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1
moving from employment to employability

In this chapter you will learn about three key ideas: about the changing nature of work, about what we mean by the term ‘employability’
and why it is important to share your own responses with others you can depend on for advice.

In doing so, you will understand how these changes to employability are affecting you and also understand the future of the concept of work. We will consider the decline and fall of the traditional job and why the relative job security we have become accustomed to in recent history has disappeared. We will examine how the workplace is being restructured in the twenty-first century and, importantly, how you can get ahead in the employment market by understanding these issues and gaining the vital skills, self-knowledge and confidence to move forward.



Understanding the changing nature of work

This book starts with two premises: firstly, that the traditional job pattern has gone and secondly, that the traditional covenant between employer and employee has also gone – both of them for good. The expectations of our parents of lifetime employment (theirs and ours) have disappeared. That does not mean to say that there will be unemployment, although inevitably there will be some. Rather, it means that while there will be fewer jobs, there will still be work.

For many generations, there has been the passive expectation of becoming an employee – of devoting x hours a week and y years to a particular employer in return for z salary, and a sense of security. Now, there must be much more active selling of the skills, experience and qualities which each individual can offer.




Understanding the future of work

Government figures reveal that the past decade or so has seen fundamental changes in the UK employment scene. There has been an increase in the number of part-time workers (now totalling 28% of all workers), of short-term contracts and of people retiring or being retired early. In some sectors, the percentage of people taking early retirement through ill-health is staggeringly high. In the UK public sector, for example, according to the Pensions Policy Institute (2005) 68% of fire-fighters, 49% of police, 39% of local government staff, 25% of teachers, 23% of NHS staff, 22% of civil servants and 6% of armed service personnel retire before their official retirement age. By contrast, less than 20% of private sector workers retire early through ill-health. At the same time, the proportion of people feeling secure about their job (particularly in the private sector) fell from 96%
in 1990 to 43% in 1996.

Overall:


	there has been a reduction in the level of full-time male employment

	
there has been an increase in the level of female employment (but not necessarily full-time or permanent)

	there have been fundamental changes in working patterns

	the shift in employment has been away from large employers to small and medium enterprises (SMEs).






What is a job?

The ‘job’ is a comparatively recent phenomenon. The first Industrial Revolution gave an almost universal understanding of the concept of a job as a social contract into which we enter with an employer to spend an agreed number of hours per week in his/her employment in exchange for a certain sum of money which allows us, within financial constraints, to spend it in the way we wish to pursue a particular lifestyle.

Because we or our parents may always have known a ‘job’, it is easy to forget that it is not something that has existed from time immemorial and which should always continue to exist as part of our social fabric. In the pre-industrial age, people certainly had work – but they would have looked at you askance if you had suggested that their work would always remain constant throughout their lives and that they would pick up a pension at the end of it. In certain ways these are concepts we are reverting to.


How jobs were invented

It cannot be over-emphasized that the modern concept of the ‘job’ is something which emerged with the Industrial Revolution. It was something which in a novel way appeared to offer security, compartmentalizing a large part of the day into a known group or sequence of tasks.

Recent experience of the job has been that, for those in a stable employment situation, the employer would ensure employment until retirement age. Yet for many people, there were no programmes of retirement planning. One day they would be in full-time work, the next day without work. Their final day in work would be marked by a party celebrating the loyalty and achievements of the individual, and with the presentation of a gift such as a gold watch to mark the transition from active work to retirement (literally ‘withdrawing’). Surely, the symbolism of the gold watch was bizarre – the overtones of value, worth and treasure were also reinforcing the fact that now (perhaps for the first time in the individual’s life) time did not matter! Henceforth there would be no fixed schedules or deadlines.






The decline and fall of the job

In the same way that the first Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had a major impact on people’s lives, so too we are undergoing another industrial revolution in the early years of the twenty-first century.

That initial premise of the job was based upon it remaining fixed within a certain and known world. Of course, dependent upon ability, hard work and opportunities, that job might evolve through promotion into a more prestigious and financially rewarding one – but not necessarily a more enjoyable one as we will see in Chapter 4.




What has happened to make job security disappear?

Daily, the numbers of people who realize that there is no such thing as a permanent, secure job swell. While governments may talk of creating more opportunities for employment (and indeed have created some), there is no suggestion nowadays that full-time permanent employment for everyone will return. Indeed, ministers know that to suggest it would be unrealistic, insincere and unworkable given the changes that have and are happening not just nationally but globally.

The reasons for such change are varied and complex and have evolved over different timescales. But, in summary, there are six principal reasons why this has occurred.



