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Executive summary

The great corporate challenge of the age is harnessing the creativity and the productive • 
power of people. The employment relationship is thus of strategic significance. The 
challenge is often expressed through approaches that seek to foster commitment and effort 
– more for less, the extra mile, £10 work for £8 pay, engagement. But without recognition 
that the quality and experience of work (or good work) are also involved, the message 
will rightly go unheeded. Currently, even in the best-run firms, 75 per cent of staff are ‘not 
highly engaged’.

There has been a lack of strategic thinking about what settlement for the 21• st century 
workplace is needed. If more innovation, more creativity, better customer service, and 
more skills are desired, what arrangements, practices, incentives and structures (in 
addition to the right kinds of attitudes) will help deliver them? 

‘Good work’ names a vision for the future of the employment relationship that seeks to • 
balance the interests of individuals, employers and society in order to deliver performance, 
engagement and fairness. It identifies the principles which should guide choices around 
how work is organised across different sectors, firms and workplaces as:

Secure employment; ₒ
Whether work is characterised by monotony and repetition; ₒ
Whether employees have autonomy, control and task discretion; ₒ
The extent to which there is an appropriate balance between efforts made and rewards  ₒ
received;
Whether employees possess the skills they need to cope with periods of intense  ₒ
pressure;
Whether the workplace is seen to be fair; ₒ
The strength of workplace relationships (or ‘social capital’). ₒ

Commentary about the state of the employment relationship has consistently • 
misunderstood the nature of the UK’s job quality problem.1

Although job insecurity will have risen during the recession, there is little evidence to • 
support the view that insecure, casual and disposable forms of employment are displacing 
the ‘proper job’ over the longer term. More than 80 per cent of jobs have permanent 
contracts. There are fewer full-timers and more part-timers – yet two-thirds of UK 
employees continue to be employed on a full-time basis. There has been no significant 
trend towards greater self-employment or temporary work in the UK, with levels of the 

1 The data used in this report were compiled from studies undertaken prior to the recession of 2008-9
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latter relatively low in comparison to other European economies. Perceptions of job 
insecurity are not rising exponentially. 

Job tenure (the length of time people stay in a job) has remained stable in recent years, • 
with average tenure at about eight years.

How, then, do we explain the common misperception that people are changing (and losing) • 
jobs like never before? One explanation resides in the increasing importance of skills in the 
modern workplace. In this context, flexibility could have placed a higher value on long-term 
rather than short-term employment, with labour retention growing in salience due to the 
high cost of finding, acquiring and developing skills.

UK employers may value ‘functional flexibility’, whereby workers are flexible in terms of • 
the tasks they do on the job, more than ‘numerical flexibility’, the use of flexible labour 
contracts (such as fixed term and temporary workers).
 
Yet there has been insufficient recognition of the ‘collapse of autonomy’: workers have • 
less control and influence over their work. Using Skills Survey data, the report finds 
that influence over the order, pace and nature of job tasks is much lower than it was 20 
years ago. Respondents with a great deal of influence over how they did a task declined 
from 56.9 per cent in 1992 down to 42.7 per cent in 2006, while those with a great deal 
of personal control over work effort has reduced from 70.7 per cent to 52.5. This fall in 
autonomy affects all occupational groups. 

Similarly, although long working hours are often highlighted, average working time has • 
actually decreased slightly. However, ‘work intensification’ – the sense that work is 
intensely pressurised – has risen. The explanation most likely lies in rising skill levels, 
rapidly advancing technology, competitive pressures to increase productivity and declining 
autonomy.

In general, work has become progressively more complex and engaging – and potentially • 
more meaningful and fulfilling as a result. However, it is vital that skills are matched with 
the complexity of jobs, for otherwise the problem of over-qualification is likely to arise. A 
third of workers complain their skills are not being utilised at work. 

There is some evidence that certain ‘bundles’ of management practices are associated • 
with superior performance. Yet take-up of developed versions of so-called ‘high 
performance work organisation’ models has been patchy. 

Executive summary
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The employment relationship is being profoundly affected by forces beyond the employer • 
and employee. Clients and customers are today perceived to be the principal sources 
of control over the relationship, rather than technology, managers or supervisors. Thus, 
conceptions of the deal have to operate across the boundaries of organisations. 

This paper was written as a ‘provocation’ for the Good Work Commission. It does not seek • 
to make recommendations – these will be contained in the Commission’s final report in 
the summer. Instead, it aims to provide a background understanding of the state of the 
employment relationship in the UK. It focuses on: security; skills; working time and work 
intensification; autonomy; and the collective-individual shift in the employment relationship. 
An analysis of changes in pay will be contained in a separate report.

Executive summary
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So what’s next for work? As we emerge from a deep and debilitating recession and begin to unpick 
many of the confusing strands of the crisis of 2008-9, one thing is clear: the coming recovery will 
demand rather more of people at work, whether in the private or public sectors. Fierce competition, 
incessant change and the need to address budget deficits will translate into more organisations 
looking to their staff to do more with less, while for business leaders among the greatest challenges 
they face is how to harness the capacity of staff to contribute. It is in this environment that the 
interim report of the Good Work Commission examines the state of the contemporary employment 
relationship.

Intense speculation about the employment relationship pre-dates the recession. Contradictory 
narratives have jostled for attention. The demise of the traditional deal of employment – even its 
‘ending’ – has been vividly described.2 Trends such as globalisation, rapidly changing information 
technology and outsourcing, offshore or domestic, are sometimes said to be forcing a downward 
convergence in peoples’ experiences of employment and a loosening of the ties between employer 
and employee. The internet has raised the disconcerting – or exciting – prospect of organising 
without organisations: people can be brought together and dispersed on a project-by-project 
basis. Conversely, another dominant strand of recent thinking is that many firms, especially those 
without other obvious sources of competitive advantage, have come to see ‘talent’ and ‘human 
capital’ as the foundation of their business models, which potentially implies some improvement 
in the evolution of labour-capital relations. Thanks to economic changes, ‘people businesses’ – 
firms whose success depends on millions of ‘moments of truth’ in interactions with consumers, in 
sectors such as retail, leisure, hospitality, customer and personal services and so on – are now 
far more numerous than previously. Meanwhile, great hopes of individual fulfilment and self-
expression are being invested in the relationship – the search for ‘fit’ between people and work. 
At another extreme, we are told that jobs for some have become akin to ‘gigs’ based around a 
cynical, transitory, attachment-free ethic and reminiscent of ‘a musician’s one-night engagement 
at the airport lounge’.3 The traditional means of ensuring standards in employment – trade unions 
and collective bargaining – have retreated dramatically, while the expectation that individual 
employment rights, more qualified staff and the imperatives of running high performing firms can do 
the job as well, if not better, has advanced. Elsewhere, many companies have come to appreciate 
how ill-suited classic bureaucratic hierarchies are to life in the fast-moving 21st century, only to 
discover the transition away from them to be practically more difficult than anticipated. 

There is, in short, a great deal of material to rethink. Many of these claims have a profound 
bearing on peoples’ experience of the quality of work, so more than a decade on from the height of 
speculative futurology in the late 1990s seems an appropriate moment for a reappraisal.

2 Jeremy Rifkind’s bestselling The End of Work was a particularly gloomy example
3 Muirhead, 2004
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This report aims to provide a background understanding of ‘the employment deal’ in advance of the 
Commission’s final report to be published in the summer of 2010. Although several Commissioners 
lead international, sometimes global, organisations and it has become a commonplace that 
business life is intensely interconnected across national boundaries, for the sake of familiarity this 
report concentrates on the experience of employment within a single country – the UK. However, 
it draws on data from other nations where they illuminate specific points. Although there has never 
been an ideal time to be a worker, and much has changed since companies and governments 
became concerned about the quality of working life in the 1970s, below the report sets out the 
grounds why the quality of work remains profoundly important in the 21st century. Indeed, the 
need for committed, engaged workforces, able and motivated to contribute to the success of 
organisations, is arguably the business question of our age: having made ‘people’ so much a part 
of the conversation about performance, the case for more work to be ‘good work’ has thus become 
more urgent (see Chapter 1). In its final report, the Commission will be concerned to understand 
how organisations can make good work approaches operate practically within the strategies, 
business models and dynamics of organisations; this report approaches the good work idea in 
more conceptual terms. Before embarking on this discussion it is necessary to first clarify what is 
meant by the term ‘employment relationship’ and what perspective is being advanced in calling for 
more ‘good work’.  

