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The view that, the long-term unemployed constitute part of a growing underclass in
British society has become increasingly popular in both political and academic circles, despite
the fact (and perhaps partly because of the fact) that there is no generally shared view about
what the concept of an underclass implies. At a very general level one can perhaps detect three
common features of most definitions: first, an underclass is a social stratum that suffers from
prolonged labour market marginality; second, it experiences greater deprivation than even the
manual working class and third it possesses its own distinctive sub-culture. However, the term
has come to reflect two quite opposed views about the determinants of membership and the
cultural characteristics of the underclass. For the sake of simplicity one could define these as
the ‘conservative’ and the ‘radical’ conceptions of the underclass. While the term underclass
has been applied to the situation of diverse social groups, the differences in these underlying
conceptions comes out quite clearly in their treatment of the unemployed, and in particular, of

the long-term unemployed.

In the conservative view, unemployment is attributed to the personal characteristics and
work attitudes of the unemployed themselves. The distinctive characteristic of the unemployed
is that they are people who have failed, either because of innate personality deficiencies or
because of a breakdown in the system of primary socialization, to assimilate the work ethic.
They are characterized by a degree of behavioural instability that makes it difficult for them to
hold any job for long or they are people with low commitment to employment, the ‘work shy.’
This view has a very long pedigree. It informed much of the thinking that accompanied the
changes in the Poor Law in the early 19th century. It was resurrected more recently in theories
of the ‘culture of poverty’ in the United States and of ‘cycles of deprivation’ in the United
Kingdom. It gained particular visibility in Britain through Charles Murray’s (1990) essay
‘Underclass’. It is a conception of the underclass that has important implications for views
about appropriate state policies. In general, it is accompanied by a rather pessimistic view
about what can be done for the unemployed. Given that the causes of unemployment are

deeply ingrained in long-term, intergenerationally transmitted, sub-cultural characteristics or in



inherited personality traits, policy measures are regarded as unlikely to be effective in helping
people to obtain secure jobs. Even state financial assistance for the unemployed is seen as
morally suspect, given the ‘undeserving’ character of those assisted, and as reinforcing rather
than alleviating the root sources of the problem. Welfare assistance is thought to contribute

directly to the development of a ‘dependency’ culture.

In contrast, the ‘radical’ perspective on the underclass perceives the unemployed as
largely victims of their circumstances. The evolution of advanced capitalist societies is seen
either as generating long-term unemployment due to the implications of rapid technological
change for traditional skills and labour requirements or as creating chronic recurrent
unemployment, as a result of the emergence of a new type of employment structure. One
version of this perspective (Giddens, 1973) merges with theories of the growth of ‘dual’ or
‘segmented’ labour markets. In an ever more competitive international economic system, with
much higher levels of product market unpredictability, employers are thought to have moved
towards a form of labour force organisation that differentiates between a stable core of
workers, that benefits from high pay and security, and a periphery of secondary workers who
are hired and fired at short notice to meet market fluctuations. Such secondary workers become
locked into a position of labour market disadvantage and provide the recruits to the underclass.
Labour market marginality is seen as leading to increased resentment about the established
institutions of society and to new forms of social radicalism that can no longer be readily

channelled by traditional working class organizations.

This paper considers some empirical evidence on the assumptions underlying these two
rather different conceptions of the underclass. It draws on data from the surveys of the ESRC’s
Social Change and Economic Life Initiative, which provide a rare source of good comparative
information on the work histories and current attitudes of employed and unemployed people.
The surveys were based on six urban labour markets, selected to provide contrasting labour
market conditions. Three of the labour markets - Swindon, Aberdeen and Northampton - had

known relatively buoyant employment conditions for the better paix of the 1980s, while the



other three - Coventry, Rochdale and Kirkcaldy- had experienced prolonged recession through
the 1980s. The main part of the data is from the Work Attitudes/Histories survey, conducted in
1986, in which 6111 people were interviewed. Some supplementary information has been
drawn from the follow-up Household and Community survey, in which approximately one

third of the original respondents (1816) were re-interviewed in 1987.

It should be noted that conceptions of the underclass differ in terms of whether or not
they treat the individual or the household as the key unit of analysis. Runciman (1990) and
Morris (1992), who argue respectively for and against the usefulness of the concept, consider
that it is the individual’s own position that is crucial. Smith (1991), on the other hand, regards
the fact of being in a household in which both partners are excluded from the labour market as
the defining characteristic of underclass status. Most of the theoretical arguments imply that it
is individual characteristics or experiences that account for membership of an underclass, and
this is the position that has been adopted for the analysis. Where, however, the non-
employment of the individual's partner could well reinforce the process in question, the

partner's employment status has been included as an additional control variable.

The definition of unemployment that was adopted for these surveys is that people
should either have been registered for benefit on grounds of unemployment or have been
without work and looking for a job in the previous four weeks. The data can be easily
disaggregated, however, into different categories of the unemployed in terms of benefit status,
and an earlier paper (Gallie and Vogler, 1990) has shown that whether or not people receive
benefits has little effect on their pattern of work attitudes. For present purposes, the major
difference of concern is that of the duration of unemployment. It seems rather implausible that
those unemployed for a short period would have the characteristics attributed to the underclass
(see Gallie, 1988). It is the long-term unemployed that provide the serious test of the
assumptions that underly the different theses. The unemployed, then, have been divided

into three basic categories: those that have been unemployed for six months or less, those



unemployed for between six and twelve months, and those unemployed for more than twelve

months.

