
SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH CHAMBERS OF COMMERCE 

1. Scottish Chambers of Commerce  
 

1.1. Scottish Chambers of Commerce represents 26 Chambers of Commerce 
based throughout Scotland.  Collectively, we represent well over 50% of all 
private sector jobs in Scotland, in all sectors, from the smaller business 
through to our large corporate members.  Our network of Chambers has 
strong connectivity to their local business community, focusing their efforts on 
issues affecting business at a local level.  SCC brings this expertise together, 
enabling us to provide the most representative voice of business in Scotland. 
 

2. What is underemployment? 
 
2.1. The terms of reference for the committee’s inquiry define underemployment 

as both “visible” – involuntary part time or short time, temporary work – and 
“invisible” – work where someone is not utilising the skills they have, so 
achieving a lower level of productivity than that of which they are capable. 

2.2. The rise in underemployment identified by the TUC’s research, which has 
driven the committee to instigate this inquiry, comprises visible 
underemployment only – underemployment defined by time worked.  
However, invisible underemployment – the under-utilisation of Scots’ skills – 
has long been of concern to those with an interest in growing the Scottish 
economy.  While the Scottish Government’s own Skills Utilisation Leadership 
Group1 established in 2008 appears to have fallen into abeyance, 
investigation into how to improve skills utilisation has continued.  In particular, 
the Scottish Funding Council has overseen a series of action research 
projects into improving skills utilisation.  The Committee may find it of interest 
to consider the findings of the evaluation of those projects conducted by the 
Economic and Social Research Council in 20112.  More recently, the topic 
was addressed at two of the Scottish Funding Council/Skills Development 
Scotland’s ‘Skills in Focus’ seminar events, in 20113 and in June 20124. 

2.3. An interesting component of underemployment that has been identified by 
other organisations responding to the Committee’s Inquiry, has been the rise 
in self-employment since 2008.  While a business organisation such as 
Scottish Chambers of Commerce welcomes a growing business birth-rate, 
we are also keen that these businesses are sustainable, and develop the 
potential to develop and contribute to growth in the economy.  The CIPD 
have conducted research into this trend which suggests that a fair proportion 
of the newly self-employed in the UK are in that position involuntarily and 
would prefer to find a job5.  

2.4. Underemployment is difficult to measure.  It is also difficult, as Findlay and 
Warhurst6 discuss, to create practical, targeted policy around, if employers 
are identified as the primary agents of change.  Employers’ experiences of 
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the effects of underemployment will be long-term and dependent on a range 
of external, generally macroeconomic circumstances.  A business’s primary 
concern is its own profitability and growth – so recruitment is focussed on 
finding the best person for the job the business requires, not the best job for 
any individual applicant.  While a good employer will be supportive of the 
needs and ambitions of their staff, a difficult economic climate creates 
constraints on investment that affect staff as much as they affect other areas 
of business spend. 
 

3. Understanding underemployment 
 
3.1. The recent rise in underemployment in Scotland, and in the UK as a whole, 

can be traced back directly to the financial crisis of 2008 and the ensuing, 
deep recession.  Business confidence stalled.  Investment in new staff was 
put on a back burner as firms lacked the confidence in their own growth and 
in access to finance to make such a commitment.  Other firms, facing 
declining demand, either cut staff or cut hours. 

3.2. ONS statistics reveal a rise in part time employment in Scotland over these 
years, and the involuntary nature of a large proportion of this is backed up by 
the TUC research that the committee refers to in its call for evidence.  At a 
UK level, there is evidence that particularly for women, part time employment 
means working in jobs that do not make full use of skills levels7. 

3.3. The Scottish Chambers of Commerce are working with Skills Development 
Scotland to better record employers’ needs and views on many aspects of 
skills and training, using the ‘Skills Pulse Survey’.  This is as yet in its infancy 
as a project – the results of the first survey conducted by this partnership will 
be available in the Spring – but both organisations are working to use this 
and further engagement methods to gain a better understanding of how 
different businesses fit into the overall picture of Scotland’s skills and 
employment landscape. 
 

4. The impact of underemployment 
 
4.1. Underemployment has economic disbenefits that provide incentive for 

Government to prevent and mitigate it within the Scottish economy.  It also 
affects the individuals who experience it, blighting their immediate well-being 
and, in many circumstances, their future career development. 

4.2. In the short term, underemployment means that consumer incomes are 
pressured; less disposable income is available, and consumer demand is 
therefore depressed.  This has negative impacts on businesses in several of 
Scotland’s key sectors for both growth – tourism, or food and drink, for 
example – and employment – retail and construction in particular continue to 
struggle to make positive progress. 

4.3. Scottish Government economic growth policy has, since the publication of “A 
Smart, Successful Scotland” in 20018, recognised the need for Scotland to 
utilise the economic asset it has in its skilled workforce to increase 
competitiveness in global terms. Rising underemployment indicates failure to 
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achieve this aim, as the workforce we have is underutilised and therefore 
underperforms against its potential productivity.  Scotland’s economic 
potential is therefore undermined by failure to effectively deploy one of its key 
assets. 