Employment is not the same as work. Work can be paid or unpaid, done in a market or outside 
one, but employment by its nature necessitates an economic exchange between two parties and 
situates people within a market in which the capacity to labour is bought and sold. According to the 
International Labour Organisation, the employment relationship is usually conceived as involving 
‘full-time work, under a contract of employment for unlimited duration with a single employer, and 
protected against unjustified dismissal’ (although there are different types of contract, some of 
defined duration). The employment relationship is thus a creation of markets, but also distinct 
from them for the simple reason that it is a market in people and operates very differently from the 
idealised markets of economic theory. The legal structures we have built around the employment 
relationship concern themselves both with ensuring labour markets operate smoothly and with 
the need to protect employees from unfair practices. Of course, business leaders do not generally 
see staff as ‘commodities’ and often invest considerable effort and resources in avoiding that 
impression. Indeed, the language of ‘a relationship’ is awkward: staff differ widely in their needs and 
wants from work with some preferring a less involved form of work than might be implied by the 
term. Use of the term employment relationship in this report follows the established understanding 
of research examining the nature of the interchange between employers and employees within the 
labour market.  

What is the 

employment 

relationship?

Introduction
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Perhaps the central fact of employment is the interdependent relationship between worker and 
employer. Both need the other. Within the relationship, cooperation is required in order to secure 
respective goals. While employers may provide investment in the capacity to deliver goods and 
services, it is employees who must deliver them. Equally, employees can only secure material 
reward for their efforts if they enable employers to meet their commercial or organisational goals. 
For the employee, the relationship provides a range of benefits, including the obvious one of an 
income, but also that it is the employer’s investment that enables employees to further develop 
their potential, perhaps through the acquisition of new skills and responsibilities. Furthermore, 
there is an ever-present conflict between the imperative for employers to control their employees 
(they are an expensive investment, after all) and releasing innovation and creativity amongst those 
employees (which is why they were hired in the first place). As Paul Edwards has argued, imposing 
control and releasing creativity involve very different approaches.4 While tight control is costly and 
reduces the capacity for innovation and creativity, relinquishing control carries with it the danger 
that incompatible objectives are pursued within different parts of the organisation.5 

Although it is true that the ‘clash of interests’ is less acute than it used to be and that goals are 
today at least to some extent shared, it would be a mistake to think such a situation is inherent in 
the employment relationship. In both theory and practice, employers and employees often want 
quite different things from employment – however good their working relationship. So, for example, 
while employers may primarily orient to the need for performance and efficiency, employees may 
instead orient to a range of other goals which might include greater income, but equally might 
involve the demand for equality, having one’s voice heard6 or even ‘meaning’. This does not mean 
that the employment relationship is founded on a stance of fundamental conflict between the two 
parties. Also, it does not affect the legitimate expectation among companies for employees to 
be committed to the aim of delivering high quality goods and services. But it does indicate that 
employers, employees and society more broadly may seek distinct ends and that rival conceptions 
of ends may give rise to tensions and conflicts from time to time. The shortcoming of models of 
the employment relationship based on common purpose ideologies is that they allow little scope 
for people to have and fulfil their own desires, aspirations and expectations within the work that 
they do, rendering them passive recipients of a company’s brand messages – mere resources, 
as opposed to people. Those desires may, and ideally will, coincide to some extent with business 
objectives – but equally they may not. Reciprocity and goodwill are necessary to make the deal 
function in a mutually acceptable manner.

As with any relationship, questions arise as to whom the dominant party is: the employment 
relationship is no different. The operation of power in modern work is often subtle and the ‘typical 

4 Edwards in Edwards, 2003
5 Sisson, 2008
6 Budd, 2006
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worker’ is a very different creature today than he or she was thirty years ago, as this report 
explores more fully in Chapter 3. Yet understanding the employment relationship relies on an 
understanding of power. An essential tool for managing the deal is the contract of employment and 
making a contract presumes freedom of choice (the roots of contract law lie in regulating risk-
taking amongst 19th century merchants). In employment, however, this freedom is often limited for 
a number of reasons. In general, people must work to live and must take what work is available 
to them, usually without much negotiation about its terms and conditions. On taking up a job offer 
the employee agrees to assign the right to be directed and controlled towards particular ends. In 
employment it is the employer who possesses ‘residual decision-making rights’ – meaning the 
employer has final say over the actions or outcomes that were not specified at the outset of the 
contract.7 In addition, the ‘work-wages bargain’ theoretically privileges the employer’s interests: in 
a contract involving reciprocal obligations the first to perform – in this case the worker in the act of 
work – bears the risk of the other’s default. For these reasons, approaches to motivation that begin 
from a position of recognising some of the fundamental realities of the employment relationship are 
likely, logically, to prove more persuasive than those which assume equal parties pursuing identical 
objectives.

Yet although contracts are an essential tool of the employment relationship to fix the terms of 
the bargain, they are also an inadequate device through which to conceptualise the deal. The 
requirement of classical contract law for terms to be transparent at the outset can be strained in this 
case by the day-to-day operation of the employment relationship. Such a complex and open-ended 
interaction cannot possibly be codified. For the employer, the relationship must retain a certain 
flexibility because without it, it would be necessary to spell out, in stifling detail, every element 
of the job. In practice, employment contracts often bear little relation to what happens during the 
working week and are consulted closely only if the relationship turns sour.

The imprecise nature of the deal that exists between employer and employee has spurred interest 
in ‘the psychological contract’. The term refers to the perceptions of employer and employee about 
what their mutual obligations are towards each other. The phrase ‘psychological contract’ is often 
used in the same breath as ‘new employment relations’ though the term was (like ‘the knowledge 
economy’) first used in the 1960s. Its merit is that unlike real contracts, it focuses on what 
drives day-to-day behaviour – the unwritten rules and expectations that govern the interaction, 
the ‘way things are done round here’. These implicit signals can prove much more important in 
the management of the employment relationship than any piece of paper; the moral bargain of 
work revolves around understandings of obligations, expectations and promises. Notions of the 
psychological contract have the additional advantage of bringing to the fore the often neglected 

7 Hsieh, 2008
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socio-cognitive processes involved in forging the employment relationship as it adapts to change 
and the need for flexibility.8 

One recent study, for example, examined the link between employee commitment and how 
employees perceive the psychological contract. Researchers found that across two very different 
groups of employees, there were clear correlations between levels of commitment (positive and 
negative) and the ways in which the psychological contract was perceived. In particular, they 
suggest that psychological contracts that correlate positively with employee commitment are based 
on: mutual trust rather than formal agreements; the sense of collective well-being of employees 
rather than more narrowly defined individual interests; equality of partnership rather than the 
assumption that the employers interest must come first; forging a long- rather than short-term 
relationship; and negotiation with the employee rather than imposition by the employer.9 

Yet there are limits to the psychological approach. Normal contracts can be enforced (at least 
in theory). Psychological contracts cannot. However, the literature dwells extensively on what 
happens in the event of a ‘breach’ or ‘violation’ – variations on the themes of withdrawal from 
engagement in work, limiting discretionary effort, or, at worst, exiting from it altogether. Perhaps 
a more fundamental challenge is that despite its popularity within HR circles, the employment 
relationship is not reducible to any specific interaction between an employer and employee. 
Instead, it unfolds within a broader set of representative structures, national frameworks and 
state legislation, and involves other players beyond employer and employee – policymakers 
and regulators, clients and customers, even sometimes other family members. The employment 
relationship always reflects wider societal changes and itself changes society. It is a junction box 
of competing agendas. Certainly, the employment relationship is changing, and has an individual 
psychological element that cannot be adequately captured in a written contract. But the notion of 
the psychological contract is, in many ways, a placeholder for what we do not understand. The 
employment relationship extends beyond the ‘psychological’ and is embedded in wider social 
structures. 

