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Introduction


Recent news reports and observations by social scientists have revealed some alarming facts about work and workers in various rich democracies. Here is a sampling:


	More than 40 percent of young people in Europe are caught in a cycle of low-paid, temporary jobs, leaving them with feelings of being excluded from society as well as suffering from severe stress, depression, and persistent self-doubts about their abilities and possibilities for the future, along with increasing the ranks of the working poor in Europe. Since 2012, just 20 percent of temporary workers have been able to find full-time jobs (Alderman 2017).

	A Gallup survey of employed US adults, aged 18 or older, found that about a third of them in 2013 were worried about being laid off, more than twice the number in 2008 (Saad 2013). This has raised alarms since enduring job insecurity and the associated stress have stronger negative effects on poor health than smoking or hypertension and can lead to coronary heart disease and cancer (Parramore 2012).

	Forty-five percent of United States residents do not have enough income to cover basic expenses, plan for college and other important life events, or save for unexpected health bills and other emergencies, according to a recent report. In addition, over half of children in the US live in families that do not earn enough to obtain economic security (Rich 2011).

	At least one million Japanese today – most commonly young adults and more often men than women – are socially withdrawn and live a tenuous existence. Called hikikomori, these individuals often remain in a single room disconnected from contact with others. A dramatic action by one who was detached from family and friends was committed by a 25-year-old temporary worker who was afraid he had lost his job and distressed by his job insecurity and precarious existence: he killed seven random people in the summer of 2008 in the Akihabara electronics district of Tokyo (Allison 2013: 3).

	In Tokyo’s Hibiya Park, 500 temp workers set up a tent village to protest the worsening of their precarious existence after the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008, thereby raising public awareness of the dire living conditions experienced by the growing numbers of precarious workers in Japan (Gottfried 2015: 112).

	In Japan, men who have non-regular, insecure jobs are only half as likely as regular workers to get married, since women disdain marrying these furita men (i.e., those with non-regular jobs) because they regard them as being unable to fulfill their obligations to provide economic security for the household (Allison 2013: 33).

	In South Korea, non-regular workers called public attention to the insecurity and oppressive nature of their jobs by demonstrating on top of factory chimneys, atop a 50-metre-high power transmission tower, on a bridge over the Han River, and on the roof of the National Assembly. Non-regular workers also staged a strike lasting more than five years as well as engaged in hunger strikes, hair shaving, and even suicide (Shin 2013: 350).

	More than 60 percent of Italians aged 18 to 34 are still living with their parents and a third of these are in their early thirties, which is three times the number in 1983 (Daily Mail 2010), giving rise to their being labeled bamboccioni or “big babies.” Moreover, 37 percent of men aged 30 in Italy today have never lived away from home. In Spain, 80 percent of youth under 30 still lived with their parents in 2015 (The Local.es 2016). In the United States, almost a third of young adults aged 18 to 34 lived with their parents in 2014, the highest rate since the Great Depression (Haynie 2016).

	The relative frequency of news coverage related to economic uncertainty was higher in January 2017 than at any previous time in the two decades during which the index has been computed, and was more than three times the average level of uncertainty during these two decades, according to the Global Economic Policy Uncertainty Index. This index is based on the archives from major newspapers in eighteen countries representing more than two-thirds of the global economy (Rampell 2017).

	EuroMayDay has become an annual event to protest the growing insecurities resulting from transformations in work. First held in Milan, Italy, on May 1, 2001, this yearly happening has since spread to dozens of European cities and to Asian countries such as Japan, and has attracted hundreds of thousands of people to the streets to call attention to the plight of millions of vulnerable workers and migrants who are subject to exploitation and discrimination in these countries.



These examples illustrate some of the consequences of the rise of precarious work in modern societies. By “precarious work” I mean work that is uncertain, unstable, and insecure and in which employees bear the risks of work (as opposed to businesses or the government) and receive limited social benefits and statutory entitlements (Vosko 2010; Kalleberg and Hewison 2013; Breman and van der Linden 2014). Precarious work has emerged as a serious challenge and a major concern in the contemporary world. It has widespread consequences not only for the quantity and quality of jobs, but also for many other outcomes, whether non-work individual (e.g., mental stress, poor physical health, uncertainty about educational choices), family (e.g., delayed entry into marriage and having children), or broader social (e.g., community disintegration and disinvestment). Moreover, precarious workers’ insecurities and fears have spilled over into forms of protest that call for political responses to address these concerns.

While work has always been to some extent precarious, especially for more vulnerable groups in the population such as women and minority men, there has been a recent rise in precarious work especially for majority men in rich, democratic, post-industrial societies. The growth of precarious work has also accelerated the exclusion of certain groups from economic, social, and political institutions, such as when people are unemployed for long periods of time, left outside systems of social protections, and disenfranchised from voting and participation in the political process.

The upsurge in precarious work in some rich democracies (such as the United States) began in the mid-to-late 1970s and 1980s, while it occurred a bit later in others. In all cases, the consequences of precarious work were exacerbated by the global economic crisis of 2008–9. Pressures on governments to implement policies of fiscal austerity and welfare state reorganization accompanied – and are partly responsible for – the rise in precarious work, as countries have struggled to respond to weakening financial situations and an increasingly fragile global economy. These developments have created challenges for state policies and for businesses and labor as they strive to adapt to the changing political, economic, and social environment. This also raises important questions for social scientists seeking to understand the sources of these changes in employment relations and their likely consequences for workers, their families, and societies.

The recent rise of precarious work is associated with major economic shifts in the global economy and, as is common in major transitions, has created a great deal of uncertainty and insecurity. Governments and businesses have sought to make labor markets more flexible to compete in an increasingly competitive world economy. This has also led to the retrenchment of welfare and social protection systems in many countries and to a reconfiguring of the relationships between national and local levels of government and between public and private providers of social welfare protections. This has shifted the risks and responsibility for many social insurance programs to individuals and families.

Why has there been a rise in precarious work in rich democracies, with their high standards of living and privileged positions in the world economy? How and why do people experience precarious work differently in countries with dissimilar institutions and cultures? This book addresses these puzzles as it describes and explains how institutions and politics have shaped precarious work and its impacts on individuals and their families in rich democracies.

I argue that while the growth of precarious work is common to these rich democracies, its incidence and consequences differ depending on the countries’ social welfare protections and labor market institutions. Relations between the state and markets are central to explanations of differences among employment relations, and hence to variations in the experience of precarious work. Social welfare protections and labor market institutions, in turn, result from a country’s political dynamics (Sabel 1982) and the power resources and relations among the state, capital, labor, and other civil society actors and advocacy groups (such as non-governmental organizations [NGOs]) that shape the degree to which workers can protect themselves and their families from the risks associated with work and flexible labor markets. Moreover, cultural variations in social norms and values – such as those underlying the gender division of labor, whether families are characterized by dual earners or a male breadwinner–female homemaker model, and the importance placed on equality and the desirability of collective as opposed to individual solutions to social and economic problems – help to generate and legitimate a country’s institutions and practices. Work and employment relations are also shaped by the demography of a country’s labor force, such as its age distribution and patterns of immigration.

I develop and demonstrate my thesis about the impacts of social welfare protections and labor market institutions on precarious work and its consequences by comparing six rich democracies: Denmark, Germany, Japan, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United States. These six countries represent diverse models of capitalism: social democratic nations (Denmark); coordinated market economies (CMEs; Germany, Japan); Southern Mediterranean economies (Spain); and liberal market economies (LMEs; the United Kingdom and United States). These countries differ in their employment and social welfare regimes and exemplify the range of ways in which institutional, political, and cultural factors affect precarious work and its outcomes. They also typify dissimilar responses of governments, employers, and workers to the macrostructural economic, political, and social factors driving the growth in precarious work and creating pressures for greater austerity and reorganizations among welfare and labor market institutions.

Studying precarious work and its consequences for individuals and their families is both timely and urgent. Rising insecurity and austerity have led to a variety of protests, ranging from mass mobilizations (such as Occupy), to confrontations with governments and businesses sponsored by traditional unions, to more stable social movements based on identity groups such as immigrants, race/ethnic groups, and gender. The consequences of precarious work have also inspired populist political movements in all these countries, with accompanying threats to democracy. Coming as it does after years of relative stability and prosperity, the recent rise of precarious work and the rollback of workers’ hard-won gains during the post-World War II period also raises the menace of desperate actions by anxious people, such as by young adults who see little hope for the future. For these reasons, the recent rise of precarious work – along with its impacts on well-being – raises pressing political and policy issues that constitute a call to action on the part of governments, business, and workers.

Fortunately, the negative consequences of precarious work are not inevitable, as technology, globalization, or other inexorable forces do not determine them. Labor market and social welfare protection institutions are subject to the control of political actors, and, as I show in this book, some countries have been able to address the consequences of precarious work more successfully than others by re-establishing and expanding social safety nets, managing labor market transitions more effectively, and implementing social and economic reforms that are targeted at the needs and choices of increasingly diverse labor forces.

Research that examines how political, economic, and social institutions affect labor market outcomes and inequality typically makes trade-offs between specificity and generality. Some studies of precarious work and its consequences have tended to focus on specific countries, regions, or occupations and thus have been unable to assess how differences in a variety of macro-level structures and institutions affect these processes. Other studies compare relatively large numbers of countries, using typologies to distinguish distinct types that often gloss over important differences between countries within a given kind of employment or welfare regime.

My approach in this book, by contrast, is to consider a small number of countries that represent diverse models of capitalism. This strategy complements the more detailed and broadly comparative investigations of these countries, as it enables me to drill down on the features that may be distinctive to countries. By combining in-depth discussions of the labor market and social welfare contexts of these countries with quantitative empirical information on the extent of precarious work and indicators of well-being, I can observe the variability in precarious work and its consequences in these rich democracies.

The book provides evidence about precarious work, its relationship to social, economic, and political institutions, and its consequences for economic and non-economic forms of inequality. The book is not intended as a research monograph that furnishes detailed empirical analyses of these issues. Rather, I aim to offer an overview of the diversity associated with precarious work and its consequences and, by so doing, to identify key policy interventions needed to address precarious work and the actions on the part of social and political actors that could implement them. I also seek to contribute to the expanding body of empirical research by social scientists about how political, economic, and social institutions affect labor market outcomes and inequality.



Overview of the Book

I develop my argument about the rise of precarious work and its consequences for various aspects of well-being in rich democracies in four parts.

The first part provides the theoretical foundations for explaining precarious work and outlines the major differences among the six countries in their social welfare and labor market institutions and policies. Chapter 1 discusses the theoretical underpinnings of the notion of precarious work and summarizes the reasons for its recent rise in rich democracies. The chapter also sketches the conceptual model that I use in subsequent chapters to examine how countries differ in precarious work and its consequences. This model is a multi-level one, linking macrostructural institutions and policies to mesostructural features of employment relations and microstructural outcomes for individuals and their families.

Chapter 2 summarizes how countries differ in their social welfare protection and labor market policies. People in countries with more generous social welfare benefits are likely to be more secure both in their jobs and in their economic situations. Two significant labor market policies are active labor market policies that are designed to help working-age people obtain jobs and transition from unemployment to employment; and employment protection laws and regulations that denote the extent to which employment of regular workers is protected and the use of temporary workers is restricted by labor and other laws. Country differences in these social welfare and labor market policies result from the political dynamics underlying employment relations, especially the degrees to which workers can obtain collective power resources and align with political parties to advance their interests (e.g., Huber and Stephens 2001).

The second part of the book looks at country differences in the manifestations of precarious work. Chapter 3 provides an overview of common indicators of precarious work: nonstandard work arrangements such as temporary and involuntary part-time work. I show that the incidence of temporary work is relatively low in the LMEs of the United Kingdom and United States, which have few employment protections and whose labor markets have historically been flexible. By contrast, precarious work (especially temporary work among young people) is relatively high in Spain, with its high levels of employment protections and fewer restrictions on the use of temporary work.

Chapter 4 discusses various objective and subjective indicators of job insecurity, which is the most direct individual-level expression of precarious work. I show that active labor market policies as well as high degrees of worker power (reflected in high union density and collective bargaining coverage) all tend to reduce objective and perceived job insecurity.

The third part examines country dissimilarities in three dimensions of well-being: economic insecurity; the transition to adulthood and family formation; and subjective well-being. Chapter 5 looks at country differences in economic insecurity, including earnings inequality, low wages and poverty, social wages, economic instability, and perceived economic insecurity. Variations in social welfare protection institutions and policies play a major role in explaining why countries differ in these components of economic insecurity.

Chapter 6 discusses how the difficulties faced by young people in finding stable, regular jobs impede their ability to gain a foothold in the labor force and to establish career narratives that enable them to form their own families. Youth unemployment is particularly high in Spain, with its high levels of employment protection that relegates young workers to temporary jobs. Difficulties establishing families are especially pronounced in Japan, with its male breadwinner–female homemaker family model and rigid markers of the transition to adulthood.

Chapter 7 considers country differences in subjective well-being, an overall indicator of the quality of life. The generosity of social welfare protections, along with high levels of active labor market policies, enhances subjective well-being in a country.

The final part of the book summarizes some of the responses to the rise of precarious work. Chapter 8 discusses the protests generated both “from below” by workers and social movements and by government policies enacted “from above” to try to address the negative consequences of precarious work. I also outline the elements of a new political and social contract between workers and their employers and government that has the potential to collectivize the risks raised by precarious work and the kinds of actions that are needed to implement such a contract.

The conclusion summarizes the main findings of the book and speculates on possible future scenarios for employment relations.




 
Part I
Theoretical Foundations





 
1
The New Age of Precarious Work



[I]t is the insecurity of the present and uncertainty about the future that hatch and breed the most awesome and least bearable of our fears. (Zygmunt Bauman 2007: 26)

[T]he more work relations are “deregulated” and “flexibilized,” the faster work society changes into a risk society incalculable both in terms of individual lives and at the level of the state and politics, . . . one future trend is clear. For a majority of people, even in the apparently prosperous middle layers, their basic existence and lifeworld will be marked by endemic insecurity. (Ulrich Beck 2000: 3)

Though it may start in one place, precarity soon slips into other dimensions of life. Insecurity at work, for example, spreads to insecurity when paying bills, trying to keep food on the table, maintaining honor and pride (in one’s community or head of household), finding the energy to keep going. It is not only a condition of precarious labor but a more general existential state – a state where one’s human condition has become precarious as well. (Anne Allison 2013: 9)



These quotations speak to a widespread concern about the lack of predictability, uncertainty, and insecurity in work, the family, and society that characterize rich democracies. Much of this insecurity and uncertainty is rooted in precarious work, which has far-reaching consequences for people’s lives.

In this chapter, I provide an overview of precarious work and reasons for its recent rise in post-industrial capitalist democracies. I argue that precarious work is an increasingly important aspect of employment relations that has pervasive effects on job and economic insecurity, the transition to adulthood, family formation, and overall well-being. My conceptual model identifies ways to study empirically the manifestations and consequences of precarious work. I also provide an overview of how and why countries are likely to differ in the incidence and consequences of precarious work.


Precarious Work: Theoretical Foundations

Two general theoretical perspectives underlie social science studies of precarious work (see Kalleberg and Vallas 2018). The first, largely contributed by economic and organizational sociologists, uses the term “precarious work” to denote the many and various forms of work that may not be “new” but are redefined by employers and used by them in new contexts of production and in ways that cheapen the cost of labor, increase employers’ flexibility, reduce the permanent workforce, shift employment risks to workers, and, perhaps not coincidentally, reduce labor’s capacity for organization. As a general way of referring to the risks and insecurities connected to the complexities of contemporary work arrangements, the notion of precarious work offers advantages over commonly used but more specific designations, such as the dichotomies between formal and informal or standard and nonstandard work.

Precarious work arrangements include a variety of ways in which individuals are connected to work and employment, all of which are generally uncertain and often lack social protections. Major types of precarious work arrangements include: temporary work; contract work (comprising both independent contractors and employees of contract companies); involuntary part-time work; irregular and casual employment; and own-account self-employed persons (those who are classified as self-employed and do not have any employees themselves). The varied terms used to describe these types of precarious work include: contingent work; non-regular work; atypical work; market-mediated work arrangements; alternative work arrangements; nontraditional employment relations; flexible staffing arrangements or work practices; vulnerable work; disposable work; and new forms of employment.

The idea of precarious work is of course not new. It was intimately related to Marx and Engels’s notion of a reserve army of labor, which was integral to Marx’s critique of capitalism in Volume I of Capital. Indeed, Marx referred to the proletariat as a class that was typified by precariousness. The recent emergence of the emphasis on precarious work dates to the European responses in the 1950s and 1960s to poverty and low-wage work, though it became linked to politics through the radical Italian Autonomia movement, which emphasized the idea of precarious work as part of its analysis of the changes in production that led to new working-class politics based on the idea of immaterial labor (i.e., services that are not material goods) (Hewison 2016). It grew in prominence in the early 2000s as a rallying and organizing cry for social movement struggles, especially in Western Europe (Neilson and Rossiter 2005; Casas-Cortés 2009), where workers felt increasingly vulnerable to the consequences of neoliberal economic reforms that demanded the implementation of more flexible labor markets. Feeling deserted by unions and devalued by businesses, and struggling with a shrinking welfare system, Europeans began to organize around the concept of precarious work, which denoted a situation of living and working without stability or safety net. The concept of precarious work then spread to the United States, the industrial countries of East Asia (e.g., Japan, Korea, Taiwan), Australia, and elsewhere, as all these countries have undergone similar pressures for greater labor market flexibility and the resulting transformation of work and employment relations.

Precarious work, especially as conceptualized by European social scientists, has a normative bias that suggests a negative set of affairs (Mitropoulos 2005). It is often seen as a loss of social protections or other benefits associated with the so-called standard employment relationship (SER) that were once provided by employers or governments (e.g., Stone 2012; Adams and Deakin 2014). This defines precarious work against a normative state of affairs that departs from the post-World War II norm of secure employment with an employer, in which work is done full-time, full-year, on the employer’s premises under his or her supervision, enjoying extensive statutory benefits and entitlements, and having the expectation of being employed indefinitely (see chapter 3 for a fuller discussion of the SER). Precarious work thus falls below socially accepted normative standards by which workers have certain rights and employment protections associated with economic life. Precarious workers lack a secure work-based identity and their jobs provide few benefits and low pay, and offer little hope for advancement to better jobs. Precarious work is also often equated with poor-quality, “bad” jobs and thus has been used as a synonym for poor job quality, highstress jobs and working conditions, and so on. However, job quality is a much broader concept and while bad jobs are usually precarious, equating these concepts detracts from the uncertainty, riskiness, and other features that are distinctive about precarious work.

Viewing precarious work as the shifting of risks to workers regards it as a process – namely a swing in power relations from labor to capital, generally mediated by the state – rather than as a specific condition. For this reason, precarious work is sometimes seen as a useful concept in Europe, the United States, and the more developed countries of Asia, where there have previously been social protections and where the notion of standard work retains some of its normative value. In other countries in Asia (as well as Africa, parts of South America, and other less developed areas of the world), however, where precarious employment has always been the norm, this terminology may be less relevant. Even in many developing economies, though, being locked into precarious work with little opportunity to obtain better and more secure work can also viewed as a loss, in this case, for the chance to obtain the benefits of modernization and development. In these ways, precarious work reflects both changing employment conditions and the loss of conditions held or aspired for.

While linking precarious work to departures from a SER might be reasonable when considering the kinds of rich democracies examined here, it is important to recognize that this view is limited historically and cross-nationally. The SER was never the modal type of work arrangement in any society at any time; it was only slightly realized in advanced industrial countries and was uncommon in other areas of the world. Thus, most of the work relations under Fordism were outside the SER and excluded large groups of the population in these countries, such as women and immigrants, being predicated on the assumption of a male breadwinner–female homemaker model of the family (Neilson and Rossiter 2005). Moreover, wage relations have historically taken many forms besides the SER, such as the cottage industries in pre-industrial economies and in the Third World generally.

Furthermore, the concept of precarious work is not tied to a specific form of employment but encompasses the range of factors that contribute to whether a type of work exposes the worker to employment instability, a lack of legal and union protections, and social and economic vulnerability. Rodgers (1989) was one of the first in the academic mainstream to examine the nature of precarious work, as he identified four major dimensions of precarious work related to the employment relationship: (1) temporal (related to the continuity of employment); (2) organizational (control over work and its scheduling, working conditions); (3) economic (pay); and (4) social (welfare and legal protections). Vosko, MacDonald, and Campbell (2009), among others, extend this definition, incorporating self-employed workers and different forms of work-related insecurity. Building on these and other foundations, I emphasize three key aspects of precarious work.


	Work that is insecure and uncertain, two aspects of the temporal dimension. Job insecurity implies a high risk of job loss and a future orientation characterized by expectations of not being able to find other, comparable jobs. Uncertainty denotes unpredictability on the job, such as having irregular and volatile work schedules, that is rooted in workers’ lack of control over the conditions and terms of work.

	Work that provides limited economic and social benefits, such as a living wage as well as health insurance or retirement benefits. This also has a temporal component, as precarious workers have little potential for advancement to better jobs and thus the prospects are bleak for improved economic and social rewards.

	Work that has limited statutory entitlements provided by labor laws, regulatory protection, and labor rights.1



The extent to which work is precarious depends largely on the power of workers, as I will argue in the next chapter, and so I expect these three dimensions of precarious work to be generally positively interrelated. In cases where workers have high levels of collective market power, for example, they are likely to be able to pressure employers and governments to provide work that is relatively secure, well-paying, and protected by regulations and rights. This is especially likely during periods of high economic growth that are accompanied by high demand for labor, a situation that tends to enhance the power of workers. By contrast, in cases where workers have little power or control, jobs are apt to be characterized by high levels of precarious work on all three of these dimensions.

A second, broader, theoretical perspective on precarious work is that adopted by many foremost contemporary social science thinkers, who have used a more general ontological concept of precarity to describe a new phase of capitalism characterized by a lack of predictability or security. In their view, precarity results from forces such as globalization, rapid technological advances especially in information and communication, and political and economic policies related to the neoliberal revolution characterized by privatization, deregulation (and re-regulation) of markets, and a continued decline in the power of labor relative to capital.

This broad view of precarity was coined by Pierre Bourdieu (1998: 85), who saw précarité as a new form of domination in contemporary capitalism that is a permanent state designed to force workers to submit to their exploitation. He saw precarity as transforming society and as the root of problematic social issues in the twenty-first century that required the strengthening of the nationstate to combat.

In a similar vein, Giddens (1991) saw “reflexive modernization” as creating an “ontological insecurity” in social life, or an increased awareness of risk and insecurity that is largely produced by modern science and technological advances. Beck (1992, 2000) too maintained that rapid technological change and features of modern society such as global terrorism and the rise of radical Islam, economic crises and political decisions to promote austerity, climate change, and turbulence in financial markets have created a second age of modernity and a new political economy of insecurity, or a “world risk society” that is characterized by precarity, in which, among other things, work in developed countries of the West will increasingly take on the features usually associated with the informal economies of developing countries, which he termed the “Brazilianization of the West” (Beck 2000). He argued that this second modernity – typified by growing social inequalities, ecological crises, and an increasing individualization of work – represented a shift from the first modernity which took institutional shape in Europe in the post-World War II period and which was centered on paid employment and typified by the standardization of work, full employment, the welfare state, and exploitation of nature.

Moreover, Bauman (2000, 2007) identified a new era of “liquid modernity” whereby globalization, rapid technological change, and growing marketization have undermined the solid, stable institutional structures of work, society, power, and politics. This has led to the destruction of social bonds and unmooring individuals from social institutions, and so modern life is characterized by temporariness, vulnerability, and constant change, making “uncertainty the only certainty.”

Further, Butler (2004) pointed to precariousness as a fundamental condition of life in the post-9/11 era that denotes the shared vulnerabilities that underscore the fragility of human existence. More recently, she argues (2015) that precarious economic conditions are not temporary but a new form of domination over ever-larger portions of the population (cf. Bourdieu 1998). This suggests that we are now observing a new stage in the political economy of modernity, replacing “organized capitalism” (Lash and Urry 1987).

The plight of the persons most affected by globalization and the other macrostructural changes was recently popularized by Standing’s (2011) notion of the “precariat,” a portmanteau word combining “precarious” and “proletariat” that refers to the broad group of people who lack key citizenship rights along with the various forms of security that formed the basis of the World War II citizenship agenda: job, employment, labor market, representation, income, and skill reproduction security. Those most likely to belong to the precariat are the young, women, the old, and immigrants (who are both a major reason for the growth of the precariat and its main victims). The precariat has minimal trust relationships with capital or the state and experiences anger, anomie, anxiety, and alienation. Precarity breeds a pessimistic view of life and the future, a loss of individual well-being, and disruptions in the transition to adulthood and family formation as people lack an ordered life plan. As Standing (2011: 24) describes this group:


It [the precariat] is being in a status that offers no sense of career, no sense of secure occupational identity and few, if any, entitlements to the state and enterprise benefits that several generations of those who saw themselves as belonging to the industrial proletariat or the salariat had come to expect as their due.



The broader conception of precarity embraced by the second set of theorists identifies many of the social, economic, political, and cultural forces that have led to a pervasive sense of vulnerability and insecurity in contemporary capitalist nations. Manifestations of precarity are the general anxiety experienced by people resulting from events such as the terrorist attack in the United States on 9/11 and more recent acts of violence in France and other European countries, the specter of climate change, and the disruption produced by rapid technological changes, among many others. The resulting politics of fear that are rooted in these forms of precarity are reflected in the rise of right-wing, anti-immigrant parties and sentiments in countries such as the United Kingdom, France, Germany, the Nordic countries, and the United States, to name a few.

My arguments about precarious work draw on both of these general theoretical perspectives, which complement each other in important ways. The first, grounded in the dynamics associated with the transformation of employment relations in post-Fordism, provides the conceptual basis for understanding how economic and political factors – such as the spread of neoliberalism – have led to the emergence of precarious work. This perspective also lends itself more to empirical analysis and, as I will show in subsequent chapters, there has been a decline in long-term employment relations and a rise in nonstandard work arrangements of various kinds in the rich democracies, among other indicators of precarious work. By contrast, the writers I have cited who adhere to the second, broader and more abstract, perspective have produced little empirical support for their claims. Nevertheless, this second view is useful as it alerts us to the widespread effects of precarious work on individuals’ well-being and its profound impacts on far-reaching social, economic, and political events. Both theoretical approaches underscore the necessity of comparative research in order to appreciate how macro institutions and structures shape precarious work and its consequences.



Explaining the Recent Rise of Precarious Work


[U]nemployment and underemployment – or, to use the nicer-sounding modern terms, . . . precarious forms of work and income – were historically the rule. (Ulrich Beck 2000: 13)



Why has precarious work become such a focus now, when capitalism has had continual crises and work and life have always been to some extent uncertain and insecure? As I noted in the previous section, precarious work was integral to Marx’s critique of capitalism and work has always been insecure for both capital and most of the population in any society, as noted in the quotation here from Beck. Precarious work existed long before World War II and, while work is more precarious now for some people than it was in the early postwar period (especially for majority-group men in a society), it is undoubtedly less precarious for minority-group men and women than it was before World War II. We should therefore not romanticize about the security and advantages associated with work in the Post-World War II Golden Age of Capitalism, especially for those women and minorities, who have always been more subject to uncertain, insecure, and risky work relations.

The rich democracies that I focus on in this book represent a relatively privileged set of countries. The concept of precarious work means different things in developing and less industrial countries. While I argue that work has become more precarious in rich democracies in recent years, work in these countries is not nearly as precarious as in countries in the developing world and the Global South as well as in pre-industrial times.2

Precarious work is thus an old phenomenon that has re-emerged as a concern in the rich democracies over the past three decades. The latest rise in precarious work is a return to a more “normal” situation that characterized work for much of human history. The shift from the postwar “age of security” to the “age of flexibility” that began in the mid-1970s in the United States (and later in some of the other countries discussed here) can usefully be described by Karl Polanyi’s notion of a “double movement.” In The Great Transformation (1957 [1944]), Polanyi explained the organizing principles of industrial society in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in terms of a struggle between unfettered markets and social protections. One side of this double movement was guided by the principles of economic liberalism and laissez-faire that supported the establishment and maintenance of free and flexible markets (i.e., the first Great Transformation in the nineteenth century). The other side of the double movement was dominated by pressures toward establishing social protections to help people cope with the psychological, social, and ecological disruptions that unregulated markets imposed on people’s lives. Precarious work thus ebbs and flows and this has a lot to do with the kinds of social protections and state supports that are available at various time periods.3

The latest upsurge of precarious work in rich democracies was fueled by a variety of macro-economic, political, and sociological forces that challenged the postwar Keynesian institutional structure that emerged in industrial capitalist countries after World War II. This “Second Great Transformation” (e.g., Webster, Lambert, and Bezuidenhout 2008) fundamentally altered the postwar institutional structure of the labor market and transformed the traditional employment relations of the postwar period (see Kalleberg 2009, 2011; Levinson 2016).

Changes in the global economy played a big role in creating the conditions that generated precarious work. Increased international competition put pressure on businesses, especially in the core sectors of the economy, to become more efficient in their production of goods and services and more flexible in their relations with their employees and to cut costs. Employers in these core sector businesses (which were usually in manufacturing) experienced considerable uncertainty, risk, and instability compared to the more stable and highgrowth period that preceded it. (Periphery sector firms had always existed in highly competitive, risky economic situations.) Indeed, it is the growing precarity of capital resulting from globalization and increased price competition that fueled employers’ perceived need for greater flexibility in the employment relationship. While the high growth rates of the post-World War II period provided employers with considerable flexibility, the lack of growth in recent years made flexible employment relations both more necessary and more elusive.

These competitive pressures for greater flexibility were accompanied by political forces that led to a decline or removal of statutory and regulatory protections for workers through labor market institutions such as unions, minimum wage laws, and social protection legislation. These rollbacks were facilitated by (and in turn accelerated) declines in union strength, collective bargaining coverage, and other indicators of workers’ power.

The reduction of government regulations in the labor market was accompanied by a shift in the balance of power to employers, who restructured employment systems (depending on the strength of the state and labor and the society’s institutions) so as to evade institutional constraints and achieve greater flexibility, in order to reduce costs and to enable them to adjust the sizes of the workforces to market conditions. Forms of corporate restructuring included: offshoring and subcontracting production to lower-wage and less regulated areas of the world; shifting business risks by exploiting national and local differences in taxes and labor laws (such as those involving the use of temporary and contract workers) as well as opportunities for segmenting labor markets over space and national/ ethnic divides; and expanding multinational corporations to make use of tax advantages and other ways of reducing costs and increasing profits.

These forms of corporate restructuring were powered by the growing financialization of corporations in the United States and many other countries. Financialization refers to “a pattern of accumulation in which profit-making occurs increasingly through financial channels rather than through trade and commodity production” (Krippner 2005: 181). It reflects a changing conception of the firm from an organization committed to specific product markets and to producing goods and services (managerial capitalism) to one that regards it as a tradable bundle of assets (finance capitalism). Accompanying this change was the replacement of the stakeholder model of corporate governance (which emphasized the welfare of managers, employees, suppliers, customers, creditors, and the broader community) by the shareholder model of corporate governance in the mid-1980s that gave primacy to the interests of investors and shareholders. Financial capitalism put pressure on corporate managers to increase profit margins and judged them by their ability to produce financial returns for shareholders. Financialization exposed many workers to outsourcing and downsizing, even by highly profitable firms seeking to make even more profits.

The political, economic, and ideological motivations behind many of these responses to global competition can be summarized by the notion of the neoliberal revolution, a political-economic perspective that emphasized the centrality of markets and market-driven solutions, privatization of government resources, and removal of government protections. Harvey (e.g., 2005) describes neoliberalism as a political project that was enacted by capitalists to limit the power of labor in response to what they perceived as labor’s economic and political threats in the late 1960s and 1970s. Capitalists carried out this collective struggle on a number of fronts, including: promoting an ideology that emphasized market solutions and individual responsibility for economic issues; supporting political efforts to deregulate markets and weaken unions; adopting economic policies to promote offshoring and cost reductions; and implementing technological changes to automate work and reduce the need for labor.

The neoliberal revolution spread throughout the world and underscored the desirability of creating and maintaining greater flexibility in labor markets. Richard Freeman (1995: 63) succinctly described this view by referring to the 1994 OECD Jobs Study (OECD 1994):


Throughout the 1980s, the superior performance of the U.S. in job creation compared to OECD-Europe [Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development – Europe] suggested that labour-market flexibility, U.S.-style, was the panacea for European unemployment problems. Remove labour-market regulations, eliminate job-protection laws, reduce unemployment benefits, weaken unions, decentralize wage-setting, and presto! European unemployment would vanish. That, at least, is the crude version of the conventional wisdom of the decade. In more sophisticated form, this is the message of the OECD Jobs Study.



The primacy of flexible labor markets was reinforced during the economic crises in the early part of the twenty-first century in Europe, the United States, and Asia, which contributed to political demands on the part of governments for greater austerity and retrenchment in welfare protections and a greater reliance on “personal responsibility” rather than collective solutions, thereby eroding the solidarity character of many labor market and welfare institutions. These ideological changes associated with the adoption of neoliberalism represent deviations from the cultural logics previously underlying employment and social protection systems in the post-World War II period that emphasized the importance of secure work and economic security.4

Precarious work results from many of the features of neoliberal globalization: greater capital mobility in search of lower costs; financialization; privatization; the adoption of austerity policies to address budget deficits and cutbacks in social welfare protections in Europe after the economic crisis of the 2008–9 period; and the expansion of inequality in industrial countries. As Schram (2013: 13) observes: “neoliberalism begets precarity.”

Several other key macrostructural forces that were relatively independent of politics fueled the expansion of precarious work in the contemporary period. Technological changes were an important source of precarious work. Advances in technology shortened product cycles and put greater premiums on obtaining flexibility in manufacturing processes. Production processes emphasizing flexible specialization began to replace mass production as the main way of manufacturing products, a development that Piore and Sabel (1984) referred to as the “Second Industrial Divide.” Flexible specialization was facilitated by technological changes such as the rise of computerization and advances in information and communication technologies, which made possible greater connectivity among people, organizations, and countries, which made it relatively easy to move goods, capital, and workers within and across borders at an ever-accelerating pace. Such spatialization freed employers from conventional temporal and spatial constraints and allowed organizations to become more spatially decentralized and to export work activities to all parts of the world. Employers could locate their business operations optimally and access cheap sources of labor as well as exert greater control over decentralized and spatially dispersed labor processes (Wallace and Brady 2001).

These technological changes further drove the trend toward global markets as well as made it less advantageous for companies to make fixed investments in their workers. New information technologies also facilitated the downsizing of the organization’s formerly “permanent” workforce as they eliminated the need for some layers of middle management and provided the infrastructure that enabled outsourcing and offshoring. Technological advances permitted the automating of some routine jobs in manufacturing and in clerical operations and created conditions for redefining work in other occupations. Managers, for example, now more often did what their secretaries used to do for them, scanners replaced clerks in stores, and self-serve check-in kiosks substituted for ticket agents at airports. Employers were motivated to get rid of their least skilled workers so they could hire workers who were better trained and more adept working with new technology. Technological advancements in automation and robotics have enhanced efficiency for employers but increased precarity for workers who are more at risk of being replaced by machines. Fears about a jobless future are likely overblown, but reflect the real concerns that many formerly middle-class workers have about their skills becoming obsolete and their being displaced from formerly well-paying and secure jobs.

The continued expansion of the service sector also led to the increased need for 24/7 staffing. While businesses and governments have a choice in how they organize such service jobs, the pressures already described – such as those related to cutting costs – created a demand for part-time and temporary workers.5 The enlargement of the service sector was itself partly due to some of the macrostructural changes discussed so far, such as technological changes that enhanced the efficiency with which goods are manufactured, thereby reducing the number of jobs needed to make these goods, as well as the internationalization of production, which shifted manufacturing jobs from advanced industrial countries to less developed, lower-wage areas of the world. The growth of the service sector also reflects demographic changes, such as population aging (which increases the demand for health and care occupations, among others), and growing labor force diversity in gender, race, ethnicity, and immigration status.

In addition to these demand-side factors, changes in the labor forces of advanced industrial countries also contributed to the expansion of precarious work. The continued increase in the female workforce created a pool of workers who often preferred to work part-time.6 The rise in low-skilled immigration from Latin America in the United States and the growth of migration within (and into) the European Union produced greater numbers of vulnerable workers with relatively little labor market power, who were often forced to take insecure and uncertain jobs due to a lack of alternatives. And the expansion of educational attainment in many industrial countries led to widening divides between high- and low-skilled workers and provided opportunities for employers to exploit less educated workers who had relatively little labor market power. Moreover, the entry into the global economy of China, India, and the former Soviet bloc countries in the 1990s doubled the size of the global labor pool, further shifting the balance of power from labor to employers (Freeman 2007).

Precarious work is historically and culturally specific, as I have discussed, which points to the need to examine its consequences within specific historical contexts and time periods. My focus in this book will be on the period beginning in the late 1970s and 1980s, which was the start of the recent era of precarious work in these rich democracies. This current era of precarious work is distinct from the character and consequences of past manifestations of precarious work in several ways.

First, while precarious work has always existed, it has now moved from a peripheral position under Fordism to a more central, core position under post-Fordism, especially given the prominence of immaterial labor that does not involve the production of goods (Hardt and Negri 2000). In addition, while women and racial/ethnic minorities have always been exposed to precarious work, as I have noted, job insecurity and risks of work have now spread to formerly advantaged men. In a sense, there has been a redistribution of precarious work, such that native men now work in insecure and risky jobs along with everyone else, creating a sense of relative deprivation among them that has helped generate social and political protests in various ways (see chapter 8). Highly skilled as well as low-skilled workers are now more insecure; temporary work characterizes all types of occupations, for example, not just low-status jobs. In a sense, everyone is now a temporary worker, though of course some people are more temporary than others.

Second, global competition has made it more possible for businesses to shift jobs around the world, as my discussion of spatialization indicates; this has been facilitated by innovations in communication and information technologies such as digitization.

Third, the consequences of unemployment have become more severe, due to lower financial supports for the unemployed in many countries and the tendency for long-term unemployment to increase as a proportion of total unemployment, especially since the 2008–9 recession. These direr consequences of unemployment have amplified people’s sense of insecurity as they enhance the costs of joblessness.

Finally, precarious work now is different from the past in that many of the structures that facilitated human interaction and welfare in prior risky periods (such as the family or community-based organizations) have been weakened, due to the new institutional arrangements that accompanied the growth and prosperity of the post-World War II period. Hence, there is a decline in the capacity for collective action, on the part of both the corporate elite (Mizruchi 2013) and individuals (Fraser 2015).

Some writers have challenged the assumption that precarious work is really increasing in rich democracies. These objections generally equate precarious work with specific measures such as temporary work or other nonstandard employment relationships, and have questioned how much of a quantitative shift away from standard employment relations there has really been. Many of these criticisms have questioned how much growth of temporary work there has been in LMEs such as the United Kingdom (e.g., McGovern, Smeaton, and Hill 2004; Fevre 2007; Doogan 2009) and the United States. In these countries, data on trends in temporary work often seem to suggest that there has not been much of an increase in this form of precarious work. However, as we will see in chapter 3, the relatively low levels of, and small increases in, temporary work in these countries are due largely to the nature of their labor market institutions such as low employment protections for regular workers; there has been much greater growth in temporary work in other countries. Moreover, the growth of precarious work is not only reflected in increases in certain types of work arrangements such as temporary work, but also by reductions in social and statutory protections in what otherwise might be considered standard employment relations.

Other disputes over the assumption of rising precarious work come from analyses that use specific indicators of one of the dimensions of precarious work, usually job instability. Thus, studies of trends in indicators such as tenure with an employer for a long time revealed the existence of considerable stability, leading some to conclude that there has been relatively little change in employment relations (e.g., Auer and Cazes 2000). These challenges are also hotly debated, though a consensus has emerged that job instability has generally increased, especially for prime-age men, and I will show in chapter 4 that there has been a decline in the length of time prime-age men generally work for an employer.

These controversies about the extent to which there has been a rise in precarious work underscore the unsettled nature of this question and the need for systematic conceptualization and empirical study that is grounded in the experiences of diverse countries. These constitute central tasks of this book.



Causes and Consequences of Precarious Work: A Conceptual Model

Figure 1.1 describes my conceptual framework for studying the causes, manifestations, and consequences of precarious work.


[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Conceptual model



The model identifies the interrelations among phenomena operating at multiple levels of analysis: at the macro, meso (middle), and micro levels. Country differences represent macro-level social, political, economic, and cultural forces. Precarious work refers to the meso-level employment relations between employers and their workers. Macroand meso-level structures are the fundamental institutions of capitalist systems that have important implications for micro-level outcomes such as workers’ well-being. Finally, precarious work and negative outcomes such as high economic insecurity, difficulties in making the transition to adulthood and forming families, and low subjective well-being may produce social and political movements to protest these conditions. The latter are examples of how micro forces can lead to macro-level changes. In addition, macro-level government policies might have meso- and micro-level consequences.

The model also summarizes my assumptions about the causal relations among the key components. A direct arrow from one box to another (e.g., from the first two boxes representing “country differences” to “precarious work”) denotes my assumption that the former are causes of the latter. The arrow from “social welfare protection policies and labor market institutions” to the arrow between “precarious work” and “well-being” signifies my assumption that labor market and welfare institutions affect how precarious work translates into well-being (e.g., precarious work is less consequential in countries with generous welfare systems).

