemployed – a rate of 21%. The rate for over-25s was 6%. Both figures were 
almost identical to the equivalent for England and Wales. 

Total numbers unemployed in Scotland by age group, 2004-11 

 

But a shift towards part-time work has been the other striking trend. As Professor 
David Bell’s submission to the Committee reported1, one in ten working Scots are 
under-employed on the basis that they want to work more hours – similar to the UK 
average, after having been slightly higher, and up by one third since 2008. The total 

                                            
1 Submission from Professor David Bell to Economy, Energy & Tourism Committee Inquiry 
on Under-employment, January 2013 



number of people in part-time work has risen by 60,000, whereas the number of 
people in full-time work has fallen by 120,000. Moreover, almost the entire rise in 
part-time work is among people who say they want a full-time job, from 70,000 to 
120,0002. 

Additionally, the number of people in self-employment has risen from 265,000 to 
300,000. Over the same period, the number of people working as employees fell by 
almost 100,000. Again virtually all the rise is among people ’working for themselves’, 
often now doing similar work to that which they were previously employed by 
someone else to do and on average working significantly fewer hours. 

Taking a cut in overtime or in core working hours is usually better than losing a job 
outright. As a short-term response to economic strain, it helps to blunt the full-force 
of austerity. But the dilemma for the Scottish economy is that under-employment 
looks like it’s here to stay. In fact, a relatively large group of people (at least 7% of 
the Scottish workforce) wanted more work even when the economy was faring well. 
Nor is this unique to Scotland or the UK – even Australia’s buoyant economy has 
seen under-employment above 6% throughout the last decade, well above the 
unemployment rate3.  

Table 1 shows the rate of under-employment (involuntary part-time work as a share 
of total employment) for selected OECD countries. Different types of survey data are 
used in each case, making precise comparisons difficult. This suggests that the rate 
of 10% in Scotland and the rest of the UK is the highest in the OECD, but the 
separate European Labour Force Survey suggests a lower rate in the case of the UK 
as a whole. Rather than focus on particular rates, it is reasonable to cluster countries 
into broad groups with high, middle and lower rates of under-employment and to 
consider trends over time: 

 By 2011 Spain, Ireland and Italy had moved into the higher rat group having 

had low rates of under-employment a decade ago, along with Australia. 

 In the middle group, Japan, Canada and France have higher rates than a 

decade ago while New Zealand’s rate is lower than it was in 2002 but rising. 

 In the lower rate groups are a group of affluent Nordic and western European 

countries plus the USA.     

Involuntary part-time work, selected OECD countries4 

 2002 2005 2008 2011 

Higher (Above 6.0%) 

Scotland 7.7% 7.5% 7.0% 10.0% 

UK 7.0% 6.5% 7.5% 10.0% 

                                            
2 New Policy Institute (2013) Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion in Scotland 2013, 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation www.jrf.org.uk  

3OECD (2012) ‘How does Australia compare?’, Employment Outlook 2012 
http://www.oecd.org/els/employmentpoliciesanddata/Australia_final.pdf  

4 OECD (2013) OECD StatExtracts, 
http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=FTPTC_I (accessed 17 January 2013) 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/
http://www.oecd.org/els/employmentpoliciesanddata/Australia_final.pdf
http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=FTPTC_I


Spain 1.5% 3.4% 4.0% 7.5% 

Australia 7.3% 7.1% 6.4% 7.4% 

Ireland 1.9% 1.3% 1.0% 6.8% 

Italy 1.8% 4.1% 4.8% 6.8% 

Middle (3.5%-6.0%) 

Japan 5.3% 4.7% 4.8% 5.8% 

Canada 5.0% 4.7% 4.2% 5.4% 

New Zealand 5.8% 3.7% 4.0% 4.6% 

France 2.8% 3.5% 3.8% 3.8% 

Lower (under 3.5%) 

Germany 2.0% 3.8% 4.4% 3.2% 

Sweden 3.0% 3.2% 2.9% 3.0% 

Denmark 2.2% 2.5% 1.7% 2.3% 

Netherlands 0.9% 1.6% 1.1% 2.0% 

USA 0.9% 1.1% 1.1% 2.0% 

Switzerland 0.8% 1.5% 1.4% 1.7%* 

Norway 1.3% 1.9% 1.0% 1.2% 

Overall     

EU-15 1.9% 3.0% 3.4% 4.2% 

OECD 1.9% 2.2% 2.3% 2.9% 

*Switzerland figure for 2010 

 

If under-employment is here to stay, the question is what we’re going to do about it. 