Good work is work that is rewarding for employees, employers and society. For employees, good 
work provides: secure and interesting jobs; choice, flexibility and control over working hours; 
autonomy and control over the pace and timing of work and the working environment; a say in the 
critical decisions that affect their futures; and an appropriate balance between effort and reward. 
From a business perspective, good work is: productive and efficient; aims to involve and engage 
employees and to encourage their contribution to organisational success. And from a society 
perspective, good work is socially aware, ethical, and sustainable. It provides the impetus for wider

8 Herriot, 2001
9 McInnis et al, 2009

What is 

good work?
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social gains, including improved quality of family life, social skills and citizenship. Good work 
is complex and multifaceted – and so it should be. A central contention of the Good Work 
Commission is that no single perspective – employees, employers, society – can be taken in 
isolation from the others. There must be a ‘new tripartism’. Too many attempts to reform working 
life approach the question from perspectives that do not sufficiently recognise the legitimate 
interests of different stakeholders. Thus, good work is not solely concerned with the accumulation 
of employment rights and safeguarding the employee voice, and nor is it solely concerned with 
motivation, wealth creation, and ensuring the willingness of workers for delivering to customers 
– though all these issues are closely intertwined. Rather, good work is an attempt to advance a 
point of view on how to arrive at a new settlement for work in the 21st century that breaks out of the 
straightjacket of interest-group gains and losses and instead aims at work that is able to deliver 
performance, engagement and fairness.  

It will be widely felt in the current fragile economic recovery that the quantity of jobs is more 
important than the quality of them. At first glance this point of view appears compelling. 
Unemployment can prove devastating for employees, their families and communities in general, 
while no employer relishes the shrinking of a workforce. What is more, the ability to move to 
a better job is a vital source of pressure for better work: the range of alternatives is inevitably 
diminished by downturns. Certainly, we must do all that is possible to get people back to work. 
Most effective in this regard will be sustained economic growth, but the New Deal and other 
‘active labour market programmes’ also have a role to play.10 But this goal shouldn’t be seen as 
an alternative to giving attention to the nature of the employment we want to create, defend and 
sustain. Furthermore, it is wrong to think that decent jobs can be turned on and off according to 
the ups and downs of the economic cycle. Obviously, the reality of work always tends to fall rather 
short of ideals. However, recent decades have been notable for a profound lack of strategic vision 
for the workplace of the 21st century and the incipient recovery has created a market for ideas that 
is more open today than it has been for some time. 

To understand more of good work we need to know something of its philosophical hinterland. Many 
different intellectual traditions converge on ideas closely related to good work. In Pope Benedict’s 
2009 encyclical, Caritas in Veritate, for example, ‘decent work’11, work which best serves the 
‘common good’, refers to:

10 For a fuller discussion, see Professor Sir Michael Marmot’s recent review of health inequalities
11 Decent work is also a concept used by the ILO to describe work that is characterised by opportunity and income; rights, 
voice and recognition; family stability and personal development; fairness and gender equality
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‘Work that expresses the essential dignity of every man and woman in the context of their 
particular society: work that is freely chosen, effectively associating workers, both men 
and women, with the development of their community; work that enables the worker to be 
respected and free from any form of discrimination; work that makes it possible for families 
to meet their needs…work that permits the workers to organize themselves freely, and to 
make their voices heard; work that leaves enough room for rediscovering one’s roots at a 
personal, familial and spiritual level; work that guarantees those who have retired a decent 
standard of living.’12

Such principles can be regarded as forming a universal, basic list of what decent or good work 
constitutes. Individuals often give different weightings to jobs regardless of basic pay and 
conditions, reflecting the choices and constraints they face and their marketability or position in the 
labour market. However, generally more affluent and educated societies tend to have needs and 
wants from work that push in more explicitly qualitative directions. 

A particular debt is owed here to the economist and philosopher Amartya Sen. Sen has spent 
much of his career promoting ethical, social and political arrangements that take account of the 
diversity of human beings and their values. To that end, Sen directs his research at the capabilities 
that empower people to pursue activities in accordance with their particular values, provided they 
can be reasonably defended: an individual’s wellbeing is dependent upon their ability to make 
meaningful choices regarding their favoured pursuits, and it is the range of the choices available 
that is important, even if only one choice is actually made.13 Applied to the specialist realm of work, 
the question then becomes how can work enhance an individual’s ability to make meaningful 
choices about the life that they value, and so add to their wellbeing? 

A preliminary point is that this conception of work argues that although an individual is subject to an 
employment contract (and therefore a relationship of power), this does not mean they abandon all 
the normal expectations of liberty in a democratic society the moment they cross their employer’s 
threshold. True, this liberty is qualified: people must be directed in accordance with the employer’s 
aims. But in enquiring how work can promote capability, it seems obvious that people ought never 
to be treated as a means to an end and certain practices and management styles are incompatible 
with the objective. For example, autocratic, arbitrary and unaccountable decision-making would 
naturally infringe against it, while enjoying a degree of autonomy in how work gets done is an 
important ingredient in self-respect.

12 Benedict XVI, 2009 
13 Nassbaum and Sen, 2003 
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The economist Francis Green argues, in applying Sen’s thinking to the workplace, that employees 
enjoy a higher quality of work when they can pick their tasks from a range of choices, when they 
can cooperate with others in how work is done, and when they have the possibility to advance 
themselves while also having the capacity for outward consumption. He therefore understands the 
quality of work to relate to five ‘core’ indicators: pay; skills and skill utilisation; security; autonomy 
and task discretion; working time and work intensification.14 

This is a useful contribution in understanding more closely what we mean by good work. This report 
analyses the employment relationship through examining several features of this core list, namely 
security, skills, autonomy, working time and intensification (a significant omission is pay which will 
be addressed in a separate report). 

However, to our understanding of how work affects capability, we need to add a second intellectual 
debt. This is to the rapidly growing literature concerning the interaction of work with health. Some 
£100 billion is lost each year from British GDP due to ill-health – but the relationship also operates 
the other way round: work can also drive health outcomes. Thanks to developments in social and 
epidemiological science, we now know a lot that we didn’t in previous generations about health, 
work and wellbeing. This is less a reference to the risks of falls from ladders or chemical spills, 
than the impact of the ‘psycho-social environment’ of work: very compelling evidence now tells us 
that the external environment affects how we feel and how we feel affects physiological reactions. 
The presence or absence of certain aspects of work can trigger negative or positive reactions – for 
example, reactions to stress are different depending on how much control people have over their 
work and the sources of support they can call upon; too much stress without control or support 
can and does translate into an array of serious cardiovascular, musculo-skeletal and mental health 
conditions. Thus stress has been found to have an especially adverse effect on people lower down 
the ‘social gradient’, even though popular understanding associates stress with high-paying and 
high-responsibility jobs at executive level. There is good evidence to suggest that increasing job 
control and autonomy reduces sickness absence and has positive effects on mental health.15 The 
literature on health and work has become substantial, but the main aspects of work known to have 
significant health outcomes are: 

The security of employment; • 
Whether work is characterised by monotony and repetition;• 
Whether employees have autonomy, control and task discretion;• 
The extent to which there is an appropriate balance between efforts made and rewards • 
received;

14 Green, 2006
15 Marmot, 2010

Introduction



The employment relationship and the quality of work16

Whether employees possess the skills they need to cope with periods of intense pressure;• 
Whether the workplace is seen to be fair;• 
The strength of workplace relationships (or ‘social capital’).• 

Together these features amount to an agenda around good work that ought to guide both policy 
formation and the activities of employers. An initial reaction to the phrase ‘good work’ is that it is 
about high pay or applies most readily to an elite group of knowledge workers with few worries 
about their basic terms and conditions. The list above implies a much more wide-ranging view 
across monetary and non-monetary factors, across all sectors of the economy, and indeed across 
the respective rights and responsibilities of employers and employees. 

Of course, norms diverge in different sectors and different workplaces, as they have a variety of 
technical systems and social systems. Some have endemic issues of high turnover (the hospitality 
sector) or face occasional charges of stifling employee discretion (call centres). To say that security 
of employment is important to wellbeing is not to call for ‘jobs for life’; in any case, security is more 
likely to derive from a sense of rootedness in an organisation, an expectation of fair treatment, 
the nature of the professional relationships people have, and the confidence borne of feeling 
employable, as is explored further in Chapter 2. Equally, to note the potential health implications of 
monotonous jobs is not to pretend there can be no routine jobs in an economy. Good work is not 
the pursuit of utopia or a defence against current organisational complexity. 