The remainder of this chapter provides an overview of these components.


Country Differences

Social scientists disagree in their views about how and why countries differ in their economic and employment institutions and whether these differences are likely to converge or diverge over time. Universalistic theories generally assume that forces such as globalization, market forces, and changes in technology are so strong that nations at similar stages of development must adapt to similar organizational logics. This weakens the impact of institutional contexts such that country differences should be minimal and decline over time, leading to an evolutionary development and convergence among advanced capitalist nations. Examples of universalistic schemes are the industrialism (e.g., Kerr et al. 1960) and post-industrial (Bell 1973) theories, which argued that technology and knowledge, respectively, would lead to skill upgrading in all capitalist countries. On the other hand, Marxist perspectives (e.g., Braverman 1974) predicted there would be an increasing degradation of skills in capitalist countries.

By contrast, neo-institutional theories argue that the different social, economic, and political structures typical of capitalist societies produce divergences among them in their employment systems and institutions. I adopt this perspective in this book and draw on two influential neo-institutional theories of national diversity among capitalist countries to identify the employment, labor market, and social welfare protection systems that shape the nature and consequences of precarious work for individuals and their families: the “varieties of capitalism” (VoC) or “production regime” theory approach (Hall and Soskice 2001); and the power resources theory (PRT) (e.g., Stephens 1979; Korpi 1983, 1985; Esping-Andersen 1990).

While both VoC and PRT emphasize a wide range of structures and policies that are important for understanding country differences in precarious work and its consequences, they tend to highlight somewhat different institutions. The VoC theory is especially relevant in accounting for differences in labor market institutions such as active labor market policies and collective bargaining. These institutions are linked to the employment systems within a country – especially educational and skill formation systems – and associated patterns of labor market mobility.7 On the other hand, the PRT emphasizes how the differential power resources of workers through political parties and unions help to produce variations in the inclusiveness of welfare provisions and the degree of unemployment insurance (UI) protection and social spending generally. The PRT can also be considered a refined version of the argument made by Polanyi (1957 [1944]), whereby worker power helps to create welfare states that reduce workers’ dependence on the market and employment (Pierson 2000).

I examine differences among these countries, then, in two key social welfare protection policies: (1) the generosity of welfare spending, or those monies (both public and required from private sources) that are designed to provide protections against illness, old age, disability, poverty, and other kinds of difficulties faced by persons over the course of their lives; and (2) the degree to which unemployed persons receive financial support (usually in the form of UI payments). These financial supports provide a cushion or economic safety net to support people during times of unemployment. These social welfare protection policies are especially important for reducing the degree of economic insecurity.

I also assess country differences in two key labor market institutions: (1) the nature and extent of a country’s active labor market policies, which are designed to help workers transition between jobs and from unemployment to jobs; and (2) the degree of employment protections for “permanent, regular” workers and the rules governing the use of temporary and other nonstandard workers. These labor market institutions and policies are especially important for impacting objective and subjective levels of job insecurity.

These social welfare protection and labor market institutions are shaped in important ways by labor force demographic differences among countries. Age, gender, race and ethnicity, immigration status, and education are key factors that affect the degree to which a person experiences precarious work. The impacts of welfare and labor market institutions differ among demographic groups and life stages: e.g., active labor market policies are more relevant to younger and middle-aged workers in the prime of their careers than to older workers who may soon retire; while the degree of employment protections – by providing greater job security to older workers – may make it more difficult for young people to become established in the labor market, and help to foster a duality in the labor market between relatively protected insiders and vulnerable outsiders (which include young workers, women, and immigrants, depending on the country). In addition, pension benefits (a form of welfare spending) are more salient for older workers approaching retirement than younger workers who have their working lives ahead of them.

Gender illustrates the important role of demographic characteristics as a source of welfare systems in these countries. A nation’s need for women in the labor force (as in Scandinavian countries by the 1960s or Germany and Japan more recently) creates pressure on governments to expand childcare and other benefits related to balancing work and family. Moreover, greater female labor force participation also creates a stronger interest group able to push for its political demands for welfare services (see Huber and Stephens 2001).

Cultural differences may also influence how precarious work is interpreted and experienced. Gender role expectations – such as the desirability for a woman of marriage to a male breadwinner – affect the implications for family formation of men not being able to obtain secure and stable employment. Strong extended family networks and support systems may enhance levels of subjective well-being despite the presence of job and economic insecurity. And cultural logics and norms related to work (and non-work), and the importance of social rights to secure work and economic security, affect subjective perceptions of insecurity and well-being (and reactions to them).

Finally, countries’ historical experiences have shaped all the differences among institutions and cultures that I have discussed. To some degree, “history” represents a residual, catch-all category for differences in precarious work and well-being among the six countries I study that are not captured by those welfare state and labor market institutions (and other forces) that I consider explicitly. Countries’ historical experiences have also created a path dependency that helps shape the directions countries might take in the future to address precarious work and its consequences.



Conceptualizing Precarious Work

There are two main approaches to conceptualizing (and hence measuring) precarious work, which I defined earlier in this chapter as consisting of three main components: (1) insecurity and uncertainty associated with jobs; (2) limited economic and social benefits; and (3) lack of legal protections. One approach focuses on the form of the employment relationship, differentiating between the SER and various forms of nonstandard work arrangements. This view assumes that dissimilar types of employment relations will differ in the three dimensions of precarious work. Many of the social welfare protections and labor laws developed in welfare regimes were predicated on the idea of a SER and were available only to those in such work arrangements, for example, and so social and legal protections and the continuity and predictability of employment were closely linked to wage levels and work-related benefits and wage growth over time. I examine country differences in nonstandard employment relations in chapter 3.

A second approach emphasizes the insecurity associated with jobs, which can be assessed both objectively (e.g., the probability that a person will lose a job and/or obtain a comparable new one) and in terms of workers’ subjective perceptions of these objective realities (and the degree to which one is concerned about these realities). I consider differences in objective and subjective job insecurity in chapter 4.

Each of the three dimensions of precarious work is potentially problematic for workers, though their relative incidence and difficulty may differ across time and country. For some persons, the main concern is the uncertainty and insecurity associated with precarious jobs, particularly in situations where there are few opportunities to acquire new skills and find new jobs. For others, it may be the economic insecurity resulting from periods of joblessness, especially in countries where social benefits are closely tied to employment. Moreover, policies that impose austerity by removing or decreasing economic and social benefits, or reduce statutory entitlements for some (such as immigrants), will also lead to precarious work, whether the employment contract is temporary or not. Workers in otherwise standard employment relations, for example, may no longer have the social protections associated with their jobs and so many are precarious regardless of their levels of job security. And in countries where social welfare and legal protections are not tied closely to the nature of the employment relationship, as with part-time jobs in the Netherlands, jobs may be relatively insecure but labor laws and rights may still protect all workers, making nonstandard jobs less precarious overall.

This discussion of precarious work points to the importance of labor market and social welfare protection institutions and policies for influencing workers’ risks in the labor market, and thus their job and economic insecurity. While national institutions do matter for producing country differences, there is a great deal of variation within countries by local areas, industries, firms, and so on.8 While all jobs are generally more risky and precarious now than during the decades after World War II, some jobs are clearly more precarious than others (Neilson and Rossiter 2005). Firms within an industry or in different industries may also organize work in different ways: firms have considerable discretion as to which kinds of employment and wage policies to adopt in responding to similar market pressures, within parameters established by the employment and welfare regimes of countries.



Well-Being

I summarize the consequences for individuals resulting from precarious work in terms of three major aspects of well-being: economic insecurity; the transition to adulthood and family formation; and subjective well-being or happiness. Widening the lens to examine diverse consequences of precarious work highlights its wide-ranging effects on people’s lives.

Economic insecurity denotes concerns about having sufficient economic resources to provide for oneself and one’s family. This depends on one’s (and the family’s) human and social capital resources as well as on characteristics of the welfare state. Chapter 5 focuses on country differences in objective and subjective economic insecurity.

Transition to adulthood and family formation refers to the ability of young workers to find full-time work in stable jobs and so to make a successful and timely transition to adulthood by moving out of the parental home and establishing their own families. These topics are the subject of chapter 6.

Subjective well-being represents a person’s overall affective evaluation of the quality of one’s life and is generally measured by concepts such as life satisfaction or overall happiness. The concept of subjective well-being has attracted a great deal of attention from social scientists – notably economists, sociologists, and political scientists in addition to the traditional disciplines of psychology and philosophy – who see this as a means of evaluating the impacts of non-economic as well as economic utilities on one’s overall quality of life. I examine country differences in subjective well-being in chapter 7.

Workers are not a homogenous group, of course, and people differ in the degree to which they have precarious work and the extent to which this is a problem for them. Individuals differ in their motives for working in their jobs, whether they voluntarily choose jobs that might be considered objectively to be precarious (as when a temporary or part-time worker chooses these work arrangements to accommodate their family or other needs) or if they work in such jobs involuntarily. Assessing individuals’ motives and preferences is thus important when assessing the degree to which a type of work presents a problem or an opportunity for the worker.

Consequences of precarious work differ among individuals, depending on their vulnerability in terms of their labor market power. In some countries, such as Germany, Japan, and Spain, there are relatively high levels of dualism in labor markets and social welfare systems in which a core of regular workers is well protected while those who are more peripheral are not. This tends to be true of immigrants in most countries, especially those who have not acquired legal residence. Vulnerability to precarious work also differs by age, with the youngest and oldest workers most at risk, as are minority workers and women and those with relatively little education.

Hence, precarious work is double-edged. On the one hand, it means insecurity and instability for many people, especially those who are more vulnerable because they lack labor market power (such as undocumented workers, who are probably the most precarious workers of all in these rich democracies). On the other hand, the flexible employment relations associated with precarious work may provide those who possess skills that are in high demand (such as highly skilled computer programmers or knowledgeable consultants) the opportunity to benefit from being able to move more freely from one employer to the next. For them, insecure and unstable work may provide greater flexibility, rewarding some types of creativity, promoting individualism, and enabling some forms of social and geographic mobility (Horning 2012).



Responses to Precarious Work and Lives

The proliferation of precarious work undermines the socio-political stability that Fordism (with its associated Keynesian policies and expanded welfare state) had provided in the early post-World War II period in the rich democracies. The consequences of precarious work and precarious lives have triggered responses in the form of social and political movements that have sought to mitigate the most serious costs for workers and their families and have deeply affected the politics of post-industrial countries. Two main types of responses can be categorized as those emanating from the “bottom up” as workers seek to create macro-level structural changes through social movements of various kinds; and from the “top down,” whereby governments (perhaps prodded by protest movements) enact policies (such as more generous welfare policies) to protect workers from the consequences of precarious work. These responses to precarious work and lives are discussed in chapter 8. There I also suggest policy ideas about how precarious work can be addressed, including the components of a new political and social contract among workers, employers, and the government that would alleviate its more negative consequences.




Summary and Conclusions

Precarious work denotes the extent to which work arrangements are: (1) insecure, unstable and uncertain; (2) associated with limited economic rewards such as wages and associated benefits, and provide few opportunities to obtain greater economic rewards over time; and (3) not accompanied by legal and social protections and rights. Precarious workers largely bear the risks of work, as opposed to employers and governments.

The idea of precarious work has gained wide currency among social theorists as a way of describing the condition of growing insecurity and uncertainty in contemporary capitalism that results from processes of globalization, technological change, the weakening of workers’ power, and the political and cultural dynamics associated with the spread of neoliberalism. The past three decades have witnessed a rise of precarious work, which contrasts sharply with the period of relative growth, equality, and stability in Europe, the United States, and East Asia in the first three decades after World War II. This growth of precarious work represents a partial return to the market-mediated employment systems and relative lack of social protections that preceded the development of Keynesian welfare states, and has created considerable uncertainty and insecurity about the future of jobs and careers as well as economic situations and family formation, among others.

While precarious work is a worldwide phenomenon, it affects individuals and their families differently, depending on a country’s social welfare protection and labor market institutions as well as its cultural norms regarding the gender division of labor, the importance of work and stable careers for a person’s identity and ability to get married and start a family, and cultural values and norms related to rights to secure work and economic security.

My conceptual model summarizes my assumptions about the interrelations among the causes, manifestations, and consequences of precarious work. It is a multi-level model that links macro structures (such as country differences in institutions) to meso-level structures (employment relations and precarious work) and to micro-level outcomes for individuals. The various chapters in this book will unpack the components of this conceptual model.

The next chapter discusses the country differences suggested by this conceptual framework in more detail, and outlines how variations among the advanced capitalist democracies in worker power, and in social welfare protection and labor market institutions and policies affect precarious work and its consequences.



Notes


1. Another aspect of precarious work that is important but not emphasized here is work that exposes workers to dangerous and hazardous conditions and does not provide much protection against accidents and illness at work.
2. While work in rich democracies has become more precarious in the past three decades than in the first three decades after World War II, such work is much less insecure and unstable than it is in developing and less industrial societies, especially for those who work in the informal sector of the economy. About 90 percent of workers in India, for example, are in the informal sector and this is the case in much of the developing world. Moreover, large numbers of people in these countries live on less than $2 a day, thus experiencing a very precarious existence. Furthermore, life in general is generally less precarious now than in the past, as we have conquered many diseases and life expectancies have generally increased. We must keep in mind the relatively privileged situation of workers in these relatively rich democracies when considering the nature and consequences of precarious work in this book.
3. Polanyi’s notion of the double movement suggests that history is not linear but rather characterized by cycles and structural changes from one condition to another. These swings occurred at different points in time in different countries. Scholars differ as to the length of these cycles, with some social scientists maintaining that they should be equated with relatively short business cycles and others proposing that they reflect “long” waves. My view is closer to the latter in that the most recent growth of precarious work reflects a more fundamental structural change than simply shifts in the business cycle.
4. Neoliberalism can be measured by indicators such as the degree of “economic freedom” or market openness as to: ease of starting a business, lack of tariffs on trade, fiscal policy, size of government, monetary policy, openness to foreign investment, openness of banking and financial systems, private property rights, political corruption, and labor regulations. However, not all countries adopted neoliberal ideologies at the same time or in the same way. Mijs, Bakhtiari, and Lamont (2016) show that there is considerable local, national, and regional variation in neoliberal ideologies and policies in Europe, for example.
5. In social democratic nations, the implementation of progressive social policies (such as parental leave or childcare) – rather than the desire to cut costs – also led to the need for more temporary workers to fill in for regular workers while on leave.
6. In some cases, as in Germany, women did not necessarily prefer working part-time, but ended up in part-time work because of the difficulty of combining work and family given problems in securing acceptable childcare, for example.
7. The power of VoC is its wide-ranging implications for diverse phenomena including corporate governance, wage setting, skill formation systems, and the quality of work, among others (Gallie 2007b). Consequently, it is not surprising that the dualist VoC framework rapidly spawned a large literature and soon “achieved a level of theoretical sophistication, explanatory scope, and predictive ambition that has rapidly made it close to hegemonic in the field” (Howell 2003: 103).
8. There are almost no limits on the degree to which geographical units can be disaggregated (see Amable 2003); studying differences in employment systems and social protections across nation-states is still a reasonable focus.





 
2
Social Welfare Protection and Labor Market Institutions



Variations in public social provision have big effects on social life . . . social programs and regulations significantly modify employer and union behavior. (Paul Pierson 2000: 791, 793)

Labor market institutions have an important impact on firms’ choices on how to respond to competitive pressures. (Eileen Appelbaum et al. 2010: 1)



Precarious work is a global phenomenon, affecting individuals, families, organizations, and governments in all post-industrial nations.1 All of these countries face pressures due to the social and economic forces associated with more intense globalization, technological advances especially in information and communication technologies, greater mobility of capital and labor, new forms of organizational interdependence, and shifts in the balance of power between employers and workers that have weakened unions (see the case studies in Gautié and Schmitt 2010). At the same time, differences among countries in their institutions, cultures, and historical trajectories produce national diversities in the incidence as well as the consequences of precarious work, as the quotations here suggest. Identifying such country differences is the major goal of this chapter.

I draw on the two prominent theories of national diversity among capitalist countries described in the previous chapter – the varieties of capitalism (VoC) theory and the power resources theory (PRT) – to pinpoint the key dimensions of labor markets and welfare systems that shape the characteristics and consequences of precarious work for individuals and their families. I argue that the main sources of cleavages among countries suggested by the VoC and PRT approaches can be fruitfully studied by looking at the six countries that I examine in this book: Denmark, Germany, Japan, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United States. I then show empirically how the key social welfare protection and labor market institutions and policies differ among these six countries.


Classifying Institutional Differences Among Countries

The VoC theory derives from economic perspectives on institutions and economic efficiency and emphasizes how economic activity is coordinated between employers and firms.2 Different systems result from the various ways that countries solve problems related to the organization of production. VoC distinguishes between LMEs and CMEs that differ in five main ways in which production is organized and companies coordinate production: the industrial relations system; the vocational training and education system; corporate governance; inter-firm relations; and relations with their own employees (Soskice 1999; Hall and Soskice 2001). The interrelations among these institutions are assumed to produce high degrees of stability within each type of capitalism. VoC then clusters nations into distinct groups depending on how these spheres interrelate. In LMEs, market mechanisms dominate, collective bargaining is decentralized and uncoordinated, labor is relatively weak, relations between employers and unions are adversarial, there is limited non-market coordination between companies, and the state plays a relatively small role in the economy. By contrast, CMEs organize production more through non-market mechanisms such as coordinated bargaining and social partnerships between strong unions and robust, centralized, synchronized employer associations (Soskice 1999). Examples of ideal-type LMEs are the United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada; examples of CMEs are Germany, Japan, and the Nordic countries.

The VoC theory’s emphasis on the significance of employers and firms contrasts with an older neo-institutional theory of country differences, the PRT. The PRT stems from political and sociological perspectives and focuses on how the balance of class power – reflected in the strength of unions and political parties within countries – provides social protections for individuals that help them to mitigate social and economic risks. The PRT emphasizes the relative power resources of employers and workers, their ability to achieve their distinct interests, and the role of the state in mediating the relations between them. The theory thus overcomes a criticism of VoC that it underplays the importance of political dimensions of economic activity (e.g., Wood 2001).

Esping-Andersen’s (1990) influential application of the PRT to explaining differences among welfare states distinguished among three diverse ideal-type welfare regimes: liberal welfare states (US, UK, Canada) where work is idealized over welfare and entitlement rules are strict and dominated by modest social insurance plans and transfers, and means-tested assistance; conservative welfare states (Germany, France, Italy) that are characterized by efforts to link social rights and benefits to class and status, as well as preserving traditional families and motherhood by creating disincentives for mothers to work; and social democratic countries (e.g., in Scandinavia) in which social rights that enable people to maintain a socially acceptable standard of living without reliance on the labor market (i.e., principles of decommodification) were extended to the entire population.3

There is substantial theoretical and empirical overlap between country differences in the coordination of production (as in the VoC approach) and the degree of egalitarianism and social protections (as in the PRT). Hence, industrial relations and employment systems and labor market institutions emphasized by the VoC approach have strong parallels in social protections and degree of inequality (Thelen 2014). Welfare states are embedded in production regimes, as patterns of relations among firms, financial institutions, and the state facilitate conditions (such as skill formation systems and wage restraint) that enable the creation of welfare states that differ in their level of generosity (Huber and Stephens 2001). It is thus not surprising that the VoC and PRT categorize groups of countries in similar ways, despite emphasizing different institutional structures.

Bruno Amable (2003) provides a more systematic classification of models of capitalism that moves beyond the dualistic conceptions of national diversity inspired by the VoC and PRT. He first identifies five fundamental institutional areas that characterize capitalist societies: (1) product market competition; (2) labor market institutions and the wage-labor nexus; (3) financial intermediation sector and corporate governance; (4) social protection and the welfare state; and (5) education. He then develops quantitative indicators for all of these dimensions and derives an empirically based typology that yields five types of capitalist systems: (1) a market-based system; (2) a social democratic system; (3) Continental European capitalism (a “state capitalist” or state-coordinated form of capitalism); (4) South European (“Mediterranean”) capitalism (where the family plays a strong role in welfare provision); and (5) Asian capitalism (a meso-corporatist, “productivist” type in which more coordination and welfare are provided at the company level). This empirical typology, derived from his theoretical analysis, thus further subdivides conservative welfare states into three types, in addition to the social democratic and liberal market models identified by other theories (see also the discussion by Schröder 2009). Amable’s typology identifies key country differences that are relevant to studying precarious work and its consequences, especially collective wage bargaining, skills, training, and education. I will use it here as the basis for choosing strategically a small set of countries to represent the social welfare protection and labor institutions associated with the different models of capitalism.


Six Countries

While typologies are useful for summarizing broad differences among groups, the boundaries of clusters are often ambiguous, and there may be considerable heterogeneity across (and within) countries within regime types. Comparing a relatively few countries characterizing different models of capitalism permits an assessment of the impacts of institutions with greater precision and avoids the tendency to reach a set of nation-specific conclusions, thereby facilitating generalizations about more basic processes.

The six countries studied here represent the key distinctions emphasized by the neo-institutional typologies already outlined. When discussing these countries, I will typically do it alphabetically, which also corresponds in this case to social democratic, CME, and LME, respectively. In some instances, though, I will tailor my discussion to the topic, such as countries that are especially high and low on a policy area.

Denmark is a small (population of about 5.7 million in 2017)4 European country that illustrates the social democratic model and is the clearest example among the six countries of an inclusive regime characterized by high levels of social protections for all citizens, and high involvement of the government in public policy. It has the largest public sector of all the countries, with about 35 percent of total employment in the public sector in 2013 (OECD 2015b). The “Danish model” is characterized by industrial self-governance, regulated by rules set up primarily through centralized negotiations between representatives of employers and employees. The policy of “flexicurity” is another key feature of the Danish model, whereby employers have great flexibility in hiring and firing workers but this is accompanied by giving workers considerable assistance in transitioning to new jobs once unemployed.

Germany has a population of about 82 million in 2017 and is Europe’s largest and strongest economy ($3.23 trillion in gross domestic product [GDP]) (Thesing, Randow, and Kirchfield 2010); its GDP per capita has increased more than any other G7 country over the past decade (The Economist 2012) after a period of relatively poor performance. Germany is the classic Christian Democratic, Continental European CME in which the organization among economic actors occurs primarily at the industry sector level. The government has traditionally been highly involved in the economy (especially in the manufacturing sector, though not as much in the industrial relations system as Denmark) and its social protection system is employment-based, with social insurance being financed by contributions. Germany relies on a manufacturing-based export economy: almost all the economic growth in Germany from 2001 to 2007 was due to exports, and more than half of its exports were in vehicles, machines, electronic devices, and chemicals (The Economist 2012), though manufacturing now employs less than 20 percent of workers. Germany’s public sector is relatively small compared to Denmark’s, comprising about 15 percent of total employment in 2009 (OECD 2015b).

Japan is an East Asian country with a population of about 127.5 million in 2017. It illustrates the Asian social insurance welfare state in which social policies (including social protections) are subordinated to – and designed to facilitate – economic development and growth (Holliday 2000). Japan is characterized by company-level coordination: the government is also highly involved in production markets, but in contrast to Germany, Japan is group- rather than industry-coordinated, such as via the kereitsu (a conglomeration of businesses producing a variety of products and linked together by cross-shareholdings). Firms are central to the coordination of the Japanese economy as well as to employment relations, and the division between large and small firms helps maintain a dualistic labor market. Japan also has the smallest public sector of all the six countries, consisting of only about 8 percent of total employment in 2013 (OECD 2015b).

Spain has a population of about 46.4 million in 2017 and is an example of the Southern Mediterranean model of a coordinated economy. The Spanish model has features in common with both the German and Japanese CMEs (with their relatively concentrated ownership of firms and strong state intervention in markets) and LMEs, especially with Spain’s reforms designed to enhance labor market flexibility in the wake of the disastrous 2008 economic crisis. A moderate level of social protection characterizes Spain’s welfare system, with expenditures focused on pensions and poverty reduction and a reliance on the family as a key source of welfare provision. Spain’s public sector makes up about 17 percent of total employment in 2013 (OECD 2015b).

The United Kingdom is a LME and welfare state with a population of 66 million in 2017. There is relatively low involvement of the government in the economy and relatively weak social protections that emphasize poverty reduction (though it is distinctive among LMEs in its universal National Health Service, set up under a Labour government in 1948). At the same time, it has a relatively large public sector, comprising about 24 percent of total employment in 2013 (OECD 2015b). The labor market in the UK changed from a system that bore some resemblance to that of other Continental European countries to one more like the US in a relatively short time due to the institutional changes initiated by the Thatcher government in the 1980s, which loosened employment regulations and made social welfare protections (such as UI) more targeted and less generous.

The United States is also a LME and welfare state, with a population of about 324.5 million in 2017. Like the UK, the US is typified by relatively low government involvement in the economy, which is reinforced by strong ideological commitments to free product and labor markets and individualism. Labor regulations and other government interventions in the labor market are fragmented among jurisdictions at the federal, state, and local levels. Public sector employment in the US is about the same as in Germany, about 15 percent in 2008 (OECD 2011). Union membership is low and employees have little collective bargaining power and few institutionalized employment guarantees. Social protections are generally weak and benefits are means tested.

The categorization of country differences derived from the VoC and PRT models reflects the historical periods when these typologies were developed, when countries were reacting in different ways to similar global historical forces (i.e., the early 1980s in the case of the “three worlds” of welfare capitalism; and the 1990s for the VoC approach). As such, these typologies were static and mainly oriented to explaining diversity in manufacturing economies; the shift to services has changed the political dynamics as service employers and workers have interests that are often different from those in manufacturing, such as a greater need for general skills and for more continuous (“24/7”) staffing patterns. While the six countries still represent key institutional differences, then, we need to consider the changes that have taken place in recent decades. All six of these countries have liberalized their social welfare protection and labor market institutions in response to economic, social, and political pressures for greater flexibility, the same forces that are behind the recent rise of precarious work that I discussed in the previous chapter.




Varieties of Liberalization of Social Welfare Protection and Labor Market Systems

Kathleen Thelen (2014) identifies three divergent ways in which industrial countries have liberalized their political economies in response to the kinds of changes identified in the previous chapter. The approach adopted was dependent on the constellation and dynamics of political, economic, and social forces that characterize the country. The six countries illustrate all three of these forms of liberalization: embedded flexibilization; dualization; and deregulatory liberalization.

Embedded flexibilization (Denmark) involves the adoption of greater labor market and social welfare flexibility within an inclusive framework defined by a broad set of collective bargaining structures and strong union presence. Along with state policies to minimize wage inequalities, this has resulted in a collectivization of the risks produced by liberalization policies.

Dualization (Germany, Japan, Spain) entails the protection of “core” workers from market risks at the expense of “peripheral” workers who are relatively unprotected from these risks. A protected group of insiders or core workers enjoy long-term contractual relations and relatively high levels of security while those in the periphery, or outsiders, are often employed in non-regular jobs with relatively few protections.

Japan’s economy has traditionally been dualistic, while dualism in Germany is more recent as it emerged within the past thirty years or so and was precipitated by deindustrialization and the failure of unions to organize workers in the private service sector. Spain has long been characterized by strong employment protections for regular workers and a strong divide between insiders and outsiders.

Germany went through several processes of liberalization, first in response to economic crises5 after the reunification between East and West Germany in 1990, and then in the early 2000s as the German government sought to further deregulate its labor market to combat slow growth and high unemployment, and to increase employment levels through the Hartz reforms (see chapter 3). Germany’s liberalization response to the pressures for greater flexibility and austerity was a dualistic one. Employer coordination and relatively strong employer–union relations remained in the core manufacturing sectors, though there was a decline in the number of regular workers, in apprenticeship opportunities, and in collective bargaining coverage. Liberalization instead took place primarily among the unprotected, peripheral manufacturing sectors as well as in the growing service sector.

The Japanese liberalization response to economic crises in the 1990s and 2000s has also been a dualist one, which is consistent with the long history of dual labor markets in Japan. Workers in the core, protected economy have been better able to defend their positions at the expense of a growing number of workers in non-regular, less protected, employment relationships (see Peng 2012).

In Spain, pressures since the 1980s to make labor markets more flexible have also led to increased labor market dualism between a primary sector consisting of workers in larger firms, multinational companies, and state-owned organizations who have open-ended contracts with increasing wages that are tied to prices and social benefits, and a secondary sector composed of workers (mostly young persons and women) who have temporary contracts and precarious working conditions.

Finally, deregulatory liberalization (in the United Kingdom and United States) involves the replacement of collective mechanisms of labor regulations by the imposition of market processes, resulting in the shifting of the risks of work to individuals. In these countries, “institutions and mechanisms for collective regulation are explicitly set aside in favor of arrangements that re-impose the discipline of the market” (Thelen 2014: 13). The political decisions made by Conservative governments in the UK resulted in a liberalization of regulations on employment relations. This weakened labor market institutions in the UK and made them more like those in the US. In both countries, the spread of neoliberalism led to a rollback of institutional protections and an individualization of risk.

While dualism of the sort found in Germany, Japan, and Spain is relatively low in the LMEs, there is still a divide between “good” and “bad” jobs in these countries. In the US, there have always been gaps in the labor market produced by race and gender; more recently, education has grown in importance in providing workers with individual market power and creating divisions in the labor market (see Kalleberg 2011). In the UK, a key source of labor market dualism is between those in regular and those in nonstandard jobs (McGovern, Smeaton, and Hill 2004).

We should also recognize that insider/outsider dualism is not necessarily worse than deregulatory liberalization in terms of precarious work and the quality of jobs. Divisions between those in relatively good and bad jobs might be preferable, for example, to making everyone equally precarious.

These strategies of liberalization have altered the social welfare protection and labor market institutions of these six countries. Differences among them are rooted in variations in the degree to which workers can acquire power vis-à-vis their employers through unions and political parties. I elaborate this argument in the next section.



Worker Power Resources

Worker power, an important manifestation of the PRT, is a relative concept; workers may obtain power in relation to other workers as well as to their employers (cf. Lukes 1977). Workers can also exercise power resources individually or collectively, though the latter is more salient for achieving broad social change, and the PRT literature emphasizes differences among countries and over time in the extent to which workers are able to organize for collective action through unions or political parties that represent their interests.

I focus here on the collective power of workers in relation to employers and the state that is exercised through unions. The degree to which workers can organize in pursuit of their interests through unions and collective bargaining is crucial for reducing both the incidence and impacts of precarious work. Unions enable workers to realize their economic interests by exerting collective power in the form of bargaining and establishing other institutionalized arrangements in relation to employers. Some unions also provide workers with associational power (e.g., Wright 2000) that helps them to restrict labor supply and stimulate demand.

The emphasis on worker power as a key determinant of work relations has a long tradition in neo-Marxian theories of class (e.g., Edwards 1979). The PRT argues distinctively that conflicts of interest among classes could also alter capitalist systems non-violently through democratic institutions (such as political parties) by engaging in a “democratic class struggle” (Korpi 1983, 1985; Stephens 1979).

The state provides the legal framework for collective organization and the operation of markets. Hence, the history of political class coalitions is the key cause of differences in welfare states across countries (Esping-Andersen 1990). As Huber and Stephens (2001: 17) put it:


The struggle over welfare states [and many other aspects of stratification] is a struggle over distribution, and thus the organizational power of those standing to benefit from redistribution, the working and lower middle classes, is crucial. It matters, of course, how this organizational power is politically articulated, and political parties perform the crucial mediating role.



The relative dominance in government of three political blocks was the key factor shaping the development of welfare state policies in advanced industrial democracies during their period of expansion (about 1945–73). The supremacy of political parties, in turn, was closely related to the strength of unions along with religious cleavages. Differences among these countries in their partisan politics were represented by: Social Democracy and its leftist allies; Christian Democracy; and right and center political parties (see Huber and Stephens 2001).

The Danish Social Democrats, often in coalition with one or two centrist parties, dominated Denmark’s government during the period of welfare state expansion. A strong alliance between unions and Social Democrats was the main impetus behind the formation and expansion of a universalistic, citizenship-based, generous welfare state that was financed by the Danish state via taxation. The state plays a big part in facilitating coalitions, such as those between manufacturing interests (which are less dominant than in countries such as Germany) and employers in the service sector.

By contrast, the political dominance of the Christian Democratic party in Germany and its alliance with strong unions located mainly in manufacturing industries encouraged the expansion of a welfare system in which entitlements were based on employment and the principle of insurance as opposed to being citizenship-based (see Huber and Stephens 2001).

Japan’s government has been dominated (with only a few exceptions) since the mid-1950s by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), a conservative political party (despite its name). The LDP’s power was based on a coalition of big and small business interests and farmers that, along with the relative weakness of unions, enabled it to enact welfare and labor market policies that promoted economic development.

In Spain, the advent of democracy after the drafting of the Constitution in 1978 led to the political dominance of Social and Christian Democrats. In alliance with unions, this led to key changes in the Spanish economy such as the privatization of state-owned companies and the decline of the paternalistic orientation of management and the state toward employees that was characteristic of Francoist industrial relations.

Primarily right and center secular parties have controlled the government of the United Kingdom with some representation by social democrats and their leftist allies. The policies of the Conservative governments led by Margaret Thatcher and John Major (1979–97) led to a reduction in worker power and the liberalization of welfare and labor market institutions.

Right and center secular parties have also dominated the United States, but unlike in the UK, social democratic and leftist parties have had relatively little influence in the government. The presidency of Ronald Reagan (1980–8) paralleled that of Thatcher in many ways, and contributed to the continued decline of unions and the liberalization of social protections and labor market institutions. The paucity of worker power enabled US employers to reduce institutional protections for workers, such as government regulations and standards in labor markets. Employers could do this essentially without taking into consideration the views of workers, who were unable to act as a countervailing force (Galbraith 1952) due to their relatively weak position.

Political institutions shape state policies and the resources available to workers. The power of workers as exercised through unions depends to a considerable extent on their links to political parties; state regulations can strengthen unions’ bargaining strength and guarantee coverage of collective agreements (e.g., Marks 1989). Hence, the political strength of unions reflects their size of membership, relations to political parties, and the electoral success of these parties.


Unions

Most researchers measure union power by union density, or the proportion of employees who belong to a union. A second, related, indicator is the degree of collective bargaining coverage, which reflects the extent to which employment and working conditions are affected by collective negotiations. The proportion of wage-and-salary employees covered by collective agreements generally measures collective bargaining scope. These two indicators are usually highly related, though in Continental Europe union density is considerably lower than the degree of collective bargaining coverage, as patterns of coordinated bargaining provide non-union members in certain industries with the benefits of unions’ collective power.
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Figure 2.1 Union density and collective bargaining coverage, 1980, 2010, and 2013
~~ Japan 2012; # UK 1979; ## Denmark 2007; Japan and Spain 2008


Source: OECD data





Figure 2.1 presents trend information on union density and collective bargaining coverage in the six countries. Denmark ranks the highest among the six countries in union density, with about two-thirds of the labor force belonging to a union, though this has declined from nearly 80 percent in 1980 to about two-thirds in 2013. Collective bargaining coverage is even higher than union density (about 85 percent in 2007), despite the reduction in union membership.

Germany’s union density has decreased markedly in the past quarter century, declining from about 35 percent of the labor force in 1980 to about 18 percent in 2013; sector-wide collective bargaining arrangements have also weakened and coverage has declined greatly, from 85 percent in 1980 to 61 in 2010 percent (see also Bosch, Mayhew, and Gautié 2010: 101–2). There are still relatively strong unions in the manufacturing export sector, however, as well as in publicly owned companies in the service sector. The placement of worker representatives on company supervisory boards (co-determination) enhances worker power and facilitates long-term innovation goals.6

Union density in Japan (about 18 percent in 2012, down from 31 percent in 1980) is at about the same level as in Germany and Spain, though the extent of collective bargaining coverage is much lower (16 percent in 2008, down from 28 percent in 1980), exceeding only the low level found in the United States. Whether the behaviors of Japanese enterprise unions are independent of firms has been the subject of much debate, but there appears to be wide agreement that Japanese unions bargain hard for the interests of their members on the bread-and-butter issues of wages and job security. Although the volume of strike activity in Japan is considerably lower than in the United States and Britain, it is higher than in Germany, and there is strong reason to think that the militancy of combined Japanese unions in the annual “spring offensives” has been an important force in narrowing the wage gap between Japan and other industrial countries (Shirai 1983; Imai 2011).

Union density in Spain has increased slightly (from 13.5 percent in 1980 to about 17.5 percent in 2013) and is now comparable to that in Germany and Japan. The low level of union density is a legacy of the Franco era, in which democratic unions were illegal and employers and employees were combined in a single syndicalist organization that was controlled by the state (Aguilera 2005). Collective bargaining coverage is not closely dependent on union density and is relatively high, being nearly three-quarters of the labor force, second only to Denmark among the six countries. All workers benefit from collective bargaining agreements (either firm, industrial sector, or national) regardless of whether they are union members. Moreover, the influence of unions is leveraged due to their involvement in works councils, which are present in about 80 percent of firms (Aguilera 2005).

Union density in the United Kingdom has declined considerably in recent years, from about half of wage-and-salary workers in 1980 to about a quarter in 2013 (though this percentage is second only to Denmark among the six countries). As in the US, collective bargaining coverage depends mainly on union density, and the percent that is covered by a collective agreement has fallen from 80 percent in 1979 to less than a third in 2010. As already noted, the decline in collective worker power in the UK can be traced to the policies of the Conservative governments in the 1980s and 1990s, who implemented a series of liberalizing reforms that attacked and weakened labor unions by reducing their bargaining power and organizing capability. These reforms also reduced the size of the public sector through privatization and increased local as opposed to industrial sector bargaining, which helped decrease the proportion covered by collective bargaining agreements. These reforms, along with the decline of unions, brought the UK closer to the free-market situation characteristic of the US and away from the Continental European social and economic models.

Union density in the United States is the lowest among the six countries, with less than 11 percent of wage-and-salary workers belonging to a union in 2013, which is a decrease from 22 percent in 1980. By contrast, union density in the public sector remains higher and stable, at 35.9 percent in 2012. The relatively low union density is matched by low collective bargaining coverage (about 13 percent in 2010), which is again the lowest among the six countries.




Labor Force Demography

The sphere of reproduction (the household) is intimately related to the domain of production (the employment relationship and work arrangements) and so the insecurities and stresses associated with work are transmitted into the household, creating difficulties associated with the social and economic care and perpetuation of human beings from one generation to the next. Hence, who works in the labor force and who doesn’t are central for understanding differences in social welfare protection and labor market institutions. A country’s labor force demography is closely related to sources of worker power and the political dynamics and policies that affect both these institutions and the experiences associated with precarious jobs.

I focus here on three key dimensions of labor force demography: gender, age, and immigration.


Gender

Women’s labor force participation is central to explanations of country differences in welfare regimes. As more women enter the labor force, there will be increased demand for public social services that allow women to spend time at work, such as childcare. The expansion of such services in turn creates more jobs for women, as women generally do these. The greater representation of women in the labor force also constitutes a source of political mobilization prompting social movements and political organizations to push for further growth of public social services (Huber and Stephens 2001).

Women’s labor force participation varies among the six countries. Denmark has the highest labor force participation among women aged 15–64, according to OECD statistics, with over three-quarters of women in the labor force (76 percent in 2000, 77 percent in 2016). By contrast, the OECD average increased from 59 percent in 2000 to 64 percent in 2016. It is thus not surprising that Denmark has long been a leader in female-friendly policies that emphasize the public sector’s provision of services and goods. The high proportion of public sector employment in Denmark supports the security and quality of care work as well as high female employment.

Germany’s level of female labor force participation has increased substantially since 2000 (from 63 percent in 2000 to 74 percent in 2016). Germany was slower to modernize its social insurance welfare system with the growth of women workers (Esping-Andersen 1990). This was due in large part to the persistence of the male breadwinner–female homemaker ideal in Christian Democratic Germany, which tended to slow labor force integration of women and preserve gender stratification. Barriers to women working included tax and benefit schemes that did not incentivize women to enter the labor force and relatively poor and insufficient childcare.7

On the other hand, women’s labor force participation is relatively low in Japan (68 percent in 2016), though this represents an increase from 2000 (60 percent). Spain, though, is the country that saw the largest increase during this period, rising to 70 percent in 2016 from only 53 percent in 2000. In the United Kingdom, female labor force participation increased from 69 percent in 2000 to 73 percent in 2016. By contrast, there was a comparable percentage decrease in the United States, from 71 percent in 2000 to 67 percent in 2016; nearly a third of the decrease in women’s labor force participation in the US relative to other OECD countries was due to the greater expansion of family-friendly policies including parental leave and part-time work entitlements in the other OECD countries (Blau and Kahn 2013).

Part-time work is a major feature of women’s labor force participation. Much of this is voluntary, as working less than full-time enables women to balance their work in the labor force with their familial responsibilities for child rearing and household activities. But some of this is involuntary as women are forced to work part-time due to the lack of acceptable full-time jobs and paucity of social services (such as adequate childcare) that enable them to work full-time.