The Conservative Perspective

To take first the conservative perspective on the underclass, the core proposition is that
the unemployed are in some sense inherently unemployable. If this is the case, it should be
evident in a high level of instability in people’s work histories, in the inability to sustain any
job for very long and in attitudes to work that indicate a much lower degree of commitment to
the labour market. How well does the evidence support such a view of the employment

experience and work attitudes of the unemployed?

1. Stability and Instability in Work Histories

One sign of the type of behavioural instability that is assumed in this version of the
theory should be the tendency of the unemployed to change jobs much more frequently than
the employed. This can be examined through a comparison of past work histories.' The Sceli
data is particularly rich in this respect as it involved the collection of a full account of people’s

labour market and job experiences from the time that they first left full-time education.

The evidence indicates that there is very little difference in job mobility between the
employed and the unemployed overall: the mean number of jobs for the unemployed was the
same as for the employed (6.0). It is primarily the long-term unemployed, however, that are
held to be members of an underclass. If the data are examined by duration of unemployment, it
is clear that the long-term unemployed were no more likely than the employed or
other categories of the unemployed to have changed jobs frequently in their past work
histories. If anything, they may have been marginally more stable (Table 1). A regression

analysis showed that the main determinants of job mobility are age, sex and



wdustey [Tuble 2). Older people had held more jobs than younger people; men lad
changed jobs more frequantly than women and people emploved in che construction

imdustey showed particularly high levels of job mobilicy.

Table 1. Mumber of Jobs w1 Waork LLstory
T M I

3B 0.3 8.6 a7
Frp .0 .3 57
s 3.6 b.4 AL
mz G 7.1 Ak
2+ 5.5 A0 4.1
NA 4.3 55 _ 41

N a7 4 26712 | 3402
Table: 2. Determinants of Number of Jobs [nvolving a Change in Employer, Emploved and

Unemployed
Variabla Data T T
Ape =025 -5 Re LA 000z
Age 25-M o S [ LEL
Male AC 71 0000
Jige 3544 15 -6.7 L0ca
{Construction A8 5.9 Q050
Agriculuural W 1.6 200
Ape 45-54 -8 3% Qcal
Ihstribetion/Hoel A5 As 00as
Unemp. 6-12 mths AL 29 2343
O} Levels - 33 Lo
Lhoemp. 12 mths -0 .9 D04
Transport Rk 2.2 L2277
(Constant) 7.6
K& = 022

N = 4548



A second approach is ro look ar the duration of the Tongest jub that people have
held. Both Whire {1983, 1991} and Tianiel (1991) have argued persuasively thar the most
recent job ¢an be a very a musleading indicator of the porential of an wnemployed person,
It may merely reflact a process of enwry oo loveskilled, shortterm wark when people
become nnemployed in poor labour markel conudivions, If the unemploved were in some
sense wherently vnstable workers, this would be reflected more rehably 1n a relatively
shott tenure of their longest joh, In practice, while the vnemployed were likely ro have
spent less tire in their longest job vhan the employved, the difference was very small. The
Average durativn of the lmlgesl. jub of the uncmp]u:.red was 74 mc-nl:hs, while that for the
employed was 76 mouths, Again there is no ewidence thar the long-term unemployed
formed a distinet category in this respect. The duration ol longest job lor the long-term
vnemploved was 73 months, virally (he same as for those unemployed [or six months
or fess (Table 3). There 15 a difference in the patterns for men and women. Long-term
vnemployed men had experienced slightly greater jobs durations than those currently io
employment. Among women, on the other hand, the pattern 13 reversed, with the
long-term unemployed having held their longest job on average thirteen months less than
women 1n employment. Overall, however, there is no evidence that rthe loangrerm
wnemploved were people whe had, in the past, found iv ditticule ro stay in a job on a

relatvely stable basis.

Table 3, lengrh of Longest [ob (Manths)

T & ¥
B a1 b 74
E 7 83 %
114 74 az &1
U1z 78 91 62
12+ 73 35 S8
MaA &l 154 1

5788 560 3138



In general, then, an examination of the work histories of the unemployed does little to
support the view that they were people characterized by a markedly lower level of
employability. Rather, in terms of their past experiences, they showed a level of employment

stability that was very close indeed to that of people currently in employment.

2. Work Attitudes and Unemployment

It might be argued that past work histories are not necessarily a good guide to current
attitudes and that it is the latter which are likely to be the key factor reinforcing exclusion from
employment. Is there any evidence that the unemployed, or particular categories of the
unemployed, are less interested in long-term participation in the labour market? A well tested
measure of work commitment has been developed by the Social and Applied Psychology Unit
(SAPU) at Sheffield. This asks people whether or not they would wish to continue working
(or, in the case of the unemployed and non-actives, work somewhere) if they were to get

enough money to live as comfortably as they would like for the rest of their lives.

What does this measure reveal about the importance of employment for the long-term
unemployed? A first point to note is that the unemployed as a whole were actually more
committed to employment than those in work. Among employees and the self-employed, 66%
would wish to continue working if there were no financial necessity. Among the unemployed,
the proportion rises to 77%. Further, the data reveal very little variation by duration of
unemployment (Table 4). While the long-term unemployed are a little less committed than the
short-term unemployed (72% compared with 76%), they still show a considerably higher level
of commitment than the employed. This pattern emerges quite clearly for both men and
women. This provides little support for the view that the unemployed have particularly low

levels of work commitment.



