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Change in Unemployment Rate, 2007-2009

The toll of unemployment in the recession
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The toll for Europe’s youth
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Core Indicators of job quality

• Wages 
– Including fairness of wages

• Job skills
• Effort and hours
• Autonomy/discretion
• Security 

– employment security (financial and 
psychological)

– physical 
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Outline

• Three stories about job quality: 
– increased skill requirements; polarisation, 
– work intensification, 
– (in)security.

• Speculation about job quality in and after 
the recession: emphasis on insecurity
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Story 1: Increasing skill but polarisation

Upskilling vs deskilling?

• A prima facie good-news story for job quality
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Changes in the Use of Generic Skills, 1997-2006.
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But: POLARISATION OF THE UK LABOUR FORCE
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Employment growth in the EU(23), 1998-2007, by Quintile

Polarisation of the EU Workforce
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Source: Autor & Dorn, 2010

Polarisation of the US Workforce
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Explanations 1a

• SBTC. Evidence:
– Increased skills use and deployment of educated 

labour is: 
• in similar industries across countries
• associated with new technologies

– Persistence or increase in education premia, in face 
of rising quantities of more-educated workers

– Direct measures of rising skills use



Explanations 1b
• "Nuanced" SBTC:

– Replacement of codifiable labour

– Offshoring
– Demographics and inequality

– Structured choices/organisational changes

• Recession's impact: 
– short-term: hoarding of skilled labour.
– Long-term: intensifies restructuring, so would 

expect to find the trends reinforced.

– Possible loss of work-based skill formation? 12
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Story 2 Intensification

• Extensive vs Intensive work effort.
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Hours Change for Full-time Workers,1997-2007 in the European Union

Extensive Effort
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Proportion in EU12 with high effort more than half the 
time
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Evolution of Work Intensity, EU15, 1991 - 2005

1991 for EU12 only



Explanations 2:
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• Technology and organisation
– Effort-Biased Technological Change
– more effective monitoring technology

• Changing balance of power, linked to intensified 
global competition

• Consumerism: the work/spend treadmill?
• Insecurity?

• Recessions impact: reduced workloads; but 
intensified competition. 
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Story 3  Insecurity

Aspects
• Employment insecurity 
• (Physical insecurity)
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Uncertainty over: Indicators: Items:

Job continuity Risk of job loss Perceived risk of job loss

Perception that “job is 
secure”??

Job features Promotion?
Deterioration?

Various

Prospects if out of work

Income while unempl.
Job replacement

Out-of-work Benefits
Expected duration of 
unemployment
Quality of replacement job Perceived difficulty of 

equival-job replacement

Overall Employment 
Insecurity

Overall welfare loss “worry”??

“satisfaction with 
security”??

Employment security: 
“Welfare-reducing uncertainty surrounding employment”
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% who disagree or strongly 
disagree with “I feel my job 
is secure in this workplace”

Percentage worrying ‘a great deal’
or ‘to some extent’ about the 
possibilities of losing job.
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Job insecurity

• Least in Scandinavia: Denmark (12.2% in 
1997); most in Bulgaria (37.3% in 1997)

• In 2005, above average in: the non-
corporatist European countries (including 
France), Developing and East Asian 
economies

• Overall, significant fall, 1997-2005: wholly
explained by changes in unemployment 
rates
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Gender

• A significant gender job insecurity gap in 5 
out of 7 country groups; most in East Asia

• But gender makes little difference to worry 
about insecurity. 
– Exceptions: 

• Transitional economies
• Nordic economies



24

Age

• Institutional and economic environment 
important:
– Age is associated with job insecurity:  

positively in LMEs, Transitional, East Asia;  
negatively in Other European and Dev. Econs.

– Age increases the difficulty of job replacement 
everywhere.



Explanations:

• Reflects national trends and specificities
• Segmented, but complex variation with 

age
• Secular increase??
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The Proportion of Employees on Temporary Job Contracts: 
Selected countries
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One further story: The very large 
effects of insecurity

• Job insecurity lowers well-being  --- a lot 
(Burchell; Nolan et al; Wichert; etc)

• Unemployment itself lowers well-being  ---
a lot (Warr; Oswald and Clark; Cooper et 
al. etc)

• The effects are additional to impact on 
income

• At the macro level; impact additional to 
effect on unemployed (Ditella et al) 
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Loss of Life Satisfaction
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Two Implications

• The “misery multiplier”: a rise in unemployment 
directly lowers well-being of those unemployed; 
however, it also affects job insecurity and 
employability: this is why unemployment has 
such a broad and profound effect

• “Flexicurity” assessment: a 1% point rise in the 
probability of job loss can be compensated by a 
1.5% point rise in men’s employability (for a 
given unemployment rate); 2.5% for women
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Conclusions

Three mixed tales about the evolution of job quality:
• Upskilling but polarisation
• Persistence of high-effort jobs very widely
• The movement of perceived insecurity is cyclical, and 

widely varying, but not obviously secular

Impact on well-being of insecurity is large; the impact of the 
current recession is probably much greater than 
increments from recent improvements in working 
conditions; right now, we need “more” before “better”
jobs