The increases in female labor force participation in Germany and Japan were powered mainly by the growth of women’s part-time work, as the percentages of women working part-time (relative to their total employment) in Germany grew from 38 percent in 2000 to 47 percent in 2016 and from 29 percent to 37 percent in Japan, producing a transition from a male breadwinner family to a 1.5 earner family. In Spain, part-time employment, which grew from 17 percent in 2000 to 24 percent in 2016, played a more limited role in the substantial expansion in female labor force participation (MacInnes 2009). The proportion of women working part-time declined slightly in the United Kingdom, from 44 percent to 42 percent in 2016, while it remained constant in the United States over this period at 25 percent. The OECD average also increased slightly, from 29 percent in 2000 to 31 percent in 2016.



Age

The age structure of the labor force and population is inextricably tied to the demands for social welfare protections and the ability of countries to meet these needs (e.g., Esping-Andersen 1990). It also affects labor market institutions such as the requirements for education and skill formation and active labor market policies. An aging population puts greater pressure on social welfare systems to provide retirement and other social benefits, while at the same time, a higher ratio of older to younger persons makes it difficult for countries to generate the revenues (through taxes, for example) to meet these needs.

All six countries experienced a rise in the proportion of the elderly population (i.e., those over 65) since 2000, according to OECD statistics. Japan experienced the biggest increase, from 17 percent in 2000 to 25 percent in 2013. Germany has the second highest proportion of elderly persons, rising from 17 percent in 2000 to 21 percent in 2014, while the proportion over 65 increased in Denmark from 15 percent in 2000 to 18 percent in 2013. The increase in Spain was modest (from 17 percent in 2000 to 18 percent in 2014) as it was in the UK (16 percent in 2000 to 17 percent in 2014). In the US, the proportion of elderly persons increased from 12 percent in 2000 to 15 percent in 2014.

The aging of the population in these countries was accompanied by relatively low birthrates, resulting in a decline in the percentage of the working age population (defined in these OECD statistics as the percent who are 15–64) in some of these countries. The drop was especially severe in Japan, falling to 62 percent in 2013 from 68 percent in 2000. The percentage of the population of working age fell from 67 percent in 2000 to 65 percent in 2013 in Denmark, and from 67 percent and 69 percent in 2000 to 65 percent and 67 percent in 2014 in Germany and Spain, respectively. By contrast, the percentage of working age persons remained constant over the period from 2000 to 2014 in the UK (at 65 percent) and the US (66 percent), which was also the OECD average.



Immigration

Immigration is a major way for societies to counteract the effects of aging and to bolster the proportion of persons of working age. The emphasis on immigration helps to explain why the percentage of working age persons remained relatively constant in countries such as the UK and US, while it declined in Japan, a country that has been especially resistant to incorporating immigrants (though it does allow a trickling of migrants from other parts of Asia and South America), making their situation of low fertility coupled with a rapidly expanding elderly population even more perilous.

The expansion of globalization and internationalization of production described in the previous chapter has accelerated labor mobility as well as cross-border flows of labor in addition to products, services, and capital. A key aspect of international labor mobility is immigration. Globalization and international competition have also promoted a certain type of precarity involving migrant groups. As already noted, for example, German companies shifted production across the border to Eastern Europe, while precarious labor crosses the border from Eastern Europe to Germany and other countries. Immigration among the countries belonging to the European Union has also accelerated due to the EU’s rules allowing relatively free movement of workers among member states.

While immigration provides a source of labor supply, it also creates challenges for social welfare protection and labor market institutions, as societies need to either integrate immigrants into these systems or else deal with the consequences of not doing so. Efforts to integrate immigrants are often met with political resistance, as witnessed by the emergence of the right-wing anti-immigrant parties, as I will discuss in chapter 8.

Certain important kinds of immigration also produced a greater surplus of low-skilled labor and encouraged employers to create low-wage jobs. In the United States, for example, the increase in relatively low-educated Mexican immigrant labor has provided a large supply of workers who have comparatively few alternatives in the labor market and so are more willing to work for low wages and less disposed to challenge their employers. Immigrant workers with relatively few labor market options tend to be more subservient and compliant and thus more likely than native-born workers to take on low-wage jobs that have no benefits and are more difficult and dangerous (Waldinger and Lichter 2003). The increase of low-skilled immigrants is associated with the growth and persistence of low-skilled, low-wage jobs in industries such as farming, restaurants, hotels, day-care centers, meatpacking, and construction. Immigrants have much higher employment rates in the United States – and much lower wage rates – than in countries such as Denmark, where unions have been able to maintain higher wage levels at the lower end of the labor market.

These three aspects of labor force demography – gender, age, and immigration – along with the worker power resources discussed earlier in the chapter are central to explanations of country differences in social welfare protection and labor market institutions, along with the persistent but often more ambiguous cultural and historical factors. I represented this assumption by the causal link between the first two boxes in figure 1.1. I now turn to the institutions and policies themselves, showing how the forces discussed in this chapter are reflected in differences among the six countries.




Social Welfare Protection Policies

Modern welfare states began in the early part of the twentieth century in Europe and migrated across the Atlantic to form the framework of the New Deal in the US in the 1930s and 1940s. In the thirty years after World War II, most industrial countries developed welfare states and labor market institutions that were designed to provide protections for workers (Huber and Stephens 2001). Generally, the real maturation of welfare states occurred from the 1960s and 1970s onwards and provided relative security for workers in many countries that experienced growth, though workers in some countries (and some within a country) were better off than others.

The types and inclusiveness of labor market and social welfare institutions were produced by specific patterns of historical development resulting from the relative power of workers, the presence of political parties to support workers’ interests, patterns of family support and relationships that might compensate for lack of government backing, and other institutional and cultural factors. Countries dominated by social democratic and leftist parties produced welfare systems that were relatively generous, inclusive, and universalistic, where welfare benefits were provided to all citizens. On the other hand, countries dominated by right and center secular parties, in which workers had little collective voice in the labor market through independent unions or other forms of associational power (such as occupations), produced welfare states with relatively weak social and statutory, needs-based protections.

The expansion of the welfare system coincided with the development of the SER. In some countries (especially the United States, but also Germany and Japan) many welfare provisions (such as health insurance in the United States, until very recently with the passage of the Affordable Care Act, and retirement and pension benefits in all three countries) were tied to full-time regular employment.

The social protections provided by the welfare states were designed to counter the primary economic risks of the post-World War II period, which were mainly the economic uncertainties associated with unemployment for male breadwinners (who were the main source of family income at that time), by providing UI to them and thereby taking care of their families. UI schemes were generally predicated on the assumption that periods of joblessness would be relatively short and associated with generally brief business-cycle downturns.

The political dynamics changed about 1985 as it became clear that the era of rapid growth (i.e., the 1945–73 period) would not return, and welfare state reform slowed and even reversed in some countries as the emphasis shifted to austerity (e.g., in the United Kingdom). (Spain is clearly different because of it being under authoritarian rule until the mid-1970s.) The increase in joblessness during this period meant that more people relied on unemployment benefits while tax revenues declined as fewer people were employed. After 1985, welfare state reform and labor market policies shifted from an emphasis on protecting people from the consequences of unemployment to labor market activation policies that emphasized the individualization of responsibility (Van Gerven and Ossewaarde 2012; Huber and Stephens 2015). In Europe, this swing represents a shift from a view of the state as a source of protection to its role in promoting social investments in human capital by underscoring the importance of education and equality of opportunity, among other priorities (Taylor-Gooby 2008), as in the East Asian welfare model (see Holliday 2000).

Many of the same factors that have promoted precarious work have also put pressure on countries (arising from within countries and from the European Union regulations for EU member countries) to liberalize their welfare states.8 The desire for greater employer and labor market flexibility by reducing the fixed costs associated with “permanent” employment corresponded to political decisions to promote austerity by marketizing welfare provisions, such as creating work requirements for receipt of welfare provision, reducing employment protections, incentivizing unemployed workers to seek new jobs by lowering the amount and duration of UI benefits (as in Denmark, for example), and shifting risks from governments toward workers through policies designed to promote individual responsibility and privatization.


Welfare Generosity

There are a variety of social welfare protection policies. Two important types of social protections are social insurance, or contributory schemes that are designed to help people respond to common risks, such as illness, old age, and unemployment (e.g., health insurance, pensions, and UI); and social assistance, which refers to unrequited transfers to groups, such as the poor, who cannot qualify for insurance or would receive inadequate benefits from such a source (e.g., cash or in-kind transfers, child welfare, assistance to the elderly, health assistance, disability benefits, and disaster relief).

An overall picture of the generosity of welfare benefits is provided by figure 2.2, which compares the six countries on the overall generosity of the social welfare system. I measure this by the share of GDP spent on social welfare policies and the extent to which the population is covered by these policies.9 In interpreting these figures, we need to keep in mind that public spending is only one way (albeit the most common one) of providing social welfare protections. Social welfare protections result from a mix of public and private spending, as is more often the case in the United States. In addition, welfare supports from families (via an emphasis on individual responsibility and personal savings) have historically played a larger role in some countries, such as Japan (Kwon 1997).
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Figure 2.2 Private and public mandatory social expenditures (% of GDP), 1980, 2004, and 2011

Source: OECD data




The level of social welfare generosity is highest in Denmark, which is Europe’s most generous welfare state overall. This is consistent with Denmark’s principle that “no citizen should suffer any economic hardship; thus welfare benefits are intended to cover everybody” (Westergaard-Nielsen 2008: 24). This has led to a well-developed social safety net and a generous and inclusive welfare system that produces a low degree of dependence on the labor market to provide a minimum standard of living. Rather, the role of the government is to pay the bills, providing the social safety net (i.e., healthcare and disability pensions and UI benefits for those who are not otherwise covered, though the government-provided UI is means tested and relatively low) and retrain workers who have lost their jobs (Westergaard-Nielsen 2008: 38). To pay for these policies, Denmark has a very high marginal income-tax rate: 56.5 percent on incomes of more than about $80,000 (Daly 2013); the effective tax rate for even low-wage earners is 44 percent (Westergaard-Nielsen 2008: 16).

Despite the overall high level of welfare generosity in Denmark, budget concerns in recent years led the Danish government to adopt a whole host of neoliberal reforms, such as privatizing pensions, cutting benefits, and reducing the time limit for receiving unemployment benefits from four years to two. The requirement for the unemployed (the proportion of which increased during the crisis) to participate in retraining and job placement programs designed to get them back to work intensified. These policies are social investments designed to make workers more mobile and to enable the most vulnerable people in society to obtain and keep good jobs (rather than any job at all).

Overall public social welfare spending in Germany is also relatively high, ranking second behind Denmark (at least until 2011, when the high unemployment rates in Spain led to a big increase in welfare spending). Germany also has comparatively high levels of unemployment replacement, ranking the highest among the six countries. Germany has a social insurance-based welfare system, which historically has been heavily stratified along occupational and class lines. While Germany’s dualistic welfare regime provides generous supports for labor market insiders, it provides less support for labor market outsiders (Emmenegger et al. 2012).

In Japan, social rights to welfare are limited and connected to productivity increases, though Japan spends the most on public welfare and social protections of the countries in East Asia and the percentage of GDP spent on social welfare was comparable to that in the UK and greater than that in the US in 2011 (see figure 2.2). Welfare benefits in Japan differ by firm, however. And, once unemployed, Japanese workers have the lowest levels of income replacement of the six countries (Chatani 2008). Instead of a well-developed, publicly financed social safety net, the relatively conservative Japanese welfare system places a “high level of reliance on mutual aid within family and occupational groups. This comes from the effect of Confucianism which places an especially high level of reliance on the family” (Nozaki and Matsuura 2010: 56).

The welfare system in Spain is relatively new compared to other European countries and still has features that are remnants of the Franco-era policies designed to support patriarchal family structures and the authoritarian state by providing relatively small payments to families, thereby encouraging women to stay at home with their children. This system also depended for elder care on unpaid family services. Social expenditures have increased over the past decade, however, rising to a level comparable to Germany’s and only slightly less than Denmark’s in 2011 (see figure 2.2); as noted earlier, this growth in welfare expenditures reflects mainly the increasing beneficiary base created by high unemployment resulting from the economic crisis.

Welfare generosity is higher in the UK than in the US; levels of public and private mandatory social expenditures in the UK were about the same proportion of GDP in 2011 as Japan, and greater only than those in the US among the six countries. In both the UK and US, conservative government policies made UI and other income transfers both less plentiful and less accessible. In both countries, the main trend since the mid-1990s has been toward labor market activation policies and away from unconditional unemployment benefits (Bonoli 2005). Welfare-to-work has been the orienting principle of many welfare and labor market policies (as in the Jobseeker’s Allowance, enacted by the Blair government in 1998; and President Bill Clinton’s Temporary Assistance for Needy Families [TANF] program created in the mid-1990s). These policies limited eligibility periods as well as required persons to work in the labor force as a condition of payments. In the UK, an unemployed worker must sign a “claimant commitment” that outlines a specific job search plan to receive benefits, a reflection of neo-conservative attempts to separate the “deserving” from “undeserving” poor (Van Reenen 2004). The overall effect in the UK, as in the US, has been to provide economic incentives to move unemployed workers (often women without marketable skills) into low-wage, precarious jobs.

Unlike the United States, however, the United Kingdom does provide universal health coverage. The Beveridge Report (Beveridge 1942), i.e., the report on Social Insurance and Allied Services, written during World War II, provided the outline for the British welfare state that emerged after the war and led to the establishment of the National Health Service in 1948. In Britain, as in Europe generally, it was agreed that governments most effectively organized social security and health benefits to address the evils of “Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor, and Idleness” (Davis 2016: 116). Indeed, the US is also the only country among the six without a universal system of health coverage. This was due largely to the government’s failure to enact this after World War II; as a result, unions pushed for the adoption of employer-delivered health insurance and, when this was achieved, dropped their insistence that it be provided by the government. The 2010 Affordable Care Act was designed to expand health insurance coverage to most US citizens and legal residents, though coverage for all has not yet been attained.

The welfare state in the United States, however, is not as small as implied by figure 2.2: It operates more via principles such as tax expenditures and public–private partnerships (Howard 2007; Prasad 2016). Thus, there are different types of tax subsidies provided to individuals at both the federal and state levels, though these are often more likely to be tax cuts (which usually favor higher-income persons) and result in a diminishing of state capacity rather than risk pooling and redistribution (Prasad 2016). In addition, American companies are more involved in the provision of welfare than is generally the case in other countries (though the extent of this involvement varies by such things as company size); while private welfare also characterized many other advanced industrial countries, it tended to crowd out public welfare more in the US.

Welfare payments appear to have become more generous in 2011 compared to 2004, though this reflects the increases in unemployment experienced by these countries – and therefore the increase in UI expenditures – due to the economic crisis of 2008–9; there were cutbacks in entitlements in all countries during this period.10




Labor Market Institutions

Labor market institutions are the macrostructural, organized patterns and laws that govern the relations between employers and employees, such as unions and collective bargaining arrangements, occupational associations, and minimum wage and equal opportunity laws. Labor market institutions not only regulate how people enter and exit from employment and are trained and retrained, but also define their rights and conditions of employment.

Welfare and social protection regimes are important sources of variation in labor market institutions (Esping-Andersen 1990; Kolberg 1991). The generosity of pension benefits affects retirement decisions, for example, while provision of ample UI impacts decisions regarding labor force participation. In addition, the welfare state has become a major employer in many rich democracies, with the expansion of health, education, and social service jobs.

Moreover, similar macrostructural forces, such as workers’ power resources and the nature of production regimes, shape key features of both welfare and labor market institutions. Thus, the strength of labor organization both leads to generous welfare support during periods of unemployment and encourages retraining policies to enable unemployed workers to find new jobs. Also, the kinds of relations among firms, banks, labor, and government emphasized by the VoC theory help to explain why firms can obtain capital that enables them to make investments in research and development, as well as to account for the cooperation among employers that support training and retraining (Soskice 1999; Huber and Stephens 2001).

I focus on three major sets of labor market institutions: employment systems, which shape the employment relations that form the core of precarious work; skill formation systems, which provide workers with the skills needed to participate in the labor market; and labor market policies related to re-employment and employment protections.


Employment Systems

The employment system encompasses the institutional and cultural aspects of hiring, training, retaining, and promoting employees in employment relationships (Marsden 1999). Employment systems are “cultural and social constructions that reflect a societal tendency of important actors toward enforcing certain forms of careers and social organization” (Fligstein and Byrkjeflot 1996: 12). Fligstein and Byrkjeflot argue that employment systems are institutional projects that are shaped by the political interactions among employers, workers, and the state, and involve the construction of cultural rules that legitimize and stabilize these interrelations through labor markets and the interaction between employers and employees in firms, and the educational system. In these ways, macro-level employment systems shape meso- and micro-level employment relations in a society.

Employment systems differ systematically across countries due to dissimilarities in the relative power of employers and workers and in the nature and scope of their educational and skill formation systems. These characteristics reflect the extent of competition between different unions and other sources of worker power (such as occupational associations), the role of workers in workplace representation and social policy, the extent and nature of gaps in collective regulation, principles underlying employment policy, the role of the public sector, salience of work–life programs, support provided to balancing work and family lives, and the level of welfare protection offered to the unemployed (Estevez-Abe, Iversen, and Soskice 2001).

Duncan Gallie (2007a) builds on the PRT and VoC and distinguishes among countries on the basis of their “employment regimes” or underlying employment systems and industrial relations policies. Paralleling key differences among welfare and production regimes, he identifies three main models of employment regimes that differ in their degree of inclusiveness of social protections (such as those offered to the unemployed), skill formation systems, and principles governing employment policy: inclusive, dualist, and market regimes.


	Inclusive employment regimes (such as Denmark) extend employment rights and social protections to all workers.

	Dualist employment regimes (such as Germany, Spain, and Japan) offer social rights and employment protections to a skilled, long-term core workforce often at the expense of those in the periphery, such as those on temporary and other nonstandard contracts. For core workers, such regimes tend to have more robust vocational education and training systems that transmit skills that are more specific to firms and industries, and there are stronger employment protections that tend to discourage inter-firm mobility and lead to longer tenures with employers (Thelen 2014: 2).

	Market employment regimes (such as the United Kingdom and United States) are largely governed by market mechanisms. Education and training systems are highly stratified and emphasize the formation of general skills that are transferable across firms and are developed in formal and vocational educational institutions.





Education and Skill Formation Systems

Employment systems differ in their skill formation (education and training) schemes. Skills are developed in formal education systems (such as primary, secondary, and tertiary schools) in vocational training systems that teach skills that are relevant to jobs (and may be located either within the formal educational system, within separate vocational schools, or in dual systems that combine work and training); and within firms or occupational schools (such as medical or law schools).

Different skill formation systems provide different opportunities for acquiring and transferring skills. We can distinguish between models of skill formation that emphasize general skills that are transferable across employers, on the one hand, and on the other those that focus on firm- or industry-specific skills that are useful primarily in particular firms and industries, and are generally linked to systems of vocational training. A dual system that combines work and school vocational training, for example, is widespread only in Germany and Denmark; the other countries maintain a school-based vocational education system.

Denmark has a dual vocational training system, with a high level of apprenticeship training that is actively promoted and financed by the government. Unlike in Germany, apprenticeships in Denmark are heavily geared toward adults, in keeping with that country’s emphasis on active labor market policies. The dual system in Denmark is relatively closed, as in Germany, and it is difficult to change in to or out of the vocational training track, though the system in Denmark is more flexible and provides greater access to training opportunities at various life stages. Also unlike in Germany, the Danish vocational training system is more decentralized and the colleges exert more control over designing curricula (Eichhorst et al. 2015). Denmark also has a high public expenditure on tertiary education and institutions of higher education are free of charge to students.

Germany represents a system of vocationalism, which results from the actions by strong workers’ associations that exert considerable control over the supply of workers to occupations, and relies on a dual apprenticeship system in which skills are formed both in schools and in employing organizations. The dual system is fairly closed and it is difficult to change in to or out of the vocational training track, and so the system is marked by a commitment to one occupation or a group of occupations within an industry. Germany’s well-developed vocational and apprenticeship systems helped it create the world’s most skilled manual labor force and were facilitated by: strong labor–management cooperation and relations with banks that did not require dependence on the market for financing; coordination among businesses; and a social welfare system that provided workers with the security to invest in their long-term skill development. The dual vocational system has a long history, going back to the regulations established for the skilled trades by the German guilds in the Middle Ages. The system became more formalized and regulated by the state in the 1800s as vocational schools were established to provide skilled and loyal workers for the chemical and machinery industries (Thelen 2004). The dual vocational system originated in manufacturing but has been extended to services as well.11

Japan illustrates managerialism, where the relatively greater power of employers and firms enables them to use firm-internal labor markets to: exert control over workers; create primary and secondary labor markets within firms; provide specific training to core employees over the course of their careers; and govern the recruitment, training, and allocation of labor to tasks and positions (see Koike 1983; Kalleberg and Lincoln 1988; Lincoln and Kalleberg 1990). Lifetime employment, promotion (based on seniority), abundant welfare services, internal training, and a strong corporate culture combine with broader societal norms and values to evoke from employees a strong commitment to and identification with their employers. Enterprise unions and a penchant for mixing personal life with company affairs round out a picture of organizational affiliations that form a structural attachment critical for the life chances of the Japanese.

The importance of company-based training in the core sector in Japan is reflected in the relatively low proportion (about one-third in 2003) of Japanese high school students who are in vocational tracks. Primary and secondary educational systems focus more on providing students with broader, general skills, presuming that more specific skills will be taught on the job. The lack of emphasis on providing portable skills is reflected in the relatively small amounts of public monies spent on skill training and other active labor market policies, again ranking only ahead of the United States (Brinton 2011).

In Spain, the employment system is heavily influenced by the state and its regulations, given the relatively weak capacity of labor and the fragmentation of employers (see Lucio et al. 2007). Unlike Germany’s, Spain’s system of vocational education and training does not involve apprenticeship but takes place in separate vocational schools and in distinct vocational tracks in upper secondary schools; only 4 percent of those in vocational upper secondary education combine school and work-based training, compared to 74 percent in Germany (Zimmerman et al. 2013). Graduates of vocational secondary schools have an easier time transitioning from school to work than those without vocational training (Field, Kis, and Kuczera 2012). However, the status of vocational training in Spain is relatively low, reflecting Spain’s past reliance on low labor costs to maintain competitive advantages, and so there were few incentives for the skill formation system to provide highly skilled workers; before the economic crisis, for example, Spain’s economic model was based on cheap labor and a runaway property market. Spain also invests relatively little in research and development and in information technology (Aguilera 2005) and its public investment in tertiary education is below the OECD average (OECD 2014a), though it did expand its education system after joining the European Union in 1986.

The United Kingdom, unlike Germany and Denmark (but like the US), has a mainly school-based vocational training system. A major objective of vocational training is to produce workers with general and hence flexible skills and qualifications who are able to move within external labor markets. There is also an emphasis on lifelong learning to adapt to changing job skill requirements. Also in contrast to Germany (but also like the US), there is less of a role for the social partners, and employers are expected to provide the specific skills needed within the firm (Euler 2013). Public spending on tertiary education in the UK is at the OECD average, though expenditure on lower secondary education is relatively high (OECD 2014a).

The United States exemplifies a hybrid employment system that combines the managerialism characteristic of Japan with the associational power of occupations typical of Germany. Large employers use firm-internal labor markets to train workers and to provide them with career opportunities, as was historically the case in Japan. In addition, the US exhibits a system of professionalism, whereby strong professional associations (usually associated with white-collar occupations) obtain the compliance of the state to create licenses and credentials that enable occupations to exert control over the entry and practice of the occupation, and use universities or professional schools (such as law or medical schools) to produce the kind of expert knowledge that provides the profession with a claim to exclusive jurisdiction. In the US, professional associations obtain the legitimacy from the government to provide credentials and maintain autonomy over the occupation by claiming that only the association is knowledgeable enough to certify entrants.12 The system of professionalism in the US is similar to that of traditional blue-collar occupations in Germany, in the sense that it results from the associational power of occupations to obtain social closure over the supply, training, and evaluation of workers.

Like Japan, the United States has a weak, school-based vocational training system. The US spends the most on tertiary education, but this is largely due to its relatively high level of private, not public, spending. The emphasis on tertiary education is consistent with the weight placed in the US on the formation of general skills that are portable among firms, and the prominent roles played by open competitive and occupational internal labor markets in pricing and allocating labor within and between firms.



Labor Market Policies

I focus here on two main types of labor market policies: active labor market policies and employment protection legislation.

Active Labor Market Policies Active labor market policies are designed to help working age people obtain jobs and transition from unemployment to employment. Active labor market policies provide workers with greater opportunities for lifelong learning and employability (Viebrock and Clasen 2009). These include chances for retraining, job counseling, and help in finding new jobs through placement services and job search assistance, benefit administration, recruitment incentives, employment maintenance incentives that give workers security as they move from one job to another, sheltered and supported employment and rehabilitation, direct job creation, and start-up incentives. Receipt of these benefits usually requires engagement on the part of individuals, who must take personal responsibility to search for jobs, participate in retraining, and visit job counselors to take advantage of the opportunities available through active labor market policies.

Active labor market policies are a type of social investment strategy (as are investments in education and family policy – see Hemerijck’s 2013 review). They include both positive incentives – such as investing in skills and enabling people to move to better jobs – and negative restrictions, such as requiring people to work in the labor force as a condition of receiving welfare benefits (“workfare,” as in the LMEs of the US and UK) and limiting benefit times (see Gautié, Westergaard-Nielsen, and Schmitt with Mayhew 2010: 170–5; Van Vliet and Koster 2011; Bonoli 2013).

The measure of active labor market policies used here is the share of GDP spent on labor market policies targeting re-entry into employment. This includes:


all social expenditure (other than education) which is aimed at the improvement of the beneficiaries’ prospect of finding gainful employment or to otherwise increase their earnings capacity. This category includes spending on public employment services and administration, labour market training, special programmes for youth when in transition from school to work, labour market programmes to provide or promote employment for unemployed and other persons (excluding young and disabled persons) and special programmes for the disabled. (OECD 2007: 15)



Figure 2.3 presents the percentage of GDP spent on active labor market policies in the six countries. These include public employment services, training schemes, and employment subsidies. Denmark ranks highest by far among the six countries in the proportion of GDP spent on active labor market policies. Unemployed workers are given a great deal of help in the form of income compensation, education, and job training to find new jobs. The idea behind the Danish model of flexicurity is to protect individual workers (through mechanisms such as opportunities for retraining) rather than to try to protect existing jobs. This gives Danish employers a great deal of numerical flexibility while giving workers greater employment or labor market security.
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Figure 2.3 Public expenditures on active labor market policies (% of GDP), 1985, 2004, and 2011
*Denmark 1986; Japan 1990

Source: OECD data




Germany and Spain also spend a relatively high proportion of their GDP on active labor market policies. The increase in this proportion is especially great in Spain, so that it now ranks second (to Denmark) in such expenditures. In Spain, state policies have supported labor market outsiders through substantial unemployment benefits rather than through active labor market policies (Aguilera 2005). The average unemployment income replacement rate in Spain is high, ranking second only to Germany among the six countries.

By contrast, the UK spends less on active labor market policies, though the proportion of GDP spent on such policies exceeds that of Japan and the US. Active labor market policies received a boost at the turn of the twenty-first century from the New Labour government headed by Tony Blair, which reversed some of the Conservative government’s policies by strengthening unions and adopting a series of “New Deals” especially for young unemployed and long-term unemployed adults that placed greater responsibility on these groups to actively pursue employment opportunities.

The US spends the lowest proportion of its GDP on active labor market policies among the six countries, so unemployed persons are more often on their own when it comes to finding new jobs.

Employment Protection Legislation EPL refers to a set of norms and procedures that regulate hiring and firing practices in labor markets. The OECD compiles two measures of employment protections, one for regular workers and another for temporary workers. EPL for regular workers refers to protections against firing these workers, while EPL for temporary workers denotes the restrictions on hiring such workers. Both types of EPL are used to compare countries in terms of their amount of labor market rigidity (see Boeri and Van Ours 2008; Venn 2009).

The OECD’s scale of employment protection for regular workers includes laws and regulations related to: defense against procedural inconveniences due to dismissal; provision of a notice period and severance pay; and difficulty of dismissal. Such rules serve to protect regular employees against the abusive behavior of employers and help to limit dismissals and thereby reduce transaction costs of employment, among other benefits. The OECD measure of protections for temporary workers includes rules about the types of work allowed with fixed-term contracts, their renewal and duration, as well as regulations on agency work (high EPL for temporary workers denotes stricter rules on the use of temporaries).

EPL can increase the power of permanent workers since it is harder for employers to fire them. But high EPL for regular workers can create incentives for employers to hire temporary workers, thus leading to dualism and more unprotected (and often low-wage) jobs. In this way, tough job-protection laws for regular workers combined with relatively weak restrictions on the use of temporary workers help to create dual labor markets. Indeed, the gap between EPL for regular and temporary workers has been used as an indicator of the degree of labor market dualism (Barbieri and Cutuli 2016), as big gaps denote that there are strict regulations against firing permanent employees but relatively low constraints on hiring temporary workers.

Figure 2.4 presents comparative information on employment protections for regular and temporary workers in the six countries. Employment protections for regular workers were the strictest in Spain and Germany in 1985. These restrictions were reduced dramatically between 1985 and 2013 in Spain. The Franco regime was characterized by a paternalistic stance of the state and management toward employees that was reflected in the strongest employment protections for regular workers among the six countries in 1985, protections that increased substantially as a concession to trade unions during the political transition. Pressures on the post-Franco regime to enhance job creation and address high levels of unemployment, especially after the economic crisis of the 2008–9 period, have led to a weakening of these employment protections for regular workers, though these are still higher than in Japan, the UK, and US.13
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Figure 2.4 Employment protections: regular and temporary workers, 1985 and 2013

Source: OECD data




There was much less of a loosening of EPL for regular workers in Germany, which had the strongest employment protections for regular workers among the six countries in 2013.14 EPL for regular workers is moderate in Denmark, ranking below Germany (and Spain in 1985) but higher than in Japan, the UK, and US, and did not change much during this period. There is a functional fit between the Danish industrial system (with its small and medium-sized enterprises [SMEs]) and high turnover. The SMEs can’t afford to keep people on during slow times, so they are able to lay them off, give them generous UI for six months, and then hire them back into the same firm. This is one of the reasons for the adoption of flexicurity in Denmark.

The strictness of employment protections for regular workers in Japan overall is moderate, reflecting the dual nature of its economy. It is the large-firm sector where the distinctive features of the Japanese employment system appear in high relief: permanent employment, whereby (overwhelmingly male) school graduates are recruited by a highly selective screening process to work in “tenured” job positions until retirement at age 55–60; the nenko system tying promotion and compensation to age, length of service, and family need; and the heavy investment by companies in internal training, welfare services, social programs, and cultural symbolism. By contrast, small firms pay lower wages, provide fewer welfare services, job guarantees, and promotion opportunities, and are less likely to practice nenko (Koike 1983). Small Japanese companies are often satellites and subcontractors of larger firms, obligated to take on the latter’s surplus labor when demand is slack or, when it tightens, to supply the parent firm with temporary workers (Yamaguchi 1983).

By contrast, employment protections for regular workers (as well as restrictions on the use of temporary workers) are the lowest in the two LMEs of the UK and US. While the UK’s labor market, like that in the US, was never highly regulated, the Conservative government’s supply-side revolution weakened unions and further loosened legal provisions such as unfair dismissal and redundancy legislation (Mason, Mayhew, and Osborne 2008: 28). The relatively weak employment protections for regular workers and few restrictions on the use of temporary workers in the UK rank only above those in the US on both indicators among the six countries. The greater ease with which employers can discharge regular workers in the UK has made it less necessary for employers to use temporary workers, despite the relatively few restrictions on their use, as we will see in the low levels of temporary work in that country (see chapter 3).

The very low employment protections enjoyed by regular workers in the United States reflects the fact that except for (the relatively few) union members and some well-paid professionals with individual employment contracts (and academics with tenure), most employees are “at will” and can be discharged for any (non-discriminatory) reason and without warning.

Consistent with my discussion of the liberalization of labor markets, restrictions on the use of temporary workers were eased in all countries except the United Kingdom (where these restrictions increased slightly) and United States (where limitations on hiring temporary workers are the lowest of all the countries and there was no change over the period 1985–2013). The strictness of regulations for hiring temporary workers decreased the most in Germany, reflecting the liberalization produced by the Hartz reforms (see chapter 3). However, the relaxation of restrictions on temporary workers was also substantial in Denmark, Japan, and Spain.

EPL promotes dualism in the labor market, as it creates different conditions for permanent as opposed to not-permanent statuses in the employment relationship. Figure 2.4 indicates that the EPL gap (i.e., the strictness about firing permanent workers minus the strictness about using temporary workers) is relatively high in Germany and Japan (in 2013), two countries with highly developed dual labor markets. In Spain, there are asymmetric laws providing differential protections to primary and secondary segment workers, though there have been attempts to reduce this asymmetry by substantially reducing employment protections for permanent workers (see figure 2.4).




Summary and Conclusions

Country differences in labor market and social protection institutions shape reactions to precarious work and its consequences for insecurity and well-being. The six countries studied here illustrate different models of capitalism: Denmark represents the social democratic model with an inclusive employment regime; Germany, Japan, and Spain exemplify the various types of CMEs that are associated with dualist employment regimes consisting of a protected group of core workers and a more precarious periphery; and the United Kingdom and United States illustrate LMEs.

This chapter provides the theoretical foundations for examining country differences among these countries. Drawing upon neo-institutional theories rooted in the VoC and PRT approaches, I have argued that these six countries differ in important social welfare protections and labor market institutions and policies. Nevertheless, all these countries have encountered pressures to liberalize their economies and labor markets and all have adopted some form of neoliberalism. Union density and worker power generally declined in all the countries, as power shifted toward employers. However, the institutional structures and the balance of class power in these countries have produced varying responses and outcomes: a greater collectivization of risk in Denmark; labor market dualization in Germany, Japan, and Spain between a protected group of insiders and vulnerable outsiders; and the shifting of the risks of work to individuals in the United Kingdom and the United States.

The evidence presented in this chapter shows that the generosity of public spending on welfare benefits and active labor market policies is relatively high in Denmark, Germany, and Spain, and relatively low in Japan, the UK, and US. Employment protections for regular workers is higher in Germany, Denmark, and Spain compared to Japan, the UK, and US. Relatively high employment protections for regular workers coupled with low restrictions on the use of temporary workers underscore the dual nature of labor markets in Germany and Japan. In Spain, pressures to loosen protections for regular workers and restrictions on the use of temporary workers have reduced the duality of labor markets in that country since the 1980s.

I will show in subsequent chapters how these labor market and social welfare institutions and policies affect the ways in which precarious work impacts individuals’ economic insecurity, transitions to adulthood and family formation, and subjective well-being. Some institutions are likely to be more relevant than others for different outcomes: Active labor market and employment protection policies are apt to have especially strong impacts on job insecurity, while social insurance and social assistance should affect mainly economic insecurity.



Notes


1. As I mentioned in chapter 1, precarious work also characterizes less industrial countries and is represented by the vast informal economies associated with them. However, precarious work in less developed countries is beyond the scope of this book.
2. VoC is an example of a dualist theory that contrasts the market model emphasized by neoclassical economics (i.e., the LMEs) with one or a small number of other models (see Crouch 2005 for a review).
3. Esping-Andersen (1990) recognized that these three welfare regimes were not pure types. Denmark, for example, has features of both liberal and conservative regimes. Moreover, the typologies do not always differentiate countries adequately in their welfare services. For example, the LME of the United Kingdom has a much more socialized healthcare system than Christian Democratic Germany.
4. Source of 2017 population figures for the six countries: http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/population-by-country.
5. German companies sought greater flexibility through mechanisms such as outsourcing production to Eastern Europe. Other sources of stress to the German system included: growth of the service sector (which was less amenable than manufacturing companies to co-determination [see next note] and hence associated with lower wages); decline in union power; shift of collective bargaining from national to local levels; greater international competition, especially from Eastern Europe (which made it easy to outsource); decline in corporatist ideas; and immigration from the European Union.
6. Co-determination involves workers’ representatives on half the seats of firms’ supervisory boards; a separate management board or Vorstand runs the day-to-day business (a dual-board system of corporate governance was created by an 1884 law, and became mandatory in the twentieth century) (The Economist 2012). Germany’s corporatist Mitbestimmung model gives workers a say in management.
7. The paucity of childcare has been attributed to reactions to the Nazi regime but also to developments in the GDR, where “raising children was considered a matter purely for the family, and any state intervention was rejected as an unwarranted intrusion into the private sphere” (Bosch and Kalina 2008: 85).
8. Of the six countries I am discussing, the three (at least as of this writing) that belong to the European Union have been affected by EU supranational apparatuses that have encouraged or even required austerity, if only because budget caps place limits on Keynesian policies as well as via technocratic interpretations of debt. The fiscal limits that the EU has established for members of the eurozone ensure a politics of austerity that have tended to encourage member countries to prioritize economic over social dimensions of work: as the EU social policy agenda (labor protection, welfare benefits, social insurance, etc.) is weakly developed, it tends to be supplanted by the fiscal and monetary policy objectives of budget consolidation and austerity economics (Daly 2012).
9. The OECD defines social expenditure as the “provision by public (and private) institutions of benefits to, and financial contributions targeted at, households and individuals in order to provide support during circumstances which adversely affect their welfare, provided that the provision of the benefits and financial contributions constitutes neither a direct payment for a particular good or service nor an individual contract or transfer” (OECD 2007: 724–5). Esping-Andersen (1990) based his welfare state typology on social expenditures related to: unemployment benefits, sickness benefits, healthcare, and pensions. Other types of welfare benefits include: publicly funded social services (such as healthcare, education, cultural institutions such as libraries, recreational facilities such as parks); social work and personal social services (child and elder care, social work); and economic governance (large-scale government controls such as labor market institutions, training programs, industrial policies, minimum wage laws) (Garland 2016: 46–52).
10. Huber and Stephens (2001) point out that despite austerity pressures, political differences in the 1980s narrowed and partisan politics mattered less, since conservatives were reluctant to cut programs and liberals couldn’t raise taxes due to economic difficulty. Hence, there were only relatively modest reductions in welfare benefits. There were larger cuts – driven by ideological factors rather than unemployment – in the UK (in healthcare, sick and disability pay, and UI) and somewhat less so in the US (mainly in social assistance programs) (e.g., Kenworthy 2014).
11. While there is a great deal of interest in adopting the German dual vocational and educational system in other countries, the bases of that system in historical and cultural forces make such transferability difficult. See Euler (2013) for a discussion of the issues involved in exporting the German system of dual vocational training to other countries.
12. By contrast, France typifies a form of professionalism where the state plays a major role in constructing the professional system, often via a system of exams for entry into professional schools. In both cases, careers unfold within and are focused on an occupation, not a firm or industry.
13. The rigid labor rules and costly regulation during the 2000s hindered the growth of companies (Spain ranks forty-fourth on the World Bank’s ease of doing business index, between Puerto Rico and Rwanda) (see Sills 2012).
14. Employment protections are both individual and collective (see Bosch and Kalina 2008: 78–80). These vary by size of firms; there are considerable differences depending on company size, seniority, and the economic situation of the company (there are exceptions for hardship).
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3
Nonstandard Employment Relations


Social scientists usually identify types of precarious work as various forms of nonstandard work arrangements. The most commonly used indicator of nonstandard work is temporary work, which includes those who are hired on temporary labor contracts for fixed or limited terms or tasks as well as those who are hired through temporary employment agencies, labor brokers, or dispatch agencies. Temporary work does not exhaust all the types of nonstandard work, however. Others include: contract work (comprising employees of contract companies and independent contractors); “own account” self-employed persons who do not have any employees; irregular and casual employment; informal economy work; short-term work; and part-time work, especially involuntary part-time work. I will use the term “nonstandard work arrangements” to refer to these types of work in this book, though the terminology for them differs among countries, such as “non-regular work” in Japan or “atypical or alternative work arrangements” in other countries.

Some nonstandard forms of work are precarious because they are uncertain and insecure and, more importantly, lack the social and statutory protections that came to be associated with regular, standard employment relations in the early post-World War II period. Categorizing nonstandard work arrangements as precarious assumes that classifications such as temporary jobs capture the features associated with the three dimensions of precarious work (i.e., as insecure/uncertain; having limited economic and social benefits; and with restricted statutory entitlements) sufficiently to serve as a good proxy for them. By definition, temporary jobs are of course insecure and uncertain. But countries differ in the chances that temporary jobs will lead to more permanent careers, and in the degree to which temporary and other nonstandard workers have social and statutory protections. In some cases (such as Denmark), social protections tend to be universal and based on citizenship, while in other countries, workers must work a certain number of hours or have minimum contribution periods to qualify for protections such as UI or (as in the United States) health insurance and pension coverage.

I elaborate on nonstandard work arrangements and their relationship to precarious work in this chapter. I first provide an overview of the incidence and trends in key nonstandard work arrangements in the six countries. I then discuss how an important form of nonstandard work – temporary work – differs in its degree of precarity among countries. In some countries, temporary jobs are stepping-stones to more standard employment – and so working in them does not matter all that much for economic security and well-being – while in other countries, temporary jobs are dead-end jobs. Before doing this, it is necessary to elaborate on the idea of employment relations and the distinction between standard and nonstandard work arrangements.



