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Why won’t Labour talk about work?

By David Coats

Compass Thinkpiece Number 3

The Political Context

Work consumes much of our adult lives.  It is the place where we find satisfaction, friendship and even romance.  Yet while many of us would agree that we should work to live rather than live to work, nobody is indifferent about their experience of employment.  How we work, when we work and how long we work determines our overall quality of life and can affect our general health and life expectancy.

Yet despite its recognised importance, the quality of work as experienced by the majority has not featured on the political agenda for some considerable time. This is a genuine surprise, not least because a political party that can speak directly to the experience of most workers might expect to be rewarded with a substantial electoral dividend.  

The need to develop a story about work is vital at a time when trust in politicians and the political process is at an all time low.  Demonstrating that politics can make a genuine difference to peoples’ working lives is vital to rebuilding faith in our institutions.

Furthermore, we know that while we have more “good” jobs in the UK than at any time in the recent past  - defined as high wage and high skill jobs - we have more “bad” jobs too (the so-called hour glass labour market) and a perceived decline in the quality of working life.  Life at work may not be relentlessly awful, but there is strong evidence of a significant deterioration over the last decade and most workers believe that things could be better.  

Of course the government has done a great deal to improve the working lives of those at the rough end of the labour market. The National Minimum Wage, the social chapter rights, tighter dismissal rules and tax credits are significant achievements.

Nevertheless, it is hard to detect a well-articulated conception of what constitutes “good work” from this diverse portfolio of policies.  Most importantly, no persuasive explanation has been given of the relationship between “good work”, strong economic performance and the role of the state in promoting quality employment.

Ministers might respond by saying that this is unfair and that all the elements of the vision are in place even if no coherent story has yet been told.  They would argue that the government has consistently made the case for more high performance workplaces, higher levels of skill, a commitment to lifelong learning, better provision for working parents, more diversity of working patterns and greater gender pay equality.

Yet a critic could equally point to a lack of enthusiasm for European social policy, an unwillingness to embrace the modest regulation of working hours required by the Working Time Directive and outright opposition to the protection of the rights of agency workers.  The result of course is confusion in the mind of the electorate.  Just what does Labour stand for?  Are they in favour of giving me more rights at work?  Do they believe that regulation is essential to establish minimum standards or that regulation is “red tape” that holds back job creation and damages economic performance?

Again the government would reply that the policy objective is clear: a fair and flexible labour market underpinned by minimum standards.  But this is little more than a mantra and endless repetition of the Party line is no substitute for the development of straightforwardly expressed policies that directly address the experience of most people at work.

So what’s the problem?

Explaining why the public conversation about work has become so thin is not straightforward.  What can be said with confidence however is that the terms of the debate have changed little over the last thirty years.  Employers remain suspicious about labour market regulation, trade unions and the intervention of the state in the labour market.  Contrary to their position for much of the twentieth century, unions now argue for more employment law rather than stronger institutions of collective bargaining.  Simply put, one side of the argument seems to believe that regulation is bad and trade unions are a threat to Britain’s prosperity whereas the other side finds these views wholly misconceived.

Yet in one sense this agenda is disconnected from the realities of the world of work.  It is as if a policy conversation dating from a period of high unemployment has continued into a period of almost full employment.  We have a more regulated labour market, higher levels of employment and more dissatisfaction at work.  By fighting yesterday’s battles both employers and unions are failing adequately to address the challenges of the future.

Overlaid on this rather traditional discussion is a growing concern with work-life balance, the ability to reconcile work and caring responsibilities and the wider position of women in the labour market.  But the discussions about work-life balance and labour market regulation proceed on divergent tracks, with the government endorsing the view that parents should be able to choose to vary their hours and, at the same time, refusing to place any kind of ceiling on the maximum hours that might be worked.  On the one hand there is an emerging discussion about the quality of working life and on the other a continued obsession with regulation.

Developing a “good work” narrative is difficult for Labour in government because it challenges some of the most cherished nostrums of many in the business community – particularly the Director General of the CBI.  New Labour remains terrified that a more determined effort to talk about these problems will drive “the business vote” back into the Tory camp. The government will face the accusation that they are interfering in the process of wealth creation, about which it is said they know little, and heaping “burdens on business” to make the UK less competitive.  