Table 4. Employment Commirment
% Comemntred

ALL MALE FEMALE
Salfemployed 72 75 6
Ernployed 64 b6 6]
T/E & months 76 7B 75
LVE 12 months 75 78 0
U/E 12 memths + 71 74 &%
Man-Aetive &8 Ba &b

5258 542 714

Ta provide a stronger tast of the effects of the duration of unemployment, a logistic
regression was carried out controlling for age, qualifications and the employment status of
the person’s partner. Table 4b presents the relative odds of a persen being committed to
employment. Two of the camtrol variables were strongly linked to ermnployment
commizmert. The likelihood that people will be committed declines wich age, and this is
particularly marked among those aged 55 or over. There 15 also a strong eifect of
qualifications; the higher the persan’s level of qualification, the more likely they were to
be-commitved. Yet, even when such factors have been controlled for, the earlier conclusions
skill emerge very clearly. While the long-term unemployed are less likely to be commitred
than the short-term unemployed, they remsin considerably more likely to be commirted

than rhe employed.

The relationship berween type of unemployment and work commitmeny was
explored further chrough the construction of 4n index of employment deprivation.? Using
a five point scale, those currently unemployed were asked bow strongly they agreed or
disagreed with a range of statemencs about the experience of being witheut a paid job,
Whereas the measure of employment commitment is designed to tap the strength of
people’s longerterm desire to remain in the Jabour market, the measure of employment

deprivation is concerned with the more immediate distress that results from being writhour



a job. The twure ol dhese questions made them anly app“culﬂc to the unemployed and

TG A-ACTIVeS.

Table 4b L.ogistic Kegression Farameter Estimnates for the Oddy of
Foplagment Commitment

ALL MEN  WiOMEN
Constam Eruploy meet Status 173 1.88 1.74
Emnplosed 120 1.049 1.C2
Selt-Fmploysd 1.54 el 1.26
177F A momhs 1749 1LES {43
T/L 12 manths 174 143 £51
T/E 12 moaths - 1.55 1.5 .55
Man=fotive elurners 1.1C 348 i.10
AGT
24 or less 100 1.00 L.00
25 1o 34 ek 1.17 C.El
JaoH .80 0949 2.408
45 1o 54 C.6d N Q.57
35 4+ c37 0.3y 0.33
PAR'I™ERS EMPIOYMENT 1A'

ns 18

Onher L0 £50 160
Unemplayed or Mom-Achve 1.20 L7 o9
QITALIFLT A TROS
Maone 1.00 L.a0 i.00
Vocationsl /0 level 1.61 L3I0 L2}
A level = 135 1,45 237

To begin with is thar the wnemployed are quite distiner feom the non-actives.
Taking the overall scores, the unemployed had an average score of 0.61, wheraas the

non-employed had an average score ol -041. Both men and women cxperienced
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employment. deprivation as a result of unemploymene, alhough the score was bigher for
men {0.74) than [er women (3.43). Among the non-actives, on the other hand, there was
a marked differance in pateern by sex. Savisfaction wich che situation of being without paid
work was atinbotable to the women; non-active men (frequently suffering from health

problems) clearly felt deprivad ar heing withour a job.

Was there any evidence that the long-termn unemployed were relatively well adapred
to the situation of being without a job, as would be expected if the assumptions of the
conservative version of underclass theory were correct? The data indicate that chis was not
the case. The scoring system for this messure meant that positive scores indicared distress
with being without paid work, while negative scores indicated satislaction. If the scores are
exarraned (Table 3}, thase with longer periods of unemployment showed even higher levels
of deprivation than the shom-term unemployed. This was the case for both men and
women. When age, qualificatiﬂns and partper’s Emplc}*ment status are controlled for
through a multiple classification analysis, the same patrern emerges 1n che data, bue the
dillerences are no lc-nger stali.ﬂlicaﬁy Sig;n.iﬁcant {T able {':}. The safest cum:lusiun, Lhen, 13
that there 15 livele difference 10 employmenc deprivation between the long and che shorter
term unemployed. There 1 certanly no evidence that the long-term unemploved have

become reconciled with the situation of being withour worke.

Table 3 Emplovmene Deprivation

ALL MALL FLMALL
LIVE £ muonihs o] R 35
VE 12 manths 4 A 4%
U/E 12 months + i 8] 50

Mon-Aclave -4 4] -49



Table 6 Fmplaymenr Deprivation Amang the [ Tnemplaved
[Yeviation from (zrand Mean adjusted for lodependsnes
e — p—— . g
CGirand Mean G.74 (irand Mean 0.43
Length of Unemploymem
TI/F. & months =201 .03
J/E 12 manths 01 C.07
U/E 12 monrhs + 0.0l C.05
| {ns) (us)
fype
24 or less 201 X0
250 34 oC2 0.00
350 M4 .07 £.07
45ty 34 219 €.28
5% + L0.24 £.40
Craalifications
Mowe : 011 .04
Vocanional # 3 Level 0.0 -Ch04
A Level + 024 -0.04
{ns)
Partner Emplovment Statos
Partaer Unemployed or Non-Emp v 14 Q.09
Oother a1 201
(sus}

The general argument thar the longterm unemployed were brought up with, or
have developed, a distinctive ser of zeticudes towards work gets lictle support from the dava.
It was noted earlier, however, that some versions of the underclass argument stress the
possible distinctiveness of those unemployed that are in families where both partners are
without work. It i1s argued that this is either indicative of, or tecnds to pmduuc, a
particularly high level of isolation from social interaction with those in employment, which

ENCOUrages a distinetive culture. However, this thess also fals to £t sUpport from the data.
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Among men without work, those whose wives were also without work experienced higher
levels of employment deprivation (whereas for unemployed women the employment status of

the partner made no significant difference).