Employment Relations

The basic units of employment systems are employment relationships, which are implicit or explicit contractual arrangements between employers and employees that involve reciprocal expectations and obligations.1 These relations encompass a wide range of phenomena, such as how work is organized, governed, evaluated, and rewarded. By linking individuals to their employing organizations, the concept of employment relations provides a theoretical framework that connects phenomena at multiple levels of analysis: macrostructures such as economic, political and social institutions; mezzoscopic aspects of firms and organizations; and microscopic characteristics associated with individuals’ experiences of work. Moreover, the intrinsically contextual nature of employment relations makes it necessary to study them comparatively.

Employment relations differ along a continuum anchored by transactional exchange on one side and relational exchange on the other. Transactional employment relations involve little commitment on the part of either employers or employees to each other and are usually instrumental in nature, involving the exchange of money for work with no necessary expectation of training, continued employment, or welfare provision. By contrast, relational employment relations involve close linkages between organizations and their employees that reflect their mutual commitment and are represented by the notion of a SER (see Kalleberg and Marsden 2015 for a discussion of types of employment relations).

As I discussed in chapter 1, SERs were the normative form of employment relations in industrial nations for much of the twentieth century, blossoming in the first three decades after World War II as part of the social accords in many of these countries that accompanied the spread of Fordist mass production and the ascendancy of large organizations. SERs involve considerable fixed costs because of the range and duration of their open-ended commitments, and so are most likely to be an efficient form of organizing work during periods of high economic growth such as those that characterized the early post-World War II period. Although the SER was normative in many countries during this period, it was far from universal; it was found mainly in larger organizations and concentrated among white-collar employees (usually men) in managerial occupations and blue-collar workers in certain organized industries. Indeed, the viability of the SER depended on a model of the family having a full-time, primary-breadwinner husband, and a wife who cared for children and the home. The lifetime employment regime in Japan – also generally limited to men working in large organizations – closely resembles the ideal-typical model of the SER.

SERs are characterized by: the exchange of work for monetary compensation; performance of work on a pre-set schedule at the employer’s place of business and under the employer’s control and direction; and jobs having well-defined boundaries and descriptions. SERs often, but not always, involved full-time employment. They were typically associated with a psychological contract in which employers’ pledges of job security were exchanged for employees’ loyalty, and there was a shared expectation of continued employment that was contingent on satisfactory employee performance. In the ideal-typical model of the SER, much training took place within the firm, as the long-term and open-ended nature of the employment relationship provided incentives for employers to invest in transmitting firm-specific skills, as well as for employees to learn them to advance their careers by moving up job ladders within the firm. SERs were also the normative foundation of the framework within which labor law, collective bargaining, social security systems, and other features of welfare regimes developed in many industrial countries.

Nonstandard employment relations (such as temporary or contract work) depart from standard employment in one or more ways (Kalleberg 2000). First, in some cases the employer–employee relationship is mediated via a third party such as a temporary help agency or contract company. In these tripartite employment relations, the worker’s de jure employer is an intermediary organization rather than the de facto employer that pays for and makes use of the employee’s labor. Second, some nonstandard work carries no assumption of continued employment, in contrast to the SER in which the expectation is that employment will be at least open-ended with an indefinite future. Third, still other nonstandard work arrangements, including self-employment and independent contracting, collapse the employer–employee distinction altogether (see Kalleberg and Marsden 2015 for a discussion of the transformation of employment relations).

While many nonstandard work arrangements are often regarded as precarious, so too are many standard employment relations in recent years. Reductions in social and legal protections, as well as increased chances of layoffs due to downsizing or offshoring, for example, have rendered all forms of employment relations more precarious to some degree.


Nonstandard Work Arrangements

There is a paucity of systematic data about trends in the various types of nonstandard work arrangements in different countries that span a relatively long period, and so information limitations constrain our ability to study them historically. In the United States, for example, nationally representative data on nonstandard work (such as temporary work or independent contractors) were not collected systematically until the mid-1990s and comparative information from sources such as the OECD are sparse before the 1980s. Since the recent rise of nonstandard work arrangements in industrial countries began in the mid-1970s to 1980s (see chapter 1), the lack of information on these types of work from these earlier periods makes it difficult to assess long-term trends (see Green 2006 for a discussion of this problem). In addition, studies of nonstandard work arrangements in different countries often focus on specific occupations or industries and measure them in distinctive ways, making comparisons among countries difficult. Nevertheless, some more recent information on the types of nonstandard work arrangements is available and provides partial glimpses of the scope and trajectories of this phenomenon.

We can get a general picture of the rise of nonstandard work arrangements by contrasting regular, full-time employment with a global indicator that combines workers on temporary contracts, part-time jobs, and own-account self-employed persons (who are classified as self-employed and who do not have any employees). A recent study of twenty-six European OECD countries using such a global indicator showed that over half of all jobs created in these countries between 1995 and 2013 were in these nonstandard work arrangements, as were about 60 percent of those created between 2007 and 2013 (OECD 2015a). Further, in 2013, about one-third of all jobs in these countries were in nonstandard work arrangements, divided about equally among temporary jobs, permanent part-time jobs, and self-employment.

The expansion of nonstandard work differs among the six countries. Between 1995 and 2007, 22.7 percent of the jobs created in Spain were in nonstandard jobs, compared to 12.7 percent in Germany. The percentage of nonstandard jobs declined by 0.5 percent in Great Britain and 7.45 percent in Denmark. By contrast, the percentage of jobs created between 2007 and 2013 that were nonstandard jobs increased slightly in Great Britain (3.2 percent) and Germany (2 percent), but declined in Spain (8.9 percent) and Denmark (0.5 percent).

In Japan, the proportion of non-regular workers increased from about 27 percent in 2001 to slightly over a third of Japanese workers in 2010 (Osawa, Kim, and Kingston 2013). Non-regular workers are called furita or freeter (i.e., “free” + arubaito, a Japanese translation of the German word for worker, arbeiter) and have defined terms of employment and no explicit job security between fixed-term contracts. These furita include: part-time workers (pato); side jobs held by students or those working in other full-time positions (arubaito); temporary workers whose commitments vary greatly with regard to work terms and durations (rinjikoyo); and various other dispatch and temporary employees (e.g., haken, keiyaku, shokutaku) that work on fixed short-term contracts that are exempt from firm subsidies and fringe benefits. The dominant form of non-regular employment is part-time work (pato), which refers to a status rather than to the number of work hours, and is distinguished by the type of personnel policies applied to such workers (e.g., the absence of seniority-based policies) (Houseman and Osawa 1995).

In the United States, the percentage of employed persons who worked in alternative work arrangements (defined as independent contractors, on-call workers, temporary help agency workers, and workers provided by contract firms) increased from 10 percent in 1995 to 10.7 percent in 2005 and rose to 17.2 percent in 2015. By far the largest such alternative work arrangement was that of independent contractors, which grew from 6.3 percent in 1995 to 6.9 percent in 2005 and 9.6 percent in 2015. Indeed, almost all the growth represented by the nine million new jobs created in the US in the past decade were in these alternative work arrangements, with no net increase in regular, full-time employment (Katz and Krueger 2016).

However, grouping the various types of nonstandard work arrangements together into a single indicator obscures important differences among them, and so is tantamount to comparing apples to oranges. For example, part-time work in some countries can be stable and associated with social and statutory protections akin to those enjoyed by regular, full-time workers, and so is less likely to be precarious than short-term and irregular jobs, for example. For this reason, most studies of nonstandard work eschew comprehensive, overall indicators and focus instead on the various types of such arrangements. I follow this convention and so concentrate in the rest of this chapter on two of the most prominent types of nonstandard work: temporary work and involuntary part-time work.



Temporary Work

Figure 3.1 shows the trends in the proportion of employed persons who were in temporary employment in each of the six countries from the mid-1980s to 2014. Here, temporary work is defined as wage-and-salaried employment that has a predetermined ending date.
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Figure 3.1 Percentage of workers in temporary employment, 1985, 2007, and 2014
*Spain 1987; US 1995; **US 2005

Source: OECD Employment database 2015




Countries with relatively high employment protections – such as Spain and Germany – have relatively high levels of temporary work. Spain has one of the highest rates of temporary employment in Europe and the world, reaching about a third of the labor force in the mid-2000s, though it has decreased since the economic crisis. The high level of temporary work in Spain reflects the impact of high employment protections that made it difficult for employers to discharge regular workers, creating a disincentive for them to hire regular workers, as well as the effect of the policy reforms introduced in 1984 that were designed to increase employment (especially among young workers) by allowing the use of fixed-term contracts for any type of work. These laws were initially directed at younger workers but were extended to other categories of workers (ILO 2016: 56–7). The decline in the proportion of temporary workers since the economic crisis reflects temporary workers being laid off at much higher rates than regular workers, as the use of temporary contracts in the two decades before the crisis led Spanish companies to rely on them and so the companies were unable to respond to the crisis by mechanisms to create internal flexibility (as in Germany).

Despite the high levels of temporary employment, Spain also provides some of the strongest employment protections for temporary workers (Grimshaw et al. 2016). In addition, the high overall levels of temporary employment in Spain mask considerable diversity among industrial sectors and in the reasons for their use. Temporary employment is highest in construction, where skilled temporary workers change employers frequently as they move from one project to another. Hospitality also uses a high number of temporaries, but here this is due to the seasonality of demand (Banyuls and Recio 2017).

In Germany, there was an increase in the proportion of temporary workers from 1985 to 2007 (to about 15 percent of the labor force) before it declined after the crisis. The earlier increase in temporary workers reflects the policy reforms that facilitated the use of fixedterm contracts in the 1980s through 2000s that sought to increase the flexibility in labor markets to counteract negative effects of recessions and increase employment, especially among young workers. Named after Peter Hartz (who was the chair of the commission that developed them), the Hartz reforms were part of a package of tax, regulatory, and labor reforms in 2003, introduced by the Social Democratic Party led by Gerhard Schröder (who called his plan “Agenda 2010”), that made it easier to hire and fire workers and to use temporary work (fixed-term contracts were prohibited until 1972); workers from temporary help agencies can now be used without limit in Germany. The 2003 Hartz Act also reduced UI payments, tightened restrictions on benefit receipt, increased eligibility requirements, reduced the duration of benefits, and broadened the definition of an acceptable job to encompass work that does not use a worker’s existing skills or training (Eichhorst and Marx 2011). This made unemployment more painful for those without jobs but made it easier for those without jobs to get them.

Japan also experienced an increase in the proportion of temporary workers from 1985 to 2007 before a larger decline since 2007. Denmark, on the other hand, has experienced a rather steady decline in the proportion of the labor force in temporary work since the mid-1980s. This might reflect the transition of temporary workers to permanent jobs (see next subsection) or out of the labor force entirely.

By contrast, the percentage of temporary workers is much lower in the United States and the United Kingdom than in the other four countries, as well as compared to the OECD countries overall. There has also been relatively little change in the proportion of temporary workers in the UK and US (though, as I have mentioned, national data on temporary workers were unavailable in the US before the mid-1990s, well after the period when temporary work is assumed to have increased markedly).

A major reason for the low levels of temporary work in these two LMEs is the weak employment protections in these countries, so employers can more easily lay off or fire permanent workers “at will” without the need for the flexibility that comes with temporary work. As shown in figure 2.4, the US and the UK rank lowest among the six countries in terms of the employment protections for regular workers and have the fewest restrictions on the use of temporary employees. The low levels of job protections in the US and UK imply that all jobs are characterized to some extent by uncertainty and insecurity. Since both regular jobs and non-regular jobs are insecure (albeit perhaps in different degrees), it has become increasingly difficult to distinguish good and bad jobs by their degree of security (Kalleberg 2011).


Is Temporary Work Precarious?

The risks associated with temporary employment depend on how social protections are tied to the employment relationship. Whether we consider a nonstandard work arrangement to be precarious is contingent on the nature of the labor market and social welfare protection institutions, as well as the labor laws and statutes covering work and employment. Some countries have sought to make nonstandard work arrangements less precarious, for example, by extending social protections to nonstandard work and using collective bargaining and active labor market policies to regulate and enhance the quality of nonstandard work (Adams and Deakin 2014). Some people also prefer temporary jobs – especially if they are associated with some social protections – to obtain greater flexibility in their working lives to be able to give greater attention to caregiving and other family obligations. In addition, temporary jobs can give highly skilled workers (such as nurses) more flexible career prospects and greater remuneration.

Whether a work arrangement or employment relation is classified as standard or nonstandard is less relevant for defining them as precarious, then, than the kinds of social and legal protections associated with them. Social protections and labor laws in industrial countries often assumed that workers had standard employment relations, with full-time and relatively stable work. But while people in regular (i.e., non-temporary, full-time) jobs may be relatively secure compared to temporary workers, such regular jobs may now have fewer social protections than they once did (Vosko, MacDonald, and Campbell 2009). The decline of unions, for example, has weakened the institutional protections formerly associated with jobs in countries such as the United States; combined with the paucity of protections against dismissal in that country (where employment tends to be at the “will” of the employer), this has made regular jobs more precarious. In Spain, the deterioration of protections for standard workers and the improvement of protections for temporary workers have reduced the protection gaps between these forms of employment (Grimshaw et al. 2016).

While temporary work is generally insecure and uncertain, there are pessimistic and optimistic scenarios about the eventual destinations of those who are employed temporarily. The pessimistic, “dead-end” perspective argues that working in temporary jobs does not promote the acquisition of skills that are transferable to more permanent jobs. Temporary workers are thus unable to develop their human capital to advance to more rewarding jobs. Thus, Autor and Houseman (2010) found that there was considerable churning of temporary workers, rather than their moving to permanent jobs, in the United States (but see Andersson, Holzer, and Lane 2007).

More optimistically, some temporary jobs do promote the acquisition of skills that can be transferred to other occupations, resulting in upward mobility to regular employment. According to this view, temporary jobs are “stepping-stones” where work experience results in skill growth and mobility opportunities for workers in the occupation generally, not just a handpicked few. Such temporary jobs may provide opportunities to acquire skills (both firm-specific and general technical skills, as well as “soft skills” such as an acceptable work ethic), expand social and professional networks, become familiarized with the labor market, and try out different kinds of jobs. From the employers’ point of view, temporary jobs may be used to screen and evaluate people for regular positions and to assess a person’s fit with the organization. In these cases, temporary work may represent bridges that lead to stable career progressions as opposed to traps that forestall opportunities for upward mobility during one’s career.

One indicator of the degree to which temporary jobs might lead to more permanent positions is whether the employer provides them with training, either organized or paid for by the employer. This is an essential feature of firm-internal labor markets, and such training provides the worker with skills that can be utilized on other jobs, usually within the firm, but potentially in other firms in the industry and even more generally.

Figure 3.2 shows the estimated percentage effect of temporary contract status on the probability of a worker receiving employer-sponsored training in 2012 in each of the six countries.2 These figures suggest that temporary workers receive relatively little employer-sponsored training in all the countries. However, employers in the US are the most likely to provide their temporary workers with some training relative to their permanent workers, though the gap between temporary and permanent workers is not very large (about 6 percent) and the amount of training they provide to their permanent employees is not very sizable.

By contrast, temporary workers in Spain have the lowest probabilities of receiving employer-sponsored training relative to permanent employees. This underscores the precariousness of temporary work in Spain, where a sharp divide separates temporary and permanent workers (despite the improvement in protections for temporary workers in that country). It also reflects the school-based nature of the Spanish vocational system, along with the paucity of training provided by employers. Similarly, the relatively low chances of temporary workers receiving employer-sponsored or organized training in Japan point to the dualistic structure of the Japanese employment system, where regular workers are given on-the-job training in firminternal labor markets while temporary workers are not. Temporary workers in Denmark are also relatively less likely to receive employer-sponsored or organized training, which might be explained by the Danish dual vocational educational system in which the state pays much of the training costs. This explanation would not, however, account for the lack of differences between temporary and permanent workers in employer-provided training in Germany.
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Figure 3.2 Percentage difference between temporary workers and permanent workers in the probability of having received employer-sponsored training, 2012

Source: OECD 2014a, 2014b data




Another indicator of whether temporary jobs are stepping-stones to more permanent jobs or traps that constitute dead ends is the probability that temporary workers move into permanent positions. I would expect that temporary workers have greater opportunities to use temporary jobs as stepping-stones to more permanent jobs in countries where the temporary workers receive more employer-provided training. Figure 3.3 suggests that this is the case: it displays transition rates from temporary to permanent jobs in 2007, 2012, and 2013 for the four European countries (Denmark, Germany, Spain, and the United Kingdom), and compares these with averages from the eighteen Euro Area countries3 and the twenty-seven European Union countries (see European Commission 2016a: 88). The bars represent the proportion of all temporary workers in the previous year that moved to a permanent job in the years shown on the graph. In general, this study found that countries with higher proportions of temporary workers were also those who had a smaller share of temporary workers moving to permanent employment.


[image: ]
Figure 3.3 Transitions from temporary employment to permanent employment: share of temporary employees in year t who transit to a permanent job in year t+1, 2007, 2012, and 2013

Source: OECD 2014b data




Figure 3.3 shows that temporary workers in the United Kingdom are the most likely to have transitioned from temporary to permanent jobs: over 50 percent of temporary workers in 2006 moved to permanent jobs in 2007, and over 60 percent by 2013. This indicates the greater mobility associated with this LME and the role of temporary work in providing access to more permanent jobs. This is consistent with an analysis by the OECD (2014b) that showed that 48.8 percent of workers on temporary contracts in Great Britain in 2008 were employed as full-time permanent employees in 2011.

By contrast, relatively low proportions of temporary workers in Spain were able to transition to a permanent job in the following year: this percentage declined from about a quarter in 2007 to 14.4 percent in 2012 and 12 percent in 2013, undoubtedly a reflection of the difficult labor market situation in Spain after the economic crisis. (The OECD study [OECD 2014b] found that only 20.6 percent of workers on temporary contracts in Spain in 2008 were employed as full-time permanent employees in 2011.) These relatively low chances of transition from temporary to permanent jobs also underline the dualistic nature of the Spanish labor market, whereby temporary jobs are generally “dead ends” and provide neither much training nor career opportunities. Indeed, people in Spain are more likely to obtain permanent positions when they are unemployed than if they are a temporary worker.

About a quarter of the temporary workers in Germany transitioned to permanent jobs in 2007 and 2013 (compared to about 40 percent in 2012). This is consistent with the (relative) lack of disadvantages that temporary workers have in Germany (see figure 3.2). It is also similar to the results from Eichhorst and Tobsch’s (2013) analysis of the German Socio-Economic Panel survey, which showed that about a third of temporary fixed-term workers moved to an open-ended contract (here, open-ended contracts included vocational training and self-employment), as did about 30 percent of temporary agency workers in the 2007–11 period. Similarly, about a quarter of the temporary workers in Denmark in 2012 and 2013 moved to permanent jobs in the subsequent year (no data were available for Denmark in 2007).




Involuntary Part-Time Work

The quality and nature of part-time work vary considerably among countries (see Fagan et al. 2014).4 Many less-than-full-time jobs incorporate all other features of the SER, particularly in countries such as the Netherlands where part-time workers receive many of the same protections as full-time workers. In those cases, part-time work is not nonstandard at all, as when it represents employer accommodations to employee preferences for reduced hours and more flexible schedules, for example. In other countries (notably in the United States and United Kingdom), part-time jobs are often highly insecure, lacking enhancements such as benefits, training opportunities, and the expectation of continuity. Countries also differ considerably in their regulation of part-time work, though the ILO (2015) reports that there have been increases in protections regarding equal treatment and equal dismissal rights in both OECD and emerging countries (but not in developing countries) since the early 1990s.

In considering the desirability of part-time work, it is important to take into account workers’ preferences and needs. Part-time work does not mean the same thing for traditional male breadwinners as it does to women or younger workers or those using them as an extra job to supplement income. A common indicator of preferences for part-time work is whether people work in these jobs voluntarily or involuntarily. Part-time work is classified as involuntary if workers say that they would prefer full-time work but cannot find such work due to lack of demand for full-time work or cutbacks in hours (involuntary part-time work is also called working part-time for economic reasons). Such part-time jobs are often nonstandard and more likely to be precarious. By contrast, those who are working part-time voluntarily are classified as doing so for personal, non-economic or supply-side reasons such as family obligations, school, or partial retirement. Here, part-time jobs may have some of the features of regular full-time work, such as set schedules and relative stability of employment. Most part-time workers in advanced countries are classified as doing the jobs for voluntary reasons, though such “voluntary” choices may be constrained by lack of adequate childcare or inability to afford to retire completely.

The precarious and thus most problematic type of part-time work is thus working part-time involuntarily. Figure 3.4 shows trends in involuntary part-time work from 2000 to 2014 in the six countries.

Spain has the highest proportion of involuntary part-time workers, and the percentage of such workers has increased steadily since 2000, especially after the economic crisis. (Note that part-time jobs account for only 15 percent of Spanish jobs compared to almost 50 percent in the Netherlands, however.) The United States has the smallest percentage of involuntary part-time workers but here too the proportion of such workers has increased monotonically throughout from 2000 to 2014 (especially after the Great Recession). The growth in the percentage of involuntary part-time workers after the economic crisis is also observed in Denmark and the United Kingdom.

In Germany, however, the percentage of involuntary part-time workers decreased (as did the unemployment rate; see chapter 4) following the economic crisis, after having risen during the period 2000–7. An explanation may be found in the German legislation that has sought to encourage part-time work (especially among women) by mandating equal treatment for part-time and full-time workers; this tends to make part-time work more attractive and hence make it easier for workers to accept such jobs voluntarily to enable them to balance work with family and other aspects of their lives (Bosch and Kalina 2008: 80–5).
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Figure 3.4 Percentage of workers in involuntary part-time employment, 2000, 2007, and 2014

Source: OECD Involuntary Part-Time Employment database 2015 data




In Germany, Denmark, and the UK, more than 40 percent of establishments employ at least some of their workforce for fewer than 15 hours per week (ILO 2016: 82). A prominent example of such marginal part-time jobs is the German “mini-job,” defined as an employment relationship with monthly earnings of not more than 400 euros per month, regardless of working time, though the vast majority of those working in such jobs earn low wages. These jobs have the same protections against dismissal as standard employment contracts, though in practice those in them are treated more as temporary workers. Mini-jobs are concentrated in service activities, especially in retailing, cleaning services, and catering, and among women (the share of women in mini-jobs is 64.4 percent), where they have been attractive to housewives (Bosch and Kalina 2008).

Finally, involuntary part-time work in Japan (where working part-time is a status within the firm reflecting the absence of the benefits and privileges accorded to regular workers, not an indicator of hours worked) has declined somewhat since 2000, with a slight uptick since 2007.

Temporary and part-time employment relations are often related. In Europe, part-time employment is also more often associated with temporary work: 25 percent of workers with a fixed-term contract and 37 percent of temporary agency workers worked part-time in the EU27 countries in 2007 (ILO 2016: 76); by contrast, only 14 percent of workers on indefinite term contracts worked part-time.

The use of “zero-hours” arrangements in the UK illustrates the linkage between part-time and temporary jobs. Here, workers agree to be “on call” or available to work when needed but are not assured of a fixed number of hours per day, week, or month. About 40 percent of workers on such contracts average about 16 hours per week. There was a sharp increase in zero-hours contracts in the UK between 2012 and 2015 (reaching 800,000 or 2.5 percent of all employees in the fourth quarter of 2015). This is the most notorious form of nonstandard work in the UK, especially in certain sectors such as care work, higher education, retail, and hospitality. Many people don’t realize that they are on such contracts, however, and so their substantial rise may reflect greater awareness of them generated by media attention and statistical clarifications.

A similar concept in the US is that of on-call workers used by major retail businesses and food services as well the more traditional substitute teachers. This is a form of direct-hire temporary work that generally involves part-time work. Related to this is the notion of precarious scheduling, in which workers’ schedules are not set in advance and often change in unpredictable ways, causing considerable stress for workers and their families.



Summary and Conclusions

Nonstandard work arrangements include temporary and part-time work, as well as non-employment relations such as those involving independent contractors and self-employed persons. Such nonstandard work arrangements – especially temporary and involuntary part-time work – are often used as proxies for precarious work. I have argued in this chapter that while nonstandard work arrangements are generally insecure and uncertain, the degree to which they are associated with the other features of precarious work, namely lack of social and statutory protections, differs among countries depending on their employment, labor market, and social welfare protection systems. Thus, temporary work may be quite precarious in countries where such jobs are associated with few protections and do not provide much opportunity to advancement to more permanent jobs, but may be rather desirable if they provide workers with the flexibility they want and/or provide training or experience that is likely to lead to more attractive permanent jobs.

The incidence of temporary jobs varies among countries depending on their labor market institutions. In countries with high levels of employment protections for regular workers (such as Spain), employers are incentivized to create temporary jobs to maintain their flexibility over the employment relationship, while the relaxation of laws regarding the use of temporary contracts led to their increased use.

Moreover, the degree to which temporary jobs can be considered precarious depends on the nature of the social protection systems in a country, such as whether temporary workers are afforded the same kinds of welfare entitlements as those who are working in regular jobs. In addition, some temporary jobs provide stepping-stones to more permanent jobs while others represent dead ends. In Spain, temporary workers receive relatively little employer-provided training compared to permanent workers, and small proportions of temporary workers subsequently move to permanent jobs. By contrast, temporary workers in the LMEs of the US and UK are more likely to be able to transition to permanent jobs, as temporary jobs provide workers with opportunities to develop skills and try out different kinds of work, while employers use temporary jobs to screen and evaluate potential regular employees.



Notes


1. Precarious work is a broader concept than precarious employment, as there are self-employed persons (such as independent contractors) whose work is still insecure, uncertain, and risky, and who lack social and legal protections. Nevertheless, I focus here mainly on precarious forms of employment, since most persons in these rich democracies work for others.
2. Figure 3.2 represents the estimated percentage difference between temporary and permanent workers in the probability of having received training paid for or organized by the employer in the year preceding the survey, obtained by controlling for literacy and numeracy scores and including dummy variables for gender, nativity status, nine age classifications, nine occupational groups, nine tenure categories, and five size categories (http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/empl_outlook-2014-graph60-en).
3. These are: Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Greece, Slovenia, Cyprus, Malta, Slovakia, Estonia, and Latvia.
4. Legislation in different countries varies in what is defined as part-time work, but with the notable exception of Japan (where part-time work refers to a status, not hours worked), the threshold for part-time work is usually set at 30–5 hours per week. Comparative analyses by the ILO (2016), for example, use the 35-hour threshold.





 
4
Job Insecurity



It has emerged clearly that job insecurity is now everywhere: in the private sector, but also in the public sector, which has greatly increased the number of temporary, part-time or casual positions; in industry, but also in the institutions of cultural production and diffusion – education, journalism, the media, etc. In all these areas it produces more or less identical effects, which become particularly visible in the extreme case of the unemployed: the destructuring of existence, which is deprived among other things of its temporal structures, and the ensuing deterioration of the whole relationship to the world, time and space . . . Objective reality gives rise to a generalized subjective insecurity which is now affecting all workers in our highly developed economy. (Pierre Bourdieu 1998: 82–3)

Job insecurity is the new norm. (Guy Standing 2011: 37)

The feeling of insecurity is inimical to our sense of wellbeing, as it causes anxiety and stress, which harms our physical and mental health. It is no surprise then that, according to some surveys, workers across the world value job security more highly than wages. (Ha-Joon Chang 2013)



These quotations illustrate the profound importance of job insecurity for a host of individual and organizational outcomes. Numerous studies have shown that people who are insecure about their jobs have lower mental and physical health and work performance (e.g., Burgard, Brand, and House 2009; Tegund 2014). Job insecurity also lowers one’s trust and commitment to the employing organization, which negatively affects work-related behaviors such as performance (see the reviews by De Witte 1999; Sverke, Hellgren, and Näswall 2002).

These passages also underscore the fact that job insecurity is spreading and becoming more of a problem, largely due to the dynamics of precarious work that I have discussed previously. While this is generally becoming the new normal situation of work in contemporary capitalism, though, the degree to which people perceive their jobs are insecure and the consequences of this will differ among countries depending on their social welfare protection and labor market institutions.

Job insecurity is a multidimensional concept (see Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt 1984; De Witte 1999; Sverke and Hellgren 2002) and refers to at least two kinds of instability and uncertainty: (1) job insecurity, which denotes the degree to which a person is likely to lose the current job; and (2) employment (or labor market) insecurity, which refers to how easy or hard it will be to find a new, generally comparable job. The empirical relationship between these two conceptually distinct types of job insecurity varies among countries as well as within different types of occupations and industries within countries. For example, in countries with very active labor market policies but weak employment protections, job insecurity may be high but employment insecurity could be relatively low. This conceptual distinction is important to keep in mind, as these dimensions speak to the efficacy of different policies for reducing job-related insecurity, with job insecurity more related to employment protections, and employment insecurity more closely linked to active labor market policies that enable unemployed persons to transition to new jobs.

As dimensions of precarious work, job and labor market or employment insecurity are objective states that exist independently of the perceptions and opinions of workers. As such, these forms of insecurity can in principle be measured objectively, in terms of indicators such as the probabilities that one will lose one’s job within a period and the likelihood of being able to find a new, at least comparable job. But the extent to which precarious work produces perceived job insecurity also varies – perhaps more than the objective realities – among countries. It is people’s perceptions of insecurity that directly affect their attitudes, feelings, and behaviors. Indeed, perceived insecurity is what psychologists have shown to be strongly related to poor mental and physical health, job dissatisfaction, and a host of other outcomes. There is also considerable evidence that the anticipation of a negative event can be worse than experiencing the actual event itself: the dread and uncertainty of losing one’s job can be worse than losing it, since insecurity constitutes an unknown that people are unsure how to deal with.

This chapter presents evidence on country differences in both objective and subjective aspects of job and employment insecurity. Social welfare protection and labor market institutions affect the extent to which jobs are insecure (the objective aspect of insecurity, which is a dimension of precarious work) as well as the degree to which people perceive that their jobs are insecure and the degree to which they are worried about this (subjective aspects of insecurity, which are important outcomes of precarious work).


Objective Job Insecurity

Job insecurity refers to the likelihood that a person will lose their job within a period of time. The most commonly used objective indicator of job insecurity is the degree of job stability, which is usually measured by employer tenure, or the length of time a person has worked for a given employer. Employment or labor market insecurity denotes the likelihood that a person can find a new, at least comparable job. This is usually represented by measures of the amount and costs of unemployment.


Job Stability

Employer tenure1 indicates the likelihood that a person will remain with an employer for a given period of time: stable, long-term jobs are assumed to be more secure than unstable, short-term jobs.

Debates about whether there have been changes – and the extent of any change – in the stability of employment relations usually focus on measures of employer tenure. In the United States, early studies often found that employer tenure had remained relatively constant since the early 1970s. This was a surprising result, since speculation about the consequences of the growth of nonstandard work arrangements and the use of downsizing and layoffs as business strategies suggested a decline in job stability. Thus, Diebold, Neumark, and Polsky (1997), using data from the Current Population Survey, found that job retention rates were stable over the 1980s and early 1990s, and the exchange between Diebold, Neumark, and Polsky (1996) and Swinnerton and Wial (1996) seemed to support the view that there was not a decrease in job stability during the period 1979–91. Similarly, Auer and Cazes (2003), in a study of the US, the European Union, and Japan, found that there was a relatively high level of stability in rates of employer tenure in these countries. Some writers have interpreted the relative stability of employer tenure, especially in the United Kingdom, as indicating that much of the discussion about the rise of precarious work and insecurity has been overblown (e.g., McGovern et al. 2004; Fevre 2007; Doogan 2009).

More recent studies of this topic have concluded that there has indeed been a general decline in the average length of time a person spends with his or her employer, however. These studies have shown that different groups display varied patterns of job instability: in particular, women’s employer tenure has generally increased, while men’s has decreased (though tenure levels for women remain substantially lower than those for men in the private sector). The decline in employer tenure is especially pronounced among older white men, the group that had been most protected by internal labor markets in the past (Cappelli 2008; Farber 2008). A more recent study by Auer (2006) also found that the average employer tenure in the US declined over the 1990s, and employer tenure was less in the US than in the other countries studied.

It is thus important to specify carefully the sub-group within which to assess levels and trends in employer tenure. For the purposes of assessing whether there have been changes in job stability, it’s most useful to focus on the group of workers who are most likely to be at their prime working ages and therefore apt to be most highly committed and dependent on full-time, career-oriented work, which in most countries would be men aged 30–50. Figure 4.1 presents results for the average employer tenures for this labor force group in the six countries in 1992 and 2014; this time frame includes periods of economic expansion (in the 1990s) and economic recession (in the late 2000s), and thereby provides insights into relatively long-term trends in job stability in these countries for these men.

Figure 4.1 shows that there has been a general decline in the length of employer tenure for prime working-age men from 1992 to 2014 in all the countries. This is consistent with the argument that there has generally been a decline in job stability in the new age of precarious work. Despite the overall decline in job stability as measured by employer tenure, levels of tenure differ among countries depending on labor market and welfare protection institutions, as well as on the state of the economy in terms of economic growth and the relative supply of and demand for labor, among other factors.

Average job tenure is highest in Japan in both time periods. Japan has long been recognized as characterized by having lifetime employment (at least for Japanese men, up until their mid-fifties) that is rooted in firm-based employment systems in which highly developed firm-internal labor markets bind workers to their employers for a relatively long period of time. This stability of employment with a firm facilitates the acquisition of firm-specific skills and engenders strong commitment to the employer (see Lincoln and Kalleberg 1990). Japan has not been immune from the general liberalization of labor markets prompted by pressures for greater flexibility and cost cutting, however, resulting in a weakening of the lifetime employment system and a gradual decline of firm-internal labor markets. Consequently, the average employer tenure in Japan for men aged 30–50 declined from sixteen years in 1992 to about twelve years in 2014, which was the most dramatic decrease in any of the six countries.
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Figure 4.1 Average job tenure for men aged 30–50, 1992 and 2014
*US 1996; **US and Japan 2012; +Based on men aged 35–44

Source: OECD Firm Tenure database; US Current Population Survey (author’s calculation); Japan Employment Status Survey




Job tenure in Germany was also relatively high in 1992, as Germany is another country with dual labor markets in which a protected core of workers remain with their employers for a considerable amount of time. Germany’s hybrid employment system, which combines firmand occupation-internal labor markets that are shaped by its strong system of vocational education, tends to encourage inter-firm mobility more than in Japan, however (Bosch and Kalina 2008: 78–80). In Germany, too, the average tenure declined over the period, from nearly twelve years to nearly ten years, though this decline in tenure was tempered by German firms’ adoption of mechanisms of internal and working-time flexibility rather than numerical flexibility.

In Spain, the decline of employer tenure for prime-age men was more moderate than in Japan and Germany, though the relaxation of Spain’s strict employment protection laws in response to pressures to liberalize the labor market also led to a decrease in job stability in that country. Levels of tenure in the UK were fairly similar to those in Spain.

The two countries with the lowest levels of average employer tenure for prime-age men are Denmark and the United States. Employer tenure declined substantially in Denmark over the period, so that it had the lowest average tenure among the six countries in 2014. This underscores the high levels of flexibility for employers in the Danish labor market, where turnover is rather high among its numerous SMEs and where active labor market institutions, weak employment protections, and an extensive social safety net promote employment and labor market insecurity rather than security in any specific job. Employer flexibility is relatively high in the United States as well, given its low employment protections and pervasiveness of the principle of employment at will that governs large numbers of employment relations.



OECD Labor Market Insecurity Index

A second objective indicator of country differences in job insecurity is the OECD’s scale of labor market insecurity. This measures the likelihood and costs of job loss on a scale based on two main dimensions related to job loss: (1) the risk of unemployment and (2) the quality of UI, or the amount of income support received once unemployed (see Hijzen and Menyhert 2016).

The first dimension measures the objective risk that an employed person will become unemployed during a given period along with the average length of time that the person will be unemployed; this measure is closely related to the unemployment rate. Here, job and employment or labor market insecurity are somewhat conflated as the risk of unemployment combines the probability of losing one’s job and that of re-employment.

The risk of unemployment is calculated based on inflow and outflow probabilities. The inflow probability (risk of unemployment) is the proportion of employed persons at a given point in time that becomes unemployed during the following month, while the unemployment outflow probability (expected duration of unemployment) is defined as “one minus the share of unemployed persons at a given point in time that remains unemployed for at least another month” (Hijzen and Menyhert 2016: 11).
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Figure 4.2 OECD labor market insecurity, 2007 and 2013

Source: OECD data



The second dimension speaks to the expected cost of unemployment, defined as a composite of both the coverage and generosity of UI. Combining indicators of coverage rates and replacement rates by benefit category yields a measure of “effective unemployment insurance [that] represents the share of earnings that employed workers can reasonably expect to retain during their eventual unemployment spell on average” (Hijzen and Menyhert 2016: 16).

These two dimensions might offset each other somewhat in terms of insecurity: high unemployment might produce less insecurity if income replacement is high. Similarly, high costs of unemployment (low income replacement) may create greater insecurity even if the actual chances of becoming unemployed are relatively low.

Figure 4.2 shows these OECD labor market insecurity scores for our six countries in 2007 and 2013, thus permitting a comparison of objective insecurity before and after the economic crisis. The vertical height of the bars represents the combined index, the circles indicate the unemployment risk (first component, on the left axis, where high values indicate greater risk), and the triangles show the quality of UI (second component, on the right axis: note that high values indicate greater UI effectiveness).

Labor market insecurity generally was relatively low in Denmark, Germany, and Japan as compared to Spain, the UK, and the US. Differences among countries in the provision of UI appear to be greater than the probabilities of becoming unemployed: the generosity of UI was highest in Denmark and lowest in the United Kingdom and the United States, reflecting the differences in social welfare protection policies in these countries.

Insecurity is highest in Spain in both periods, but especially after the economic crisis (2013), when insecurity increased dramatically compared to 2007. The large growth in insecurity in Spain was due mainly to the elevated risk of unemployment during the period, which was markedly higher than in any of the other countries. (The risk of unemployment was also highest in Spain in 2007, but the gap between Spain and the other countries was not nearly as great as it was after the economic crisis.) The increase in unemployment after the economic crisis has been blamed largely on the bursting of the real estate bubble in that country, which created a great deal of joblessness in industries related to construction, for example. Spain is unusual among these countries also in that the generosity and coverage of UI declined at the same time as the risk of unemployment rose; in the other five countries, there was a positive relationship between changes in unemployment risk and UI.

Labor market insecurity also increased during this period in both the United Kingdom and the United States; these countries had the next highest levels of insecurity after the economic crisis. There was also a slight increase in labor market insecurity in Denmark, though the level of insecurity was low relative to that in the other countries. In all three of these countries, the growth in the labor market insecurity index was due mainly to the elevated risk of becoming unemployed, though in all three cases the greater unemployment risk was somewhat offset by the increased effectiveness of UI. Hence, in these countries, the coverage and generosity of UI were expanded in response to the growth in unemployment.

By contrast, labor market insecurity declined somewhat in Germany and Japan after the economic crisis. In Germany, the reduction in insecurity was due primarily to the reduced risk of becoming unemployed since the effectiveness of UI there also decreased. The decline in unemployment in Germany during the economic crisis was rooted in labor market policies such as the creation of mini-jobs and job-sharing practices, which reduced the hours that people worked rather than forcing them to become unemployed. In Japan, the slight decline in insecurity was due to the greater effectiveness of UI, as there was little change in the risk of becoming unemployed.




Perceived Job Insecurity

There are also two dimensions of perceived job insecurity (see Anderson and Pontusson 2007). First, people differ in their perceptions of the likelihood that they will lose their job as well as in their confidence of getting a new, at least comparable job. This is a cognitive condition in which people presumably evaluate the likelihood that an event will happen (e.g., losing one’s job or finding a new one). Cognitive measures are most closely linked to policies such as employment protections or active labor market policies and are likely to be strongly related to business cycles and fluctuations in unemployment.

Measures of objective job insecurity may not always correspond to indicators of cognitive job insecurity, however. The correspondence between objective and subjective job insecurities depends on a variety of psychological mechanisms that may color one’s perceptions, such as: whether people are optimistic or pessimistic; have sufficient information about the objective probabilities to form accurate opinions; feel that they have a high degree of control over what happens to them as opposed to being more fatalistic; the opinions of those they interact with; and so on. Moreover, subjective perceptions of insecurity also depend on economic conditions such that high levels of unemployment may enhance perceptions of job insecurity for people with similar levels of employer tenure compared to situations where unemployment is lower (Auer 2006).

Moreover, Doogan (2009) argues that perceptions of job insecurity might be high even if there is high employment stability due to the pervasiveness of precarious work as an ideology of domination (cf. Bourdieu 1998).

Nevertheless, subjective assessments of the chances of losing one’s job are strongly related to actual job loss rates2 (Manski and Straub 2000; Dickerson and Green 2012). Green (2009) finds that measures of perceived job insecurity closely track the unemployment rate for a wide variety of industrial countries in data collected by the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) in 1997 and 2005. And the research reviewed by Dixon, Fullerton, and Robertson (2013) generally concluded that unemployment was consistently the most significant predictor of perceived insecurity (they also found this in their analysis of 2006 Eurobarometer data on twenty-seven European Union countries).3 It would be surprising if indicators of other objective conditions were not mirrored in subjective perceptions too, though possible divergences between them might reveal notable discrepancies that warrant closer investigation. While perceptions are arguably less useful for comparing countries on levels of job security due to perceptual differences among individuals, they are nevertheless helpful in filling out the story.