However, the definition of good work does aim to provide principles to guide changes in the 
business models and strategies of organisations within sectoral or occupational norms. Judged in 
this light, it becomes easier to see how low-skilled, low-paid jobs can be compatible with good work 
and how well-paid, high-skilled jobs can look more like ‘bad work’. For example:

‘A hospital cleaner may conventionally be seen as having a low-skill job, but they may feel 
secure in their workplace, believe that they are fairly rewarded for their efforts, have strong 
ties of friendship to their colleagues and believe that their workplace is fair. Equally, a junior 
corporate lawyer in the City of London may feel insecure, believe that their efforts are not 
fully recognised, worry that they are not sure they can trust their managing partner or rely on 
their colleagues and fear that under-performance will be met with dismissal.’16

The definition also implies a particular approach to how employers should motivate and retain their 
people. There is little merit in seeking engagement or adopting ‘high performance’ models of work 
organisation without a concomitant willingness to pay attention to the quality of the experience of 
work: they are two sides of the same coin. Similarly, the greater accountability and sense of 

16 Coats, 2009
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responsibility among employees that many organisations are keen to foster depend for their 
legitimacy on a view of the control people have over their work and the basis of the stake they have 
in an organisation. Incidentally, this sense of a ‘win-win’ in optimum employment relationships is 
a striking feature of recent research into ‘service-profit chain’ business models among retailers in 
both the US and UK. Researchers uncovered clear statistical evidence that employee satisfaction 
drives retention, which in turn drives productivity, service value, brand loyalty and ultimately 
profitability and growth.17 The point is also picked up in investigations into how firms can encourage 
greater ‘emotional commitment’ at work. As The Corporate Leadership Council suggest:

‘Emotional commitment drives effort, emotional commitment is four times as valuable as 
rational commitment in producing discretionary effort. Indeed the search for a high performance 
workforce is synonymous with the search for emotional commitment. Rational commitment is 
based around financial, developmental and professional issues while emotional commitment 
is the extent to which employees value, enjoy and believe in their jobs, managers, teams or 
organisations.’ 18

Those firms that do successfully lead and manage people in ways that are compatible with the 
good work model contribute not just to better business outcomes, but also to the common good. 
Their example needs spreading.

One challenge that can always be mounted to models of good work derived from research is that 
they may differ from what employees themselves call good work. For example, certain employees 
may choose to consciously relinquish autonomy and control, in which case researchers confront 
a discrepancy between their theories and actual practices. Indeed, even the term ‘a good job’ 
is somewhat problematic because ‘it implies that certain jobs are good regardless of who holds 
them’.19 Is it possible to rank jobs prior to any consideration of the views of the holder? There 
are surprisingly few studies that have researched good work from the perspective of employees. 
One study in Germany, however, did just that, beginning with a blank slate onto which employees 
defined their conception of good work. Not surprisingly, employees ranked a fixed, reliable income 
as the most important aspect of good work. Other, more materialistic aspects were security 
(2nd) and an indefinite contract (5th). Meaning and fulfilment was high on the list of priorities for 
employees, with enjoyment ranked 3rd, meaning 8th and variety of task 10th. Social cohesion was 
also important. To be perceived by employers ‘as a person’ was ranked 4th and high social capital in 
the workplace came in at 6th place. Influence on work methods and the pace/volume of work, sound 
leadership and development possibilities were also important. 

17 In the US, Heskett et al, 1994; in the UK, Barber et al, 1999
18 Quoted by MacLeod and Clarke, 2009
19 Tilly, 1996
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However, notwithstanding the differences in research methods, there is a great deal of overlap 
between the conception of good work previously discussed and the subjective opinions of 
employees about when work becomes ‘good’ for them. 

In summary, then, good work is relevant in the context of this report because it offers a standpoint 
from which to assess the contemporary employment relationship. 

The employment relationship is a big subject. Lots of individually serious issues potentially pertain 
to it – equality, education, corporate governance, consumer culture, work-life balance and many 
more. We have endeavoured to respect the principle of economy by concentrating on where 
there has been most change in the relationship – or conversely where stability has been unduly 
overlooked.

For evidence, the report relies for the most part on official national datasets (with all their 
advantages and limitations) rather than case studies of individual firms. The most important of 
these are the Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS, or Workplace Industrial Relations 
Survey, prior to 1998) and the Skills Survey series. At the European level, an important source is 
the European Foundation’s Working Conditions Surveys. This report is an attempt to understand 
the current employment relationship and does not seek to make recommendations.

Finally, although this report is published as the UK economy emerges from a global recession, the 
data it draws on relates to the period prior to the financial crisis. Conclusions are based on longer 
term trends rather the cyclical fluctuations, but it must be borne in mind that the impact of the 
recession is not reflected in the data. 

The report has five chapters. The first addresses the ‘paradox’ of people. There is a growing 
tendency to place substantial economic expectations on people. Logically, this ought to entail a 
concomitant need to examine the experience of contemporary working life in more detail. 

Chapter 2 looks at the predictions made in the 1990s towards greater instability and insecurity in 
work and challenges the notion of ‘a transformation’ wrought by a fragmentation of the relationship. 
The central change is occupational – the upgrading of the occupational structure towards more 
highly skilled work and the increasing ubiquity of skills more generally.

Chapter 3 examines the individual-collective dilemma. The collapse of collective industrial relations 
may be the single greatest change within the employment relationship. Yet its implications for 
power within workplaces are confusing. 

About 
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Chapter 4 examines three big job quality issues – skills and how skills are used; autonomy and 
task discretion; and work time and work intensification. 

The report concludes with some summary reflections on the state of the current employment 
relationship. 
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There is an old Jewish curse – ‘I wish you staff’. The phrase usefully captures some of the tensions 
inherent in the employment relationship and not merely in the obvious sense that managing 
people towards a common aim often carries its difficulties. No organisation is first and foremost 
an employer. The status is the secondary by-product of some other role – being an entrepreneur, 
perhaps, or delivering a public service. Leaders do not like to see themselves as ‘employers’ as 
the word carries similar kinds of associations as ‘industrial’. Instead they conceive their purpose in 
terms of their customers and clients or in relation to markets, products or services. Workers are one 
of several groups of stakeholders in an organisation – but not necessarily the dominant one. This 
can sometimes mean that those responsible for leading organisations rarely engage seriously and 
in a sustained way with issues of work, employment and HR, preferring to delegate such matters 
to technical specialists. All of us work for or through organisations – we live in a ‘society of special 
purpose organisations’ in Peter Drucker’s phrase – yet employing people is not what organisations 
are really about. 

Nevertheless, in as far as the early 21st century has any central message about how organisations 
should be run, it is probably to emphasise the pre-eminence of people. A popular view among 
business leaders is that voiced by Sir Michael Rake, chair of BT and of the UK Commission on 
Employment and Skills (UKCES), a skills quango: ‘The biggest challenge for global companies is to 
unleash the power of our people’.20 The challenge is often taken to refer to the battle for motivation 
and ‘engagement’ – essentially, doing more with the same or with less. A broader interpretation is 
that it also encompasses skills, capabilities, management practice and leadership. The secondary 
has become primary and increasingly it is a message contemporary business is willing to hear and 
take on board, if perhaps not commit fully to heart. 

As long ago as the late 1970s, the sociologist Daniel Bell speculated about how work in the ‘post-
industrial society’ he foresaw was likely to become ‘a game between persons’.21 The mental images 
of work in the 20th century involved machines, tools, manual labour and huge workforces streaming 
out of factory gates at the end of the working day. That would give way, he said, to employment 
based around people interacting with each other. ‘Talk is the new work’ is a rather glib slogan, and 
Bell did not foresee the extent to which information and communication technology (ICT) would 
assume such a prominent role in mediating interactions. But his prophecy was prescient. Skills, 
interactivity and the connections between people (and diffused by ICT) are among the great forces 
propelling contemporary work. When employers are asked in surveys which skills are the most 
important to them, just behind practical and technical skills come ‘soft skills’: communication; 
teamwork; collaboration; initiative; the management of relationships.22 Asda, for example, recruits 
its shopfloor staff on attitude alone. The word ‘labour’ no longer quite fits this work, so researchers 

20 Quoted in Tomorrow’s Company, 2009
21 Bell, 1973
22 Association of Graduate Recruiters, 2008
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have generated new prefixes to help describe it – ‘emotional labour’ (for personal service workers) 
or ‘aesthetic labour’ (for bar staff, entertainment workers and airline cabin crew).

Why is there such an emphasis on people and their interactions these days? There are four main 
reasons: consumer power; the knowledge economy; the workers are different; the changing face of 
the firm.