 
5. The role of the public sector, business and the third sector 
 

5.1. Graduate Recruitment Incentive 
5.1.1. Scottish Chambers of Commerce recognises the Scottish economy’s 

need for our brightest young people to gain experience that will help 
them embark on careers that can fulfil their potential to contribute to 
Scotland’s economic growth, and enable them to fulfil their potential.   

5.1.2. We also know that if these graduates are to fulfil this potential in 
Scotland, we need to open up the world of small businesses to them.  
Small businesses – as reflected in the Scottish Chambers of Commerce 
membership profile – make up over 95 per cent of Scotland’s business 
base and employ over 56 per cent of the private sector workforce.  An 
early role with a small business can expose a young person to a far wide 
range of business practice than a more narrowly focussed department in 
a larger firm.  Yet a disconnect still exists between Scotland’s small 
businesses and our brightest graduates, due to lack of exposure to the 
sector which is itself driven by difficulties in engagement between small 
businesses and the education sector from which our graduates emerge. 

5.1.3. In the current economic climate, graduates are struggling to find jobs 
and so are applying for, and getting, jobs that in rosier economic times 
would not have required a qualification from one of Scotland’s fine Higher 
Education institutions to obtain.  This means that those young people 
who don’t have these higher qualifications are forced out of roles they 
would otherwise have secured.  These are the young people behind the 
concerning youth unemployment statistics that the Scottish Government 
created the role of Minister for Youth Employment to address. 

5.1.4. This is why the Scottish Chambers of Commerce instigated the 
Graduate Recruitment Incentive.  The Scottish Government is funding a 
pilot of this scheme to assist Scotland’s small businesses to create 
quality, sustainable jobs for graduates. The scheme recognises firstly 
that small businesses, comprising such a high proportion of the Scottish 
business base, are crucial to growing the Scottish economy.  Secondly, 
the long-term prospects for the Scottish economy and the more 
immediate need to address high levels of youth unemployment require 
the creation of sustainable, quality jobs for Scotland’s graduates.  Thirdly, 
the scheme is designed to help address the disconnect between 
Scotland’s small businesses and newly qualified graduates’ 
understandings of the opportunities available to them. 

 
5.2. Public sector – the supply side 

5.2.1. There has been a noticeable shift in skills policy over the last two 
decades from an emphasis on driving up qualification levels across the 
board, to an approach more focussed on aligning the skills available in 
the labour market to current and future employer demand, so growing the 
potential of our skills base to contribute to economic growth.  While all 



actors in this space would recognise that there is still a way to go to 
make this work well, the recognition that this is necessary is in itself 
welcome. 

5.2.2. By focussing provision and advice to learners on the current and 
future areas of growth and opportunity in Scotland, the education 
and skills sector can not only contribute better to Scotland’s 
economic growth, but also ensure that the learners of today are 
best placed to take advantage of that growth as the workforce and 
the business leaders of tomorrow. 

 
6. The role of the Scottish Government 

 
6.1. Underemployment will fall when employer demand increases.  Business 

growth and development will see a return to demand for labour that enables 
more people to find a job that uses their full skillset, for the number of hours 
they want to or are able to work. 

6.2. Sustainable economic growth must, therefore, remain the Scottish 
Government’s top priority.  Each action the Scottish Government takes must 
be designed to pursue this growth, enabling job creation and the fulfilment of 
individuals’ potential. 

6.3. The Scottish Government must therefore provide support to businesses 
to enable them to grow and invest in jobs and apprenticeships, 
ensuring that Scotland’s businesses and Scotland’s workforce can 
align to create optimum future growth. 

6.4. The ongoing economic difficulties of recent years have engendered changes 
in the way that businesses and individuals work; neither will ever be as 
complacent about the security of their future.  The number of people in more 
than one job or in self-employment has risen, and this change will not be 
reversed at the first signs of sustained significant growth. 

6.5. Government must therefore adapt to this changing labour market in order to 
support the workforce to maximise the contribution it can make.  Scottish 
Chambers of Commerce therefore recommend that both the Scottish 
and UK Governments review the operation of their respective taxation 
powers with a view to ensuring that they do not hinder flexibility and 
dynamism in employment circumstances.  Specifically, income taxation 
for more than one job, for self-employment, or for a combination of these 
circumstances, should be accepted as the norm within the taxation regime, 
with individuals in these circumstances not subject to unwieldy bureaucratic 
burdens. 
 

7.  Conclusion 
 
7.1. Scottish Chambers of Commerce welcome the Committee’s interest in 

gaining a better understanding of the causes and effects of, and possible 
solutions to, underemployment.  We look forward to the Committee’s 
recommendations identifying positive actions that can make a real difference 
to businesses and individuals to enable them to make a full contribution to 
Scotland’s economic recovery and growth. 

7.2. We look forward to continuing to play a key role in supporting this agenda, 
based on a longstanding commitment, and aligned to a real connection to the 



diverse Scottish business community, to supporting skills as a key 
component in growing Scottish business and enabling it to further its 
contribution to growth and to society.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