Second, people also differ in the degree to which they worry about losing their job or finding a new one. This is an affective rather than cognitive aspect of perceived job insecurity that relates more directly to moods, feelings, and attitudes and is likely to be directly linked to stress, depression, and other negative mental and physical health outcomes. People who perceive cognitively that their job is insecure may not necessarily be worried about this, if they are confident that they will have opportunities to be retrained for new jobs, help in getting placed in a comparable job, or economic and social supports while they are unemployed. On the other hand, affective job insecurity is apt to be high if these labor market and social welfare institutions are not in place, since the consequences of job loss are then greater.


Perceived Cognitive Job Insecurity

Perceived cognitive job insecurity is usually measured by asking survey respondents about their chances of losing their jobs and of finding comparable new ones. The assessment of employment insecurity is apt to be rather hypothetical for individuals who believe their jobs are secure, and so measures of perceived cognitive job insecurity often combine the two aspects of this concept: the degree to which a person perceives she or he will lose the job; and one’s perception of how easy or hard it will be to find a new, generally comparable job.

A typical composite measure of perceived cognitive job insecurity thus consists of two items, such as: “My current job is secure” (1 = Very true, 2 = Quite true, 3 = A little true, 4 = Not at all true); and “How difficult or easy would it be for you to get a similar or better job with another employer if you had to leave your current job?” (0 = Extremely easy; 10 = Extremely difficult). These two items can be combined into a single variable, coding those as being insecure (= 1) who say their jobs are insecure (scoring 3 or 4 on the first item) and also that they would find it difficult to get a similar or better job if they left their current job (scoring 6 and above on the second item).

Figure 4.3 presents information on perceived job insecurity measured in this way for four European countries (i.e., Denmark, Germany, Spain, and the United Kingdom) from the European Social Survey (ESS), a research program that is co-funded by the European Commission, European Science Foundation, and national research funding bodies.
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Figure 4.3 Perceived job insecurity, 2004 and 2010
Significant difference between years: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01

Source: ESS 2004 and 2010 data



The most striking feature of figure 4.3 is the substantial decline in perceived cognitive job insecurity in Germany between 2004 and 2010: The percentage of Germans who said that they were likely to lose their jobs and be unable to find a comparable new one declined from about 30 percent in 2004 to slightly more than 15 percent in 2010, after the economic crisis. Indeed, this was the only one of the four countries that reported a decline in perceived insecurity. This result for Germany is consistent with figure 4.2, which showed a decline in the risk of unemployment in Germany (and overall labor market insecurity) between 2007 and 2013. As discussed in chapter 3, the labor market reforms designed to preserve employment at the expense of hours worked in Germany during this period lowered both the objective chances of job loss and the extent to which workers perceived that their jobs were insecure. Nevertheless, even in 2010, Germans reported the highest levels of job insecurity, comparable to the Spanish.4

Workers in the other three countries reported an increase in perceived cognitive job insecurity between 2004 and 2010, though only in the United Kingdom was this difference statistically significant; this is also a country in which the resources allocated to active labor market policies declined during this period (see figure 2.3). The gap in Denmark was especially small, consistent with the expansion of active labor market policies in that country (see figure 2.3). Not surprisingly, given the large increases in unemployment risks in Spain, there was an increase in perceived job insecurity during this period (though this increase was not statistically significant when individual differences within Spain are controlled for), despite the rise in resources allocated to active labor market policies.

To assess the impacts of these institutions on job insecurity more directly, my colleague Hande Inanc and I used the 2004 and 2010 ESSs to estimate differences among seventeen European countries in the extent to which labor market policies (active labor market policies and employment protections) and social welfare protections (generosity of welfare spending and UI) affect how insecure people feel about their jobs, using a measure of job insecurity that is the same as that utilized in figure 4.3 (see Inanc and Kalleberg 2016).5

We found that differences among the seventeen countries accounted for 14 percent of the variation in job insecurity among individuals, after controlling for differences in perceived job insecurity as well as the yearly country unemployment rate and degree of income inequality. People in countries with higher levels of active labor market policies reported less job insecurity. Similarly, Lübke and Erlinghagen’s (2014) analyses of the 2004 and 2010 ESSs from nineteen European countries found that an increase in expenditure on active labor market policies lowered the perception of job loss.

In addition, we found that there was less perceived job insecurity in countries with more generous UI benefits. This is consistent with the results by Anderson and Pontusson (2007), who used data on fifteen countries from the 1997 ISSP and found that spending on unemployment compensation is negatively related to affective job insecurity (see also Clark and Postel-Vinay 2009). Moreover, we found that there was less perceived job insecurity in countries with higher union density, a result that is consistent with Dixon, Fullerton, and Robertson’s (2013) analysis of the 2006 Eurobarometer data on twenty-seven EU countries, which showed that there is lower average cognitive job insecurity in countries with higher union density. Higher unemployment in a country also increased perceived job insecurity, as we would expect (see also Dixon, Fullerton, and Robertson, 2013). Lübke and Erlinghagen’s (2014) analysis also showed that cognitive job insecurity increased in countries facing economic crisis but decreased in countries with more prosperous economic conditions.

Our results for employment protections and job insecurity were complex: for regular workers, having strong employment protections increased their perceptions of job insecurity, presumably because they were concerned that if they lost their present job, they would have difficulty obtaining a new one due to the protections enjoyed by those who are still working. On the other hand, strong restrictions on the use of temporary workers were associated with temporary workers’ lower perceived job insecurity.

This complexity is consistent with much of the literature, which has found either a negative or no relationship between employment protections and job insecurity. Thus, Anderson and Pontusson (2007) found that employment protections in a country were negatively related to cognitive job insecurity in fifteen countries in the 1997 ISSP, while Clark and Postel-Vinay (2009) used data for twelve European countries from the European Community Household Panel study and found workers perceive that they are less secure in their jobs in countries with higher employment protections. Moreover, Erlinghagen (2008) found no effect of employment protection on job insecurity in seventeen European countries. Chung and van Oorschot (2011) used the fourth wave of the ESS (2008/9) for twenty-two European countries and showed that active and passive labor market policies are more important for employment security than employment protections. Finally, Lübke and Erlinghagen’s (2014) analysis of the 2004 and 2010 ESS data for nineteen countries found no significant relationship between employment protections or changes in employment protections and perceived job insecurity.



Temporary Work and Perceived Cognitive Job Insecurity

Temporary jobs are objectively insecure and unstable by definition, since they are short term in duration. And the evidence indicates that temporary workers are more likely to become unemployed or leave the labor force compared to regular workers (ILO 2016: table A5.1). But whether people who hold temporary jobs perceive these jobs to be insecure differs among individuals. Some people may have a relatively easy time moving from one temporary job to another or even moving from temporary to more permanent jobs, whether because they have skills that are in high demand or they live in countries in which temporary work serves as a bridge to permanent employment (such as Denmark or the United States; see chapter 3, and ILO 2016).
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Figure 4.4 Effect of temporary employment on perceived job insecurity, 2004 and 2010
Significance: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01

Source: ESS 2004 and 2010 data



Figure 4.4 presents information that speaks to this question, again based on the analysis of the 2004 and 2010 ESS data. Here, I show how the chances of perceiving jobs as insecure differ for temporary workers as opposed to those who have regular, open-ended contracts, in the four European countries.6 The values on the Y-axis represent the odds that temporary workers will perceive their jobs as more insecure than non-temporary workers.

Temporary workers in all four countries perceive their jobs to be more insecure when compared to regular workers. Temporary workers in Germany and Spain are the most likely to perceive that their jobs are insecure relative to regular workers, which is consistent with the high levels of dualism that characterize these countries. The well-developed distinctions between objectively more secure “insider” core workers and less secure “outsider” peripheral and temporary workers in Germany and Spain are reflected in the gaps in perceived job insecurity between temporary and regular workers.

The odds that temporary workers in the United Kingdom perceive their jobs to be more insecure are not statistically significantly different from non-temporary workers, though temporary workers in the UK still report greater insecurity with their jobs than non-temporary workers. The relatively low levels of employment protections in LMEs such as the UK imply that there is not all that much difference in the risk of unemployment between temporary and non-temporary workers on open-ended contracts. We would expect to find similar results for temporary workers in the US.7



Affective Job Insecurity

Affective job insecurity, or the extent to which people are worried about losing their jobs, results from two main sets of factors: the individual’s assessment of the likelihood of losing the job (i.e., the cognitive job insecurity discussed in the previous section); and the person’s evaluation of the consequences or costs of losing the job. These dynamics are related to institutional factors such as the generosity of welfare protections, the extent of active labor market policies and employment protections, and the state of the economy in terms of the level and length of unemployment.

Figure 4.5 presents information on affective insecurity for each of the six countries from the 2005 and 2015 Work Orientations Modules of the ISSP. The measure of affective insecurity is the percentage of workers in these countries who say that they worry “a great deal” or “to some extent” about losing their jobs; I also present the unemployment rates in these countries in these years.

Figure 4.5 indicates that the Danes were not very worried about losing their jobs in either year, which is consistent with Denmark’s high active labor market policies and generous welfare benefits (see also Böckerman 2004).
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Figure 4.5 Perceived job insecurity concerns and unemployment rates, 2005 and 2015

Source: ISSP Work Orientations Modules 2005 and 2015 data



Workers in the other countries experienced a decline in affective job insecurity in 2015 compared to 2005. The sharp decline in affective insecurity in Germany mirrors the reduction in perceived cognitive insecurity between 2004 and 2010 shown in figure 4.3, as well as the reduction in the unemployment rate during this period. In Spain, however, the decline in affective job insecurity is not consistent with the rise in cognitive job insecurity shown in figure 4.3 or with the rise in unemployment between 2005 and 2015. Rather, the reduction in worry about losing one’s job likely reflects the reduction in EPL in Spain during this period, which might make it easier for persons to find a new job once unemployed. Workers in Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States also were less worried about losing their jobs after the economic crisis (2015) than before (2005); these countries are also characterized by relatively low unemployment rates.




Summary and Conclusions

Job insecurity is both an objective dimension of precarious work and a subjective perception on the part of individuals about the level and consequences of such objective insecurity. This chapter has unpacked the concept of job insecurity into its objective and subjective components. I also differentiated between insecurity associated with the loss of the job itself and that related to the chances of finding a new, comparable job.

Length of employer tenure declined in all six countries from the early 1990s for prime-age working men, indicating that there has been a general rise in job instability. This is consistent with my arguments presented in chapter 1 about the general decline in long-term attachments to employers associated with the transformation of work arrangements away from standard employment relations.

The data presented in this chapter also show that job insecurity is relatively low in Denmark, whether this is measured objectively by the risk and economic consequences of unemployment or as perceived cognitive and affective job insecurity. The Danes scored lowest among the six countries on the OECD labor market insecurity index, though this was due more to the relatively generous UI provisions in Denmark than to the actual risk of job loss. That the risk of unemployment is not particularly low in Denmark is consistent both with the relatively low employer tenure (figure 4.1) and the prominent role played by flexicurity policies in that country. Denmark’s active labor market policies provide support to those who lose their jobs to help them receive additional job-related training and placement services that facilitate their re-entry into the workforce; and generous labor market policies offer an economic cushion that enables the unemployed to maintain a reasonable standard of living while searching for a new job. The results for Denmark also reiterate the importance of workers’ institutional and associational power, such as the higher union density and collective bargaining coverage we observed in figure 2.1, which in conjunction with the policies of Social Democratic political parties led to the social welfare protection and labor market policies that reduce job insecurity.

Spain has by far the highest level of labor market insecurity (measured objectively by the OECD index in figure 4.2) and this is reflected in relatively high perceived cognitive job insecurity, which increased after the crisis. The Spanish are also the most worried about losing their jobs (figure 4.5). The reasons for the high levels of perceived job insecurity in Spain are not so clear-cut as for Denmark, since the Spanish scored fairly high on labor market activation policies (figure 2.3) as well as on the generosity of income replacement and welfare spending policies (figure 2.2). It is likely that the changes in social welfare protection and labor market institutions discussed in chapter 2 were instituted in response to the very high unemployment rates resulting from the economic crisis in Spain. For example, figure 2.3 shows that the Spanish markedly increased their expenditures on active labor market policies after the economic crisis, like Denmark but unlike the other countries. Moreover, the proportion of GDP spent on social expenditures also increased considerably after the crisis, like the other countries except for Germany (see figure 2.2).

Job insecurity appears to be relatively low and declining in Germany, as shown by the lower unemployment risk after the economic crisis (figure 4.2) and the sharp reductions in both perceived cognitive and affective insecurity. In Japan, there was little change in unemployment risk, though there was an increase in UI support (figure 4.2), which is consistent with the decline in affective job insecurity in Japan. In the UK and US, there were slight increases in unemployment risk and decreases in affective job insecurity, which is also in line with the slight increase in UI support in those countries.

Taken as a whole, this chapter has highlighted that there are differences in both objective and subjective forms of job insecurity, and that these dissimilarities are consistent with the arguments developed in the previous chapters about the importance of labor market and social welfare protection institutions and policies in shaping both the degree of precarious work (in this, case, the dimension of job insecurity) and the extent to which job insecurity is problematic for workers.



Notes


1. Employer tenure is measured by the actual length of time a person is employed by the organization. This can in principle be measured from administrative personnel records. However, it is more commonly measured by asking workers to report on the length of time they have worked for an employer. As is the case with many such questions, there may be some bias in workers’ reports due to faulty recall or other reasons.
2. Anderson and Pontusson (2007) distinguish job loss from job insecurity, defining the latter as reflecting people’s interpretations of environmental signals.
3. The chapters in Bermeo and Pontusson (2012) underscore the importance of institutional factors by providing evidence that government policies affect the unemployment rate as well as subjective job and employment insecurity.
4. In figure 4.3 as well as the other graphs that are based on data from the ESSs, the results presented control for individual differences within countries in age, gender, disability status, marital status, education, and the size of the firm.
5. We first estimated multi-level models in which data on individuals are nested within countries, and information on countries is nested within the two data points before and after the economic crisis. This enabled us to assess the extent to which variation in individual-level measures of job insecurity is due to differences between countries as opposed to variability within countries. We also assessed differences in the effects of country-level variables on individual outcomes in 2004 and 2010 by means of interaction effects.
6. The effects of having a temporary contract on perceived insecurity did not differ in 2004 compared to 2010, so I pooled the data for the two periods to simplify the presentation.
7. Gash and Inanc (2013) found that permanent female part-timers in the different parts of Europe had either the same job insecurity as permanent male full-timers (as in the UK), or less, and there was no evidence that their relative position deteriorated with the crisis. This is further evidence that how insecure part-time work is perceived to be (as well as how secure it is objectively) depends on institutional context.





 
Part III
Dimensions of Well-Being





 
5
Economic Insecurity



It is normal to be anxious if you are living a precariat existence, in and out of unemployment, worried about having enough money to buy food or where you will be sleeping next month. (Guy Standing 2011: 142)

Economic insecurity has become the rule, not the exception, for many Americans – even in good times. (Jacob S. Hacker et al. 2010: 3)



These quotations highlight the difficulties for people that are caused by economic insecurity. Precarious jobs usually provide low economic rewards as well as create greater volatility and instability in earnings from one year to the next. This results in greater economic insecurity, which refers to the extent to which a person has sufficient and reasonably stable income1 and assets to be able to pay expenses and to maintain at least a minimum standard of living (Western et al. 2012; Osberg and Sharpe 2014).

The spread of precarious work has contributed to the risk factors that have made it increasingly difficult for many people and their families to attain economic security, even in the rich democracies. The problematic nature of economic insecurity has been central to European debates about economic exclusion, a term commonly used to refer to those subjected to poverty due to the economic restructuring that occurred in the 1970s and 1980s (Rodgers, Gore, and Figueiredo 1995). The factors promoting economic exclusion and economic insecurity are similar to those responsible for the growth of precarious work and job insecurity discussed in earlier chapters, such as globalization, technological change, deregulation of markets, and the decline of unions.

Economic insecurity is particularly pervasive and problematic for non-regular workers and immigrants, who are often outside systems of social protection and excluded from participation in many of the social and economic opportunities available to insiders and legal residents. In general, economic insecurity is likely to be more common now than in the period from the 1940s to the 1970s due to the widespread implementation of austerity policies that have led to restructuring of social welfare spending in most industrial countries, in addition to the rise of precarious work.

Jobs that pay low wages are more likely to be economically insecure, and there has been an increase in the number and proportion of low-wage jobs in many of the rich democracies, such as Germany (Brady and Biegert 2018). Low-wage jobs that provide few prospects for advancing to better jobs and lead to flat earnings trajectories are especially problematic. As is the case with temporary work, the extent to which people are stuck in low-wage jobs may differ among countries depending on their labor market institutions, as well as vary among occupations and industries within countries.

The relationship between low-wage work and economic insecurity depends on the social welfare protection institutions that provide persons with economic supports of various kinds to help them cope with periods of unemployment and suboptimal employment. This again underscores a basic theme in this book, namely that the extent and consequences of precarious work depend on social contexts such as a country’s social, legal, and welfare social protections. Thus, in countries where the receipt of social protections is not dependent on working in certain kinds of employment relations, low-wage work is less likely to engender economic insecurity than in cases (such as the United States) where the delivery of benefits tends to be tied to regular, full-time jobs.

It is the responsibility of governments to provide basic human rights such as economic security. Article 25 (paragraph 1) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that everyone has the right to have a standard of living that is sufficient for their health and well-being, “including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control” (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2008: iii). In the US, the government’s obligation to provide economic insecurity was the impetus for President Franklin Roosevelt’s creation of the Committee on Economic Security in 1934 and his proposal in 1944 to implement a second “bill of rights” that guaranteed Americans security with regard to income, medical care, social security, education, and employment, among other things; while some of these rights were ultimately provided (such as social security), others (such as economic and job security) have yet to be realized (see Sunstein 2004).

This chapter will link country differences in social welfare protections to variations in economic insecurity. As with job insecurity, I examine objective as well as subjective aspects of economic insecurity. I first discuss country differences in earnings quality, which includes the average level of earnings and the degree of inequality. Second, I assess differences in the proportion of persons who are in low-wage jobs and below the poverty level in the various countries. I next consider differences in the social wage or overall economic well-being in the countries. Finally, I examine variations in persons’ subjective perceptions of economic insecurity, i.e., whether the person feels that his or her economic resources are sufficient to meet his or her needs and the needs of the family.


Earnings Quality and Inequality

The rise of economic inequality in a society is problematic for many reasons. These social and economic problems range from its links with poor mental and physical health to violence, disintegration of community life, political polarization and malaise, and subjective well-being, as is documented by Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) and Therborn (2013), among many others. What is especially concerning about the increase in economic inequality from the point of view of precarious work is that this growth has been accompanied by the expansion of low-wage jobs, thereby creating a group of people who are increasingly economically marginal and insecure. Indeed, it may well be that the spread of low-wage work is more problematic than the actual growth in economic inequality for many people’s economic security and quality of life.

Countries differ in their average levels of earnings as well as in their amount of earnings inequality, or how evenly earnings are distributed among individuals. Both of these two objective aspects of earnings are important for individuals’ economic security and well-being. The OECD has constructed an index of objective earnings quality that combines the level of and inequality in earnings. The first dimension, level of earnings, is measured as the arithmetic (simple) mean of gross hourly wages (i.e., before deductions of employee taxes and social security contributions) over all workers. The second dimension, earnings inequality, refers to how hourly wages are distributed among workers (Cazes, Hijzen, and Saint-Martin 2015).
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Figure 5.1 OECD earnings quality, 2005* and 2012
*Denmark 2008

Source: OECD data



Figure 5.1 shows these OECD earnings quality scores for the six countries in 2005 and 2012, thus enabling comparisons to be made before and after the economic crisis of 2008–9. The vertical heights of the bars represent the combined index, the triangles indicate the average earnings (first component, on the left axis) and the circles show the level of inequality in earnings (second component, on the right axis) in each of the time periods.

Earnings quality is highest in Denmark, which has the highest level of average earnings and the lowest amount of earnings inequality of these six countries and indeed of any Western nation. Earnings quality increased slightly in Denmark from 2008 to 2012, due mainly to the rise in average earnings. Denmark’s high earnings quality results to a great extent from the high degree of worker power exercised by unions and supportive political parties. Its high earnings quality also reflects Denmark’s strong societal commitment to equality among individuals overall as well as between men and women, resulting in the country having one of the lowest gender gaps in earnings in the world.

Germany also has a relatively high level of earnings quality (second only to Denmark), with the second highest average level of earnings and the next lowest amount of earnings inequality. Wage compression in Germany is rooted in a deep preference for wage equality, which tends to limit the wages of high-skilled workers (and encourages them to emigrate) and to forestall the creation of a low-wage service sector, though as we will see, low-wage work has increased in Germany in recent years. Germany had low levels of income inequality up to the 1990s, at which point inequality increased substantially with the decline of industry-wide collective agreements (Brady and Biegert 2018). The Hartz reforms also increased income inequality in Germany, as they provided tax cuts for high earners and led to stagnating wages and a reduction in the middle class. Unlike the US, where the top 1 percent drove income inequality, there was not much increase in the top 1 percent in Germany. As in Denmark, earnings quality in Germany grew slightly over the period, mainly due to rises in average levels of earnings.

At the other extreme, earnings quality is relatively low in Japan and Spain, which have similar levels of average earnings and earnings inequality (and levels that correspond closely to the OECD average). In both countries, the low level of earnings quality is due mainly to the relatively low levels of average earnings, which are substantially below the averages in Denmark and Germany as well as the UK and US. Earnings equality increased somewhat during the period in Japan and Spain, with small declines in earnings inequality and modest increases in levels of earnings.

The two LMEs, the United Kingdom and the United States, had similar levels of earnings quality in both periods, though the components of earnings quality differed in the two countries. Average earnings were considerably higher in the US (which had the third highest level of average earnings, behind Denmark and Germany), while earnings inequality was lower in the UK. In both countries, earnings quality declined slightly over the period. In the UK this was due to a decline in average earnings, as multi-employer agreements have declined and there is no negotiation regarding pay and working conditions in over 70 percent of workplaces (Mason et al. 2008).

In general, the changes shown in figure 5.1 are relatively modest and in some cases (such as in Japan and Spain) earnings inequality has declined. This contrasts with the picture for income inequality (which includes both earnings and non-labor forms of income), which has increased markedly in all these rich democracies as well as around the world more generally.



Low-Wage Jobs

Denmark has the smallest incidence of low-wage work (Gautié and Schmitt 2010: xix); in 2005, the incidence of low-wage work was 8.5 percent in Denmark (and it has remained consistently low over time), compared to 25 percent in the US, 22.1 percent in the UK, and 20.8 percent in Germany (Solow 2008: 6). While Denmark has no minimum wage, it does have a minimum tariff that is negotiated by the social partners and to which most firms adhere. This again highlights the role played by Denmark’s strong unions and collective bargaining arrangements: agreements among the social partners (employers via the Danish Employers’ Federation and employees through the trade unions), over issues such as working hours and conditions as well as wage scales and minimum wages, are more important than government actions or legislation as regulatory mechanisms.

The Danish policy has been to set incomes in the labor market (based on the value of production) and then to provide economic assistance to those who are unable to obtain a decent level of living by working. Westergaard-Nielsen (2008: 29) describes the situation regarding low-wage work in Denmark by observing: “Overall, we might say that the low-skilled tend to be jobless in Denmark but not penniless, whereas in the United States the low-skilled tend to have a job but to be penniless.”

The proportion of low-wage workers in Germany has grown: the low-wage share of employment in 2005, at over 20 percent of the labor force, was an unprecedented high, about the same as in the UK and not much lower than in the US (Appelbaum et al. 2010: 11). Germany has recently introduced a national minimum wage, which was designed to counteract the large group of working poor and labor market outsiders (though all low-paid workers are entitled to health and old-age insurance, which enhances the social wage, as I discuss later) (see Bosch and Weinkopf 2008: 292). The Hartz reforms led German unions and the Social Democrats to push for minimum wage laws; before, the unions had no need for such laws due to Germany’s more extensive collective bargaining coverage. The government also subsidizes the pay of underused employees, who are put on short-time schedules, which we have seen in the last chapter reduced the unemployment rate. This labor market policy of sustained employment also enabled workers to keep their skills up to date, a strategy that is used especially in the auto and capital goods industries. Despite these advantages, this policy has been criticized for putting off needed economic restructuring in these industries by propping up demand for cars and auto workers.

The rise of low-wage jobs since the mid-1990s reflects Germany becoming a more individualistic system, with labor laws permitting mini-jobs (the low-paying part-time jobs that are excused from social security taxes), thus increasing the number of low-wage jobs in the 1990s and 2000s. Around three-quarters of low-paid workers had a vocational degree (Bosch and Weinkopf 2008), whereas in the United States, for example, low skill and low pay are highly correlated: 70 percent of low-wage workers in the US have no qualifications or only graduated from high school.

Low-wage jobs are likely to be marginal part-time and temporary jobs and result from outsourcing (Bosch and Weinkopf 2008: 289) as well as the other drivers of precarious work that I outlined in chapter 1. Low-wage jobs in Germany are concentrated among women (Gautié, Westergaard-Nielsen, and Schmitt with Mayhew 2010). Low-wage work in Germany also used to be more evenly distributed through the economy, though now it is moving from the core to the periphery of the labor market and is apt to be concentrated in smaller firms and service industries, which are areas with weak collective bargaining and few works councils.

In the UK the proportion of low-paying jobs appears to have stabilized at a historically high level (Mason, Mayhew, and Osborne 2008: 33). The expansion of such low-paying jobs is due in no small part to policies advanced by former Prime Minister Tony Blair’s workfare program, which, like the welfare reforms in the United States in the mid-1990s (TANF), forced people (especially single women with children) often to take low-quality jobs to qualify for social benefits. Not surprisingly, low-wage jobs are also more concentrated among women in the United Kingdom (Gautié, Westergaard-Nielsen, and Schmitt with Mayhew 2010).

Workers in the United States are more likely to be in a low-paid job no matter what sociodemographic group they fall in; for example, low-wage work is much more common among older workers than in other countries. The US also had the highest level of low-paying jobs in the 1970s, but this has changed little since then, while the proportion of low-wage jobs in the UK and Germany has moved closer to the US level (Mason and Salverda 2010: 36–9).

The evidence suggests that low-wage work is a sticky state in the sense that low-wage workers are often apt to remain in such jobs and more liable to become unemployed than those in higher-wage jobs. For example, about half or more low-wage workers in Denmark, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States remained in low-wage work while between 8 and 23 percent left the labor force from one year to the next (Schmitt 2012).

Nonstandard jobs have contributed to earnings inequality. Thus, despite policies such as EU directives designed to provide them with social protections (e.g., European Commission 2008), the evidence suggests that workers in nonstandard jobs tend to earn less than comparable workers in regular jobs. In 2012, for example, the wage penalty for working in a temporary job in Germany was nearly 20 percent, while it was about 15 percent in Spain and about 10 percent in the United Kingdom (ILO 2016: fig. 5.2).

Theories of occupational polarization have sought to explain the growth of earnings inequality among occupations and have considerable relevance for accounting for the increase in low-wage jobs. Goos, Manning, and Salomons (2009), for example, have attributed the increase in the bottom and top tiers of the occupational structure in European countries to technological developments that have routinized and automated middle-level, semi-skilled jobs, both in white-collar occupations such as clerical work and in blue-collar manufacturing jobs. As these jobs have become more routinized, fewer workers are needed in them. By contrast, highly skilled jobs have been more difficult to routinize since they are more apt to involve complex cognitive tasks; and low-skilled service and sales jobs are often paid so little that it doesn’t make economic sense to replace them with machines, or these jobs may require human involvement that machines have difficulty with (such as moving furniture). Autor, Katz, and Kearney (2006) also find such patterns of occupational polarization in the United States, and also attribute this growth at the top and the bottom of the occupational structure to the effects of routinization resulting from technological changes or “skill-biased technological change.”

However, Fernández-Macías (2012) shows that the picture is a bit more complex. He uses differences in wages and education among occupations to examine polarization in fifteen European countries from 1995 to 2007. He finds that only some countries (Continental countries such as Germany) fit the polarization pattern of increases in both good and bad jobs, while others were more consistent with patterns of general structural upgrading and increases in good jobs (Denmark) and the relative expansion of middle-quality occupations (Southern European countries such as Spain, which saw an increase in construction jobs, for example). He also finds that LMEs such as the United Kingdom were characterized by a pattern somewhere between polarization and upgrading.

While the skill-biased technological change story is compelling in many ways, then, it is not sufficient to account for the growth of occupational polarization and low-wage jobs, as evidenced by the differential patterns observed among countries, all of which are subject to similar technological forces. Indeed, a substantial amount of occupation-level wage inequality remains even after controlling for measures of human capital skills such as education and experience and other labor force characteristics such as gender, which also vary by occupation, as Mouw and Kalleberg (2010) demonstrate for the United States. This is also consistent with the view that while skills are a major determinant of wages, the correlation between the two is not perfect. Low-wage jobs are not always low-skilled jobs: some low-skill jobs pay well (as was the case with some relatively low-skilled unionized manufacturing jobs); on the other hand, some high-skill jobs pay poorly, such as those of caregivers or teachers in the United States or the high proportion of skilled, low-wage German workers. Moreover, differences in skill levels do not account very well for variations in low pay across advanced industrial economies: the US is relatively highly ranked on skill indicators (e.g., average years of formal schooling, proportion of population holding qualifications above the upper secondary level), but has the highest incidence of low pay (Gautié, Westergaard-Nielsen, and Schmitt with Mayhew 2010: 149).

The extent to which a country has a relatively large low-wage population depends principally on the inclusiveness of national wage-setting institutions (Appelbaum et al. 2010: 11). Inclusive labor market institutions refer to mechanisms (such as centralized and solidaristic collective bargaining and strong minimum wage laws, benefit systems designed to support unemployed and low-income households, and the enforcement of national labor laws; see Schmitt 2012) that extend the gains made by workers with relatively high power to those with relatively little power (Appelbaum et al. 2010: 7). In countries with less inclusive labor market institutions (such as the US and UK, and increasingly in Germany), it is more likely that individual differences in bargaining power (due to skills and human capital and ability to move among jobs) have forced those with less power (women, young people, older workers, less educated workers, immigrants) to take low-wage jobs. Note that while Denmark is generally inclusive, there are outsiders who are often in low-wage jobs: refugees are in the periphery and their benefits were recently cut by 45 percent (Eakin 2016).

The degree of low-wage work in a country also depends on the prevalence of exit options that may provide loopholes that allow employers to avoid the terms of collective bargaining agreements. Examples of such exit options include the choices made by many SMEs in Germany to withdraw from collective bargaining agreements, setting wages below minimum levels for youth (as in the UK and in the retail sector in Denmark), and using employees of foreign firms who are not subject to the laws of the country within which they work (Applebaum et al. 2010). These exit options helped fuel the growth of low-wage work in Germany in the 1990s (Gautié and Schmitt 2010).

Inequality in earnings and precarious work more generally is also generated by differences in worker power, as I argued in chapter 2. The role of worker power in enhancing earnings was also seen in figure 5.1, which showed that countries such as Denmark and Germany, where unions and bargaining are comparatively strong (though declining somewhat), had the highest levels of earnings coupled with relatively low earnings inequality.



Poverty

Unlike low-wage jobs, poverty is a household-level concept: Someone can be working in a low-wage job and still not be considered poor if there are other family members (such as a spouse) who are working and whose earnings may help to compensate for the low wages. Brady, Fullerton, and Cross (2010), for example, show that not having multiple earners in the household makes it more likely that the household will be poor.2 Hence, the income that is available to a household is likely to be more salient for a worker’s and her or his family’s degree of economic insecurity than working in a low-wage job.

The OECD defines the poverty rate as the percentage of people whose household income is below 50 percent of the median household income of the total population. Figure 5.2 shows the poverty rates for the six countries for two time periods (2000 and 2011), obtained from OECD statistics and based on this definition. The rates presented here refer to the proportions who are considered poor after taking into consideration the taxes people in the various countries pay on their income and any transfers (such as welfare payments) that might help to supplement their incomes. These figures thus take into consideration not only differences among countries in earnings quality (as in figure 5.1), but also the number of earners in a household as well as the generosity of welfare payments.
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Figure 5.2 Poverty rate (50 percent of median household income, post-taxes and transfers), 2000 and 2011
* Spain 2004 ** Japan 2014

Source: OECD data



Denmark has the lowest proportion of people in poverty among the six countries, with just about 5 percent of households classified as poor in 2000. This percentage increased slightly during the first decade of the twenty-first century, though Denmark still has one of the lowest poverty rates of any Western nation.

Germany has the second lowest proportion of persons in poverty among the six countries. While Germany has lots of low-wage jobs (see previous section), this does not necessarily translate into high poverty since the latter is a household concept, not a labor market one: low-wage workers (who are often women working part-time) may be married to higher-wage men, for example. The relatively low poverty rate in Germany is consistent with the patterns earlier for earnings quality (figure 5.1); as in Denmark, the poverty rate increased slightly in Germany between 2000 and 2011.

Spain has a relatively high degree of poverty, below only the US and Japan among these six countries. The deep recession and austerity hit Spain particularly hard, resulting in lower incomes per person, though it did not seem to result in a marked increase in the poverty rate.

The in-work poverty rates in the four European countries (see note 2, this chapter) mirror the poverty rates shown in figure 5.2. Thus, Denmark has the lowest in-work poverty risks while Spain has the highest; rates of in-work poverty in the UK are higher than in Germany. In all these countries, households with temporary workers have higher in-work poverty rates than households with permanent workers (European Commission 2016b).

Japan also has relatively high levels of poverty, second only to the United States among these countries, and only slightly more than Spain. Allison (2013: 5) reports that Japan has the secondhighest poverty levels in the OECD, despite being the third strongest economy in the world. This situation is rooted in the spread of non-regular work in Japan along with the economic crises the country has endured in the last several decades and the associated austerity policies. With low wages and limited social support, the working poor in Japan are becoming entrenched in poverty. The desperate man described in the opening pages of this book reflects the anger and hopelessness that this situation has created, leading to horrific events such as random killings.

The US has the highest proportion of people in poverty. These results are consistent with the view that the key to explaining poverty is the generosity of the welfare state; the role of the welfare state is to manage risk and organize the distribution of economic resources to enhance equality (Brady 2009).



Social Wages

Earnings and income are only part of the story about economic insecurity. The extent to which average earnings levels and earnings inequality – and the extent of low-wage work and poverty – translate into economic insecurity differs among countries depending on the depth and breadth of social protections that make people less dependent on the labor market to maintain their way of life. The type of social welfare protection system is fundamental to the long-term costs of experiences of precarious work and inequality (Barbieri 2009).

Hence, we need to consider differences in the social wage (which includes not only earnings but non-income sources of social and economic protections such as statutory and negotiated benefits including healthcare, annual leave, sickness leave, and retirement benefits) when thinking about the standard of living and economic insecurity in comparative perspective. There is apt to be less economic insecurity in countries with more generous welfare and social assistance programs, regardless of levels of earnings quality or incidence of low-wage work. This is especially true when welfare support is not linked closely to social insurance schemes that depend on working full-time in regular employment. In countries with generous and widespread social and economic assistance, workers are not as dependent on the labor market for maintaining a minimal level of income and so are likely to be less economically insecure even when they are employed in precarious jobs.

A useful way of comparing social wages is by using Osberg and Sharpe’s (2014) Index of Economic Well-Being (IEWB). These authors computed these for a cross-section of seventy rich and poor nations for 2007/2008 that includes five of those I consider here. Osberg and Sharpe measure four of the risks identified in Article 25 of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights: livelihood security (i.e., greater UI benefits); security from cost of illness (i.e., the extent to which people are reimbursed for the cost of medically necessary medical expenses); security from widowhood (which protects a non-employed spouse from the death of the family breadwinner); and security in old age (i.e., the risk of poverty in old age). These authors computed an index that enables them to compare levels and trends in economic insecurity across countries by combining the various sub-indices into a composite IEWB that weights each risk by the relative size of the populations most affected in each of the countries (e.g., the working age population – aged 15–64 – is most affected by unemployment; retirement and old age issues are more of a concern to those aged 45–64; illness risk affects everyone). Figure 5.3 compares five of the six countries on their overall measures on the IEWB as well as information on the specific sub-components of the overall index.3 Each index varies between 0 and 1.

Figure 5.3 indicates that Denmark has the highest level of overall economic well-being (0.92) among these five countries – as well as the highest among all seventy of the countries analyzed. Denmark also scores highest on all four components of the index except the measure of security resulting from illness, on which the UK and Germany score slightly higher. The Danish advantage in economic well-being is consistent with my description in chapter 2 of the relatively generous welfare protections in Denmark and further underscores the role played by its powerful unions and collective bargaining mechanisms, coupled with strong government support for equality and economic security in that country.


[image: ]
Figure 5.3 Economic well-being indices, 2007–2008

Source: Osberg and Sharpe 2014 data



Germany (0.87) has the second highest score on the overall well-being index. The relative ranking of Denmark and Germany is consistent with the ranking on earnings quality shown in figure 5.1. By contrast, the US has the lowest level of overall economic well-being (0.77), though it scores higher than Spain on livelihood security (which is related to unemployment compensation) and slightly higher on security resulting from illness.

Osberg and Sharpe (2014) also present trend information for Demark, Germany, and the US for the period from 1980 to 2008. They find that Denmark and Germany had similar levels of economic well-being in 1980, though the level of economic security in Germany decreased in the early 1980s and has remained below Denmark’s ever since. The relative decline in economic well-being in Germany reflects weakening worker power in that country, evidenced by the diminished union density and collective bargaining, increasing liberalization of labor markets, and waning of welfare protections. The level of economic well-being in the US was considerably below that of Denmark and Germany throughout the period.

The UK had the third highest level of overall economic well-being (0.84) and had the highest score of all five countries on the index of security from the cost of illness. The comparison between the UK and US – the two LMEs – starkly demonstrates the importance of social and welfare protections for well-being. Despite the higher average earnings in the United States (figure 5.1), overall economic security is greater in the United Kingdom due to that country’s more extensive social protections: The UK has higher scores on all four components of the index of overall well-being; unemployment, sickness, widowhood, and old age. Therefore, despite having similar levels of overall earnings quality, the social wage in the UK is higher than in the US due to the greater social protections in the UK. The lower social wage in the US is especially problematic for workers in low-wage jobs, given the relatively weak benefits in that country for access to healthcare, paid sick days, paid family leave, and other protections.

Perhaps the most dramatic example of social protections in the UK is the comprehensive National Health Service, which provides public financing for most medically necessary healthcare (which is also true in most affluent countries except the US) and offers greater security from the costs of illness than the more piecemeal and less inclusive system of health insurance found in the United States, which has traditionally has been delivered through employers. While the Affordable Care Act passed during President Obama’s tenure sought to provide universal coverage, there are still major gaps and difficulties in doing this. That one may lose health insurance if one loses the job is a major source of anxiety and stress in the United States.



Economic Instability

The degree of instability and volatility of earnings is an additional objective aspect of economic insecurity. Economic instability is particularly problematic as it makes it difficult for individuals and families to plan and to protect themselves from unexpected events such as illness or the death of a breadwinner. The political scientist Jacob Hacker (2006) argues that there has been a rise in economic instability and that this represents a “great risk shift” away from the government and employers toward individuals and their families. This shift has affected not only those who are poor, but also those middle-class (and even upper-class) people who were the main beneficiaries of the economic growth and stability during the three decades after World War II in the United States and many of the other countries. Using data from the US Panel Study of Income Dynamics, Hacker shows that American family incomes have become increasingly volatile since the mid-1970s, a period that corresponds to the beginning of the “new age of precarious work” that I discussed in chapter 1. Indeed, he argues that American families’ economic instability has grown faster than economic inequality.

While Hacker makes his argument specifically for the United States, which in addition to income volatility has also experienced marked erosion in guaranteed pensions (i.e., away from defined benefit toward defined contribution plans), weakening health benefits, growing layoffs, and extended periods of unemployment. But his theme of a risk shift also aptly describes the impacts of the growth of precarious work and the adoption of austerity principles associated with the liberalization of labor market and social welfare protection policies in all the countries.



Perceived Economic Insecurity

Economic insecurity has a substantial subjective and psychological component that reflects the anxiety and uncertainty that people face when confronted with personal circumstances such as unemployment and other life events. These subjective perceptions of economic insecurity are apt to affect individual stress and health as well as organizational outcomes. A person’s level and stability of earnings are important of course, but whether the person sees this as a problem may well be more salient for their physical and psychological well-being.

Information on perceived economic insecurity was also collected in the 2004 and 2010 ESSs discussed in the previous chapter. Figure 5.4 shows the percentages of respondents in the four European countries who said that they found it “difficult” or “very difficult” to live on their present incomes (as opposed to “living comfortably” or “coping” on their present incomes).4 There was no difference in the level of perceived economic insecurity in 2004 as compared to 2010 in any of the four countries, so I combine the information from these two surveys.
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Figure 5.4 Perceived economic insecurity, 2004 and 2010

Source: ESS 2004 and 2010 data



The results for this subjective measure of economic insecurity are broadly consistent with the evidence obtained from the objective measures of economic insecurity presented earlier in this chapter. The most dramatic difference is between Denmark and the other three countries, as the Danes are much more likely to perceive themselves as economically secure. This is consistent with the higher levels of earnings quality (figure 5.1) and other social protections (figure 5.3) enjoyed by the Danes, as well as the lower proportions of low-wage jobs and people living in poverty (figure 5.2) in Denmark.