The first relates to the dominance of demanding and sophisticated consumers. People want not 
only higher quality goods and services, but customisation, even that their purchasing decisions 
should be ‘experiential’. It has been argued that the way contemporary societies engage their 
citizens is principally as consumers rather than producers; shopping has edged out working as 
the activity around which the rest of life falls into place.23 We do not need to endorse this view, 
however, to see that consumer culture affects working life.

Vastly increased consumer choice and product differentiation strategies among firms have meant 
greater segmentation, not just among consumers, but among workers too. The more segmented 
people become as consumers, the more work loses commonality. Rafael Gomez, Alex Bryson and 
Paul Willman claim that where once there were armies of ditch-diggers and typists doing more or 
less the same thing, today it is hard to find two people in a workplace doing exactly the same thing 
even if they share a job title.24 Specialised products and services have brought more specialised 
work processes: people are no longer interchangeable. 

Meeting the complex demands of customers requires not only higher skill levels and greater 
specialisation, but flexibility and a willingness on the part of workers to contribute over and above 
what is specified in written rules. Traditional management practices (typically referred to as 
‘Taylorist’, in homage to Frederick Winslow ‘Speedy’ Taylor, the inspiration behind the time and 
motion study) aimed to increase efficiency and cut costs by simplifying tasks, thus making work 
easier to monitor and to train people to do. Conceiving how a task should be done was the role 
of employers and managers; the workers were merely expected to execute it, as per detailed 
instructions. Taylor has been credited with unleashing the 20th century productivity miracle, but he 
is usually painted as a villain in work quality debates. His shadow still lengthens over 21st century 
work. Call centres and highly detailed contract specifications have led to claims of ‘an assembly 
line in the head’25 and complaints among the likes of lawyers, lecturers and public servants that 
their work is being commoditised and degraded. Yet the consequences of this approach are widely 
recognised. It leads employees to have little interest in their work and low levels of commitment to 
their employers – and ultimately to conflict or personal withdrawal. 

23 Bauman, 1998
24 Gomez et al, 2008
25 Bain and Taylor, 1999
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By contrast the emphasis today is on the creation of organisations that are able to keep pace 
with sudden alterations in consumer preference and technology and that are able to learn and to 
innovate. In turn, this implies the kind of relationship where work is characterised by the principles 
of consent and participation above command and control – indeed by something deeper than 
mere consent. Intense competition has meant the commitment, motivation, loyalty and willingness 
of people to invest their creativity in their work is one of only a few sources of differentiation. 
Meanwhile, on a more humdrum level, in a service-led economy, we sometimes remember the 
small acts of kindness and helpfulness done by staff that can support or contradict the message 
of a brand. Yet, while theoretically robust, this relationship between consumer satisfaction and 
motivated staff isn’t axiomatic. Many sectors that are most obviously exposed to customers in all 
their fickle glory – hospitality, tourism, personal services and sales, for example – are often seen as 
having notably poor images as employers. 

The second answer is the impact of the ‘knowledge economy’ and its related stress on ‘intangibles’. 
These are things which cannot be touched, but which are increasingly driving value creation 
such as brands, software, reputation, research, knowledge, information and skills – all of them 
rooted ultimately in people. True, all work is founded on knowledge while bus drivers, beauticians 
and fitness instructors produce intangible goods without corresponding to popular archetypes of 
knowledge workers. Yet while the definitions of the knowledge economy remain troubled, the broad 
phenomenon has served to focus attention on what is today driving investment and wealth creation. 

Where once most investment was directed towards buildings, machines and low-skilled labour, 
today this position is reversed: estimates from the UK Treasury, for example, show that in 2004 
UK businesses invested nearly £130 billion in intangible assets, 20 per cent more than in physical 
assets.26 In 1970 such investment was worth just 40 per cent of physical investment. People, of 
course, can be touched so are not themselves intangible, but the stock of knowledge and skills that 
they hold in their heads, the ‘tacit knowledge’ of how to get things done, certainly is. This ‘human’ 
or ‘intellectual’ capital is the single most significant intangible businesses invest in.27 Much more 
is spent on this than on computer software. Knowledge and technology based firms now account 
for 45 per cent of both UK value-added and employment28 and this proportion is set to rise, in 
turn spurring the creation of high-skilled professional, technical and managerial jobs. These firms 
generate value from things that cannot be touched or seen, but that ultimately have their origins in 
people. 

26 HMT, 2007
27 According to the Treasury, of business spending on intangibles, 21 per cent went on human capital, 17 per cent on 
organisational capital (such as management systems and organisation development), 17 per cent software, 15 per cent 
brand equity (the value of reputation), 14 per cent in design, 9 per cent in research and development, and 7 per cent ‘other’.
28 OECD definition includes: high to medium tech manufacturing; telecommunications; business; high tech and financial 
services; education and healthcare. Shares of value added and employment are Work Foundation estimates from the EU 
KLEMS database for 2005

The 

knowledge 

economy

The paradox of people



23The employment relationship and the quality of work

To some authors the knowledge economy is of central importance to the evolution of the 
employment relationship because it augurs a rebalancing of power at work – echoed in the 
canonical cliché that managing knowledge workers is akin to ‘herding cats’. The argument runs that 
the employment relationship has historically favoured the role of the employer over the employee 
because of the former’s exclusive ownership of physical capital. In the knowledge economy, capital 
is increasingly ‘intellectual capital’, which – in the heads of individuals – cannot readily be claimed 
as the exclusive property of employers or shareholders. Rather, intellectual capital is, in part at 
least, worker-owned29 – and its owners can walk out the door. Thus, the balance of the employer-
employee relationship is said to have shifted towards the latter, which enables knowledge workers 
to advance greater demands to their employers, such as flexibility, time sovereignty and autonomy. 
As Charles Leadbeater puts it, ‘knowledge resides in people. People cannot be owned. Therefore 
companies do not own their most valuable assets’.30 These workers are, in John Knell’s view, ‘the 
expert pollen of the new economy, moving quickly between jobs and assignments, transferring 
ideas, skills and attitudes’.31

The argument can be challenged on several fronts, for example, on the scale of the knowledge 
workforce – see Chapter 2 – and on empirical assessments of peoples’ scope to exercise control 
and influence at work – see Chapter 4. Here it is sufficient to note that although the knowledge 
economy concept can sometimes feel as if it describes a universe that is alien to most peoples’ 
experiences, in highlighting knowledge as a source of growth it is likely that the rhetoric has 
culturally effected employment relations beyond the formal parameters of the knowledge economy 
itself.

However, the knowledge economy story touches both demand and the supply side: the third 
answer to the question of why we talk about the contribution of people so much today relates to the 
people themselves. The contemporary worker is generally a more educated and skilled character 
than his or her forefathers of a couple of generations previously, and their expectations of the 
experience of work are much greater as a result. Qualifications are an inadequate proxy for skills. 
Nevertheless, there has been a substantial rise in qualification levels.

According to the Skills Survey, for instance, in 1986 the proportion of jobs requiring level 4 
qualifications was 20 per cent, whilst in 2006 the corresponding figure was 30 per cent. Also, 
over the same period, the proportion of jobs not requiring qualifications decreased by 11 per cent. 
Undoubtedly, the increase in the pool of better educated individuals has contributed to this rise in 
skill requirements. Indeed, higher education has expanded dramatically in recent years with around 
39 per cent of young adults in the UK completing a full length course, which is above the OECD 

29 Robertson and Swan, 2004
30 Leadbeater, 1997
31 Knell, 2000
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average.32 As a result, employers are more likely to pursue more complex and higher value added 
products that require skilled labour because of the highly educated workforce at their disposal. 
From an individual point of view, the skills that are possessed are fundamental to labour market 
power: skills stand for security and progress at work. 

The factors involved in explaining the expansion of skills are many, but among the central 
reasons is what is known as the theory of ‘skills biased technological change’. This is the idea 
that prevailing new technology has tended to complement (and hence lead to rising demand 
for) high skilled employees while reducing the demand for low-skilled employees. According to 
one important account33, routine tasks are especially vulnerable to decline in the wake of new 
technology as they can be replaced by software (ATM machines or factory robots, for example). 
Non-routine tasks that require flexible judgments cannot be substituted in the same way (caring 
occupations or driving, for example). To gain the most out of new technology, new operations have 
to be created, networks formed and functions and jobs re-organised and in doing so a raft of higher 
level cognitive and interactive skills are often required.

