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Job insecurity in contemporary Britain: is it a myth or is it reality?   Discuss. 

A study of work in contemporary Britain suggested that many workers were fearful of their long-term job security. This essay will examine briefly the key factors that contribute collectively to this apparent sense of insecurity, including fears of losing permanent work contracts to temporary ones, a sense of lack of continuity in the workplace and of rapid changes in society, which all add to feelings of uncertainty about the future among many workers. It will also examine generational differences, as there appear to be differences between younger and older people in their responses to social and work changes. 

The Heery and Salmon study found a widespread belief among workforce that companies generally sought ways to save on labour costs by outsourcing work or by increasing the number of temporary work contracts to employees. A fear of losing the relative security of a ‘permanent’ work contract appears to be a key issue for many workers in Britain in contributing to an overall sense of work insecurity.

However, it can be difficult to justify statistically this prevailing sense of insecurity. In Britain, the proportion of employees on temporary contracts rose only marginally between 1992 and 1998, from 5.9% to 7.4%, and has since fallen to 7.1% in 2000. Britain, in fact, compares quite favourably against other EU countries in the proportion of workers on temporary contracts, which in Spain, for example, is around 30% of the workforce.

Another factor is a belief highlighted in the Heery & Salmon study that people come and go quickly in jobs today, which creates a sense of lack of continuity and permanence in the workplace.  However, again this can be difficult to justify statistically. A survey of job tenure, for example, found that 46% of employees had at least five years’ experience with the same employer, and over one in ten had worked for the same employer for 20 years or more.  This latter percentage had, in fact, risen from 9% in 1991.
The statistics are irrelevant however, if people still perceive and define a situation as insecure.  Insecurity becomes ‘real’ to them - and fear breeds insecurity.  Even if you have not been made redundant yourself, you probably know someone who has been. It is a sense of fear that magnifies feelings of insecurity. In the late 1980s, when unemployment reached a peak of three million, Ron Todd of the Transport & General Workers’ Union commented, “we’ve got three million on the dole and another 23 million scared to death’.  This sense of fear of unemployment has continued well into the 1990s, despite a gradual decline in the numbers on the unemployment register.

To get closer to this sense of fear and resulting insecurity at work, it is important to look beyond labour market statistics to other changes in society that have impacted on people’s overall sense of security at work and elsewhere.

Some commentators have argued that the changing recruitment strategies of organisations contribute to this general sense of unease.  There has undoubtedly been a trend to ‘externalising’ among companies: contracting out work to others, usually to agencies that in turn recruit temporary workers. 
Sennett argues that this can lead to increasing social polarisation between ‘employment rich and employment poor’ households, with the former characterised by permanence, and the latter by temporary work, punctuated by periods of unemployment. ‘Employment rich’ households are characterised by occupants who have acquired and developed skills that are currently in demand and which gain a wage and benefits premium in the contemporary labour market. By contrast, ‘employment poor’ households are those where the occupants do not have the skills that command high salaries.

Polly Toynbee in particular has argued that unskilled workers are more insecure today than they were thirty years earlier, because of their increasing dependence on temporary agency work, which for unskilled work tends to be paid at minimum wage rates. She argues that despite the introduction of a national minimum wage in the late 1990s, the incomes of the poorest in society are relatively worse than the 1970s, due to the increased costs of essential items of expenditure, including housing costs. Toynbee asserts that agency work can also distort the statistics of unemployment, as many workers who use agencies do not bother to register as unemployed in periods between contracts, because of all the bureaucracy involved.  These workers subsequently become ‘invisible’ and their voices are rarely heard.
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