The relatively high earnings quality, low proportions in poverty, and social protections enjoyed by the Germans do not appear to translate directly into lower perceived economic insecurity, as this does not differ from that of Spain. The Germans perceived themselves as less economically insecure than workers in the United Kingdom after the economic crisis (2010) but there was no difference between these countries in 2004.

To assess more systematically the impacts of labor market and social welfare institutions on perceived economic insecurity, I again turn to the 2004 and 2010 ESSs to estimate differences among seventeen European countries in the extent to which the labor market and welfare institutions affect perceived economic insecurity (see Inanc and Kalleberg 2016).5 We find that 22 percent of the variation in perceived economic insecurity lies among countries, even when controlling for the yearly country unemployment rate, degree of income inequality in the country, and individual-level predictors. Moreover, individuals in countries with higher levels of active labor market policies, more generous welfare and unemployment replacement benefits, and more extensive collective bargaining coverage are less likely to perceive themselves to be economically insecure. This reiterates the role of these labor market and welfare institutions in shaping perceptions of economic inequality, even when considering a person’s earnings, family situation, demographic profile, and characteristics of the job.

We also find that people are more likely to perceive that they are economically insecure in countries where the unemployment rate is higher, though the degree of income inequality in a country had no significant effect on perceived economic insecurity after taking into consideration a person’s earnings and the other individual characteristics listed earlier.



Summary and Conclusions

This chapter has examined country differences in economic insecurity. As with job insecurity, economic insecurity has objective and subjective aspects. Objectively, we can compare countries in their levels of earnings and degree of earnings inequality, incidence of low-wage jobs and extent of the population living in poverty, the non-income components of the social wage, and the stability of earnings. Subjectively, countries differ in the degree to which people perceive that their economic situations enable them to live comfortably and maintain a minimum standard of living as opposed to having economic difficulties.

In general, the evidence presented in this chapter reinforces the importance of social welfare protection policies and institutions in shaping the consequences of precarious work for both objective and perceived economic insecurity. The data tell a consistent and coherent story: Economic insecurity is lowest in Denmark and Germany, and highest in the LMEs of the UK and US.

The lower levels of economic insecurity in Denmark – reflected in the high levels of earnings and low earnings inequality, low proportions of people working in low-wage jobs and in poverty, high economic and social protections, and low perceived economic insecurity – are all in line with the greater inclusiveness of Danish labor market institutions, which extend the gains made by unions and those with more power to those with less power. The relatively low economic insecurity in Denmark also follows from the generous system of social protections in that country that I have discussed in chapter 2, a system based on high levels of public spending on welfare programs and income replacement when one becomes unemployed. This is also the case to a lesser extent in Germany, which also has high earnings quality, low proportions in poverty, and high social protections, but has a substantial number of low-wage jobs as well.

People in the two LMEs – the United Kingdom and the United States – have higher levels of economic insecurity, in terms of lower earnings quality, higher proportions of people living in poverty, and lower social wages, than the Danes or Germans. Those in the UK are also more apt to feel economically insecure compared to the other three European countries. But there are important differences between the US and the UK. While earnings quality is lower in both countries than Denmark and Germany, this is mainly due to relatively high earnings inequality in the United States while it results primarily from lower average earnings in the UK. Moreover, the proportion living in poverty is considerably lower in the UK than in the US.

More dramatic, though, are the differences in the social wage between these two: LMEs that result from the greater availability of economic and social supports in the United Kingdom that help people to mitigate various types of life course risks. The advantages for economic security provided by the universal system of health insurance in the UK is perhaps the most familiar, though the gaps in supports for widows and for older people are also stark. These differences between the UK and US – which are similar in many of their labor market institutions – illustrate vividly the importance of social protections for diminishing the impacts of precarious work on economic insecurity.



Notes


1. Earnings and wages refer to the economic rewards associated with jobs, while income includes both job- and non-job-related economic rewards (such as welfare payments and economic returns on investments).
2. Brady, Fullerton, and Cross (2010) measure working poverty (or “in-work” poverty) as households with less than 50 percent of the median household income and at least one household member who is employed.
3. Lars Osberg, in a personal communication, explained that Japan was not included in these computations because it was not part of the Luxembourg Income Study data set that was originally used to construct the measures of poverty incidence and poverty gap for single-parent female and elderly households; these were needed for the sub-indices of security in the event of widowhood and old age (using the one half median equivalent income criterion for international comparability).
4. As with the figures from the ESSs presented in the previous chapter, the results presented here control for individual differences within countries in age, gender, disability status, marital status, education, and the size of the firm.
5. Economic insecurity is measured in the same way as in figure 5.3. See note 5, chapter 4, for details on the estimation of this model.





 
6
Transition to Adulthood and Family Formation



Throughout the developed world, we are seeing young people falter in their entry into the labor market as they confront weaker job prospects, less security in employment, greater demands for educational credentials, and creeping underemployment . . . Everywhere, this is producing a rocky road for not-so-young workers, making it harder for them to leave home. Yet what these trends mean, whether they are defined as a social problem, a welcome change, or an unremarkable mutation, depends on the surrounding historical and cultural context. (Katherine Newman 2012: 84)



The rise of precarious employment and the associated increase in uncertainty and risk for workers have been especially severe, as Katherine Newman makes clear, for young people, who disproportionately make up the ranks of the unemployed, the underemployed, and the non-regular and low-wage workforce. The young face considerable hurdles in gaining a foothold in the labor market and launching their work careers in many industrial countries: The growth of precarious work has also made the quality of jobs available to young people problematic, especially as these jobs are less likely to offer prospects of establishing career narratives and regular sources of income, as well as limited chances of advancing to better jobs in the future.

This chapter looks at country differences in two key transitions to adulthood: the school-to-work transition and entry into the labor force; and family formation, especially marriage. Failing to make these transitions successfully represents important forms of social exclusion that stem from both job and economic insecurity and often lead to political exclusion as well. I present quantitative data on youth unemployment in these countries as well as on the extent to which young people are in neither school nor training as well as not in the labor force. I also examine in detail the case of marriage formation in Japan, where the effects of precarious work on family formation are especially pronounced.


Transitions to Adulthood

The transition to adulthood has traditionally been conceived and measured as the successful completion of five life course events or markers: leaving school; starting a full-time job; leaving the home of origin; getting married or forming a first union; and becoming a parent for the first time (Shanahan 2000). Countries differ in the rigidity of the timing and sequencing of these events: In Japan, for example, marriage almost always precedes becoming a parent, while in the United States, these two events are more loosely connected; and children are more apt to leave the parents’ home in Denmark and live independently before finishing school or obtaining a full-time job than in countries such as Spain.

The timing and sequencing of these life course transitions depend on the opportunities available to individuals to move from one stage to another. These prospects in turn depend on young persons’ economic and non-economic (e.g., social capital) resources, the kinds of jobs available to them at the time they are ready to enter the labor force, and the ability of families to provide private safety nets. Moreover, societal and cultural age-related informal and legal norms define with varying degrees of precision and flexibility what are normal life course progressions, when one is expected to move from one life course event to another (Buchmann and Kreisi 2011).

These pathways to adulthood are being reshaped by social and economic changes such as: the growth of precarious work and its drivers (such as global competition, rapid technological change, political changes, and rising unemployment in some countries); changing patterns of migration (such as from rural to urban areas); rising costs of housing; differences in who pays for education and the extent to which this generates individual debt; and cultural changes that have enhanced the opportunities for work careers for women and others. These economic and social changes have made it more problematic for young people to gain a firm foothold in the labor market and be able to: afford to leave their parents’ home; complete their education; find a marriage partner; and feel comfortable having children and starting families. As a result, the completion of these stages often departs from traditional time schedules and sequences in the current age of precarious work.

The social and economic changes that present challenges to these standard pathways to adulthood and family formation are similar in the six countries. However, the impact of these economic and social changes on persons and the responses by governments and others to them depend on the historical and cultural context, as suggested by the quotation at the beginning of this chapter.

Thus, the kinds of social welfare protection and labor market institutions I have discussed in previous chapters shape the opportunities youth have for obtaining jobs and supporting themselves. Countries differ in their likelihood of launching youth into stable jobs, leading to the emergence of “accordion families” in which adult children live with their parents for an extended period and have few resources of their own (Newman 2012). The transition to adulthood and family formation is likely to be especially extended in countries that have a male breadwinner model coupled with a social welfare system that depends heavily on the family rather than the state, such as Japan or Spain, where about 50 percent of men aged 18–34 still live with their parents. Families in Spain represent a private safety net based on owner-occupied housing that compensates partly for the relatively weak public safety net. This has created a large generational divide in Spain as well as in Japan. By contrast, less than 30 percent of men aged 18–34 in Denmark – where the public welfare system and residential independence of youth compensate for the weak family safety net – and Germany and the UK live with their parents, according to a survey conducted in 2007 (Newman 2012: 41).

Transitions to adulthood are also particularly difficult in countries such as Japan that are traditionally characterized by well-defined, rigid progressions to adulthood that involve strong attachments to work organizations (see Brinton 2011; Allison 2013). Here, the absence of opportunities for regular jobs constitutes a major impediment to one’s ability to find a suitable marriage partner and to have children. This is especially true for young men, who have been highly impacted by the disruption in life plans caused by the breakdown of orderly transitions from school to work and the paucity of opportunities for orderly career lines in regular full-time employment.

The traditional view of adulthood as achieving these well-defined life events or markers is also changing: Definitions of adulthood based on achieving status transitions are giving way to a more psychological, developmental view in which one is considered to become an adult by acquiring social skills, identity, and a sense of agency and autonomy (Shanahan 2000; Buchmann and Kreisi 2011). The shift from status transitions to a more psychological perspective means “you are an adult when you feel like one” (Newman 2012: 5), rather than when you get married, obtain a full-time job, or leave your parents’ home. In this sense, earning money and working in the labor force are not the only factors that determine whether one is regarded as an adult (Newman 2012). The nature of these psychological aspects of adulthood too differs among countries. For example, Europeans more often emphasize social and psychological features such as taking on responsibilities toward oneself and others, while Americans are more apt to stress self-discovery and searching out one’s passion and interests. Attaining these psychological states is of course more ambiguous than achieving traditional markers such as having a steady job, marriage, or one’s own home, and this also creates insecurity and anxiety as people may struggle with familial and personal problems for extended periods of time.

The contextual nature of precarious work implies that it is likely to be experienced differently for those for whom it is a sudden, new experience as opposed to those for whom it is more normalized; the key is the difference between expected and actual life plans. People adapt to uncertainty and have for a long time. What is new is that the period of uncertainty comes after a long period of stability and order.

The group that is likely to be most affected by the recent rise of precarious work is non-minority men (such as white semi-skilled workers in industries such as auto manufacturing) who were the main beneficiaries of the relatively secure, high-paying career jobs associated with the standard employment relations of the early post-World War II period. By contrast, work has always been more precarious for women, immigrants, and members of various minority groups who have generally held the worst jobs in the economy. The young men profiled by MacLeod (2009) in the US, for example, were always aware that they were only likely to get precarious work, so their attainment of such jobs was not surprising to them. The setting of expectations in Germany is illustrated by Shavit and Müller (2000), who argue that lower-class young persons and their parents often choose to forgo a chance of making it into the middle and upper middle classes (via attending a university) in exchange for a stable lower-class job obtained via vocational training. By contrast, middle-class parents who want their children to achieve the same status as them have more to lose for their children (in terms of downward mobility) if they don’t make it to university or a high-end apprenticeship.

A person’s birth cohort and the historical period in which one grows up and enters adulthood and the labor force thus have important impacts on reactions to the rise of precarious work. Karl Mannheim described this as the “problem of generations,” wherein persons who are born in a certain period or year shared ways of thinking and experiences (Mannheim 1952 [1927]). Young people are particularly disposed to develop worldviews that reflect the historical and social contexts to which they are initially exposed. Bourdieu described this as an individual’s habitus, which comes from growing up in a particular socioeconomic environment. In the case of precarious work, people coming of age in an era of sustained economic growth (such as the early post-World War II period) and with career narratives defined by standard employment relations are likely to be especially subject to upheaval when the cultural logics underlying the nature of work and employment relations change suddenly and dramatically. This is likely true for those whose careers unfolded during the early postwar period, but is also apt to affect those who closely observed their parents’ careers, since people tend to make relative judgments about economic progress they have made in their own lifetimes compared to the progress made by the previous generation (Friedman 2015).

While changes in cultural logics are dynamic and people will adapt to changing conditions, these adaptations are likely to occur slowly, creating cultural lags, an idea suggested by William F. Ogburn (1950) in 1922 to refer to situations when changes in non-material culture (e.g., norms and attitudes toward family formation) do not keep up with changes in material culture (e.g., technology, availability of opportunities for stable and regular work careers). Social disruptions produced by such cultural lags result in stress and hence pressures to change either structures and/or expectations so as to create better fits between people and institutions.



Gaining a Foothold in the Labor Force

The ability of young people to gain a stable foothold in the labor market depends on their economic and non-economic resources as well as their society’s educational, labor market, and welfare state institutions. Educational systems differ in their degree of access (for example, whether the responsibility for higher education rests with the individual and her or his family, as in the US and increasingly in the UK, or with the government, as in Denmark) as well as in the availability of vocational training that prepares people for specific types of work such as the trades and other skilled occupations (as is the case in the well-developed vocational training systems in Germany and Denmark).

Labor market institutions such as active labor market policies help to provide youth with job training opportunities and information about available jobs, among other ways of facilitating entry (and re-entry) into jobs. And welfare institutions such as unemployment benefits (which in some countries, such as Denmark, are provided to youth even before they have begun to work in the labor force) enable young people to support themselves as they search for a stable job.


Youth Unemployment

A common indicator of the opportunities available to young people is the youth unemployment rate (Eurostat 2015), which is typically double or triple the rates for workers who are in their thirties or forties (ILO 2016). Young people in countries with high youth unemployment are likely to have a more difficult time making the transition to adulthood by embarking upon a career and establishing an independent household. Figure 6.1 shows the percentage of youth unemployment in the six countries in three years, using data from the OECD: the earliest period for which data are available,1 2007 (just before the start of the Great Recession in the United States and the economic crisis in Europe), and 2015.
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Figure 6.1 Percentage of young workers (15–24) unemployed, 1985, 2007, and 2015
*Denmark and Spain 1999; UK 2000; Germany 2005

Source: OECD data



Youth unemployment is by far the highest in Spain and increased sharply in that country after the economic crisis, reaching nearly 50 percent of workers aged 15–24 in 2015. As we have seen in chapter 4, Spain was hit very hard by the economic crisis, resulting in high levels of unemployment, a situation that was even more extreme among youth, who bore the brunt of this downturn and were the group hardest hit by the crisis. Due to the rigidities of the Spanish labor market, big companies (such as Telefónica, the telecommunications monopoly) have expanded abroad rather than in Spain (The Economist 2011). This has reduced opportunities for young Spaniards, contributing to Spain having the highest youth unemployment rates in Europe (and fueling the anger of the Spanish “indignants” (los indignados), as I discuss in chapter 8).

Youth unemployment in Spain is high despite the current generation being the best-educated Spain has ever produced (Sills 2012): Spaniards in their twenties and thirties have a high school graduation rate of 86 percent, as opposed to 50 percent of those in their fifties and sixties. Spanish youth are of course very concerned about their difficulties in securing regular jobs, as are their parents. The situation of José Garcia, a doorman who lost his job two years before and who, at 62, has expended his UI and is not optimistic about finding work before he claims his pension at 65, illustrates the concerns of Spanish parents about their children. His main worry is his 16-year-old son:


Spain’s strict school system ejects pupils whom other European countries keep teaching. A quarter leave at 16 without qualifications. They once found jobs on building sites. But precious few of these are left – hence the present hype over plans by an American billionaire for hotels, casinos and conference centres outside Madrid. Mr Garcia just hopes that his son will pass his exams next month, so that he can stay for two more years at school and keep off the unemployment register. But then what? In today’s market the young often lose out most. (The Economist 2013a: 52)



There was also an increase in youth unemployment after the economic crisis in Denmark, resulting in a rate of about 10 percent, which resembles that in the United States. The UK has seen consistent but rather moderate growth in youth unemployment since the 1980s and had the second highest proportion of youth unemployment among the six countries in 2015. By contrast, youth unemployment is lowest in Japan and Germany in 2015. Moreover, there was a decline in both countries in the percentage of youth who were unemployed in 2015 compared to before the economic crisis. In Germany, the decline is linked to the changes in employment policies that I have discussed in chapter 3, which led to the creation of mini-jobs and job sharing and thereby led to reductions in unemployment.

O’Reilly et al. (2015) identify a variety of programs designed to address the problem of youth unemployment, most of them associated with Europe 2020, a ten-year strategy proposed by the European Commission in 2010 to guide the economic advancement of the European Union. These include several flagship initiatives designed to enhance the quality of education and training as well as to promote the mobility of workers and the matching of young workers to jobs (see also Newman and Winston 2016). The successful implementation of these initiatives presents challenges, however, such as the legacies of previous recessions resulting in workless families and the higher probability of their children also being unemployed, as well as the massive change in youth migration, which brings with it other sets of problems both at home and abroad.



Youth in Temporary Jobs

Youth unemployment rates, however, provide only a partial picture of the difficulties young people in these countries have in obtaining a foothold in the labor market. Those who find jobs often are forced to take temporary or other nonstandard jobs that are often of poor quality, as young people generally lack the skills and experience of older workers. Therefore, young people are generally over-represented in temporary jobs, and the proportion of people aged 15–24 in temporary jobs typically exceeds that of older workers.

The reasons for the greater incidence of young people in temporary jobs – and the extent to which they lead to more stable, permanent jobs – vary among these countries, however. In most European countries, the main reason why young people work in temporary jobs is because they are unable to find permanent ones. This is especially the case in Spain, where more than 80 percent of young temporary workers in 2014 have taken such jobs because they were unable to find a permanent job. The inability of young people to gain access to permanent jobs has much to do with the employment protections that tend to restrict such jobs to older workers, as I have discussed earlier. By contrast, in Denmark and Germany, the main reasons why people aged 15–24 are in temporary jobs is because they are involved in apprenticeship and internship programs that often lead to regular jobs and stable employment relationships: Slightly over half of the young workers in Denmark and about 90 percent of those in Germany are working in temporary jobs with such education or training arrangements. In the UK, 40 percent of young workers are in temporary jobs because they couldn’t find a permanent job, while about another third did not want a permanent job, and less than 20 percent were in education or training (ILO 2016: fig. 3.14).

In addition to temporary work, young workers are also over-represented in part-time work. Young people are six times more likely than prime-age workers to have part-time jobs in Denmark, more than three times as likely in the United States, more than twice as likely in Spain, and higher in the United Kingdom. An exception is Germany, where part-time work is more prevalent among prime-age workers, though not statistically significantly so (ILO 2016: fig. 3.17).



NEET: Not in Education, Employment, or Training

Young people who cannot find jobs might choose to stay in school or otherwise pursue training opportunities that delay their entry into the labor market until they perceive their chances of finding a suitable job have improved. The decision to forgo labor force entry could also reflect young people’s decision to wait until a “good” job comes along rather than to take a job that they regard as a “bad” one. This is especially likely if parents are willing to subsidize their children living at home for an extended period and there is little stigma attached to such arrangements. In Spain, for example, continuing to live with one’s parents has come to be recognized as a reasonable adjustment to difficult economic times and there is less of a stigma attached to doing this than in the past. By contrast, the Japanese are more critical of young people who do not become independent financially and leave the home of origin (Newman 2012).

A more expansive indicator of the degree of marginalization and exclusion of youth from the labor market and other major societal institutions, as well as an indication of their self-sufficiency, is the “NEET rate” or the proportion of youth who are not in education, employment, or training (see ILO 2012a). This relatively new indicator is gaining in prominence among international organizations and the media as a barometer of the degree to which youth are socially excluded and disconnected from major institutions in society, such as education and work.

Figure 6.2 presents NEET rates for the six countries for two time periods, both before (2007) and after (2012) the economic crisis. The height of the bars represents the total NEET rate for the country in a given time period. The circles denote the unemployment rates while the triangles represent those that are neither employed, nor registered as unemployed (i.e., inactive or out of the labor force), nor received any education or in training in the four weeks preceding the survey.2
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Figure 6.2 Percentage of young people (15–24) not in employment, education, or training (NEET), 2007 and 2012

Source: OECD 2014a data




Spain again had the highest percentage of youth (defined here as those who were aged 15–24) who were not employed or in education and training. The major reason for this is the high level of youth unemployment in Spain,3 which, as we have seen in chapter 4, increased greatly after the economic crisis (see also figure 6.1). For those who find jobs, a large proportion of the jobs are temporary, which young people most likely are forced to take because they are unable to obtain permanent ones (see previous subsection). Once employed in these temporary jobs, their chances of moving to more permanent jobs are relatively small, as they tend to churn between short employment spells and unemployment, making it hard for them to acquire the “insider” status that is associated with more permanent jobs (Golsch 2003); fewer than 30 percent of temporary employees in Spain had moved to permanent jobs three years later (O’Connor 2015; see also chapter 3). These disadvantages associated with temporary work create incentives for young workers to remain unemployed, often continuing to live with their parents, as a way of making ends meet in the hopes of eventually getting a permanent job.

The United States and the United Kingdom have the second highest proportions of youth classified as NEET, and these rates also increased after the economic crisis. These rises in NEETs are also due mainly to the increase in youth unemployment, which was a bit higher in the UK than in the US. The United States also had the highest percentage of youth who are inactive, i.e., not working or in school but also not in the labor force. An important reason for the high levels of inactivity in these LMEs is their limited options for vocational education at the upper secondary level, apart from apprenticeship programs. Like Japan, the United States has no real vocational training system. The United Kingdom, like Spain, mainly has a school-based vocational training system (Euler 2013). Eichhorst et al.’s (2015) review of the literature on vocational training in industrial societies concludes that vocational education and training are both valid alternatives to general education and that apprenticeships are more effective when combined with institutional learning rather than when it is based in schools.

The overall percentage of young people who are NEET was the lowest in Denmark among the six countries (less than 6 percent in 2012), though the rate also increased in Denmark after the economic crisis. Youth unemployment in Denmark is relatively low in part because of the country’s extensive youth apprenticeship system, which employs about 40 percent of Danish youth (people in apprenticeships are regarded as employed) (Westergaard-Nielsen 2008: 35). These apprenticeship programs last between three and four years, are organized by the Ministry of Education in collaboration with the social partners, and are financed by a fund to which all employers contribute and which helps to provide part of the salary of apprentices (ILO 2012b).

By contrast, the NEET rates declined in Germany and Japan after the economic crisis. The proportion of both unemployed and inactive Japanese youth waned as the Japanese government created programs in schools that gave young people a more realistic picture of future jobs and established relationships between universities and workplaces that enabled students to obtain internships that provided them with experience to help them obtain jobs. Still, youth in Japan suffered the brunt of the economic downturn, as Japan has the worst generational inequality in the world (Newman 2012: 47). As in Spain, the older generation in Japan has been reluctant to step aside and allow younger persons to replace them in the labor market, and the dualistic structure of the labor market has enabled older workers to do this.

In Germany, the reduction in NEETs reflects mainly a decline in youth unemployment (see also figure 6.1), which results in part from the labor market policies that emphasized continued employment at reduced hours to stave off higher unemployment. In addition, the vocational system in Germany has facilitated the employment of youth. Like Denmark, Germany has a dual vocational training system that combines schooling and training with working (see chapter 2), which, while effective in facilitating the movement of young people into the labor force, tends to reduce the proportion of highly educated people in these countries. Also like Denmark, Germany has a closed vocational system, making it difficult to change into or out of the vocational training track.

The dual system of vocational training and apprenticeship in Germany has become increasingly important as a source of skilled workers given the labor shortages of native-born German youth. About half of high school students go on to dual training in one of 344 trades. These are three-year programs that combine learning in the classroom with practical work experiences within companies, rely heavily on voluntary efforts by firms, and are geared toward youth apprenticeships (Shavit and Müller 2000; Thelen 2014). Germany invests a great deal in training its master teachers and equipping its schools, as it produces a skilled group of young people with good job prospects, contributing to the very low youth unemployment rate in Germany (Newman and Winston 2016).

There is some question as to whether this system of vocational education in Germany will continue to be viable or whether it is outdated (The Economist 2010b). It is rigid and discriminatory, and highly specialized, which makes it difficult to transfer to other, even related, fields. The numbers of applicants are fewer than the number of available jobs, as many young people opt for a transitional system that is designed to prepare students for either the dual system or another qualification, though this system is often a blind alley, especially for male immigrants. It should be noted, further, that the German apprenticeship system puts minorities (such as Turks) at a disadvantage relative to German natives. This is due to anti-immigrant prejudice, as well as difficulties that immigrants have in learning the German language and the associated problems with school performance. While some big German companies (such as Volkswagen) have made deliberate efforts to diversify their apprenticeships, small firms and those owned and operated by immigrants are less likely to participate in the dual-education system in Germany (Newman and Winston 2016).




Family Formation


The breakdown in school–work institutions and in employers’ guarantee of secure employment to large numbers of new graduates produced a “lost generation” [in Japan] in the 1990s, a cohort of young people unable to gain a stable economic toehold from which to embark on their adult lives . . . [The] idealized process whereby Japanese young people move out of the status of full-time student and into the status of worker or adult has been heavily predicated on the availability of full-time jobs in shokuba or workplaces. (Mary Brinton 2011: 1–2)



The changes in employment relations associated with the rise of precarious work have had a profound effect on families. As Pugh (2015) shows, the growth of job insecurity and the associated “tumbleweed society” have deep implications for family stability and diversity as well as the nature of, and meanings associated with, caregiving. Job and economic insecurity has made futures more uncertain, making people wary of, and less able to afford, making major commitments such as getting married and having children. The average age at first marriage has increased by as much as seven years in the US, Europe, and Japan, and the number of children born has declined in all six countries (Newman 2012), though the reasons for these changes in family formation reflect a wide variety of demographic, social, and economic trends in addition to the growth of precarious work.

Precarious work is apt to be more problematic for family formation in some countries than in others. In countries where the dominant family structure consists of a male breadwinner and female homemaker – such as Japan and Spain – the inability of men to obtain regular, permanent jobs is likely to create difficulties in their getting married and having children, as men in these situations are expected to have stable work careers prior to marriage. By contrast, we would expect easier transitions to adulthood in countries with higher proportions of dual-earner families, whether they are comprised of two full-time workers (as in the United States) or a full-time male and part-time female worker (as in Germany). Easier transitions are also likely in countries with extensive state provisions, such as Denmark, which has made large investments in enabling youth to be independent by providing relatively inexpensive public housing, substantial student stipends for higher education, and unemployment benefits even for those who have never had paid employment (Newman 2012).

Japan exemplifies a country where the impact of precarious work on family formation has been especially severe. Young men are most likely to have been highly impacted by the disruption in life plans caused by the breakdown of orderly transitions from school to work and the paucity of organized career lines in regular full-time employment that have historically been the basis of strong attachments to work organizations. Well-established institutional arrangements underlying normative expectations of life course transitions by which men attend school, establish careers, and then form families are being disrupted by the increasing difficulty in obtaining regular jobs. Brinton (2011) underscores the importance in Japan of social locations (or ba) that provide people with an identity and sense of security, and argues that being attached to a stable workplace was essential to the psychological as well as economic well-being of Japanese men in the postwar period.

Moreover, in Japan, gender norms related to the male breadwinner–female homemaker model of marriage have changed quite slowly – as this is strongly linked to conservative institutions such as religion and traditional culture – despite the reality that young men cannot easily find the regular and stable employment needed to be the primary provider, while women enjoy greater opportunities for education and employment, allowing them to forgo marriage altogether (Piotrowski, Kalleberg, and Rindfuss 2015). The cultural disruption engendered by the rise of precarious work has made it more difficult to adjust to the new realities in Japan than in countries such as the US, UK, and Denmark. Hence, in Japan “the new abnormal takes on the quality of a crisis” (Newman 2012: 83).

Young men who cannot find regular employment are unable to learn new skills or to earn enough money to get their own place to live. Lacking such jobs, young men, now increasingly marginalized as non-regular workers, are less able to get settled, often living with parents until their late twenties or early thirties (nearly four in ten Japanese men aged 30–4 still live with their mothers; Newman 2012: 39) and putting off getting married and having children.

Research confirms the changes that have occurred in patterns of family formation in Japan. The ratio of never-married men to married men has risen sharply since the second half of the 1980s. The percentage of men who will not marry during their lives in 2005 (16 percent) exceeded that of women (7.3 percent), reversing patterns that had held since 1955. This rise in the percentage of men who never marry is not easily reversed (if it is reversible at all) since it depends on sex ratios. As the number of single men increases, this will put great pressure on the Japanese welfare system, which is heavily dependent on mutual aid within family groups (Nozaki and Matsuura 2010).

In addition to the increase in those who never marry in Japan, there has also been a rise in the age at which Japanese men marry, from 20 in 1970 to 30 in 2008 (Japanese women, too, are marrying later than previously). This increase in age of marriage is also observed in the US, from age 23.2 in 1970 to 28 in 2009. What makes the situation especially problematic in Japan is that marriage and childbearing are strongly related there, with only about 2 percent of all births in 2010 registered to unmarried women (National Institute of Population and Social Security Research 2011). By contrast, nearly 40 percent of births are to unmarried women in the US (Hamilton et al. 2015). Moreover, virtually all children in Japan are planned, whereas about 50 percent of all pregnancies in the United States are unintended (Finer and Henshaw 2006). It is likely that precarious work would modify the fertility behavior more of people who are more apt to plan their families, such as in Japan as opposed to the US. Given the very low fertility rate in Japan, the country’s reluctance to rely on immigration to supplement its labor force, and the aging of the population (which is taking place in all these countries), this does not bode well for Japan’s future economic vitality, as government social policies relying on a supportive family (which was formerly the de facto welfare system in Japan) are at odds with emerging social realities. With low wages and limited social support, the working poor in Japan are becoming more entrenched in poverty.

The dramatic consequences of working in non-regular jobs for marriage formation in Japan are illustrated by a study of Japanese men and women workers that included data from retrospective life histories covering the twenty-one-year period from 1988 to 2009 (Piotrowski, Kalleberg, and Rindfuss 2015). Figure 6.3 shows the main results from that study, i.e., the probability of marriage for men and women in different combinations of work–school categories. Men who have non-regular employment positions are significantly less likely to marry than men in regular employment. This finding is consistent with our theoretical expectations for a country with a strong male breadwinner–female homemaker model and a gendered division of household labor. Further, being in school also diminishes the chance of marriage, but, as anticipated, this effect fades the longer the lag separating school attendance and actual marriage year.
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Figure 6.3 Predicted probability of marriage by work–school measures, Japanese men and women
Model also contains controls for school attainment, age, cohabitation, cohort, migration, and data wave. N = 5,485 males and 4,924 females.

Source: Piotrowski, Kalleberg, and Rindfuss 2015




For women, having a non-regular job has a negative effect on marriage, but the effect is significantly lower than the comparable effect for men. This is not surprising in a strong male breadwinner–female homemaker society. A woman, when she marries, is expected to bear and raise children and maintain the household. Her prior labor force experience is not as critical, as women in Japan are often expected to leave the labor force altogether when they marry and have children. Raymo and Lim (2011) describe an M-shaped employment trajectory followed by some Japanese women over their life course: Following an initial increase in labor force participation after the completion of schooling, women leave the labor force for a few years to raise children, returning years later (mostly to non-regular positions) once children are older, and ultimately dropping out of the labor force in their retirement years.

In Spain too, the inability of young men to secure insider status in the labor market through regular employment has contributed to a postponement of marriage. Spain also has a male breadwinner–female homemaker family model coupled with a social welfare system that depends heavily on the family rather than the government. However, living at home for an extended period does not carry much of a stigma in Spain (unlike in Japan) since it is understood that while it is not a desirable situation, it is an adaptation to economic and structural conditions for which individuals are not responsible and over which they have little control. The Spanish thus tend to blame the government (as well as business and the global economy) for their economic insecurity, criticizing the “rubbish contracts” that remove employment protections, and following a political tradition in Spain of protesting against the government.

By contrast, the Japanese, in view of their emphasis on individual agency and responsibility, tend not to denounce the government or business for the rise of non-regular work but to explain the deviation from the standard paths to adulthood as due to their fault or the faults of their parents, especially their mothers, who were mainly responsible for bringing up children (Newman 2012). This stigmatizes Japanese men living with their parents, though the stigma of not being married has lessened considerably for women. By comparison to Spain and Japan, American parents view the accordion family in more conditional terms, depending on why the youth has returned home. It is considered fine in the United States to come home to obtain more schooling or to search for a job that permits fulfillment or self-discovery (which, as I have noted, is increasingly seen as a marker of adulthood), for example, but not to be idle and hang around the house playing video games (Newman 2012).

All the six countries are experiencing demographic challenges, which have profound implications for the future of work. A problem in all the countries, for example, is declining fertility rates, which are linked to the delay in having children. In both Japan and Spain, the disruption in family formation has contributed to the low fertility rates in these countries (total fertility rates in 2013 of 1.4 and 1.3 in Japan and Spain, respectively), which are among the lowest in the world (World Bank 2014). These low fertility rates, coupled with the aging of the populations in these countries, raise alarms about their future economic vitality. This is especially true of Japan, in view of its low rate of immigration. Fertility is declining in Denmark too, which also has a problem with the aging of the population (18 percent are over 65, compared to 13 percent in the US) and those not working in 2013 outnumbered those with jobs in an estimated ninety-five of ninety-eight regions of the country (compared to thirty-nine in 2009; this comparison includes everyone in the region, including children).

Germany is also facing demographic decline. It has the oldest population in Europe (and the world’s second oldest population, after Japan) and the number of people who are of working age will shrink sharply, by an estimated 6.5 million between 2013 and 2025 (The Economist 2013b). While the number of children per woman dropped below the replacement rate (2.1) in the 1970s, Germany made up for this in immigration until 2002, when the influx started to slow. In 2008, net migration was negative for the first time in twentyfive years. In 2009, the number of people of working age declined for the first time. With a declining labor force, the number and quality of workers are likely to be more important than the number of jobs (The Economist 2010a).

These labor shortages have led to pressures to increase immigration, especially for skilled workers. Immigration as a solution to labor shortages in Germany is hampered by the country’s apprenticeship system, however, which creates a closed shop and does not provide employment opportunities to large numbers of skilled immigrants, who are consequently overqualified for their job, as they lack the requisite credentials. Other immigrants lack education and skills. A growing share of Germany’s aging population is either of non-German origin or poorly educated, or both. Additional strategies to increase the size of the labor force in Germany include encouraging older people and more women to work (about half work part-time), though the paucity of suitable childcare is a disincentive to their working (The Economist 2010a).

In the United States, there are “diverging destinies” in the second demographic transition (when fertility has begun to decline), a period that began around 1960 and was associated with delays in marriage and fertility and increases in cohabitation, divorce, and non-marital childbearing. This has produced two different trajectories for women, with the most educated gaining resources (and delaying childbirth and increasing maternal employment) and the least educated experiencing losses associated with divorce, marital instability, and non-marital childbearing (McLanahan 2004). Silva (2013), for example, shows that greater economic insecurity and uncertainty about marriage and family have made the transition to adulthood and family formation increasingly problematic for members of the working class in the United States.



Summary and Conclusions

Precarious work has made it especially difficult in some countries to make life course transitions such as gaining a firm foothold in the labor force, moving out of the home of one’s origin, and marrying and having children. Moving from one of these stages to another has been the traditional way of identifying when one has become an adult, though the definition of adulthood is now shifting away from these concrete events toward a psychological sense where one “feels” like an adult. This kind of psychological state is difficult to pin down, however, and is likely to vary among countries on the basis of cultural norms and perceptions as well as within countries due to gender roles, education levels, and class differences. Thus, gaining a foothold in the labor market, getting married, and establishing a family remain central aspects of becoming an adult.

Precarious work affects these life course transitions because the job and economic insecurities it engenders have made it difficult for young people to establish career narratives that lead to orderly and stable life plans. These forms of insecurity also affect the degree to which people’s economic resources are sufficient and stable enough to create confidence that they will be able to live on their own or to form and support families.

The ability to gain a solid foothold in the labor market is especially important for moving on to the other life course stages, such as moving out of the parents’ home and establishing a household. This is shown most dramatically in countries such as Spain and Japan, where young adults are taking longer to leave home due to not being able to find regular employment, and young men (especially in Japan) are having difficulty finding suitable marriage partners because they have been unable to obtain a regular job that provides the promise of future advancement and economic security. In both Japan and Spain, there is a wide generational divide produced by a dual labor market system that favors older workers at the expense of the young. Older workers enjoy considerable employment protections (more legal in the case of Spain, more cultural in Japan) and so younger workers have difficulty in obtaining regular jobs, and thus must settle for (often a series of) non-regular positions that often do not lead to permanent ones. In Japan, for example, it is estimated that only about 2 percent of non-regular workers transition to regular employment each year (Devine 2013), since Japanese employers prefer to hire recent high school or college graduates, depending on the educational requirements of the job.

The failure to launch careers in the labor force tends to delay marriage and family formation. The impact of marriage on fertility varies among countries, with having children outside of marriage being much more common in countries such as the United States than in Japan, where almost all births are to women who are married. Here again the example of Japan clearly underscores the negative consequences of precarious work for family formation, as young men without regular jobs have difficulty not only in finding a marriage partner, but in having children.

The country differences in the consequences of precarious work on life course transitions that I have described in this chapter underscore the pervasive effects of labor market and social welfare protection institutions. Labor market institutions and policies that enable young people to gain access to regular jobs as opposed to forcing them to take temporary, often dead-end jobs are critical for helping them obtain a foothold in the labor market. Vocational and training institutions that ease the move into permanent positions are key aspects of employment systems that help workers make the transition from school and home of origin to secure footholds in the labor market. Social welfare protection systems that rely on family supports rather than public welfare provisions encourage young people to remain with their parents until they can enter jobs that they are relatively happy with. Moreover, cultural norms and values affect the rigidity of the transitions between life course events, as does whether “failing to launch” is viewed as a stigma or a reasonable adaption to difficult economic times.

The linkages between precarious work and life course transitions also underscore vividly the salience of work experiences for people’s lives more broadly, such as the shaping of identities and forming and perpetuating of families. These, in turn, have profound effects on communities and societies more generally.



Notes


1. This date is 1999 for Denmark and Spain, 2000 for the UK, 2005 for Germany, and 1985 for Japan and the US.
2. While there is no international standard for defining NEETs, the ILO, Eurostat, and other organizations have defined it as “the percentage of the population of a given age group and sex who is not employed and not involved in further education or training” (ILO 2012a: 1).
3. The differences between the youth unemployment rates presented in figure 6.1 and those in figure 6.2 reflect differences in the denominators used to calculate them: The denominators of the rates in figure 6.1 are the number of youth who are in the labor force (i.e., employed and unemployed), while those in figure 6.2 are the total population aged 15–24. The latter percentage will always be smaller than the former (see Eurostat 2015).





 
7
Subjective Well-Being



John Rawls, while not viewing the possession of virtue or of religious belief as required for happiness, nevertheless includes one outside standard – that of possessing a rational life plan – as part of his very definition of happiness. Like Aristotle and many other philosophers, Rawls takes for granted that happiness requires such a plan. (Sissela Bok 2010: 42)



A rational life plan plays an important role in Rawls’s theory of justice, as made clear in this quotation from Sissela Bok, and involves establishing goals for what one hopes to accomplish during life and a strategy for attaining them. Rawls’s idea is that people will be happy when they are able to carry out their life plan successfully, as it indicates that the person is able to satisfy his or her rational desires.

Unfortunately, the growth of precarious work has made constructing a rational life plan or career narrative increasingly difficult to achieve for many people in the rich democratic countries. Richard Sennett (2000) vividly described the “corrosion of character” resulting from the transformations associated with precarious work, which have made it difficult to achieve coherence and continuity in one’s work experiences and reduced the ability of people to think in terms of a long-term plan. Linear and well-defined career trajectories involving transitions from education to stable jobs are fast becoming a thing of the past as both the young and old struggle to make sense of their working lives in countries characterized by rapidly changing work, family, and political environments. The insecurity associated with precarious work, as well as the uncertainty associated with transitions to adulthood and family formation, result in physical and psychological distress, as well as lower objective1 and subjective well-being (e.g., Scherer 2009).

Younger workers who are considering their educational and occupational options are especially impacted by the rapid changes in work, as they are likely to have considerable difficulty establishing a foothold in the labor market, as I discussed in the previous chapter. Older workers also often have trouble maintaining the career narratives and life plans that they may have established during an earlier period of greater stability and certainty, as these plans are likely to have been disrupted by the disappearance of stable jobs and the obsolescence of their skills; they have thus been forced to scramble to find new work (and life) identities and to learn new skills.

In this chapter, I examine differences among the six countries in their overall levels of subjective well-being, a concept that has gained in popularity in recent years as a way of evaluating one’s overall quality of life. In particular, I focus on the external determinants of subjective well-being, such as the kinds of labor market and social protections institutions that I have discussed in previous chapters, along with other institutional, cultural, and historical factors that may be only marginally linked to precarious work, such as the degree of trust and quality of social relations, levels of and degree of inequality in education and income, and so on. While these sources of subjective well-being account for a relatively small portion of the overall individual differences in happiness and life satisfaction, they are important because many of them are amenable to public policies and interventions.