The final answer is the changing nature of firms. The original theory of the firm was first laid out 
systematically by the economist Ronald Coase in 1937. He argued that firms were a political 
response to an economic problem: companies formed to the extent that they do in order to 
overcome some of the inefficiencies involved in co-ordinating labour and skills via markets. It was 
much more efficient to organise people in hierarchies and pay them for a fixed period of time rather 
than attempt to specify everything they must do in return. Instead of a constant round of hiring, 
firing and re-hiring, the institution of the firm allows the employer authority over the employee, 
who must then obey the instructions they are given within the limits set by a contract (though 
employment contracts are a mid to late 20th century phenomenon).34 

The culture of capitalism has evolved considerably since then. The model of the hierarchical firm no 
longer works so well because creating and delivering sophisticated products and services is difficult 
to monitor or control through rules. Owing to the devolution of decision-making and new forms of 
team-based work organisation, initiative and the scope to exercise autonomy among workers are 
today important aspects of generating competitive advantage. For example, evidence is stockpiling 
that increasing ‘task discretion’ – the ability to determine how and in what order to complete a given 
task – is likely to lead to productivity gains.35 Similar points apply to the notion of trust. Faced with 
rapid change, often involving partnerships, alliances and networks, trust is a more efficient co-
ordinating mechanism than power, hierarchy, money or markets. As the sociologist Robert Putnam 

32 OECD, 2006
33 Autor et al, 2003 
34 Coase, 1937
35 Michie and Sheehan-Quinn in Burchell et al, 2003
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has argued, ‘trustworthiness lubricates’ our interactions.36 One paper – from the US National 
Bureau of Economic Research – suggests that even a 10 per cent increase in employees’ trust 
in management has the same effect on general levels of satisfaction as a 36 per cent increase in 
monetary reward.37 Yet if the benefits are tantalising, the path from low-trust to high-trust is far from 
straightforward or obvious – something the management literature is rather silent about.

Symptomatic of the growth of the people-centred firm is the extent to which many of them have 
come to stress their ‘social’ as opposed to their ‘economic’ characteristics (also incidentally one 
of Bell’s predictions). Much about the culture of the 21st century firm would confound a latter-day 
Taylor. Organisations are viewed as sources of friendship and personal development, places that 
in limited ways have taken on some of the roles that communities were once believed to serve. 
Over recent years, all firms have had to adapt to changing social expectations about the role of 
employers – sometimes voluntarily via arguments about corporate responsibility, sometimes via 
the spur of regulation and litigation. Childcare, eldercare, maternity, paternity, work-life balance, 
equality, diversity, stress, wellbeing: such issues now need to be ‘managed’. If it all sounds a little 
too ‘soft’ or ‘social’, some firms prefer to position them as part of a business case. 

In turn, the idea of employment as the ‘blank patch between one evening and next’ no longer fits 
economic imperatives. Firms – and indeed many individuals – look for a communion of values; the 
aspiration that what happens at work ought to be not just acceptable, but appropriate and good is 
very much a part of working culture. As the authors of a Demos report put it:

‘Employees want more human organisations with greater autonomy and flexibility. They want 
an experience of work that is aligned with their values. They want a workplace forged in the 
image of their identities, not a workplace that tries to define them. They want organisations 
that can let go and grant them a greater say in how things are run.’38

Of course, this apparently more human workplace should not necessarily be taken at face value. 
Reaching the productive limits of the bureaucratic hierarchy has also brought with it trends that 
menace our very understanding of the employment relationship. In a traditional bureaucracy it was 
normally pretty clear who one worked for. In the complex arrangement of networks through which 
much work gets done today – supply chains, business partnerships, franchises, through 
outsourcing and the use of service contracts – people often maintain several different ‘relationships’ 
at once. For example, with the nominal employer and with several clients on whose goodwill and 
budgets the continuation of employment depends. In extreme cases of multi-agency working it can 
be difficult to know whose ends are to take precedence and where one organisation stops and 

36 Putnam, 2001
37 Helliwell et al in Ona and Davis, 2009
38 Miller and Skidmore, 2004
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another begins.39 The charitable ‘chugger’ on the high street representing a well-known charity 
but employed by a specialist agency and the call centre operative answering calls from a number 
of different clients’ customers will recognise the situation. Whose interest does one serve if one 
works for a company under private equity ownership? If ownership is only temporary is it wise to 
‘engage’ or ‘commit’? Middlemen are back. With them has come a necessary focus on ‘alignment’ 
of interests and also a degree of confusion about who holds relationships and therefore who holds 
risk. The cancelling of a contract can foreshadow the cancelling of an employment relationship. 
Today, workers feel considerably more exposed to the ups and downs of markets.

In apocalyptic tones, the sociologist Manuel Castells, has written:

‘Never was labour more central to the process of value-making. But never were the workers…
more vulnerable to the organisation, since they had become lean individuals, farmed out in a 
flexible network, whose whereabouts were unknown to the organisation itself.’40

There is overstatement here. Work is not obviously more insecure, according to national level 
datasets, as we shall see in the next chapter. Outsourcing can also potentially enhance the 
experience of work: if a marginal activity is outsourced to another firm that then treats it as a ‘core 
competence’, supplier, client and employee can all theoretically benefit. The point is against over-
simplification. The perceived decline of hierarchical organisations is both good and bad news for 
‘people’. The bureaucratic pyramid was linked with a squashing of the human spirit at work with its 
rules and rigid chains of command; its perceived decline has been linked with a liberation of the 
expressive possibilities of work in the ‘new capitalism’. But at the same time, even if networked 
organisations are not as widespread as sometimes imagined, their rise can feed the sense that 
many people have of work relationships becoming more opaque and accountabilities more 
confusing. In bureaucracies, people knew where they stood and where responsibility lay. In flexible 
networks, it can be hard to discern where responsibility lies or how problems should be resolved.

So here are four inter-related reasons why the human dimension of organisations gets the attention 
it does (doubtless there are others). Against this background it becomes easier to see why the 
great corporate challenge of the age is tapping into the productive power of people against a 
background of incessant organisational change. The language in which the challenge is expressed
fluctuates – ‘leadership’, ‘strategic HRM’, ‘talent’, ‘high performance working’ and ‘engagement’ 
are all different approaches to this central problem. All these ambitions, we might note, place 
line managers centre stage in delivering better people management. The voices that champion 
engagement, for one, are growing and need to be championed further. A recent governmental 
report celebrated engagement as the ‘key to unlocking productivity and to transforming the working 

39 For a discussion on organisational fragmentation, see Marchington et al, 2005
40 Castells, 1996
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lives of many people for whom Monday morning is an essentially low point of the week’.41 Yet it is 
easy to salute the importance of people, much harder to put in place the conditions that enable 
them to flourish. If we want organisations characterised by good customer service, innovation, 
creativity, collaboration, and the deepening of knowledge and skills, then we need to ask what 
structures and incentives will produce and reinforce them. That is likely to require more than 
leaderly exhortation. Which brings us to the use of the word paradox at the start of this chapter. 
Why paradox?

The paradox of people is that in an age when all agree on their relevance to economic growth, 
an uncomfortably high proportion are disenchanted with their work (some 27 per cent claim they 
have been unfairly treated42); dis-empowered (according to the UK Skills Survey, over the 1990s 
there was a decline of around 14 per cent in the proportion of employees who felt they had great 
influence over how they did their work, a fall that affected all occupational groups – see Chapter 
4); sometimes actively disengaged; and whose experience of the quality of working life and the 
relationships it involves is not just low, but worse, on some measures appears to be moving 
in the wrong direction. If people are an – or even the – essential engine of growth, then the 
employment relationship and job quality logically becomes more strategically significant as a result. 
Therefore, business leaders ought to be worried about the variety of different indicators and survey 
instruments that taken together suggest working life went awry in the mid to late 1990s and has 
recovered only to an uncertain degree in the years since.43

Meanwhile, even within its own conceptual framework, improving engagement levels would appear 
to demand a revolution in management practice. Management consultancy Towers Perrin found 
on average just 21 per cent of staff were engaged, 41 per cent were merely ‘enrolled’, 31 per cent 
were disenchanted and 8 per cent were actively disengaged.44 The Chartered Institute of Personnel 
and Development’s (CIPD) 2007 Employee Attitudes and Engagement Survey suggested just over 
a third of employees were engaged with their work in the sense that their values were aligned with 
the goals of a business45 – findings echoed by a YouGov survey for the TUC in 2008.46 According 
to the Corporate Leadership Council the highest scoring companies record 23.8 per cent of staff 
are in the highly engaged category, but in the lowest scoring companies only 2.9 per cent of their 
people are in the highly engaged category.47 The Institute of Leadership and Management’s Index 

41 MacLeod and Clarke, 2009
42 Fevre et al, 2009
43 Issues here include autonomy, job satisfaction, working time, intensification, and rises in employment tribunal claims. 
Employment related complaints to Citizens Advice Bureaux also peaked in the mid 1990s (although measurement issues 
are involved in this finding); see Dix et al, 2008 
44 Towers Perrin, 2008
45 CIPD, 2006 
46 TUC, 2008
47 Corporate Leadership Council, 2004
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of Leadership Trust, based on a survey of 5,600 workers, reports that a third of workers claim they 
have little or no trust in senior managers.48

Regarding people in organisations, it appears that knowing the recipe does not mean we can make 
the dish. 