3. Work Altitudes and Job Acquisition

While there is no evidence that the unemployed are less committed to work than the
employed, there is still a substantial diversity in attitudes among the unemployed. This raises
the issue of whether the nature of such attitudes is of importance in determining the likelihood
that people will obtain a job. Are those that show relatively high levels of motivation able to

escape from unemployment more quickly than those that are less committed to employment?

The answer to this question clearly cannot be obtained through cross-sectional data
analysis, since this fails to provide the critical information on temporal sequence needed to
establish the direction of causality. For part of the sample, however, it is possible to examine
their fortunes in the labour market between the period of the initial collection of information on
work attitudes in 1986 and the time of a follow-up survey carried out in 1987. Approximately
one third of the original sample was selected for the follow-up survey. Of the total of 1815
respondents that were re-interviewed, 377 had been unemployed at the time of the first survey.
The work histories collected in the first survey were updated, providing detailed information on

the timing of any change that had occurred in people's employment status between surveys.

In order to examine the relative importance of determinants of labour market outcomes
for those unemployed at the time of the first interview, proportional hazard models were
estimated of the instantaneous probabilities of obtaining a job for individuals that differed in
their patterns of work attitude and in a range of individual and household characteristics (Table

7).



Tahle 7 Lwrerminante of Job Acquisiton (Al unemplryssl)

Log Likelihnod w TI7 4155
10462 DF =20 pvalee = 0.0

Clobal Chi-squared =

Weork Aritudes Estunate FrysE Exp (et
Lmplarment Cantmitment 0.2172 o.2g 1.24
Employment [eprivation 0. 1%61 137 Q.72
Oecupatiooal Flaxibilivy L.4615 -2.52 0.53
Ceopraphical Flexibiling f.37540 EBE 1.32
Gender Traditionalism L0463 -1.64 276
Class and Labowr Marker Characterisvics

LEETT d.6541 112 193
Unemploved once berors™ 0.58493 2.3 175
Unemplayed twice hefoee® 0.7e4 275 e} |
Iudividual Characierisues

fige nnder 25 -0.RER1 _-|1.'E|E .57
Auge 25-34 AL 24487 £.95 .78
Age 454 £.2831 ~1.00 0.73
Mo Crualificaricas 1.6331 213 0,52
Yovational or O'L Quals Q2075 a.78 .23
Sex £.02%¢ .14 0oz
Type of Unemployad

Claimant Seelcer C.0%0 244 2435
Mun-regisiered 1.5657 4. b6 4,74
Type of Locality

Hiph Unzmpleyment 0.5%0 .33 1.06
Iousehold Characteristics

VPariner FV oar BT G.5652 2,40 1.7
Parter UN or Noa 0.1621 070 o84
TUinancial Stress -0.1865 050 a.83

“ {iu the last fhee vears)
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What factors affected the probabilities of job acquisition and how important wert;
attitudinal factors among them? The first and most notable conclusion to emerge is that for the
overall sample neither longer-term employment commitment nor the severity of the more
immediate experience of employment deprivation were significant determinants of the
likelihood of getting a job. These general conclusions about the unimportance of employment

motivation hold for both men and women.

Nor does the evidence suggest that the flexibility of people in their approach to job
search was of much importance in helping them to obtain work more rapidly. Geographical
flexibility had no significant effect, while a willingness to consider retraining to acquire a
different type of skill was associated with a longer duration of unemployment. Presumably
those that were seriously considering retraining were people confronted by a particularly bleak
labour market situation, in which there were very few jobs for people with the skills they
possessed. Those that were more demanding about the pay they expected had very similar
chances of obtaining a job to those that were less demanding. The data point to the conclusion
that neither employment motivation nor flexibility in attitudes to work have any general

significance in improving people’s employment chances.

Overall, then, there was little evidence that employment commitment, employment
deprivation or flexibility about job choice had any general impact on re-employment chances.
Given the explanatory weakness of attitudinal variables, what factors did account more

generally for people’s labour market experiences?

Among the factors that affected people’s chances of finding work, three are particularly
notable. First, of the different categories of the unemployed, it was the non-registered that
stood by far the best chances of getting a job. This probably reflects the fact that the greater
proportion of the non-registered were women and they were more likely to be seeking a type of
work that had been growing rapidly, namely part-time work.

A second factor that increased chances was related to the employment structure
of the household. Unemployed people with a partner in employment had twice the odds

of finding a job of people that were single or whose partner was without employment.
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Although the association is statistically significant only for men, it is in the same direction for
women. Since motivational factors have been controlled for, it seems likely that this reflects
differential job search resources, such as access to informal networks that provide information
about available job opportunities and the maintenance of a level of family finance that

facilitates job search.

Third, there was evidence of a class effect on the likelihood of finding a job. In
particular, manual workers were likely to obtain work more rapidly than non-manual. The
greater chances of achieving a job for manual workers may reflect the fact that unemployment
has been far more prevalent among manual workers and may be regarded, therefore, as less
stigmatic by employers. Higher levels of turnover in such jobs may also ease the path of new

entrants.