1 The development of a global economy

Many of our consumer goods and indeed much of our culture is now global. Wherever you go in the world, you will see young people wearing clothes or footwear with names like Adidas, Levi’s or Nike. Whether it is in Europe, the Far East or the Americas, the goods will be the same. Adidas, a German company, produces its branded garments wherever it can obtain the right balance of cost and quality. The country of origin is immaterial. For example, in these post-Rover days, it is difficult to find any British-badged volume car built in Britain with the exception of the Vauxhall Astra (and Vauxhall is part of the US multi-national General Motors). British brand names are built abroad and some Japanese models (e.g. some Hondas, Toyotas and Nissans) are UK-built.




2 Many jobs are at the mercy of changing customer needs

Until the 1970s, in any European port a large number of dock-workers would be required to unload a ship’s cargo. Today, most shiploads are containerized, requiring only a small number of highly skilled crane operators to move the container from ship to dockside storage to truck or rail-wagon from the comfort of an insulated cab. It is not that customers are saying ‘We don’t want to employ dockers’ but rather that they want goods transported securely, safely and with the minimum of handling – with consequent savings in time, paperwork and cost.




3 Technology has changed the nature of many businesses and industries

Substantial technological development allows companies to be more productive with fewer staff. Technology can help drive down costs and drive up consistency of quality. For example, motor manufacturers compare their efficiency on a global scale by quoting the number of labour hours it takes to produce a vehicle. The Nissan plant in Sunderland is currently the most productive car plant in Europe.

Take a look in any newspaper, or telephone or online directory for the number of financial services that can be bought ‘direct’. From insurance to pensions and investments, many companies have established themselves to capitalize on the public’s requirement for simplicity of service, longer opening hours and doing away with the customer’s need to complete paperwork. In these ‘call centres’ employees, wearing a telephone headset and sitting in front of a computer screen, transact customer business. This is predicted to become a major form of employment, with many employees being part-time, working flexible or unsocial hours. In some cases, the growth in business crosses borders – a major US insurer uses a call-centre in the Republic of Ireland staffed by people several thousand miles from both headquarters and customers and a number of UK companies (e.g. National Rail enquiries, some BT customer services and Supanet, the internet provider) use call-centres in India. Likewise, in some cases, the work is not carried out by the company itself but is subcontracted to other companies, which is called …




4 ‘Outsourcing’ of work

Outsourcing is a rapidly expanding phenomenon whereby many major companies now retain a small core staff for regular operations and buy-in additional expertise and labour on a short-term or consultancy basis as and when it is needed. This way the company can reduce its payroll and on-costs, focusing its efforts on its core purpose. When it needs additional staff, it calls on a pool of people to whom it may pay relatively high consultancy rates to deliver specified services ‘just in time’. When the contract finishes and the need no longer exists, the company no longer has to support these people. For example, in the early 1990s, the Ford Motor Company in Britain needed to downsize to retain its competitiveness. This downsizing coincided with Ford’s need to invest in new engineering as it had been contracted to build new engines for international use, as well as enhancing its engineering to meet the demands of the recently acquired prestige marques, Jaguar and Aston Martin. Consequently, while the company introduced a programme of redundancy and early retirement for staff over 50, it also created a consultancy base through which it brought back staff on a consultancy basis. They were contracted over a short term for their engineering skills as and when needed but without a long-term commitment.




5 The contingency worker

Work, and hence employment, are dependent upon there being a demand for goods, products or services. If there is a change in consumer needs but no corresponding adaptation or flexibility from the employer, jobs are at risk. Everyone’s work depends upon the organization achieving results. Of course, the first staff to go in difficult times will be the temporary, part-time staff but employers the world over might sigh with relief that even well-established, permanent staff can be lost when finances dictate. (Naturally, this can create major problems when economies or companies experience an upturn and don’t have the expertise or experience on tap – but that’s a separate issue.)




6 A changing mindset

As organizations become aware of their own fluctuating needs and of how their own long-term strategic planning is limited because of external factors, so they have started to buy-in staffing on an ‘as and when’ basis. These are not unskilled, casual staff brought in by the holiday trade for the peak summer months. The ‘new’ workforce may:


	be highly intelligent, gifted creative individuals

	be well-qualified and

	have a wide range of experiences and expertise which can be tailored to the specific needs of the organization buying in such consultancy – whether short term or long term.



These are people who know, understand and value their own skills and expertise and can also sell these skills to the appropriate bidder. They put their own personal progression and employability at least on a par with the organization’s objectives.
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