48 Institute of Management and Leadership, 2009
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Globalisation, dazzling technological advances and offshore outsourcing are clearly major 
economic developments. What is much less clear is how they are affecting working life. The 
assumption of ‘transformations’ and ‘ruptures’ with the past are easily made, but labour markets 
can be messy and confusing conduits for high-profile economic departures. ‘Flexibility’ – that all-
important word – can unfold differently in different societies, reflecting divergent political choices 
and historical legacies.49 So let us begin the discussion by casting our minds back to some of the 
prophecies made about the changing nature of employment during the 1990s.

Central to much of this material was the argument that ‘proper jobs’ were in decline while there 
was a fundamental trend towards more insecure, contingent and casual forms of work. ‘Before very 
long, having a proper job inside an organisation will be a minority occupation’, wrote Charles Handy 
in his 1994 book The Empty Raincoat. ‘What was a way of life for most of us will have disappeared. 
Organisations will still be critically important in the world, but as organisers not employers.’50 
Some thinkers maintained that our core assumptions based around full-time work and careers as 
‘insiders’ within organisations were no longer dependable expectations. In Jobshift: How to Prosper 
in a World Without Jobs of 1995, William Bridges announced that the concept of ‘the job’ was being 
overhauled:

‘Today’s organisation is rapidly being transformed from a structure built out of jobs to a field 
of work needing to be done. Jobs are artificial units superimposed on this field…What is 
disappearing today is not just a certain number of jobs, but the very thing itself – the job.’51

Instead, noted the RSA in its 1998 report, Redefining Work, the in-house survivors employed by 
‘virtual businesses’ would be worked harder than ever before orchestrating short-term assignments 
for a large pool of disposable labour.52 

The message of an absence of jobs-for-life was very widely used to sum up this mood. In 
response, people needed to embrace a new psychology of work and be more emotionally mobile. 
It was no good pining for more jobs; workers ought to ready themselves for a life of episodic work 
– portfolio projects or by scratching a living from multiple sources and activities. Britain in 2010, 
a book published in 2000, foretold: ‘By far the greatest number of jobs will take the form of non-
standard employment’.53

Notions of insecurity were a particular feature of sociological discourse during the 1990s. Writers 
such as Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck developed the concept of the ‘risk society’ to describe ‘a 

49 Hall and Soskice, 2001; Gallie, 2007
50 Handy, 1994
51 Bridges, 1995
52 Bayliss, 1998
53 Scase, 2000
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society increasingly preoccupied with the future (and also with safety), which generates the notion 
of risk’.54 Distrust of government, businesses and experts, calls for regulation, and anxiety about 
the future, were all features of the same pre-millennial debate. Tony Blair even once described his 
‘third way’, somewhat mysteriously, as an ‘attempt to mediate uncertainty in jobs and life’.

In the field of employment, if the new work that was coming was more insecure, it also implied less 
attachment would be inherent in the employment relationship. The sociologist Richard Sennett 
observed that the ethic of relentless flux was rupturing the narrative of peoples’ lives. There was an 
‘insistence on departure….To stay put is to be left behind’.55 His message was curt: ‘no long-term’. 
If this was the case, the notion of investing oneself in one’s work may therefore be a fool’s errand. 
According to the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman:

‘The flexible labour market neither offers nor permits commitment and dedication to any 
currently performed occupation. Getting attached to the job in hand, identifying one’s place 
in the world with the work performed is neither very likely nor to be recommended given the 
short-lived nature of any employment.’ 56

A decade or more has passed since much of this writing. How does it stand as a prophecy of what 
was to come? In particular, two questions stand out for empirical testing. First, is it true that the 
employment relationship is being casualised? And second, is employment fundamentally more 
insecure than it used to be? A third question is implied. If not insecurity and casualisation, then 
what is the most important dynamic affecting the employment relationship?

If we take the categories of permanent, temporary, full-time and part-time as the basis of the 
analysis, then there appears to be little obvious trend towards growing casualisation. There are 
fewer full-timers and more part-timers – a reflection of changing working patterns among men and 
women. But neither are necessarily reflections of ‘low commitment’ working practices.

Just under two thirds of workers in Britain are full-time, just under a quarter are part-time and 13 
per cent self-employed (10 per cent full-time self-employed, 3 per cent part-time). It is true that the 
numbers of self-employed people have risen. But against the background of a growing labour force, 
they account for no greater a share of employment than they did more than two decades ago. Of 
course, the recession of 2008-10 may alter some aspects of this picture. In particular, an increase 
in involuntary self-employment is likely, as people made redundant try their hand at forming 
businesses, while part-timers who want to work full-time will struggle to find the opportunities to 
work more. 

54 Giddens, 1999
55 Sennett, 1998
56 Baumann, 1998
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Judged on this basis it appears that the norm of work based around full-time, employee positions 
remains and the idea of there being a fundamental trend of rising casualisation appears open to 
question. This impression is further reinforced when the UK is placed in contrast with its European 
neighbours on the issue of temporary work. Countries appear to have rather different labour market 
structures with wide variations in the extent of temporary work. Indeed, there appears to be an 
inverse relationship between how exacting employment protection legislation (EPL) is and the 
level of temporary work; those nations with tighter labour laws may have created an incentive for 
employers to use contingent workers simply because such workers are generally cheaper (though 
this is not always the case) and easier to dismiss than employees with regular contracts. 

Here it is evident that having a flexible workforce is not the same as having high levels of 
contingent work. The UK, and indeed other countries such as Denmark, are widely regarded 
as having flexible labour markets. However, this expectation does not dictate a clear pattern of 
employment. Flexibility comes in different forms. ‘Numerical flexibility’ refers to the use of non-
standard contracts to match labour supply to product and service demand and to parcel out work 
in a way that avoids exposure to the risk of over-staffing. ‘Functional flexibility’ is the expectation 
that workers perform tasks beyond those specified in their main job role or function, for example 

Source: Labour Force Survey

Figure 1: Employment change in the UK labour market 1996-2009
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through helping cover others’ work, expanding the number of tasks performed, teamworking 
and so on. There are many other sorts of flexibility too – for example segmentation strategies: a 
supermarket facing big demand for term-time only working from one group of workers can plug a 
potential staffing problem by noting the parallel demand for increased holiday shifts from students. 
But it appears that the nature of the flexibility valued most by UK businesses is not necessarily 
of the numerical variety: there is little evidence that the norm of full-time employee jobs is being 
undermined. 

What of the second issue: that insecurity is a key feature of contemporary work. The idea that there 
was ever a general age of the ‘job for life’ outside a minority of occupations may be something of 
an illusion. Instead a sense of security relates to a mix of economic, labour market, personal and 
organisational factors.

Organisationally, it is to do with the texture of relationships between colleagues and managers, 
a feeling of having attachments to a place of work, and being able to trust that there are well-
understood processes and procedures for dealing with the occasional breakdown in relationships 

Figure 2: Temporary work 1997-2007

Source: EU Labour Force Survey
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at work that affect all organisations from time to time. Personally, it reflects employability, the 
market value of skills and attributes, general levels of self-confidence and feeling able to make 
transitions to new work. And on the economic and labour market aspects, several major factors are 
likely to influence the degree of security. Levels of unemployment and rising redundancies is one; 
in periods of recession this risk will inevitably rise (the data below relates to a period prior to the 
recent recession). Job tenure – the length of time people spend in a job – is also relevant. Tenure 
is affected by the economic cycle: people feel more inclined to stay put in a job when an economy 
slips into recession and more inclined to move when an economy is booming. The strength of 
employment protection legislation is a third. Finally levels of employment benefit are also important; 
if benefits are set at low levels, the loss of a job and difficulties finding a new one can be financially 
calamitous for individuals and families.