Measuring Subjective Well-Being

The concept of subjective well-being is closely related to people’s assessments of how satisfied they are with their lives or how happy they are generally, and as such is an apt notion by which we can assess the extent to which various life events – such as those associated with precarious work and its attendant insecurities and exclusions – affect people’s emotional and cognitive judgments of their overall well-being.

While psychologists have long studied the role played by subjective well-being in mental health and psychological functioning, the notion is now being increasingly used by economists, sociologists, political scientists, epidemiologists, and management scientists to assess the contributions of both non-economic work rewards (such as challenge or meaning) and economic work rewards to promoting one’s overall welfare, as well as to evaluate how characteristics of a society (such as income inequality or the degree to which political systems are democratic) affect the social well-being of its citizens.

There are a variety of definitions of subjective well-being. A well-known definition suggested by the psychologist Edward Diener and his colleagues (Diener, Oishi, and Lucas 2003: 404) links the concept to related notions of happiness and life satisfaction: “These evaluations [of happiness or life satisfaction] include people’s emotional reactions to events, their moods, and judgments they form about their life satisfaction, fulfillment, and satisfaction with domains such as marriage and work. Thus, subjective well-being concerns the study of what lay people might call happiness or satisfaction” (see also Pichler 2006). I will for simplicity use the concepts of happiness and life satisfaction interchangeably in referring to subjective well-being in this chapter. Nevertheless, there are important distinctions between the concepts of happiness and life satisfaction. Happiness denotes a positive feeling or state of well-being and is often tied to specific situations and events. As defined by Layard (2005: 12), happiness means “feeling good – enjoying life and wanting the feeling to be maintained.” Similarly, as Radcliff (2013: 78) defines it, happiness is “nothing more – and nothing less – than the degree to which people enjoy their lives.” On the other hand, life satisfaction refers to a longer time horizon, and to people’s evaluation of how well they have managed to achieve their goals and thus how content they are with their lives.

The distinction between happiness and life satisfaction has a long history. Jeremy Bentham viewed subjective well-being in terms of happiness, which he evaluated as hedonic utility, or the maximization of pleasure and contentment. This is what people generally report when they are asked about their happiness, and it is consistent with the view adopted by Adam Smith and other economists in their theories of utility as preferences for goods or services. By contrast, the concept of life satisfaction is more in line with Aristotle’s notion of eudaemonia, which translates roughly into the idea of well-being or flourishing and refers to the degree to which one has lived a life of virtue. This is reflected in the way people live their lives more generally and can be measured objectively, often by a third party, as opposed to persons’ subjective perceptions about themselves at certain moments. The philosopher John Rawls, represented in the quotation at the beginning of this chapter, viewed subjective well-being as living a purposeful and fulfilling life, a perspective more in line with that of Aristotle’s (see Graham 2011 for a discussion of various conceptions of subjective well-being and happiness).

The measures of subjective well-being I use in this chapter encompass both the happiness and life satisfaction views (see OECD 2013 for a discussion of issues involved in the measurement of subjective well-being). The first is an indicator of life satisfaction, which assesses how people evaluate their life as a whole as opposed to particular aspects of it. A frequently used indicator of this is the “Cantril ladder” measure (Cantril 1965), which asks people to rate their general satisfaction with their lives on a 0–10 scale. The scale is used by several research initiatives including the OECD Gallup surveys and serves as the basis for the OECD 2016 Better Life Index (OECD 2016).2 The reliability of this life satisfaction measure is “generally well above the required threshold for acceptable reliability” (OECD 2013: 13).

I also construct a second measure of subjective well-being from the ESS data discussed in chapters 4 and 5. This is based on a combination of indicators of happiness and life satisfaction:


Taking all things together, how happy would you say you are? (0 = Extremely unhappy, 10 = Extremely happy)

All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole nowadays? (0 = Extremely dissatisfied, 10 = Extremely satisfied)



Here, the measure of subjective well-being is a scale constructed as the sum of these two questions (divided by 2); the scale has an internal consistency reliability (Chronbach’s alpha) of 0.82, indicating that these two dimensions of subjective well-being are highly correlated.

It is generally accepted among social scientists that one can measure subjective well-being or happiness validly and reliably3 on the basis of people’s responses to survey questions such as these. Ruut Veenhoven (1996), a Dutch scholar who is a pioneer in the scientific study of happiness and life satisfaction, provides convincing evidence of the validity of these subjective measures. For example, he finds that there does not appear to be a tendency for people to over-report their feelings of happiness, nor that social desirability effects seem to distort them. He also observed that there is considerable temporal stability in reports of satisfaction, though they do vary in theoretically expected ways with respect to negative events such as unemployment or divorce.

Veenhoven (1996) also shows that measures of life satisfaction and happiness can be usefully compared across different countries and thereby serve to assess societal progress and well-being. He finds that linguistic differences in words such as “happiness” or “satisfaction,” for example, do not affect the ranking of countries on these measures when compared to alternative ways of asking questions about these concepts. His work helped to inspire the United Nations to adopt subjective measures of happiness as holistic indicators of how well public policies contribute to people’s social and economic well-being, thereby overcoming some of the limitations of a narrow focus on economic development that are represented by traditional measures of GDP (see Ban 2013).



Country Differences in Subjective Well-Being

It is now well known that indicators of subjective well-being differ among countries (e.g., Blanchflower and Oswald 2011). Diener et al. (1995) argue that differences among countries in subjective well-being reflect dissimilarities in living conditions (e.g., income) in addition to psychological factors such as values or aspirations and cultural factors such as norms governing emotional experience or social desirability. Veenhoven (1995) also found strong evidence that “livability theory” (which holds that people are happier in countries that have better absolute living conditions, regardless of whether they perceive that others have better living conditions than they do) explains country differences in happiness better than alternative theories.

I have established in previous chapters that there are differences among the six rich democracies in many external sources of subjective well-being, such as the differences in job insecurity reported in chapter 4, the dissimilarities in earnings quality and economic insecurity discussed in chapter 5, and the variations in the ability of young people to gain a solid footing in permanent jobs discussed in chapter 6. I attributed these country differences in part to the variations in the social welfare protection and labor market institutions and policies that influence the levels of insecurity and exclusion in a country and may mitigate the impacts of precarious work on perceived job and economic insecurity. At the same time, country differences in subjective well-being are only one source of dissimilarity in this concept. Within countries, there is likely to be a great deal of variation in subjective well-being produced by people’s personalities and genetic make-up (which influence their set points of well-being) as well as voluntary actions that people might engage in (such as attending religious services or helping others) that might enhance their well-being.4
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Figure 7.1 Life satisfaction, 2016

Source: OECD 2016 data



Figure 7.1 presents recent estimates of life satisfaction, based on the OECD 2016 Better Life Index, for the six countries (OECD 2016). As is typical of this kind of subjective measure, the overall mean scores tend to be relatively high, as the overall mean for the OECD is 6.5/10. Moreover, as these are all relatively successful, rich democracies, it is unsurprising that levels of life satisfaction are fairly high.

Figure 7.1 shows that the Danes have the highest level of life satisfaction (7.5), followed closely by the Germans (7) and the Americans (6.9). The life satisfaction in the UK was at the OECD average, while the Japanese scored the lowest on the life satisfaction measure (5.9). The Spanish also score slightly below the OECD average (6.4).

These patterns are broadly consistent with the differences among countries in job and economic insecurity that I have presented in previous chapters. The high levels of reported life satisfaction in (especially) Denmark and to some degree Germany reflect in part the greater objective and perceived job and economic security in these countries, along with the labor market and social protection institutions and policies that contribute to such securities. The relatively high level of life satisfaction reported in the United States departs somewhat from what we have observed earlier for job and economic insecurity, however. To some degree, this reflects the general optimism associated with Americans, who tend to score relatively highly on satisfaction measures due to cultural tendencies to be hopeful and upbeat.

The lower level of life satisfaction expressed by the Japanese also appears somewhat inconsistent with the relatively low levels of job and economic insecurity in Japan observed in chapters 4 and 5 respectively, though it is in line with my discussion in the last chapter about the profound impacts of precarious work on young people (especially young men) in Japan. Again, there may be a cultural explanation for the relatively low scores for Japan, which may partly reflect culture-based definitions of happiness in Buddhist, collectivist Japan, which places less of a premium on individual happiness. It might also be due to higher aspirations and expectations in Japan, which tend to dampen expressions of satisfaction. Moreover, there is also the well-known tendency of the Japanese to score low on measures of satisfaction, which has been linked to cultural dispositions to assume an excessively modest, self-denigrating posture in describing themselves and their accomplishments (Lincoln and Kalleberg 1990). Diener et al. (1995) also found that people in the US scored higher than those in Japan on subjective well-being even when controlling for differences in income, but there was no evidence that general response style differences between persons in these two countries were responsible for this. Similarly, Veenhoven’s (1996) analyses found that social pressures to over- or understate happiness levels in Japan did not unduly affect conclusions regarding cross-national differences in happiness.

These patterns of country differences are also generally consistent with the results of a report by Deutsche Bank (Deutsche Bank Research 2007), which distinguished among different varieties of capitalism on the basis of their ratings of happiness. They found that Denmark, the UK, and US illustrated a “happy” variety of capitalism in which institutions are organized so as to promote happiness (i.e., high degree of trust in fellow citizens, low amount of corruption, low unemployment, high level of education, high income, high employment rate of older people, small shadow economy, extensive economic freedom, low employment protection, and high birthrate). On the other hand, Germany and Spain were regarded as the “less happy” variety, in which institutions trailed on several dimensions. This observation does not seem borne out by the relatively high satisfaction scores observed in figure 7.1 for Germany, though the lower life satisfaction expressed by the Spanish may also be traced to the high levels of job insecurity and difficult economic times faced by that country. Japan scored well on some happiness-relevant criteria (small shadow economy, high employment rate among older people) but relatively poorly on others (birthrate, lower incomes) though its population was characterized as relatively unhappy in figure 7.1.

The country averages presented in figure 7.1 are suggestive, but such cross-sectional, aggregate data cannot tell us whether the observed differences are due to labor market and other social, economic, and political characteristics, or whether they reflect differences among countries in characteristics of the jobs and persons in these countries. For example, persons in these countries may differ in their reported levels of life satisfaction because they have different levels of education, income, marital status, age, and other characteristics that are known to influence differences in perceived subjective well-being (see note 4, this chapter). While I am unable with the available data to carry out a systematic and rigorous analysis of the mechanisms that produced the differences among the six countries observed in figure 7.1, it is possible to carry out a more refined analysis for four of the countries using information on these concepts from the same ESS data sets that I’ve discussed in chapters 4 and 5.

Figure 7.2 presents results for levels of predicted subjective well-being in the four European countries for 2004 and 2010, using the two-item scale of subjective well-being described earlier in this chapter. These predicted levels control for a variety of individual-level demographic and job characteristics that have been shown by previous studies to be related to subjective well-being. The models producing the estimates in figure 7.2 thus take into account respondents’ age, education, gender, marital status, disability status, size of employing establishment, and three indicators of objective job insecurity (i.e., whether the person has a temporary job, length of employer tenure, and recent unemployment experience).

Subjective well-being is again the highest in Denmark in both time periods, which is in line with the lower perceived job and economic insecurity observed in that country, as well as with the active labor market policies and generous welfare provisions that contribute to these lower levels of insecurity. While the level of subjective well-being in Denmark was a bit lower in 2010 than 2004 (reflecting, perhaps, the impacts of the 2008–9 economic crisis), the difference between the two years is not statistically significant.
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Figure 7.2 Perceived subjective well-being, 2004 and 2010
Significant difference between years: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01

Source: ESS 2004 and 2010 data



Subjective well-being increased in the other three countries during the period, though the increase in the UK was not statistically significant. In Germany and Spain, however, the levels of subjective well-being were significantly greater after the economic crisis than before, when differences in the composition of jobs and persons within the samples were considered. Why subjective well-being should increase in these countries after the economic crisis is not immediately obvious. We might speculate that persons in these countries, having experienced difficult economic times in the period leading up to the crisis, might be more hopeful about the future in 2010 when the economic crisis had subsided. This underscores the importance of expectations and psychological adaptation mechanisms in shaping people’s assessments of their happiness and life satisfaction.

The 2004 and 2010 ESSs also permit me to assess more directly the extent to which perceived job and economic insecurity help to explain country differences in subjective well-being. To assess this, I added the perceived indicators of job and economic insecurity discussed in chapters 4 and 5 to models containing the predictors of subjective well-being that were used to construct the predicted levels in figure 7.2. The results of this analysis, presented in figure 7.3, show the effects of perceived job and economic insecurity on subjective well-being in the four countries, after controlling for the other predictors.5 The sizes of the bars indicate the degree to which levels of subjective well-being shown in figure 7.2 are reduced when measures of job and economic insecurity are added to the equations. The fact that the bars are below 0 indicates that the effects of perceived job and economic insecurity on subjective well-being are consistently negative, as I would expect since both types of perceived insecurity lower well-being; when indicators of job and economic insecurity are taken into consideration, people report lower levels of subjective well-being than if their levels of insecurity are not considered.6
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Figure 7.3 Effect of job insecurity and economic insecurity on subjective well-being, 2004 and 2010
Significance: *** p<0.001, * p<0.05

Source: ESS 2004 and 2010 data




Figure 7.3 shows that perceived economic insecurity has a stronger negative impact on subjective well-being than perceived job insecurity in all four countries, as the sizes of the bars indicating reductions in well-being are much larger for perceived economic insecurity. Perceived economic insecurity reduces subjective well-being most in Germany, followed by the UK and Denmark. Taking into account economic insecurity reduced subjective well-being the least in Spain. It might well be that the Spanish may report higher levels of subjective well-being than might be expected from their levels of insecurity due to their strong family ties and social relationships, pleasant weather, good food, and so on. On the other hand, this might reflect the fact that the downturn in the Spanish economy was so salient that its structural nature was apparent, hence less stigmatizing to the individual; this explanation is consistent with the tendency of the Spanish to blame economic hard times rather than young people for “failures to launch” that was discussed in chapter 6.

The only statistically significant difference among the countries in the degree to which economic insecurity reduced subjective well-being is between Germany and Spain: Economic insecurity reduced subjective well-being more in Germany than in Spain. The effect of economic insecurity in Germany is only marginally larger than in the UK, while the effect is significantly larger in the UK than Spain. The role of economic insecurity in reducing subjective well-being in Denmark is not significantly different from that in the other three countries.

By contrast, perceived job insecurity does not appear all that strongly related to subjective well-being, especially in Spain and the United Kingdom, where including the measure of perceived job insecurity does not reduce significantly the level of subjective well-being. Perceived job insecurity significantly reduced subjective well-being only in Denmark and Germany (and there is not a statistically significant difference in the effect of job insecurity in Denmark as opposed to Germany). We should keep in mind, though, that these equations control for three indicators of objective job insecurity (temporary work, tenure with the employer, unemployment experience), all of which affect both perceived job insecurity and subjective well-being.

Country differences in subjective well-being result not only from differences in perceived insecurity, however. The kinds of labor market and social protection institutions that I have discussed in earlier chapters also shape people’s well-being. To assess the impacts of labor market and welfare protection institutions on subjective well-being more directly, I again turn to the 2004 and 2010 ESSs to estimate differences among seventeen European countries in the extent to which the labor market and social welfare protection institutions affect the degree of insecurity that people feel about their jobs and economic situations, as well as country differences in subjective well-being (see Inanc and Kalleberg 2016).7 We found substantial country-level variation in subjective well-being; country differences accounted for nearly 20 percent of the variation in subjective well-being observed among individuals in these countries. We also found that perceived job and economic insecurity are negatively related to subjective well-being and help to account for the observed country differences in subjective well-being (as suggested by figure 7.3 for the four countries examined there).

Our results also provide robust evidence that labor market and social welfare protection institutions have substantial effects on subjective well-being, even after individual-level characteristics are taken into account: The level of active labor market policies strongly enhances subjective well-being, as do the levels of unemployment income replacement and the generosity of welfare spending.8 Moreover, and consistent with previous research, the extent of collective bargaining coverage increases subjective well-being and the degree of income inequality decreases it. Similarly, Di Tella and MacCulloch (2008) show that differences in happiness among OECD countries between 1975 and 1997 were positively related to country differences in income and the level of welfare protections, and negatively related to inflation, unemployment, and average number of hours worked, among other variables.

On the other hand, changes in income per se seem to be weakly related to changes in happiness, as predicted by Easterlin’s (e.g., 1995) argument that economic growth does not produce greater happiness once a country reaches a certain level of economic growth, due to people’s adaptations to higher income levels. Greve (2012), for example, used data from the 2008 and 2010 ESS surveys (among others) and found that change in income (as measured by GDP per capita) was not significantly related to changes in happiness. He argues that one reason for this might be due to expectations, as people might have assumed that their income would be reduced as a result of the economic crisis. In addition, the ILO’s (2004) major report on economic security, based on data for over ninety countries (covering 86 percent of the world’s population), found that the most important determinant of national happiness was income security (measured in terms of income protection and low levels of income inequality) rather than the income level itself. And Arampatzi, Burger, and Veenhoven’s (2015) analysis of data for twenty-eight European countries (from the Eurobarometer Survey Series) for the period from 2008 to 2012 found that employed people who are relatively economically secure were not affected by rising unemployment and inflation, while those who were in financial distress were negatively affected.

We also found the unemployment rate in a country decreased subjective well-being, at least in most of our models. This finding is consistent with Wulfgramm’s (2014) results of her analysis of twenty-one countries using the ESSs from 2002 to 2009. She also found that the effect of unemployment on subjective well-being depends a great deal on the generosity of unemployment benefits in a country: The unfavorable effects of unemployment on subjective well-being are almost twice as large if unemployment benefits are scanty. In addition, Sjöberg’s (2010) analysis of twenty-one countries using the 2004/5 ESS found that the generosity of unemployment benefits lessens the effects of job insecurity on the subjective well-being of both unemployed and employed persons by reducing their concerns about future financial security.

The extent of active labor market policies in a country can also help to ameliorate somewhat the negative effects of unemployment on subjective well-being, but this effect disappears once unemployment benefit generosity is controlled. Carr and Chung’s (2014) analysis of twenty-two countries using the 2010 ESS found that the negative impact of perceived job insecurity on life satisfaction was weaker in countries with more generous active labor market policies and unemployment benefits.9

These results are broadly consistent with previous studies of country differences in subjective well-being as summarized by Radcliff’s (2013) comprehensive review and analysis. He used data from five waves of the World Values Survey (WVS) between 1981 and 2007 to examine the determinants of life satisfaction10 for twenty-one core member states of the OECD (including the six countries studied here). He then merged these data with information for these countries from other sources to include indicators of: GDP per capita growth; unemployment rates; decommodification (based on an updated version of Esping-Andersen’s index, which includes the extent of social insurance for pensions, income maintenance for the ill or disabled, and unemployment benefits); welfare generosity; taxation and size of the government; and employment protection, among others. In assessing the effects of these country characteristics on life satisfaction, he also controlled for the key individual-level determinants that have been emphasized by previous research.

He reached the following conclusions. First, he finds that: “[T]he single most powerful individual- or national-level determinant of the degree to which people positively evaluate the quality of their lives is the extent to which they live in a generous and universalistic welfare state” (Radcliff 2013: 7). Second, labor market institutions and policies that offer strong social protections for employees enhance their life satisfaction. These include: labor laws that protect employees from arbitrary dismissal and unsafe working conditions; the rigidity of working time policies; minimum wage laws; and restrictions on the use of temporary work. In addition, he finds strong evidence that life satisfaction is boosted for both unionized and unorganized workers in countries with strong labor movements, and larger shares of workers who are covered by collective bargaining agreements.

Surveys such as the ESS, WVS surveys, or the Gallup surveys for the OECD do not contain the information needed to assess differences in subjective well-being that reflect individual genetic or personality predispositions, or those due to a host of group-level factors such as the quality of certain kinds of social relationships. We should also keep in mind that subjective well-being is due to many factors in addition to precarious work and insecurity (see note 4, this chapter). These include characteristics of the person (such as health and social participation) as well as more group-level attributes such as the degree of democracy, social protections, and levels of social relationships in a country (e.g., Pichler 2006). Nevertheless, Radcliff’s (2013: 8–9) overall conclusion is that:


the extent to which individuals find life rewarding is largely the result of political factors [which] . . . dwarfs conventional individual-level indicators such as income, social connectedness (e.g., marriage or cohabitation), and even unemployment. As the most powerful causes of happiness are things that governments are entirely capable of controlling, we can follow Thomas Jefferson and Jeremy Bentham in believing that happiness is something that is politically produced and distributed. Happiness, then, is a function of public policy.





Summary and Conclusions

Subjective well-being is a useful concept that provides a summary evaluation of a person’s overall perceived quality of life. It enables an assessment of how particular life events – such as those associated with precarious work and its attendant perceived job and economic insecurities – affect people’s current emotional state and their sense of how well their life goals are being met.

The results presented in this chapter are consistent with the argument I have offered in earlier chapters that precarious work tends to reduce one’s subjective well-being because it leads to greater objective and perceived job and economic insecurity. Not all the country differences in subjective well-being can be attributed to differences in precarious work and perceived job and economic insecurity, however. Labor market and social protection institutions also matter, because they affect subjective well-being directly by contributing to the overall social, economic, and political contexts that shape many of the external conditions (such as the extent of economic inequality and the degree and duration of unemployment), as well as by ameliorating or enhancing the impacts of these external conditions on subjective well-being. These differences in subjective well-being among countries and among those who differ in their experiences of objective and perceived job insecurity and economic insecurity are not attributable to individual differences such as income, gender, age, or many of the other individual characteristics that are typically used to explain life satisfaction and happiness, since these have been considered in the analysis.

But the labor market and social protection institutions considered here are not the only macrostructural factors that produce differences among countries. While the number of countries studied here is too small to conduct systematic analyses of the sources of country differences, it is undoubtedly the case that these are also affected by dissimilarities among countries in characteristics such as: political governance mechanisms; the degree of trust that people have in their governments and other institutions; the extent of worker power, such as the amount and strength of unions; a high standard of living and opportunities for mobility; good social relations with friends and family; and cultural factors such as religion and the degree of optimism prevalent in the country.

Many of these country differences – especially those related to the labor market and social welfare institutions discussed in this book – not only matter for subjective well-being, but are amenable to public policy intervention. Labor market institutions such as active labor market policies and social welfare protections associated with such things as illness or retirement are within the purview of governments and social and political actors, who can take steps to reduce the impacts of precarious work on individuals’ psychological as well as economic well-being. Hence, addressing precarious work becomes a matter of concern for public policy, as I will discuss in the next chapter.



Notes


1. Economic insecurity has been raised as a possible explanation for the alarming increase in mortality among middle-aged white non-Hispanic men and women in the United States between 1999 and 2013, as observed by Case and Deaton (2015). This highlights the likelihood that aspects of precarious work negatively impact physical health. However, these authors did not observe this increase in mortality for the other rich countries they studied.
2. This question is asked in the following way: “Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?”
3. Validity denotes the degree to which a question measures the concept it is intended to measure. Thus, a question about happiness or life satisfaction is valid to the extent that people’s responses truly reflect their feelings about how happy or satisfied with their lives they really are. Reliability refers to whether people respond to a question similarly when asked repeatedly. Hence, people who say that they are satisfied with their lives at one point in time are apt to give a similar response when asked again (and again). An internal consistency reliability coefficient (such as Chronbach’s alpha) refers to the chances that a person responding in one way to one item will also respond similarly to another item; hence, the two items can be assumed to be measuring the same construct (in this case, life satisfaction).
4. Social scientists’ theories about differences in a person’s subjective well-being can be grouped into those emphasizing mechanisms internal to individuals – in their genetic make-up, personalities, and psychological characteristics – and those that focus on external events and conditions, such as position in the stratification system, social relations with family and friends, job and working conditions, environmental characteristics (e.g., cold, heat, pollution, noise), features of the political economy (such as the nature of governance structures in a society and its labor market and welfare institutions), along with circumstances and experiences associated with one’s age, race, or gender. The latter include relatively immutable attributes – such as gender, age, and race or ethnicity – as well as achieved characteristics such as income, education, social relationships, and intentional activities. These psychological and socioeconomic explanations are not competing, however, but are rather complementary.
5. I pool the results for 2004 and 2010 since there are no significant differences between these years for Germany, Spain, and the UK. For Denmark, the effects shown are found in 2010 and not 2004 (results not shown).
6. I am of course not able to establish definitively with such cross-sectional data that perceptions of job and economic insecurity cause subjective well-being.
7. Subjective well-being is measured in the same way as in figures 7.2 and 7.3. See note 5, chapter 4, for details on the estimation of these models.
8. We assessed the impact of institutions by seeing how much of the differences in subjective well-being among countries are reduced when variables measuring the institutions are added to the model. Collective bargaining coverage rate and active labor market policies reduce the cross-country variation (i.e., explain country differences) by almost a third (from 13.6 percent to 8.6 percent and 9.5 percent respectively) and social spending by a fifth (from 13.6 percent to 10.6 percent).
9. On the other hand, Burchell (2009), using data from the 2005 and 2006 European Working Conditions Surveys, found that measures associated with flexicurity (such as active labor market policies and unemployment benefits) did not reduce the impacts of perceived job insecurity on subjective reports of work-related health problems. While subjective well-being is presumed to be positively related to reported health issues, the correlation between these two is not perfect, which might account for the apparent discrepancies in these results.
10. The measure of life satisfaction in the WVS is: “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life these days?” (coded 1–10).
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8
Politics and Policies of Precarious Work



The precariat hovers on the borderline, exposed to circumstances that could turn them from strugglers into deviants and loose cannons prone to listen to populist politicians and demagogues. (Guy Standing 2011: 132)

Casualization profoundly affects the person who suffers it: by making the whole future uncertain, it prevents all rational anticipation and, in particular, the basic belief and hope in the future that one needs in order to rebel, especially collectively, against present conditions, even the most intolerable. (Pierre Bourdieu 1998: 82)

The new social question is: democracy or the rule of the financial markets. We are currently witnessing the end of an era. The neoliberal ideology has failed worldwide. The U.S. movement Occupy Wall Street is a good example of this. (Sigmar Gabriel, Vice-Chancellor of Germany 2011)

The free market utopia is not the solution but a major cause of the problem. (Ulrich Beck 2000: 5)



Precarious workers share experiences of anger (due to frustration over blocked aspirations), anomie (a passivity resulting from despair about not finding meaningful work), anxiety (due to chronic insecurity), and alienation (due to lack of purpose and social disapproval). These mutual understandings make the precariat a potentially dangerous class, capable of being mobilized by different groups for various ends, to provide democratically based solutions – as in the New Deal in the United States in the 1930s – or authoritarian movements that blame immigrants and the poor for the precariat’s insecurity (Standing 2011). The latter was what Polanyi (1957 [1944]) was most concerned about, and his fears were realized with the adoption of totalitarian governments in Germany and Italy in the build-up to World War II (see also Harvey 2005). The quotations here illustrate both the dangers and challenges involved in addressing precarious work and its consequences.

The rise of precarious work after long periods of economic and social development after World War II has raised apprehensions that hard-won gains by workers during this period may be lost. The growth of precarious work is not only about the need to adapt to change (as I discussed in chapter 6), but also about real structural disadvantage. While there have always been poor people in rich societies, now precarious work has become widespread, as the middle class has been hollowed out in many countries and insecurity characterizes all workers to some extent. Precarity has become a discursive practice that serves as an action framework for political organizing by emergent social movements as well as more established unions. Just as union struggles were an important part of the emergence of the SER in the first half of the twentieth century, the rise of precarious work is provoking vigorous political and workplace struggles today.

I elaborate in this chapter on some key political and policy challenges posed by the recent rise of precarious work. I first discuss social movements and electoral politics stimulated by precarious work. These include both “bottom-up” attempts by workers to acquire power resources through social movements, and “top-down” efforts by organized unions and political parties to enact laws and politics designed to address the negative consequences of precarious work. I then summarize the new risks for workers and their families that are raised by the changes in employment relations and reconfiguration of social welfare protection systems discussed in previous chapters. I next identify the main elements of a new social and political contract that has the potential to collectivize the risks associated with precarious work, thereby helping individuals and their families cope with the upheavals they are facing in the labor market. I finally discuss some of the dynamics among workers, employers, and governments involved in the implementation of this new social and political contract. These involve actions by state, employers, and workers as they struggle to confront the challenges presented by precarious work.


Protests and Politics

Protests against policies that have fueled the rise of precarious work have erupted in all of the countries being studied and have led to pressures on their governments to “do something” to reduce social and economic distress. Protests grew after the economic crisis of 2008–9, underscoring their strong association with economic performance (Quaranta 2016). Precarious work thus creates a challenge for governments as well as business and labor as they strive to develop institutional structures capable of alleviating current conditions of insecurity and inequality. The responses to precarious work are fundamentally couched in these actors’ political and economic interests: “This is an ‘age of insecurity,’ to quote the Guardian journalists Atkinson and Elliot, in which anxiety and uncertainty are to some extent ‘manufactured’ for both political ends and economic advantage” (Doogan 2009: 10).

Albert O. Hirschman (1970) identified three different ways that people might respond to economic declines such as those represented by precarious work: exit, loyalty, and voice (see Kalleberg and Vallas 2018 for a discussion). Exit and loyalty are primarily individual-level responses. Exit is likely to characterize workers with limited educational and social capital resources in regions with declining economies that resign themselves to their marginalized economic positions. These workers are likely to be disengaged from formal social and political institutions and cynical about the likelihood of escaping precarious work.

Loyalty is also an individual-level response that is more likely to typify workers whose skills enable them to take advantage of the greater openness of labor markets and better opportunities for moving among employers in the new age of precarity. Some of these persons are likely to commit wholeheartedly to market logics, complying with the cultural injunction to market themselves, often by adopting career management ideologies such as “packing their own parachute” by being “Me, Inc.”

The final response, voice, is the most promising reaction to precarious work from the point of view of generating social change, as it is most likely to lead to collective actions. This kind of response can take forms from sporadic expressions on the left to ethno-nationalist political movements on the right.


Social Movements

The anxiety, anger, anomie, and alienation produced by the spread of uncertainty, insecurity, and inequality have motivated workers in the United States, Europe, and many Asian countries to adopt protective strategies to defend themselves against the insecurity and commodification generated by recent globalization and deregulation policies and unregulated markets. Collective protests against precarious work include sudden mass mobilizations (as in the case of the Occupy movements) as well as confrontations with governments and businesses by more traditional unions and other social movements.

While Polanyi (1957 [1944]) described the organizing principles of industrial society in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a double movement that represented a struggle between unfettered markets and social protections, he did not provide a theory of power that would enable us to understand how societies were able to swing back to the security side of the double movement. Nevertheless, he did suggest elements of such power dynamics by identifying the emergence of a cross-class countermovement among the various groups that were threatened by insecurity produced by the operation of unfettered markets (Lee and Kofman 2012). The contours and strategies of these emerging cross-class coalitions are not yet fully clarified, though they appear to characterize anti-precarity movements in several European countries, including Denmark, Germany, Spain, and the United Kingdom. In the United States, such mass mobilizations were represented by the Occupy movement that began on September 17, 2011, with the occupation of Zuccotti Park near Wall Street.

The potential of precarious work for prompting mass protests was vividly illustrated by the self-immolation of the Tunisian fruit seller Mohammed Bouazizi in December 2010 as an act of desperation after the police seized his produce cart. This act resonated with the feelings of large groups of people and sparked the protests against insecurity and precarity known as the Arab Spring that spread to Egypt, Libya, and Yemen, among other places in the Middle East and Northern Africa (Lee and Kofman 2012).

Occupy and similar social movements have provided a way for diverse groups of people to display publicly their fears of and outrage at uncertainty and insecurity. As such, these worker movements have contributed to the conversation in these six countries about how (and whether) to restructure the economy and adopt policies to collectivize the individual risks that are created by the spread of precarious work.

Not all of the current wave of protests were directed specifically at precarious work, of course; some were targeted at related developments such as the austerity imposed by governments in the aftermath of the economic crisis of the latter part of the first decade of the twenty-first century, with its cuts in public spending and weakened unemployment provisions and other social protections. Still, a big reason for these protests was the widespread insecurity experienced by workers, especially young, educated persons, who had grown increasingly frustrated at being unable to obtain non-precarious jobs and to establish coherent career narratives and life plans.

The characters of these anti-precarity, anti-austerity protests were also not homogenous: some were episodic mass mobilizations such as the globalized Occupy movement, los indignados in Spain, freeters in Japan, and the annual EuroMayDay demonstrations; others were more traditional social movements such as those organized by trade unions and political parties in Spain during 2010–12 (Peterson, Wahlström, and Wennerhag 2015).

In Spain, the movement of May 15, 2011 (15-M), called the indignados by the media, was mobilized by ¡Democracia real Ya! (Real Democracy Now!), a digital platform that rallied thousands of people in fifty Spanish cities; the core constituency of this episodic, non-hierarchical mass movement was younger and more educated than those involved in movements organized by traditional unions. The 15-M movement had its roots in other movements too, such as the Precarios en movimiento, a loose network of groups struggling against the lack of certainty (precariedad) in employment, housing, pensions, health, and education. Spain’s radical leftist groups and unions associated with autonomist and anarchist traditions also led large protests that were often much more confrontational than those of the indignados.

Peterson, Wahlström, and Wennerhag’s (2015) study of the motivations and attitudes of participants in the various types of anti-precarity protests found that those involved in the indignados/Occupy protests in Spain and the UK tended to identify with the middle class rather than the working class, as cutbacks in public spending had undermined the economic insecurity of large parts of the middle class. This is consistent with the notion that those protesting precarity can be characterized as representing a cross-class coalition. By contrast, those involved in protests conducted by traditional unions were more apt to identify with the working class.

Anti-precarity resistance movements have been embraced by diverse groups in the population whose lives are threatened by the consequences of market deregulation, not just members of a class whose jobs are endangered. For example, the globalized Occupy movement was comprised of many highly educated, over-qualified, and younger workers who were protesting the impacts on other people and on societal institutions more generally if not always their own experience of precarity. The precariat, as described by Standing (2011), is a much larger group than those involved in the Occupy movements, consisting of cross-class clusters such as the poor and working class as well as the downwardly mobile middle class (who have lost well-paying blue-collar and white-collar jobs) and professionals whose livelihoods and futures are increasingly vulnerable. A key portion of the precariat is what Standing calls “denizens,” which comprise any worker, immigrant or not, who has limited civil, social, economic, legal, or political rights and is thereby excluded from the social, economic, and political institutions of society.

In the United Kingdom, anti-precarity movements were exemplified by Occupy London, which, while relatively small, was the main offshoot in Europe of the US Occupy Wall Street movement. Like Occupy Wall Street, Occupy London was organized along a non-hierarchical principle that made it skeptical about collaborating with more established trade unions or political parties.

Protests against precarious work also occurred in Japan. Here, union membership had declined from a historic high of 12.7 million in 1994 to 10.04 million in 2006, but the decline was arrested in 2007 as enterprise unions began to organize nonstandard workers (by redefining their criteria for membership), and new types of unions – regional general unions (known as community unions) – emerged that organized workers in multiple small companies on a regional (as opposed to enterprise) basis (Nakamura and Nitta 2013). These community unions include the Precariat, representing nonstandard workers, and the Tokyo Youth Union of Contingent Workers (Gottfried 2015). In addition to union activity, dissatisfied youth are gravitating toward right-wing organizations such as the Net Right. Moreover, the emergence of tent cities populated by homeless and unemployed persons has raised people’s awareness of the negative consequences of precarious work, as I discussed in the introduction to this book.

All these protest movements underscore the concerns felt by people in these countries about the social and economic consequences of recent transformations in labor markets and social welfare protection systems. While the notion of precarious work is emphasized more clearly in some of these movements than others, they all reflect people’s fears and frustrations at the shifting of risks away from the state and employers toward workers, and the uncertainty and insecurity this has created. Grasso and Giugni (2016) show that participants in anti-austerity protests in Europe had more organizational memberships and were less likely to be unemployed, but believed that their situation had worsened over the past five years. People who felt relatively deprived were also more likely to protest in countries with high levels of unemployment and greater social spending, conditions these authors argue are associated with greater political opportunities for protests. While these protest and political movements often lack a cohesive agenda and their goals are often murky (such as “giving power back to the people”) and unstated, there is a common feeling that the new risks associated with the growth of precarious work need to be addressed collectively.

At the moment, these protest movements have lacked a concrete political agenda and strategy and have yet to link up with unions or civic organizations. As a result, their potential remains unrealized. By raising issues of precarious work and inequality that are not being addressed by the political system, however, such social movements are often a prelude to more concrete political actions in electoral politics (Piven and Cloward 1979).



Electoral Politics

Dramatic political challenges to precarious work have been slow to develop in these countries, especially from the left. Part of the reason is that the most precarious workers are often relatively powerless: being on the periphery of the labor force, they are often also on the margins of politics and hence not very hopeful that electoral political change will improve their situation. Moreover, the dominance of neoliberal political-economic policies has weakened unions and other sources of worker power that could serve as agents to promote political change.

Nonetheless, there are signs in all of these countries of political entrepreneurs on the left as well as the right being able to mobilize voters in response to real or perceived risks to workers and their communities and to challenge dominant political parties. Much of this political activity has come from right-wing movements in Denmark, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Former middle-class workers whose standard of living has been eroded by the transformation of employment relations and retrenchment of social welfare protections powered these movements. There has also been growing opposition from the left, however, and left-wing movements have appeared in Spain and Japan.

In Denmark, politics have moved to the right with the Social Democrats being defeated and the Liberal Party receiving support from the anti-immigrant Dansk Folkeparti or Danish People’s Party (DPP) (Eakin 2016). The founder of the DPP in 1995, Pia Kjærsgaard, has been the speaker of the Danish Parliament since 2015, though at present the DPP is not a force in the Parliament.

In Germany, a far-right party, the Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland or AfD), has gained traction due largely to discontent over Chancellor Merkel’s immigration policies, and is now Germany’s fastest growing party. The AfD became Germany’s third largest party after the 2017 federal election, marking the first time it had won any seats in the Bundestag.

In Japan, the post-World War II hegemony of the conservative LDP was interrupted by the election of the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) in 2009. The DPJ’s administration was short-lived, as it was cut short by the March 11, 2011, nuclear accident at the Fukushima power plant. While the DPJ managed to enact some protections while it was in power, it is too soon to know their longer-term influence over the future direction of policy and politics.

The 15-M movements in Spain have so far not evolved into effective political programs. This has been a source of consternation to older Spaniards, who see the dependence of grown children on their parents as a sign of political apathy. This appears odd to the generation of people who previously chafed against Franco’s authoritarian rule, and who grew up in an era where mass protests against the government were common, unlike the case in the US or Japan (Newman 2012). Recently, though, Spain, like Greece, saw the rise of Podemos as a new left-wing political party, a left-wing populism that needs to be understood in terms of its fear of right-wing Fascism stemming from Franco’s rule.

A variety of concerns, including fears of immigration and worries about insecurity, motivated the appearance of the United Kingdom Independence Party, which was a major voice behind the Brexit vote to leave the European Union, and inspired the far right British National Party and the English Defence League. But the UK has also seen growing strength on the left, as shown by the Labour Party’s increased vote share (particularly among younger voters) in the 2017 national election under the leadership of left-wing Jeremy Corbyn.

In the United States, the Tea Party emerged in 2009 as a conservative movement within the Republican Party. Tea Party members generally advocate a reduction in government involvement in the economy and the national debt as well as opposing tax increases, among other economic goals. Its members are often fairly well-to-do persons who own their own homes, not necessarily those experiencing precarious work directly. Tea Partiers often fear losing what they have, however, and their opposition to big government is rooted in their views that their taxes are used to help undeserving “freeloaders” such as immigrants, non-whites, and low-wage earners (Skocpol and Williamson 2011). Tea Partiers, like many supporters of Brexit, the AfD, and the DPP, tend to blame immigrants for threatening their standard of living.

The Tea Party helped create the discontent that was seized upon by Donald Trump in the 2016 US Presidential election, which clearly demonstrated the extent and depth of anger and frustration felt by large segments of the US population at the insecurity engendered by globalization, technological change, and the other economic, social, and political forces discussed in earlier chapters.

It is unclear at this writing if the social and political movements described in this chapter will be able to deliver the social welfare protections and labor market institutions that would alleviate the most negative consequences of precarious work, such as job and economic insecurity, and thereby enable workers to navigate rapidly changing labor markets. To do this effectively, these movements must respond to the new risks of work that are created by the transformation of employment relations.




New Employment Relations, New Risks

Existing welfare regimes and labor laws were based on models of relatively stable work and families comprised of a male breadwinner and female homemaker. Hence, welfare policies were directed at addressing problems associated with unemployment, which was the major job-related risk during the postwar period. It was assumed that providing income replacement to the unemployed breadwinner would protect families during spells of joblessness. Moreover, educational systems were designed to provide workers with the skills needed to gain a foothold in the labor force, as it was assumed that companies would then provide additional firm-specific skills that might be required for jobs.