Finally, the most important factor reducing people’s chances of finding a job was that
of the absence of qualifications. Those without qualifications had only half the odds of getting
work of those with qualifications. Given that motivational factors are controlled for, this would
seem to reflect the less favourable opportunities for work available for such workers. The
general direction of occupational and technical change has been to raise the skill level of work
and the qualifications required of employees. This structural change in the organization of
work is then likely to make the reentry problems of those without qualifications particularly

severe.

Overall, the examination of the factors that influenced the likelihood of those
unemployed in the first wave of our interviews obtaining work suggests that it is factors linked
to the structural conditions of the labour market, rather than to the motivational characteristics
of the unemployed themselves, that affect their chances. There was no association between
either employment commitment or employment deprivation and the chances of finding work
within the sample as a whole. For the greater part, the variables that do appear to influence job
chances are those that reflect either the structure of opportunities in the labour market (such as
the availability of part-time work, the willingness of employers to recruit unqualified workers)

or the availability of mechanisms that provide linkages to information networks about job
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that provide linkages to information networks about job opportunities (through the contacts

and resources of a household member in employment).

The Radical Perspective

The radical perspective on the underclass focuses on the way in which progressive
marginalisation from the labour market leads to the creation of a stratum of society that suffers
from cumulative disadvantage and that experiences even sharper deprivation than low skilled
employed manual workers. Further, it is argued that material deprivation, the psychological
costs of exclusion from employment and dependence on state support for income combine to
generate a form of consciousness that is markedly different from that of the employed working
classes and that can no longer be readily channelled by the traditional institutions of the labour
movement. The nature of this consciousness has been a matter of some disagreement. Some
stress the tendency of the unemployed to withdraw into a state of apathy and passivity (Jahoda
et al. 1972). Others have suggested that members of an underclass develop a more radical
attitude to social change, which looks to direct action rather than to parliamentary process

(Giddens, 1973; Rex and Tomlinson, 1979).

The following sections, then, will first examine the extent to which the long-term
unemployed suffer from distinctive disadvantages in terms of material deprivation,
psychological well-being and social isolation. It will then turn to consider whether such
disadvantages have implications for people’s beliefs about legitimate political action and for

their attitudes to existing forms of political representation.

1. Material Deprivation

There can be little doubt that the unemployed suffer from a level of material

deprivation that is greater than that of the employed working class. For the great majority
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uncmployment leads to a sharp fall in available income and to severs financial hardship,
In the Sceli sample, overall 68% of the registered uneinployed had lost 40% or more of the
mceme they had in vheir last job and 84% had lost 20% or more. The view that welfare
benefits provide a level of income that risks ro undermine the financial incentives of
employment finds lirtle empirical suppore, At the most some 11% of the unemployed (and
7% aof the male unemployed} receive benefits that are of a similar level to their previous
earnings and this group 1s distinctive in that its members came from particularly low

paving jobs.

The picture [rom the Sceli data corresponds with that from other national studies.
Bor instance, 1 the narional longitudinal study 'Living Standards during Unemplayment’,
Heady and Smyth found that, after three months of unempleyment, the average disposable
iecome of families whose head had previously been in [ull-time work was 59% of what it

had been befora signing on.

The sharp decline in household income is reflected quite directly in people’s reports
of tinancial hardship. As can be seen from Table 8, there is a substantial difference in
reported [nancial difliculey between the employed and even those that have been
unermployed for less than & monchs, While 23% of che emploved said that chey found cheir
cirrent financial ciccumstances very or quite difficulr, this was the case for 47% of those
unetnployed lor less than & months, 72% of those unemployed for 6 to 12 months and 78%

of those unemployed for more than cwelve monchs,

Table 8 Financial Deprivatinn
k! findiog their current foancial clrcumstances:
ALL MEN WOMECN
Very Clajte Vary Chuzte Yery Quirs
duff. Jdift. diff. dift. diff. diff.
Self Emplonred 4 19 4 13 2 2
Emploved 4 19 3 18 5 25
U'nemploved < & months 4 32 24 3z 25 32
Unemployed 6-12 months 3% it 48 36 23 bl
Uncmplo}rcd 12 months + 38 4] 40 43 . 38 33

Mon-Active 15 2K £l 25 15 25



'I'he disadvantage of the unemployed is still very marked ff employed non-skilled
manual workers are rakan as rhe comparison group. Turther, a logistic regression
controlling for sex, age, class, local unemployment and partoers’ employment status {Table
%) shows, that not only does the disadvantage associated with longer periods of
unemp]u:{mﬂnt Frﬂl'ﬂi.‘i’l. W]'lf.'!ﬂ Euch Cﬂﬂtmiﬂ dare intmdl:luﬂd, Eut lhal. I.I'IEI'E II.H d Shﬂ]"F' rise in

the relative odds of experiencing financial deprivation with each duration category.

Table 9 Fipancial Deprivaticn
Parameter Estimate for Odds of Experiencing Financial Deprivation
VARIABLE LEVEL MULTIFLICATIVE
ESTIMATES
{onstant ' J.20

Labour Marke! Pesition

Sell-Emploved 1.00
Ermployed o9
U/E (& monuhs or less) 4,60
U/E (7-12 months) 6.
LI/E {vwer 12 mmonths) L)
MNon-active 1.83
hex n.=
Age 24 or less 1.00
25-M 122
5-44 132
4% - &4 1.12
55 or over )
Class - Mon-Marrual 1.0
Skilled Manusal 125
MNon-Skilled Mareal 1.73
Ares Low unemplayment 1.00

Hizh unemplayment 127
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2, Prychologieal Strose.

