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Taking account of the long-term consequences




b
bl
>>;)>

TUC

Introduction

This briefing explains why the TUC strongly disagrees with those who say that
older workers are keeping younger people out of jobs and say that, at a time of
high unemployment, older workers should ‘stand aside’. We also explain why we
believe that the Government has been right to prioritise employment programmes
for young people, but it is time to address the unemployment of older workers as
well.

Solidarity across the generations

One of the foundations of the trade union movement is the fact that workers
supporting each other can achieve more than individuals can do for themselves.
Claims that one group of workers can only do well if another does badly strike at
the heart of the principle of solidarity

It is not so long since people argued that women in paid work were keeping men
out of jobs and that this was unfair. Today, we can all refute that claim:

e Women workers need the wages — their families could not survive without them.
And women value their careers every bit as much as men do.

e Businesses need to recruit the best person for the job if they are going to succeed
in highly competitive markets. Blocking women’s employment cuts employers
off from half the best people.

Very similar arguments apply to older workers. Unions have fought hard for
decent pensions so that all workers can look forward to the enjoyable retirement
that was once the preserve of a few. But there are many people for whom work is
part of what makes their lives enjoyable or who still have goals they have not
achieved even though they are over 50. Given the state of many pension schemes,
an increasing number of older workers cannot afford to retire at present. And of
course there are large numbers of older workers who are the best person for the
job they are doing.

Labour market programmes and the priority for youth

In this recession policy makers have been particularly concerned about the position
of young unemployed people. Remembering the 1980s recession, which created a
‘lost generation’, the Government has been determined to prevent this happening
again.

This is a very different case from the argument that older workers should ‘stand
aside’ for young people. The evidence that this recession threatens young people
more than any other group is strong:

Unemployment and long-term unemployment rates, June 2009’

All working age 16-17 18-24 25-49 50+
Unemployment rate (per cent) 7.8 30.5 17.3 6.0 4.3
Long-term unemployment rate (per
cent) 3.2 8.2 6.5 2.5 2.1
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That is why the TUC has supported the introduction of the Guarantee for Young
People and the fact that most of the jobs created through the Future Jobs Fund will
be set aside for young people. The first priority has been urgent action to defend
young people leaving school and college.

Now that those policies are in place, we need to consider the position of other age
groups.

Why we need to design support for older unemployed people
There is evidence to show that older workers who lose their jobs are likely to find
it difficult to find new employment. A recent report using the English Longitudinal
Study of Ageing (ELSA) looked at changes in people’s labour market position
between 2002-03 and 2004-05. People under pension age who were not in work
in 2002-03 were less likely to be working than non-working in 2004-05 by a
factor of more than ten:

Percentage of men and women under state pension age moving and
not moving between working and not working between 2002-03
and 2004-05°

Working, working 60.0 per cent
Working, not working 10.0 per cent
Not working, not working 27.5 per cent
Not working, working 2.4 per cent

Of course, in a study of people in this age group, we would expect to find many
people who would have chosen to leave paid work during this period, but the fact
that only 2.4 per cent of people in the study who were not working in the first
period were working in the second is very suggestive. When asked what they
expected to do at a later date, 29.7 per cent of those not in paid work said they
would be in employment, which again strongly suggests that a large amount of
older people’s unemployment is involuntary.’

Indeed, even if we just look at those who moved from paid work to not working,
we find that 8.5 per cent of this group described themselves as ‘unemployed’, not
retired. Altogether, a quarter used some other descriptor than being retired.’
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