These assumptions are no longer viable due to the emergence of precarious work as the normative form of the relations between employers and workers in the contemporary world. Unemployment now, as opposed to the recent past, often has more to do with business strategies of profit maximization than company survival, reflecting the changing norms associated with the employment relationship that have weakened the ties between employers and their employees. In the United States, for example, downsizing and layoffs have become an employer strategy for restructuring as well as increasing short-term profits by holding down the price and quantity of labor, thereby transferring income from labor to capital.

Changes in employment relations have made careers now less continuous, and long-term employment with a single company is much less frequent due to the decline of firm-internal labor markets. Rather, moving from one job and firm to another is more common, as is the likelihood that people will change the types of work they do; the rapidity of social changes makes some jobs obsolete and creates opportunities for new ones. This underscores the necessity of lifelong learning and retraining as one’s career unfolds. Accompanying these transformations in employment relations has been the shifting of the risks of work from employers and governments to workers, one of the major hallmarks of precarious work.

Moreover, there have been major changes in family structures in the rich democracies. Families in which both partners work have become more common, making it more necessary to help families reconcile the needs and demands of work and family life through better provision of childcare, parental leave policies, flextime, and other forms of flexible scheduling. In addition, the growth of single parenthood in the United States and other countries raises questions as to the continued viability of workfare programs that require single mothers to work in the labor force as a condition of receiving social assistance.

Finally, demographic trends such as the aging of the population – coupled with declining fertility – in virtually all these advanced capitalist countries will put increasing pressure on the pension system, as there will be fewer workers to support a growing retired population (as I discussed in chapter 2).

In view of these new risks associated with employment and social welfare, a new political and social contract is needed to alleviate and collectivize the new major risks to individuals and families that have been triggered by the rise of precarious work.



Elements of a New Social and Political Employment Accord

All countries are faced with the basic problem of balancing flexibility for employers and security for workers. Governments need to reconcile two often conflicting agendas to obtain political legitimacy and secure economic growth: an economic agenda related to the requirements of competitiveness and growth (emphasized by economic elites); and a social agenda linked to social protection, employment stability, and economic security (emphasized by workers). As Deyo (2012: 4) puts it: “It is the problematic and seeming incompatibility of these two agendas – making markets work, and protecting society and ensuring social order – that drives the continuing and incessant change in trajectories of social and economic regulation.” Neilson and Rossiter (2005: 7–8) suggest that “precariousness meets precarity” in cases when the workings of capital in global markets (such as the desire for deregulated financial markets that are associated with neoliberalism) conflict with the desire of state actors for greater security (such as blocking the flow of money that finances terror networks). The challenges of reconciling agendas of flexibility and security are magnified by the slowdown in economic growth in the past three decades in the rich democracies.

In order to tackle these issues, policies in three general areas are necessary to maintain flexibility for employers yet still provide individuals with ways to cope with the negative consequences produced by such flexibility. These include: (1) a safety net and various kinds of social protections to collectivize risk and help individuals cope with the uncertainty and insecurity associated with the growth of precarious work; (2) greater access to early childhood and formal education as well as lifelong education and retraining in order to prepare people for changes that will occur in jobs; and (3) labor regulations and laws to protect those in both regular and non-regular employment.


Expanding and Strengthening the Safety Net

The social safety nets in all these countries need to be able to provide portable social protections that are not tied to employment with an employer, and basic coverage to all. Such a safety net must be constructed outside of the labor market, as part of the social welfare system, to protect people from the negative consequences of uncertainty and insecurity that will certainly continue to characterize the world economy for the foreseeable future.

Social insurance is a common solution to problems of high risk (Mandel 1996; Hacker 2006). Since people are very loss-averse, uncertainty has a big impact on their lives and so insurance is needed to socialize risks, help people cope with losses, and compensate people for bad events. Such insurance is also needed to give people the self-confidence to take entrepreneurial risks. Most countries provide three types of social insurance: portable health insurance benefits; retirement benefits; and unemployment benefits and other wage supports (including assistance with acquiring new skills and relocation) to help people navigate the transitions between jobs and employers. The US lags in many of these basic protections compared to the other countries discussed here, as we have seen in chapter 2.

A major challenge for all the countries is to extend these basic forms of social insurance to all workers, regardless of their employment status. This is particularly problematic in countries with high levels of labor market dualism, especially Germany and Japan, in which systems of social insurance rely largely on contributions by employers and workers and are more commonly available to regular workers in core firms than those in the periphery and nonstandard workers.

There has been increased attention to welfare in several Asian states since the financial crises of 1997–8, which can be seen as an attempt to maintain order and regulate labor, much like Bismarck’s introduction of welfare policies in Germany in the late nineteenth century. Governments have recognized that there is a need to provide workers with greater protections due to the pressures on employers to be more flexible. Thus, Kwon (2007: 3) asserts that Bismarck’s interest in social welfare was “to facilitate industrialization . . . and at the same time to undermine support for the socialist movement.” Kwon (2007: 4) then notes that welfare regimes in Japan and other advanced East Asian countries “conceived as instrumental to economic and political objectives . . . are clearly in line with the Bismarckian concept.”

The kinds of political pressures generated by various forms of activism and democratization that I discussed earlier have led to an expansion of social spending and a deepening of welfare programs in Japan and East Asia, particularly in healthcare.1 Indeed, Haggard (2005: 46) notes that many of the countries of East Asia “are no longer the minimal welfare states that earlier literature had suggested. To the contrary, in several policy areas, most notably healthcare, these middle-income countries have leapfrogged more liberal welfare systems. . . [including] the United States.” For example, the increases in state social expenditures in Japan have been significant (OECD 2013), reflecting pressures for some of the previously narrow welfare programs to be expanded and for some new programs to be introduced, especially following the 1997–8 financial crisis. Once in place, these programs are often difficult to wind back and became institutionalized as a more-or-less permanent and expanded social safety net in some countries (see also Huber and Stephens 2001).

A prominent idea for enhancing the safety net is that of a universal (or unconditional) basic income (UBI). The idea behind this policy is the provision of a universal, unconditional, regular, government-funded basic income that would supplant the current assortment of means-tested, conditional welfare state benefits that characterizes many industrial countries. This is not a new idea, as those at both ends of the political spectrum have previously suggested it for many years. The principle behind it is to provide everyone who is a legal resident of a country with regular, unconditional payments that would provide a basic level of economic security, but not so high as to discourage people from participating in paid work to supplement their incomes to achieve a higher standard of living.

The UBI is controversial and objections to it range from cultural concerns on the right over people “free riding” and not making contributions to society2 to fears among Social Democrats that it would eventually undermine public provision of healthcare, childcare, and other social services. Guy Standing has been prominent in promoting the notion of a UBI and has long played a key role in the Basic Income Earth Network, which advocates for basic income policies in a score of countries. Standing proposes funding the basic income from, among other things, taxes on financial transactions and financial assets. But it is debatable whether a UBI is economically feasible: much of the debate about this centers on assumptions as to the nature of the incentives associated with a UBI (e.g., whether they would encourage people to work or remain unemployed), as well as the level of incomes provided.

Proposals to institute a UBI have thus far had mixed success. In a public referendum in Switzerland in June 2016, only 23 percent of voters were in favor (BBC News 2016). But there seems to be increasing interest in the idea of a UBI. Finland, for example, has launched an experiment involving some 2,000 randomly selected unemployed people who will be given unconditional grants of about $580 a month for two years, in place of other social benefits. They will receive these grants regardless of whether they work during the period. In the US, Y Combinator, a Silicon Valley startup incubator, is conducting a pilot project in Oakland, California, in which 100 families will receive unconditional grants of $1,000–2,000 a month. UBI experiments in India have reported outcomes such as better financial integration, health, and education, less debt, an increase in labor hours worked, and the greater economic independence of women (UNICEF 2014). And a recent study by the Roosevelt Institute in the US estimated that giving each American adult $12,000 would grow the US economy by roughly $2.5 trillion over eight years (Nikiforos, Steinbaum, and Zezza 2017).

Much of the motivation behind the growing attention to a UBI in the rich democracies is driven by the concern that technological innovations and changes in work arrangements will result in a paucity of full-time jobs (Goodman 2016). If it becomes clear that there will not be enough jobs for everyone, then a UBI might receive support from both the right and left. In that event, a looming question is the form a UBI would take: whether it would be tied to work (as is the Earned Income Tax Credit in the US), which is a bit limiting, or the kind of foundational grant advocated by the UBI’s most ardent supporters.



Education and Skill Acquisition

A second essential feature of a new social and political contract is the need for greater access to education at all life stages to help people obtain the skills needed to compete successfully in the new world of work and to manage labor market transitions from one job to the next. The macrostructural forces of globalization and technology that underlie the transformation of employment relations have placed a greater premium on workers having the skills needed to participate in the new economy, and reinforced growing gaps between high-skilled and low-skilled jobs and workers. Mid-level skilled jobs, once the backbone of the middle class in industrial countries, are increasingly being routinized as employers have used technology to replace people by machines whenever possible (Ford 2015), driving a growing polarization between high- and low-skilled jobs. The increasing importance of education as a differentiating factor within the labor force is consistent with this greater emphasis on skills.

Early Education and Childcare Early childhood education is vital for providing the foundational skills and abilities that are crucial for the acquisition of additional skills later in life. The importance of early childhood education was demonstrated dramatically by a recent study led by James Heckman that followed children from birth until age 35, and found that high-quality care during the earliest years enabled both mothers and children born into disadvantage to be more engaged in the workforce, have higher skills, and be more active participants in society (Garcia et al. 2016). Additional advantages of an emphasis on early childhood education are that it provides jobs (mainly for women) and frees people (again mainly women) to work, or to work more hours a week.

Continuing Education and Managing Labor Market Transitions Workers need to find ways to remain employable in fast-changing economic environments in which skills become rapidly obsolete. Unlike workers of the 1950s and 1960s, workers now are more likely to need to engage in lifelong learning and to return to school again and again to retool their skills as they shift careers.

General, portable skills that can be used in a variety of settings have become especially important in the new economy due to the rapidity of technological change, while firm-specific knowledge and skills have arguably become less valuable. As I discussed in chapter 2, country models of skill formation differ in the degree to which they emphasize general skills that are transferable across employers, as opposed to those who focus on firm- or industry-specific skills that are useful primarily in particular firms and industries. Here, the kinds of strong credentialism promoted by the German vocational system can hamper the flexibility of workers to move from one occupation to another; while workers might well have the skills to do these jobs, they may lack the needed credentials, making leaving the occupation one has trained for much riskier (see Protsch and Solga 2016).

Active labor market policies are important for helping workers manage transitions from unemployment to employment. As I have shown earlier, these policies have important effects on reducing job and economic insecurity, as well as enhancing subjective well-being. Denmark’s active labor market policies illustrate the effectiveness of providing additional job-related training and placement services to those who have lost their jobs, so as to facilitate their re-entry into the workforce.



Updating Labor and Employment Laws and Regulations

The SER was the basis of most labor laws and labor market regulations that were enacted in industrial nations in the middle of the twentieth century. The assumption of a male breadwinner who worked full-time, full-year in a standard employment relation coupled with a female homemaker was also the model for many welfare systems in the postwar period, such as in Germany, Japan, Spain, and the LMEs. The rise of non-regular and precarious work has led to pressure on governments to update these laws and re-regulate labor markets and social welfare protection systems so as to extend protections to those who do not have standard employment relations.

Various labor market regulatory reforms are needed. Regulatory gaps must be closed to assure equality of treatment of people in different kinds of employment relations. Moreover, employment misclassification is currently a big issue in these countries – especially in the LMEs – as employers seek to classify employees as independent contractors to avoid making contributions to health insurance and pension plans that they are obligated to provide to employees, as well as to avoid liability for the accidents and other actions incurred while these workers are in their employ. In addition, laws governing collective bargaining must be strengthened and adapted to the changing nature of employment relations, to provide unions with the ability to organize non-regular workers.

Japan, for example, has sought to extend protections to non-regular workers: It has adopted a new individual labor tribunal system for resolving the rights disputes that have increased since the early 1990s due to the rise in non-regular workers. This new system operates outside of the workplace and traditional Japanese enterprise unions (see Araki 2013). The question remains as to how effective these efforts have been, however. Policies have sometimes reflected the kind of path dependence discussed earlier: In Japan, for example, policies (such as the paato law of 2008) that prohibit discriminatory treatment of non-regular workers (such as part-timers) only apply to workers who display ideals of company citizenship, are as committed to firms as are regular workers, and perform similar work (see Imai 2015). This reinforces the social investment logic of the East Asian welfare system (and, increasingly, of other welfare systems as well) of basing social protections on making contributions to business success and economic growth.



Flexicurity

The idea of flexicurity offers a general way of conceptualizing the needed risk structures by involving both employers and workers in a cooperative effort (European Commission 2007). Flexicurity is an appealing concept in that it offers a narrative about how employers and labor markets can have greater flexibility and workers can still be protected from the insecurity created by employers’ search for such flexibility. A key design feature of flexicurity is that it takes different forms in different settings and can be adapted to the characteristics of different countries. Various countries have adopted – or are in the process of adopting – some version of flexicurity systems. These principles need to be tailored to their national contexts, however.

The system of Danish flexicurity offers an exemplar of best practices for such a new political and social contract. This model combines generous social welfare benefits (such as relatively high unemployment income replacement rates, paid for by high taxes rather than employers), with reduced unemployment scar effects and high active labor market policies, associated with low employment protections for regular workers but higher levels of employment security (Wilthagen and Tros 2004; Westergaard-Nielsen 2008).3

In the Netherlands, employers achieve flexibility through atypical, flexible types of jobs, such as part-time work, but workers in these nonstandard jobs have similar social security rights to those on standard employment contracts. The Dutch system emphasizes employment (as opposed to job) security and social security especially for weaker groups (such as those on nonstandard employment relations) inside and outside the labor market.

By contrast, the Japanese system of flexicurity has traditionally provided employers with high levels of internal, functional flexibility, as broad job classifications permitted them to move workers among tasks and departments in response to organizational needs. High levels of employment protection in the past facilitated such flexibility for workers, especially males below a certain age in large organizations, who enjoyed “lifetime” employment. Once unemployed, however, Japanese workers had relatively low levels of social protection due to a weak social welfare system. Hence, the company-level system of flexicurity in Japan differs from the societal-level systems in countries such as Denmark or the Netherlands, which are linked to these countries’ active labor market policies. The challenge for Japan is to provide more active labor market policies to help workers transition among jobs and to provide greater social security protection for non-regular workers to compensate for their low level of employment protection (Chatani 2008).

The flexicurity strategy raises several challenges, however. One is whether it is realistic and acceptable to deregulate job protection laws (to increase flexibility) in countries when social security systems are not yet fully developed. Expanding social protections is also likely to require increased taxes at a time when nations are competing by lowering taxes. Moreover, flexicurity strategies require social dialogue, which is especially difficult in countries where capital–labor tensions are high, such as in Japan. Moreover, the idea of flexicurity has often been used as a means of reducing employment protections, dubbed “flex-insecurity” (e.g., Murphy 2017). The criticism is that while policies underlying this idea may increase flexibility for employers, it does little to reduce insecurity experienced by workers.

It is also the case that the economic crisis of 2008–9 has threatened aspects of the Danish flexicurity system. Thus, the pressures produced by growing unemployment and declining employment have led to reductions in the unemployment replacement benefit period (from four to two years), a drop in the level of unemployment benefits, and hence an increase in the numbers of people who have exhausted their unemployment benefits. This has also resulted in an escalation in the number of Danes who are worried about losing their jobs and finding new ones. Nevertheless, recent reforms making unemployment benefits more generous, and providing unemployment benefits to less skilled workers while they are pursuing formal education to enhance their skills, have eased concerns somewhat about the crisis in the flexicurity system.

While the Danish example of flexicurity and embedded liberalization is attractive in many ways, we need to keep in mind that while we can borrow insights from successful examples, labor market and social welfare systems are complex configurations that adhere together and cannot be simply added piecemeal. Davis (2016) argues that it is difficult to transfer institutions or practices from one country to another because they require a supporting ecosystem to be effective. For example, the strong German vocational system requires robust labor–management cooperation, private ownership, relations with banks that do not require dependence on the market for financing, coordination among businesses, and a social welfare system that provides workers with the security to invest in their long-term skill development. So each country will need to adopt ways of addressing precarious work that are consistent with its own history and institutions.

Hence, to tackle the new risk structures, countries are likely to adopt institutions that are not fundamentally different from the previous ones, since “‘postindustrial’ transformation is institutionally path-dependent” (Esping-Andersen 1999: 4). Despite an expansion of healthcare benefits, for example, there are still gaps in health insurance coverage in many countries for regular as opposed to non-regular workers, since the former are more apt to participate in contributory social insurance schemes that provide higher quality healthcare.




Implementing a New Social and Political Accord

Differences among countries in their labor market and social welfare protection institutions, along with the balance of power among the state, business, and labor that underlie these institutions, have molded the public dialogues and collective responses to precarious work in these rich democracies. The challenges of implementing the elements of the political and social contract I have outlined are vast, given the aging of the population and other demographic changes, and the speed of technological innovation and the other forces behind the growth of precarious work discussed in chapter 1 (Levinson 2016). Moreover, despite the slowdown in economic growth under neoliberal political-economic policies, it remains to be seen whether alternative models such as flexicurity can lead to economic growth along with greater security.

Realizing a new political and social contract thus requires coordinated efforts among several key actors, such as the state, capital, and labor, supplemented by the activities of civic society groups such as NGOs. It is important here to identify the institutional conditions that offer the promise of re-instituting social protections and improving employment conditions. To what degree is this dependent on the strategies of unions and other forms of worker power? How can we best create more encompassing institutions at the national and subnational levels to ameliorate the negative consequences of precarious work and the growth of dualism?

Addressing the consequences of precarious employment systems requires global as well as national solutions. The downward pressure on wages exerted by the existence of unregulated low-wage production in some countries highlights the need for local solutions to be linked to transnational unions, international labor standards, and other global efforts (Silver 2003; Webster, Lambert, and Bezuidenhout 2008). Greater international cooperation is needed among governments and multinational agencies for setting standards to avoid a “race to the bottom.” Professional organizations and unions must also cooperate more fully across borders, rather than being divided by them. Implementing the new social contract is necessarily incomplete without a fuller elaboration of a global agenda to supplement national and local initiatives.

My discussion in the remainder of this chapter is more modest, as I focus on national solutions to the concerns raised by precarious work. National solutions are a first, but necessary, step toward wider implementation, as countries are where governments, business, and workers interact and social welfare protection and labor market policies are enacted.


The State

The politics of modern capitalism are focused on the struggle between the pressures toward free markets and those toward social protections. The state and markets are intimately related political and social constructs (“the market society”) as economic activity is embedded within social and political contexts (Polanyi 1957 [1944]). Polanyi felt that explanations of economic concerns that were based solely on the market or state were overly simplistic, as was the idea that the struggle is a zero-sum game with winners and losers. Marx assumed that the state serves to promote capital accumulation as well as political legitimacy and is the vehicle by which the ruling class obtains and maintains its control of society. Hence, Marx believed that capital and labor are engaged in a struggle for control of the state.

The government is essential as a vehicle of the good society and as an instrument to be used in the public interest. Looking after the common good is the job of the government; the state exists not only to preserve freedom, but also to protect the weak and the vulnerable and to manage uncertainty and collectivize risk. The government also needs to provide economic security, a strong infrastructure for job creation, and opportunities for people to succeed, as well as to foster social integration and solidarity through work.

All the six countries have liberalized their social welfare protection and labor market institutions to adapt to the demands of a rapidly changing international economy, as I discussed in chapter 2. These liberalizations have contributed to the recent rise of precarious work and many of its negative consequences. To address the outcomes of these politically driven policies, the government needs to create or solidify a safety net that provides all its citizens with basic protections such as health insurance and retirement benefits. Workers should have access to a safety net and basic social protections whether or not they work for a minimum number of hours for an employer who is willing and able to pay for various benefits. The government is also responsible for setting labor market standards for wages, hours, and working conditions, as well as for establishing policies for the treatment of non-regular workers. In addition, it plays a big role in providing support for education in the primary, secondary, and tertiary systems as well as through vocational training.

Another key role of the state is to broker and sustain coalitions between employers and workers, using both positive and negative incentives. To address issues of precarious work, for example, the state needs to balance the interests of employers and workers through policies such as flexicurity that are based on a logic of social investment, whereby the state enacts policies that actively promote growth (as opposed to passively providing for social welfare) while also giving protections to the vulnerable parts of the population who are not otherwise included in the safety net (Thelen 2014: 198–9).

The state needs sufficient capacity to broker deals between employers and workers, however. In Denmark, for example, the state has had relatively strong capacity in labor relations in recent years: Since the Danish Confederation of Labor Unions and the Danish employers’ federation repeatedly failed to come to an agreement that would control wage costs, the state was forced to intervene and impose a settlement. The German state has less power to negotiate deals between employers and workers as coordination among employers depends a lot on voluntarism (Thelen 2014: 23–4). Similarly, the state is relatively weak in deregulated liberal economies such as the United States and the United Kingdom, where business reduced the power of government as well as labor beginning with the Reagan and Thatcher revolutions in the 1980s. Unfortunately, trust in government is low across the rich democracies, especially in countries such as Japan and the US. Thus, there is little reason for optimism that the government will initiate policies to address the negative consequences of precarious work.

The role of the state needs to be theorized more completely, however, to be able to assess the likelihood of it pursuing progressive policies such as the implementation of the new political and social contract. Recall that it is the actions of the state that are largely responsible for the recent rise of precarious work through deregulation of labor markets and policies that have reconfigured or reduced social welfare protections. And to date, the state has often acted in contradictory ways in addressing the consequences of precarious work: In the United Kingdom, for example, while the state steps in to support low-wage workers via conditional benefits and strong sanctions, it also pushes people into low-wage work via workfare and in-work benefits. It is thus imperative that we address questions such as whether the state can support capitalism and neoliberalism and still act in a benevolent way toward workers and their families by enacting a new political and social contract.



Employers

Employers are key actors in any efforts to create high-quality employment relationships. Precarious work puts a greater burden on the social welfare and social reproduction systems at a time when states cannot afford to provide the needed social protections, given the aging of populations and reductions in states’ power through the imposition of austerity and tax cuts. So we need employers to step in and take up part of the burden. Doing so would also be beneficial to employers, who have much to gain from implementing the social and political contract discussed earlier in this chapter, as this would help to create workforce stability and facilitate social reproduction.

The ability of employers to act collectively to achieve such goals is limited. Mizruchi (2013) shows that after launching an offensive against labor in the US in the post-1975 period, employers began to feel that organized collective action within the business community was no longer needed and the corporate elite started to fragment, with its cohesion beginning to disappear by the late 1980s. He argues further that one possible factor for the recent retrenchment of welfare policies among Western European nations is, as in the US, a disintegration of their corporate elites (Mizruchi 2013: 274–5), such as the declining network density among businesses in Germany. A fragmented employer class is often problematic; as Thelen notes: “from labor’s perspective, the only thing worse than a strong and organized business class is a weak and disorganized one” (Thelen 2014: 203).

A new social contract requires models of corporate governance that include social factors (a “stakeholder” model) as opposed to the prevailing economic logic in some of the rich democracies that focuses mainly on shareholder value in designing and rewarding jobs. The norms that govern business behavior are shaped heavily by societal and community values, and by pressures from consumers and workers. Hence, the impetus to provide solutions to concerns raised by precarious work must come from workers themselves, who need sufficient collective power to enforce their claims against employers and the state.



Worker Power

Worker power is necessary to motivate governments and businesses to act on a new political and social contract and to provide workers with protections from precarious work. Employers and states are more likely to adopt protective labor market and welfare institutions if they are prodded into doing this by strong progressive unions or other forms of worker power. A high degree of solidarity among organized labor is essential for establishing labor market and social protection institutions that address issues of precarious work. Such solidarity is threatened as unions now tend to be more numerous and often stronger in public as opposed to private sectors, which often pits union members’ bargaining demands against concerns by taxpayers over the expansion of government budgets. The power resources available to labor depend on national institutions as well as on sectoral and workplace structures, along with the structure of the labor movement. Workplace arrangements depend on local unions’ capacity to strategically complement institutional and organizational power resources so as to protect the working conditions of different groups of workers, thereby responding to distinctive management strategies of externalization and outsourcing as well as of internal segmentation.

In Europe, unions have often been traditionally strong, which has tended to crowd out other forms of organization, though Germany, with its strong occupational associations and vocational system of skill formation, is a notable exception. Unions were also key actors behind efforts to institute welfare systems. Thus, it is not surprising that the establishment of active labor market policies and flexicurity is especially prominent in Denmark, which has a history of strong unions and extensive collective bargaining coverage. In Southern Europe, such as in Spain, unions have historically sought to protect job security, unlike in Northern Europe, which has more of a flexicurity emphasis. The decline of unions in LMEs such as the US represents a major challenge for changing the balance of power from capital to labor. Unfortunately, market reforms and the growth of precarious work have decreased the power of workers to push for progressive social policies, and unions have become less influential in all six countries.

The growth of the service sector presents new challenges for labor. Establishments tend to be smaller and more spatially dispersed (both within and between countries) than the manufacturing plants of yesteryear, making it more difficult to organize workers. Service industries also change the standard management–labor story by bringing into focus the autonomous consumer, enhancing the potential for consumer–worker coalitions, often in local communities, to influence work and its consequences. By contrast, in the manufacturing economy, there was often a split between consumers and producers, and the key social relations were primarily defined as those among workers (i.e., forms of labor solidarity) or between labor and management (i.e., class conflict). The historically strong manufacturing cross-class coalitions in countries such as Germany, for example, are less able to exercise political leadership in the emerging service economy. Here, the Ver.di (Vereinte Dienstleistungsgewerkschaft or United Services Trade Union), which represents 2 million members, as compared to the dominant metalworkers’ union IG Metall with 2.27 million members, is an increasingly important actor shaping employment relations, though it does not yet have the institutional power of IG Metall. More generally, as welfare states are increasingly privatizing personal services – among the lowest paid and the least secure types of work – service workers are mobilizing at local, national, and transnational levels; their associational modalities range from joining traditional unions to organizing worker cooperatives.

A key question is what kinds of worker power are best suited to meeting the challenges created by the transformations in work in the twenty-first century. To be successful, unions must adapt to and match up with changes in the structure of the economy and the organization of work. Therefore, the next generation of worker organizations needs to experiment with a variety of new forms to meet the challenges posed by the changing nature of employment relations (e.g., Clawson 2003). The specific mechanisms by which the collective actions of workers are exercised are less important than the ability of workers to exert countervailing power to influence government policy makers and businesses. The introduction of works-council-type legislation and the encouragement of cooperative efforts between workers and employers (and not just in the private sector) illustrate alternative strategies for enhancing worker power. This underscores the centrality of labor laws in promoting worker power. Canada, for example, did not experience the drastic union decline that the US did because of its more favorable labor laws. This is, however, a chicken-and-egg situation: How do you change laws without pressure from unions; and how do you get more pressure from unions without updating labor laws?

Unions are not the only vehicles for employee voice, however. An alternative form of worker power is associational power in these precarious, post-bureaucratic times that is exercised via occupations. Workers can organize around sets of skills and, with the support of the state, establish licensing and certification practices that lead to social closure mechanisms that enable them to control the supply of persons to the occupation and thereby to maximize their rewards and advantages. This is reflected in the vocational-based employment system in Germany, which enabled some occupational groups to obtain social protections through social insurance arrangements that were not available to others. This is also a common model among professional occupations, which use mandates from the state to establish control over skills. Like the transition from craft to industrial unionism in the past, there may well be a post-bureaucratic, guild-like unionism emerging in place of the bureaucratic, corporateera unions.

Unions have also collaborated with other kinds of social movements to better position themselves to help these groups – and all workers – to enhance the quality of jobs (Clawson 2003). Such non-union worker strategies are especially important in countries such as the United States, where unions are especially weak due to reasons ranging from employer opposition to the Taft–Hartley law that restricts what unions can do. Non-union social movements include: worker advocacy groups (such as immigrant alliances, women’s groups, racial and ethnic movements, community organizations, and social movements concerned with global justice or with providing more support for working families); worker centers (i.e., non-profit organizations that organize immigrant and low-wage workers) (see Fine 2006); and living wage campaigns. The recent success of the Service Employees International Union-sponsored “Fight for 15” movement to increase wages for fast food workers in the US illustrates the potential of efforts by people who are most vulnerable in the labor market to enhance their market power.

A major challenge for unions and other forms of worker power is to reconcile the interests of regular and non-regular workers. Unions in some of these countries (such as Germany, Japan, and the United States) have begun to organize non-regular workers. Given that collective bargaining strives for standardization, it is often difficult for unions to represent the interests of both groups simultaneously, however. This also raises the question of the extent to which the precariat is really a cross-class movement that represents those in nonstandard jobs as well as those in regular jobs in core sectors of the economy whose employment relations are becoming increasingly insecure. There are various issues that the two groups have in common, though, such as their mutual interests in maintaining principles of meritocracy, gender equality, and sustainable work–family relations, as well as economic goals of human capital development and social protections.



Civil Society


With the state-built and state-serviced defences against existential tremors progressively dismantled, and the arrangements for collective self-defence, such as trade unions and other instruments for collective bargaining, increasingly disempowered by the pressures of market competition that erode the solidarities of the weak – it is now left to individuals to seek, find and practise individual solutions to socially produced troubles, and to try all that through individual, solitary actions, while being equipped with tools and resources that are blatantly inadequate to the task. (Zygmunt Bauman 2007: 14)



Civil society organizations, including NGOs, are another vehicle for achieving change in labor market policies and welfare policies. Precarious workers are difficult to organize in some countries where company unionism prevails and in countries with a large informal sector. Precarious workers are also less likely to have access to formal and institutional politics, and so new forms of organization are more likely to be successful. Some of these movements and organizations overlap with union–social movements, such as NGOs organized around particular identities (such as gender, race, and immigration). Two particularly important demographic groups to organize are millennials (i.e., those born in the early 1980s to the late 1990s) and members of “Generation Z” (i.e., those born in the mid-1990s to mid-2000s). These young people offer hope for social movements, as they have been in the forefront of Occupy movements and are likely to be especially frustrated by the lack of opportunity to develop career narratives and life plans.




Summary and Conclusions

This chapter has discussed some of the main political and policy challenges posed by the recent rise of precarious work. All six countries have gone through periods of liberalizing their labor markets in response to developments in the global economy as well as technological changes that have altered the standard employment relations of the mid-twentieth century. As I have documented in previous chapters, this has resulted in a rise in precarious work, with its attendant insecurity and negative impacts on individuals’ well-being.

Workers have sought to counter this rise in precarious work and its consequences through both social movements and actions by organized unions and political parties. These efforts have sought to address the new risks for workers and their families that are raised by the changes in employment relations and reconfiguration of social welfare protection systems. A new political and social accord that has the potential to collectivize the risks associated with precarious work has three basic elements: strengthening and expanding the safety net; providing access to both early and continuing education and training; and updating labor and employment laws and regulations. The notion of flexicurity offers a model for the contours of such a political and social contract.

I finally discussed some of the political dynamics among the state, employers, and workers that are involved in the implementation of this new political and social contract. These dynamics have focused both on policies designed to help people adapt to precarious work through social insurance and skill acquisition, and on ways of reducing precarious work (what Hacker [2011] has called “pre-distribution”) such as those related to changes in labor and employment laws.

There are various criteria by which one can assess the success of the policies and strategies of addressing precarious work. These include: slowing the expansion of precarious work; re-regulating precarious work by bringing work back in-house as opposed to being outsourced; improving conditions for precarious groups; organizing collectively for better working conditions; and maintaining/ improving working conditions for both core and peripheral workers. Some of these goals are more realistic than others. There are likely to be continued pressures on governments and businesses to remain flexible in a rapidly changing world economy with a heavy emphasis on services rather than manufacturing, for example, which suggests there will continue to be needs for temporary and part-time work. Thus, balancing the needs of business for flexibility with those of labor for greater security, especially those who are most vulnerable to precarious work, will remain important challenges and goals for public policy.



Notes


1. By contrast, in the already developed countries of Western Europe, North America, and Australia and New Zealand, there has been a stagnation of state social expenditures, seeing an upward bump following the 2008 economic crisis, but generally staying about the same percentage of GDP through the 1990s and 2000s (OECD 2013).
2. The Earned Income Tax Credit, one of the few very successful antipoverty measures in the United States, gained acceptance in large part because it was labeled as something that was “earned.”
3. Among other benefits to flexicurity, it helps to create an environment that promotes entrepreneurial activity. For example, Peer Hull Kristensen (cited in Davis 2016: 125) found that every year 250,000 businesses fail in Denmark but 260,000 new ones are started, due to the ability of people to explore risky business ventures since they are not worried about losing health insurance and other employment benefits.





 
Conclusion


The transformation of employment relations represented by the recent rise of precarious work presents important challenges for individuals, families, businesses, and societies. The growth of insecure, uncertain jobs that have few social and legal protections departs from the more stable, standard employment relations of the three decades after World War II. We must be careful not to glamorize this earlier era of relative stability and high economic growth, as it was much more beneficial to white men than to women and minorities. Nevertheless, we are now in a different era, a new age of precarious work that represents a fundamental shift toward widespread uncertainty and insecurity. People who have the skills and resources to successfully navigate rapidly changing labor markets have welcomed this new era as an opportunity to achieve their market potential by moving between organizations. Others, perhaps the majority, are more economically insecure, often have difficulties in forming families, and experience low well-being.

I began the book by posing several puzzles: Why has there been a rise in precarious work in rich democracies, with their high standards of living and privileged positions in the world economy? And how and why do people experience precarious work differently in countries with dissimilar institutions and cultures? I sought to answer these puzzles by studying six countries – Denmark, Germany, Japan, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United States – that differ in their social welfare protection and labor market institutions and hence illustrate the variation among rich democratic countries in the incidence and consequences of precarious work.

There are common trends among the six countries. All have had to respond to similar political and economic forces unleashed by an increasingly global and technology-driven economy, as well as constraints on state budgets produced by slowdowns in economic growth coupled with the aging of labor forces and more diversity in what labor forces need to be productive. In all six countries, there has been a decline in long-term employment among prime-age men. And all countries have liberalized their labor markets and restructured their social welfare protections to cope with the growth of precarious work. While precarious work is universal, it is cross-nationally variable, as the nature of this liberalization has differed, depending on a country’s political situation and the strength of workers, from a general deregulation of markets and social protection institutions (the UK and US), to dualism (Germany, Japan, Spain), to a more collective sharing of risk (Denmark).

I have sought in this book to provide an overview of how differences among these countries in their social welfare protection and labor market institutions and policies affect both precarious work and its consequences for well-being. Some countries have been able to address the concerns raised by precarious work more successfully than others by re-establishing and expanding social safety nets, managing labor market transitions more effectively, and implementing social and economic reforms that are targeted at the needs and choices of increasingly diverse labor forces. The empirical evidence I have presented is intended to lend credence to my arguments, not to provide the kind of detailed analysis found in many of the sources I have cited. This evidence suggests the following five conclusions.

First, the generosity of public spending on social welfare benefits and active labor market policies is relatively high in Denmark, Germany, and Spain, and relatively low in Japan, the UK, and US. Differences in these policies can be traced to variations in the power of workers and political dynamics in these countries.

Second, labor market institutions affect the incidence of precarious work. Temporary work is less common in the LMEs of the United Kingdom and United States and relatively high in Spain. These differences are associated with the low levels of employment protections in the UK and US and the high employment protections in Spain. Moreover, the degree to which temporary jobs can be considered precarious depends on the nature of the social protection systems in a country, such as whether temporary workers are afforded the same kinds of welfare entitlements as those who are working in regular jobs.

Third, generous social welfare benefits are linked to lower economic insecurity, which is lowest in Denmark and Germany and highest in the LMEs of the UK and US. The latter countries differ, however, in the social wage due to the greater availability of economic and social supports in the UK that help people to mitigate various types of life course risks.

Fourth, young persons have difficulty gaining a solid foothold in the labor market especially in Spain, with its high levels of employment protection that relegates young workers to temporary jobs. Trouble establishing families is especially pronounced for young males in Japan, with its rigid markers of the transition to adulthood.

Fifth, the generosity of social welfare protections, along with high levels of active labor market policies, is associated with greater subjective well-being in a country.

In sum, then, the evidence presented in previous chapters underscores the importance of country differences in social welfare protection and labor market institutions in shaping how precarious work affects individuals and their families. And cultural factors such as the nature of the gendered division of labor have important impacts on family formation.

Nevertheless, while institutional and cultural factors may modify the basic thrust toward the rise of precarious work, the underlying political, economic, and social trends responsible for precarious work are intimately linked to the dominance of neoliberalism, which “has become a machine that moves of its own accord. It is the accepted logic of our time” (Schram 2015: 173–4). The desirability of marketoriented solutions to economic, political, and social problems has become an article of faith accepted by governments and businesses alike, who regard the current situation as the “new normal” in a new era of capitalism characterized by a global, technologically driven economy.

Across the political spectrum, leaders yearn nostalgically for years past, such as the three decades after World War II, with its high levels of economic growth and equality. Those on the left harken back to the social protections of the New Deal and Keynesian welfare states, while those on the right pine for the periods of high growth in the early part of the neoliberal era. There is no return to the past, however, as the conditions that made that era possible have now disappeared; we must find new ways to adapt to the changing nature of work and employment relations.

I have outlined the elements of a new political and social contract that offers the potential for addressing some of the major challenges raised by the current rise of precarious work. The implementation of such a new social contract – with its expanded and portable safety net, better-managed labor market transitions, and appreciation for the needs of a diverse labor force – ultimately requires, of course, an associated political contract among the state, business, and labor that seeks to balance the needs for flexibility and security. Achieving such a new social-political contract constitutes one of the great challenges of the first part of the twenty-first century. The kinds of policies, neoliberal or otherwise, that will come to dominate in these countries are of course uncertain. I can imagine both dystopian and more utopian futures.


Plausible Futures

It is relatively easy to envision a variety of dystopian futures, as here one must only extrapolate from current trends. The confluence of forces related to globalization, technological change, the financialization of firms’ organization of work, and weak worker power may well continue and perhaps extend trends such as: expansion of low-wage jobs; outsourcing and subcontracting of the production of goods and services to lower-wage firms; growing polarization between good and bad jobs and increasing inequality; expansion of digital platforms creating short-term and poorly protected jobs (the “Uberization” of the economy); and so on. Moreover, the implications of the automation of jobs are unclear and many fear that it will reduce drastically the need for workers.

It is more difficult to imagine utopian possibilities, given the priorities of current political and economic debates in these countries. Necessary conditions for any optimism require strengthening and expanding social welfare protections and providing active labor market policies to facilitate job mobility. But more comprehensive and long-term solutions require more basic changes.

One optimistic scenario is Beck’s (2000) notion of an emerging “post-full-employment society” or “multi-activity work society” that defines work as something beyond market work, an idea which is similar to Standing’s (2011) vision of work as going beyond paid labor. My focus in this book was on market work, but the idea of work is broader than that and includes many activities that produce non-economic value as well. Beck envisions a multi-activity society wherein people are able to shift their actions over the course of their lives among formal employment (albeit perhaps working fewer hours), parental labor, and civil labor (i.e., labor in the arts, culture, and politics, which helps the general welfare). The latter activity could be rewarded with “civic money” that is not a handout from the state or community but a return for engaging in these activities. Each person would control her or his own time-capital that she or he could allocate to different activities over time. Beck advocates that paid work and civil labor should complement each other and calls for greater equality of housework and outside care work with artistic, cultural, and political civic labor in the voluntary sector, which he believes will help create a gender-neutral division of labor.

Vosko’s (2010) vision is similar to Beck’s. She recognizes the low chances that there will ever be a return to the standard employment relations that characterized the post-World War II period and thus suggests possible alternatives that include: a new gender contract that places greater value on caregiving; and a “beyond employment” approach (see also Supiot 2001) that decouples social protection from labor force status and adjusts types of work to diverse stages in the life cycle.

If we are to formally define work as something beyond paid market work, it is essential to decouple economic security from market work. One increasingly popular option, a UBI, is very controversial for economic, political, and cultural reasons, and it is unclear how this would work on a large scale. A major objection to the UBI is that it redistributes value that has already been created in society. Its viability depends largely on how much economic growth there will be in the future, since as economic growth slows, the contests over the distribution of a shrinking economic pie become very fraught. Some influential economists feel the period of growth is over (e.g., Gordon 2016), while others are more optimistic. We really do not know what is possible with respect to economic growth, however, since austerity policies in the rich democracies have stalled social investments in innovation, research, and development in recent years. It is critical to ramp up such investments if we hope to stimulate economic growth.

We may also need to reconceptualize not only the meaning of work but also our understanding of what constitutes value in a society. The commonly used economic indicator of value, the GDP, is increasingly unable to capture developments in the service economy such as widening inequality and the rise of precarious work. Alternative, “beyond GDP” indicators of well-being are needed that shift the emphasis from measuring economic production to assessing the multiple dimensions of people’s well-being, as argued forcefully by Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi (2009).

The recent rise of precarious work represents a dramatic change in relations among workers, employers, and governments from the standard employment relations that characterized rich democracies in the three decades after World War II. Upheavals such as those created by precarious work generate anxiety and uncertainty as people, organizations, and governments scramble to adapt to a new reality. The challenge is to respond to these changes with policies and practices that promote both economic growth and workers’ well-being.
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