The evidence of the impact of unemployment on psychological stress is remarkably
consistent across studies (Warr, 1987). A reduced version of the GIIQ) (a measure of anxiety
and depression) that was used in Sceli surveys produced the now [amiliar pattern whereby
the unemployad showed vignibicantly higher levels of psychologieal digtress 1|1'.m. the
employed (lable 10). The pattern remained clear-cut after sex, age, class background and
the level of wnemployment an the locdd arez have been controlled for. The impact of
unemployment would appear to occor relatively sarly on and there is ne significant
difference in psychological distress berween people with different durations of
unemployment. It is also notable that there is no significant diffcecnce within Lhe
unemployed between men and women. Longitudinal research {Warr and Jackson, 1985,
Heady znd Smyth, 1930}, has now established clearly that it is unemployment that causes

psychodogical distress rather than the reverse,

‘I'able 10 Psychalogical Stress {(GH) Seorcs)

ALL () ALL MEIN  WOMLEN
Self Emploved 31 311 314 3.05
Employed 319 115 303 in
Unemployed < & months 472 4.66 4.59 4.30
Unemploved 612 months 4.5C 449 467 5.13
Unemployed 12 months + 4.6%8 464 468 1.50
Mon-Aclivis 3 375 4.13 in

Mote:  All [} = means estimates by MCA analras conwolling for s=x, age, class and area.

There is also evidence that unemployment has a spill-over effect on other members
of the farmly and on social relationships within the family. In the Sceli data, over 0% of
both unemployed men and unemployed women felt that unemployment caused tension in
the family and over 65% felt strongly that chis was the case. Richard Lampard (1990) has

used the Scell work and life history data w0 examune the relationship between
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unemployment and marital dissolution longitudinally, controlling for a range of background
factors. His evidence points strongly to the conclusion that unemployment does directly
increase the risk of marital dissolution. He estimated that the marriage of an unemployed
person was 2.3 times as likely to end in the following year as the marriage of a person that had

never been unemployed.

3. Social Segregation and Social Support

In contrast to the picture provided by the inter-war literature of virtually complete
social withdrawal, the evidence from these surveys in the mid 1980s indicated that the
unemployed continued to participate actively in social networks outside the household.
However, the amount of sociability with people outside the household was lower than among
the employed. The pattern varied considerably depending on the characteristics of the
unemployed person. Unemployment was associated with a particularly low level of sociability
among single people, whereas married women were affected much less. There is some sign of
a curvilinear trend with duration. Sociability was substantially lower among those unemployed
for six months to a year than among those unemployed for less than six months. But the long-
term unemployed had a level of sociability that fell between these two groups, possibly

indicating some degree of adaptation to unemployment.

However, an emphasis purely on the extensiveness of sociability may conceal
important qualitative differences in relationships. In practice, there appeared to be a difference
in the extent to which the social networks of the employed and unemployed offered effective
social support. The unemployed were less likely than the employed to have somebody that they
could rely upon if they felt depressed, if they needed someone to keep an eye on their house
while they were away, if they needed financial assistance or if they wanted help in finding a
job. If a high support network is defined as one in which a person can rely on help in at least
three of these four situations, 74% of the employed, but only 45% of the long-term

unemployed, were in high support networks (Table 11a).
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Tahle 11 Sewial Support
A) 4 with high support

5E L Ua 2 Ui+ NA T
MEN 73 74 71 55 45 5% 70
WOMEM 3 9 1 3 n? 77 fh
H) % wilh hall or riare of ther friendy unemployed

SF E Ue Uiz U2+ MA

[0 T 37 f1 58 2l -3

) % among unemployed with hugh support by employment composition

Propertion of Friends Unempleyed

MNone/Few A Quarter Half Three Quarters
All LISE 7 & Ely ad
MN= 1 16 16 52
Male TI/E ' i =14 71 1]
Female U/E 81 -- &7 51

This difference in the supportiveness of networks partly reflected differences 1n their
composition. There was a considerable degree of segregation between the social networks
of the employed and the uvnemploved. The unemployed were more likely to find
themselves in networks where there was a high proportion of acher unemployed people.
The cross-sectional evidence suggests that the duration of uncmplovment may have had a
marked effect on the degree of segregation. Whereas only 7% of the emploved had half or
mere of their friends unemplayed (lable 11b], this was the case for over a third (37%) of
those unemployed for six monchs or lesws and {ora majority of those unemployed for more

than six months.

The nature of people’s networks was 1n turn related to duferences in the cxtent 10
which ther had access 1o support in times of difficulty. The higher the proportion of
nnemgloved people in a person’s network, the less likely they were to be able to count on

either marerial ar psychological assistance (Table 11c}.
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In short, the evidence certainly supports the view that the unemployed experience a
particularly high level of cumulative disadvantage. Even when factors such as age and class are
controlled for, they are markedly more likely to suffer financial deprivation, to experience
psychological distress, and to lack social support. However, the ‘radical’ thesis that the
unemployed constitute an underclass requires more than this. It involves the further postulate
of a degree of cultural distinctiveness. This has been mainly conceived in terms of the
development of political attitudes that place little trust in the traditional organizations that have

claimed to represent working class interests.

4. The Political Attitudes of the Unemployed

There are two rather different views about the distinctiveness of the politics of the
unemployed. The first suggests their specificity lies in their political radicalization, leading in
particular to a greater belief in the legitimacy and efficacy of direct action (Kornhauser, 1960).
The second, in contrast, emphasises their tendency to withdraw into political apathy (Jahoda,

1972).