The final destination of the CBI’s line of reasoning is unclear.  Business critics of regulation cannot possibly believe that wages in the developed world should be held down to compete directly with wages in the developing world.  Equally, the obsession with regulation is hard to square with the story that the UK’s success in the future depends on becoming a dynamic knowledge driven economy.  In other words that we must build on our advantages in knowledge intensive industries, invest more in R&D and make more effective use of a more highly skilled workforce. 

A vision of good work

What then might a vision of “good work” look like?  What are the conditions that need to be met before individuals can flourish fully in the world of work?  The elements that constitute a “good” labour market might be summarised as follows:

· Full employment – defined as the availability of jobs for all those who wish to work

· Fair pay (including equal pay for work of equal value)

· The absence of discrimination on the grounds of race, gender, sexuality, disability or age

· Secure and interesting jobs that employees find fulfilling, which contribute to the achievement of high performance and sustainable business success 

· A style and ethos of management that is based on high levels of trust and recognises that managing people fairly and effectively is crucial to skilled work and high performance

· Choice, flexibility and control over working hours.

· Autonomy and control over the pace of work and the working environment

· Statutory minimum standards to protect the most vulnerable workers against exploitation

· Voice for workers in the critical employer decisions that affect their futures 

A cynic may argue that these are pious aspirations rather than practical objectives, but there is a strong case for saying that these goals are entirely consistent with any meaningful social democratic conception of human flourishing.  If Labour is to renew itself in government then it must begin to give these issues more serious attention.

What is to be done?

Progress demands rather more than just a new initiative to establish more employment rights.  Minimum standards are essential, but it is impossible to legislate high quality jobs into existence, require that all workers trust their employers or guarantee that all managers are able to make the best use of a highly skilled, well-motivated workforce.  The correct policy mix will combine some regulatory intervention with a degree of exhortation, but government must also take responsibility for the identification, dissemination and application of best practice.

A practical programme for government could therefore contain the following elements:

· A coherent policy on working time and flexibility – with a commitment to drop the so-called “individual opt-out” from the 48-hour week. Government should promote a discussion to develop the notion of flexibility over the course of working life.

· The enthusiastic implementation of the Information and Consultation Regulations so that workers have a real opportunity to influence the key decisions that affect them at work.

· Implementation of the recommendations of the Women and Work Commission (due later this year) to eliminate the gender pay gap and promote genuine equal opportunity.

· The promotion of “social dialogue” between unions and employers in low wage sectors so that progress can be made to improve pay, productivity and health at work.

· A recognition that the UK has a problem with the quality of management – which helps to explain why our productivity is lower and why British business is slow to adopt best practice.  Government should develop a programme to improve management education and should develop a range of interventions to promote best practice – for example through the Business Link network sponsored by the DTI.

· A determined effort to raise workforce skills, particularly at the intermediate level, and ensure that employers are able fully to utilise the skills of their employees.

· Action to improve the health of the workforce.  This is not just a matter of encouraging healthier behaviours, but will require government to work for changes in employer practice.  The factors driving work-related ill health include: employment insecurity; monotony and repetition; a lack of autonomy, control and “task discretion”; an imbalance between a workers effort and the rewards they receive; and, an absence of procedural justice in the workplace – a detailed programme addressing these issues is set out in the Work Foundation’s recent report Healthy Work: Productive Workplaces (available from www.theworkfoundation.com) 

· Active labour market programmes (ALMPs), like the New Deal, must be redesigned so that participants gain access to a ladder of opportunity and skills development instead of finding themselves in a revolving door from low wage jobs to unemployment and back again.

· An increase in the level of benefits available to the unemployed.  Nordic countries have enjoyed employment performance just as good as the UK’s with much higher benefits of limited duration, stringent job search requirements and better-resourced ALMPs. Unemployment is sufficiently traumatic in itself and the experience should not be compounded by a catastrophic loss of income.

· The reinstatement of the notion that the public sector should be a “good employer” – with practical implementation as a demonstration of the government’s commitment to higher quality employment. The power of public procurement should be used to improve the performance of organisations in the government's supply chain.  In particular, the government should not do business with organisations that offer low pay or tolerate wide gender pay gaps.

David Coats is Associate Director of the Work Foundation. 
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