First, we can’t tackle it in isolation. We need a thorough, accurate look at today’s 
jobs market. Its features include a persistent problem of in-work poverty partly due to 
low pay as well as not enough hours. We all pay the price through tax credits to prop 
up this end of the jobs market. This might be bearable if most people in this position 
experienced a short spell of low pay before their earnings rose. But many are stuck 
in a revolving door, moving in and out of insecure work.  

Second, a fundamental issue is lack of access to good quality skills training. 
Although unskilled people make up a shrinking share of the workforce, their chances 
of progression are slim. In the ten years since 2000, just 10% of unskilled workers 
took part in job-based training in the previous quarter compared with 30% of the 
workforce as a whole (see diagram). Temporary work on a casual, seasonal or 
agency basis is strongly associated with low pay and limited training. So while many 
are getting onto the jobs ladder, the failure to invest in future prospects blunts 
productivity. In the long-run, we can’t afford to stick with the mantra that any job is 
better than none, or that work is always the best route out of poverty. Currently these 
are half-truths at best.  



 

 

 

Looking to the end of the decade, recent projections should serve as a wake-up call. 
Detailed projections for the Scottish labour market released a few months ago by the 
UK Commission on Employment & Skills deserve greater attention. They offer a 
revealing glimpse of the likely position by 2020.  

Overall jobs growth is expected to be slower in Scotland than for the UK as a whole, 
although a net increase of 50,000 jobs is projected. However, women’s employment 
is expected to stall, apart from a very small rise in self-employment, while men’s 
employment – especially in part-time jobs – is projected to rise. Looking at the likely 
kind of jobs (below), Scotland’s labour market is expected to have an even more 
pronounced ‘hour-glass’ shape than today. That means continued growth of both 
high-value and lower-paid jobs: more professional workers, managers and care 
workers, but fewer people in administrative posts and skilled trades. The decline of 
these skilled jobs which have traditionally offered a chance of advancement means 
we are steadily losing the connection between the bottom and top halves of the 
labour market. 

 

 

 

 



Projected net change in occupation in Scotland, 2010-20 (Working 
Futures/UKCES, 2012) 

 Men Women 

Growing 

Professional jobs +16,000 +42,000 

Managers/directors +17,000 +14,000 

Associate professional/technical  +9,000 +26,000 

Care, leisure & other services +12,000 +1,000 

Mixed 

Elementary posts +19,000 -17,000 

Sales & customer service +3,000  -6,000 

Declining 

Process, plant & machinery -18,000  -7,000 

Skilled trades -15,000  -9,000 

Admin/secretarial +5,000 -42,000 

All occupations +48,000 

(+3.6%) 

 +3,000 (+0.2%) 

 

Forecasting is not fate – it doesn’t predict what will happen, only the likely pattern 
without significant changes. In fact, more than 20 scenarios were developed to test 
faster jobs growth for women, for Scotland relative to the rest of the UK and in key 
sectors. In-work poverty remains a feature in all cases. So we’re going to have to 
rethink our assumptions about how people can work their way up the skills and 
earnings ladder - and identify a range of human resource approaches across 
different sectors of the economy suited to the challenges of under-employment and 
in-work poverty. 

What about those who are categorised as inactive, notably working-age people on 
long-term sickness benefits, who form the other sizeable group of those not in work? 
Both the Coalition and previous Labour Governments have been right to pay 
attention to the problem of disguised unemployment. But cutting welfare costs is a 
poor motive compared to the longer-term goal of achieving a good match between 
individuals and employers. The work capability assessment has been the most 
controversial of welfare reforms, being applied without regard to the individual’s job 
prospects. Someone who has been on the sick for more than 5 years and has limited 
skills faces lower odds of getting into work than someone who has been out of work 
for a year and is well-qualified. Geography matters too. And the overall state of the 
economy matters most: the long period of economic growth to 2008 resulted in 
benefit claims falling in older industrial parts of Scotland, including Incapacity Benefit 
numbers from around 2003 onwards 



So the principle of removing barriers to work is sound. Consistently, one-third of 
people who claimed Incapacity Benefit said they would like to work again. But some 
need to be in jobs where they can manage fluctuating health conditions. Finding 
employers who can accommodate good days and bad days is a major challenge. 
Above all, the climate of fear that surrounds being found fit for work, losing one-third 
of a limited income and a drawn-out appeals process needs to be transformed. 
Steps back to work, volunteering and education need to be incentivised not 
penalised.              

 

Jim McCormick  
17 January 2013 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