An indicator of radicalization can be found in the extent to which the unemployed
engage in non-conventional forms of political protest. Non-conventional here is defined in
terms of types of political action other than voting. People were asked which, if any, of a set of
actions they had taken over unemployment or threatened job loss either with respect to
themselves or other people. The actions included joining a sit-in or occupying a building,
writing to a newspaper, contacting a local councillor or MP, going on a demonstration or
march or supporting illegal action. It is immediately apparent that among both the unemployed
and the employed, all of these forms of action are exceedingly rare (Table 12a). More of the
medium and longer-term unemployed claim to have written to newspapers or to have been on a
demonstration or march than is the case among the employed, but the differences are very
small indeed. Moreover, there is an almost a complete absence of people that have engaged in
the forms of action that most closely represent the normal sense of direct action - sit-

ins/occupations and illegal action.



There are certaunly more people that declare themselves prepared to engage in
non-conventional protest in the future than have done so in the past, but the increase
relates primarily to the willingness to write to newspapers, contact politicians and go on
demonsirations or marches {Table 12k}, Fven with future increases in unemployment very

few of the unemploycd see themselves as likely to undertake direet action.

Table 12 Protest Action Against Unempleyment
a} Actual
Has: E Us Uiz IJi2+ mA T
Written o 4 neTEpapes 2 1 3 2 1 2 o
Conracted politician 3 i i 3 2 3
Diernonsteation or march 5 b ¢ 7 2 5
Sieindoccupy bulding 1 1 1 1 1 1
lﬂegal aLiom 2 1 2 ! - 1
N of thes: 23 BS %1 34 93 35

I 3335 423 115 219 1 G613
B Potential
Would: E e T T2+ NA T
Write to a newspaper 11 14 n 1z 12 1 %
Conlact politician 24 26 19 e 12 24
Temonstration or march 17 24 25 2t t2 17
Siindocenyy bulding 4 % G 5 3 4
lMlegal acticn 1 1 ] & 2 4
MNons of these 44 445 47 50 63 52

Buc if there is litde tendency for the unemplﬂ}r:ed to move towards more direct
forms of protest action, there is also little evidence that they are characterized by
distinctively higher levels of political apathy. There was little difference between the
Joog-term uncemployed and other groups in their propensity 1o take direct action and there

was no signifil:iml: difference b}‘ duration of unempl-:}}fment.

With respect ta people’s atcitudes towards political issues, the main effect of

unemplayment would appear to be to heighten awareness of the imporiance of an adequate



system of state welfare and 1o increase egalitarianism in people's artitndes to income. Tn the
fallat up househald survey, peaple were asked 4 range of questions about their attitudes
Lo redistributive state expenditure and taxation.’. These were summarized in what could

be vermed a scale of “collectrvism’.

The upemploved were clearly mere collectivist in their social attitudes than anv
ather labour markel group and this result persisted when a wide range ol other controls
were introduced, {or instance with respect to previous class position, age and education.
Alchough people's poliical allemances and early political sociabzation were important for
cheir attachment to collectiviem, the effect of unemployment was still evident when these
had been taken into account (Table 13). Indeed, funther analysis showed that the eflects of
unemployment were ewvident aven afrer people had reniwned o emplovment. Fmployed
people, who had expericnced voemployment dunng the previous five years, were
significantly more collectivist than those that had been continuously emploved, even when
other hackground characteristics had heen cantralled for (Gallie and Vogler 1993a). On the
other hand, there was no evidence that greater duration of unemployment heightened
collectivism. Tt would seem thar the impact of uoemployment s felt ar a relatively early

stage and that longtcrm unemployment does not fead to further radicalization.

. Table 13 Linemploymenr and Collectrvism

Variable Heta T S T
Labour .23 9.5 000
Conservative -2 9.4 0o
SeltEmployad _ -9 -1 L2ag
Parents Labour Ac 4.2 La0e
Uaamp. 1-6 months Ao 4.4 030G
Unenploved 124 7 33 oo
Unen. 612 months 05 2.2 P1%6
Skilled Manual ' L5 2.2 JEEL
I omsant] i1

Rz =023

I = 1815
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A rather similar picture emerges from evidence about voting patterns. Consistently with
what has been found about the impact of unemployment on political issues, the distinctive
feature of the experience of unemployment for voting would appear to be to strengthen support
for the Labour Party. The unemployed were particularly likely to vote for the Labour Party:
whereas 41% of the employed said that they would vote Labour if there were a general
election, this was case for 53% of those unemployed for six months or less, 56% of those
unemployed for between six and twelve months and 66% of those unemployed for more than a

year.

The association between unemployment and Labour voting did not simply reflect the
influence of the class background of the unemployed. While the unemployed certainly came
from social groups that had unusually high levels of Labour support, further analysis showed
that unemployment still affected voting behaviour after class had been controlled. For instance,
among non-skilled manual workers, 54% of the employed reported that they would vote
Labour, whereas this was the case for 67% of the shorter-term, 78% of the medium-term, and
72% of the long-term unemployed who had been in this type of work before becoming

unemployed.

Moreover, when patterns of change in party preference were examined over time, the
unemployed showed a different pattern from the employed. If one compares people’s party of
preference in 1986 with the party they voted for in 1983, 7% of employed people had moved
to Labour from other parties (Table 14). Among the shorter term unemployed, this figure rose
to 13% and among the medium and longer-term unemployed to 15%. If one takes account of
those that had shifted their support away from Labour over this period, there was a net increase
of 3% in Labour support among the employed, compared with 9% among the shorter-term

unemployed, 14% among the medium-term and 12% among the long-term unemployed.



Table 14 Change in Voung Preferance. 1983 - 1984

ATT. " E Us U122 U+ Na T

Shilt w Labour 7 13 15 15 10 8 %
Srabde Labeur : 28 m 8 35 »n 9

Shift from Labour 4 4 1 3 4 4
MENM _ E Us Uiz Uiz ¢ NAa T

Shaft to Labour 7 15 13 15 13 9 D
Stable Labour x 25 18 39 32 29

Shift from Labour 4 ) 2 3 4 4
WOMEN E L& 2 12+ NA T

Shilt 10 Labour g 12 12 13 9 9 g
Stable Labeur 28 KX 42 23 i 30

Shift from Labour 3 4 - 3 4 4

In short, the principle electoral effect of unemplovment was to consolidate allegiance
to the Labour Parey. The unamploved were more likely to have bean Labour sapporters
initially and, at least over the period 1983 10 1986, they were more likely to have increased
their support for Labour Lthan were j:ne-::rple in employment. Far from leading to people to
reject traditional Labour allegiances, the experience of unemployment would appear to
have led to increased support for Labour,* Such radicalization as oceurred, the, was very
much ﬁthin the framework of conventional party pc;lini::s. In contrast to the expectations
from radical versions of underclass theory, thece is little evidence of the growth of new

political orientations, cmpbasising direct action rather than demoeratic procedure.

Conclusion

This paper has been concerned with the usefulness of the concept of the underclass

for understanding the situation of the long-term unemployed. It is clearly not concerned
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with the usefulness of the concept of the underclass per se. Given that the notion has been used
to cover a very heterogeneous set of social situations, it may be the case that it is highly
relevant for other social categories, whatever its utility with respect to the unemployed. That is

clearly a matter that can only be resolved through further empirical enquiry.

To begin with it was found essential to distinguish between two versions of the
underclass thesis: the ‘conservative’ and the ‘radical’ thesis. The evidence provided little
support for the conservative view of the underclass. Rather it pointed very consistently to the
conclusion that the attitudes to work of the long-term unemployed are not distinctive and are
not an important factor accounting for people’s vulnerability to unemployment. There was very
little difference between the employed and the long-term unemployed in terms of indicators of
employment stability such as the frequency of changing jobs or the amount of time that people
had spent in their longest job. The long-term unemployed were clearly not, on the evidence of
their past work histories, inherently unstable members of the workforce. Nor did it seem likely
that the position of the unemployed could be explained in terms of their current attitudes to
employment. Overall the unemployed (both short and long-term unemployed) were even more
likely than the employed to show a strong commitment to employment. While some versions
of the underclass thesis have suggested that cultural change is most marked where the partner
is also without a job, in practice, this type of situation would appear to be associated with a

greater rather than reduced sense of employment deprivation.

But the evidence also failed to fit well with the ‘radical’ underclass thesis. Certainly,
unemployment was strongly associated with the types of material, psychological and social
deprivation that are emphasised by this perspective. But there is little evidence that the
experience of unemployment produces the type of distinctive sub-culture that would give
notions of the underclass some utility. Unemployment leads neither to a propensity to

direct action nor to political passivity. Rather the resentments of the unemployed are
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channelled into increased support for the traditional political party of the working class-the

Labour Party.

Overall, analyses of the long-term unemployed in terms of the emergence of an
underclass would appear to obscure rather than to clarify the major determinants and
implications of unemployment. Unemployment is very much an aspect of the labour market
chances associated with particular class positions within the structure of employment. It affects
disproportionately the manual working class and, in particular, non-skilled manual workers.
The labour market fates of such employees are heavily affected by the pattern of technological
development, by the labour force policies of employers and by the economic and labour market
policies of the state. The response of the unemployed to the aggravation of labour market
disadvantage lies not in the development of some highly distinctive subculture, but in the
reinforcement of more conventional working class beliefs about the importance of collective

provision and in greater support for the traditional party of the working class.
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This paper is a development of earlier work with Carolyn Vogler on the work histories and attitudes of the
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ordination of the Social Change and Economic Life Initiative. I am also grateful to Yuan Cheng, Nuffield
College, who carried out a good deal of the computing for the current paper.

1. For an analysis of the work characteristics of the unemployed as a whole, see Gallie, D. and Vogler, C. (1990).

2. The nine statements on which the index of employment deprivation was based were:
-I find being at home very satisfying.
- I get bored being at home.
- Not having a paid job doesn’t worry me at all.
- Not having a paid job makes me feel rather useless.
- I don’t need to go out to work for the money.
- I often get depressed about not having a paid job.
- I miss the daily routine of a paid job.
- It’s easier to make new friends when you haven’t go a paid job.
- Other people sometimes look down on me because I haven’t got a paid job.

For a fuller account of this index, see Gallie and Vogler (1990).

3. The items for the Collectivism scale were:
- Benefits for the unemployed are too low and cause hardship.
- The Government should spend a great deal more on unemployment benefit.
- The government should spend a great deal more on council house building.
- Those with high incomes should pay most towards the cost of the welfare state.
- Increased state expenditure should be paid for by taxing the rich.

- Rich people should pay a greater share of taxes than they do now.

4. Very similar conclusions have also emerged from analyses based on a national data set, see Heath et al. (1991).
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