Turning to the basic question of whether perceptions of job insecurity are increasingly prevalent, 
according to the government’s WERS survey series, there appears to have been a slight 
improvement in feelings of security in the years between the 20th and the 21st centuries (though it is 
important to remember that the research was done prior to the recession). The next WERS survey, 
due in 2011, will determine how this impression has fared since.

Table 1: Perceptions of job insecurity in UK workplaces

  I feel my job is secure in this workplace…

Strongly 
agree Agree

Neither 
agree or 
disagree

Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Private sector
1998 13 48 20 12 5

2004 17 48 18 11 4

Public sector
1998 12 43 20 17 6

2004 21 45 18 12 4

A reasonable interpretation of this finding is that perceptions of job security follow trends in the 
unemployment figures. Other research detected a fall in perceived job security in the 1990s.57 
However, once international comparisons are involved, it becomes difficult to argue that job 
insecurity is a general, pervasive and rising trend beyond economic cycle fluctuations. Indeed, 
according to the economist Francis Green’s review of existing data, UK worker perceptions of job 

57 Nickell et al, 2000

Source: WERS, 1998 & 2004
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insecurity rose from the 1970s to the 1980s, but did not significantly change between 1986 and 
1997. There was even a reduction in perceived insecurity between 1997 and 2001.58 

However, there are always dangers attached to treating workforces as homogenous groups, and 
such headline figures conceal significant differences between occupational groups, sectors, and 
between permanent and temporary workers. Risk is highly likely to be unevenly distributed across 
different groups of workers. Unsurprisingly temporary workers feel considerably more vulnerable 
than permanent staff. 

Denmark is an interesting case in employment security debates because it is regarded as having 
the closest model to that of ‘flexicurity’. The term refers to the attempt to plot a course between 
enabling businesses greater flexibility and employees greater security that is a central labour 
market policy of the European Union (see Box 1 on the next page).

58 Green, 2006

Figure 3: Job security: an international comparison
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Box 1: Flexicurity: balancing flexibility with security

‘Flexicurity’ is a concept that is at the forefront of current debates regarding employment across 
Europe. The Lisbon Strategy urged member states to adopt the model, while more recently the 
notion was a recurring theme in the EC’s European Economic Recovery Plan of November 2008 
and the subsequent Driving Economic Recovery of March 2009.

According to proponents, globalisation necessitates new forms of flexibility so as to facilitate 
a business environment conducive to successful economic growth, including flexible labour 
markets, work organisation and employment relations. Yet to ensure that globalisation does not 
entail a ‘race-to-the-bottom’ for employees, new forms of security are also required, including 
employment security and social security. This model of flexicurity, it is argued, would strengthen 
the trust of European citizens in decent working opportunities and help develop human capital.

 Cont.

Figure 4: Average job security by type of employment

Source: Paugam and Zhou in Gallie, 2007
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Cont.

Flexicurity was first developed and applied in Denmark and proponents point out that that 
country has enjoyed impressive rates of growth, low unemployment rates and low inflation since 
its implementation. The Danish government conceives of flexicurity as a ‘golden triangle’ that 
balances the following three factors: 

Labour market flexibility. There are low levels of employment protection in Denmark and – • 
perhaps as a result – high levels of labour and job turnover; 
Social security, including generous unemployment benefits; • 
Active labour market policies. Indeed, so-called ‘activation programmes’ motivate the • 
unemployed to seek work and provide training and skill development so as to improve 
employment prospects.

There are extensive flows between employment and unemployment, high labour participation 
and employees enjoy income security, due to relatively generous benefit levels. At the same 
time, unemployment is low, as is long-term unemployment and despite levels of job instability 
comparable to the Anglo-Saxon countries, levels of perceived job insecurity are relatively low. 
There are three possible reasons for this: firstly, the positive development of the Danish economy 
and its labour markets in recent years; secondly, the relatively high net benefit replacement rate, 
which provide a extensive safety net for the unemployed; and, thirdly, the high probability of 
labour market reentry.59 

Thus, the Danish experience demonstrates that it is possible to attend to both economic and 
social concerns at once. Employees are protected from the worst affects of globalisation, whilst 
employers are free to enjoy the flexibility required in a competitive global economy. Yet the model 
is not without potential drawbacks.60 

One crucial issue is whether the possibility of labour marker re-entry for those with ‘employability 
problems’ is weakened. Given the high levels of labour and job turnover, competition for jobs 
is high and, as a result, those that lack skills and/or aren’t as productive as others, say for 
reasons of ill health, may become trapped in a cycle of unemployment. This issue is made worse 
by the weakened employment protection that is the hallmark of flexicurity. There are concerns 
regarding ‘creaming’, whereby the most employable of the unemployed – that is the most skillful 
and productive – are receiving the highest quality activation offers. Whilst understandable from 
the perspective of economic efficiency, this conflicts with the social orientation of the system. 
Perhaps as a result, just before the millennium, a quarter of the adult population was receiving 
transfer income, often on a permanent basis. In addition, there are also criticisms that the 
extensive safety net that is available for the unemployed reduces the incentives for labour marker 
re-entry – the so-called ‘poverty trap’. Furthermore, the cost-effectiveness of Denmark’s active 
labour market policies and so-called ‘activation programmes’ have been called into question, 
particularly where they relate to the public sector and educational programmes.

Cont.

59 Auer and Cazes, 2003
60 Ibid
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Cont.

It is worth noting too that flexicurity was developed and applied during a period of favourable 
macroeconomic conditions. The fallout of the current recession and its consequences for public 
expenditure could facilitate political pressures to introduce more liberal (as opposed to social 
democratic) reforms, particularly where the cost-effectiveness of the ‘activation programmes’ has 
been called into question.

So what of the job tenure question discussed earlier? Figure 5 on the next page suggests that 
the UK has experienced greater job mobility than many of its EU counterparts. This is consistent 
with the evidence which suggests job mobility increases when economic prospects are better (as 
workers feel more confident in changing jobs). Even so, the data also suggest that long job tenure 
(10+ years) remains a feature of almost one third of the UK workforce. 

According to a study from the Office of National Statistics61, job tenure has declined in recent years, 
in part due to the last decade’s economic growth and resulting increase in labour market fluidity 
(people are more inclined to change jobs when economic times are good). Another study of the 
period 1975-2000 shows little overall change, but highlights the quite different developments in 
job tenures for women and men – with the former’s tenure increasing and the latter’s decreasing 
(especially among manual workers) by around 20 per cent62, effectively offsetting each other. 
More recent research has found that the proportion of employees with job tenure of between 10 
and 20 years remained stable between 1996 and 2001.63 The ONS study confirms this relative 
stability, showing that one in ten employees had experienced job tenure of more than 20 years. In a 
considerably more recent view of the data, the economist Francis Green suggests relative declines 
for men and gains for women have roughly balanced, so ‘the view that global and structural 
changes in the economy have undermined job stability by reducing average tenure is difficult to 
sustain’.64 Finally, political scientist Kevin Doogan’s analysis of international comparative data on 
tenure for the EU12 (covering 1992-2002) shows that long term employment of ten years or more 
in fact rose more rapidly than total employment for both men and women.65 

Nevertheless, mobility (the incidence of changing jobs) varies considerably by sector. By far the 
most mobile are the hotel and restaurant sectors, those known to have high turnover and which 
use more casual staff. Next most mobile are real estate and wholesale and retail trade. Private 
sector workers are the most mobile, while the least mobile industry is public administration,

61 Macauley, 2003
62 Gregg and Wadsworth, 2002
63 Nickell et al, 2000
64 Green, 2006
65 Doogan, 2009
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Figure 5: Job tenure (years) in current job (all workers)

Source: Eurobarometer, 2008
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defence and the social services. Mobility also varies by sex, age, marital and family status, region 
(people change jobs much more in London than in Northern Ireland), education level (the more 
educated the more mobile), as well as factors such as whether people own their own home: renters 
change jobs more readily than homeowners. In general, the larger the firm, the less likely a person 
is to move.66 

In comparison with other EU states, it is correct that the UK has lower average job tenures 
than others. Nevertheless, average tenure remains at almost eight years. Extended job tenure 
elsewhere in Europe is explained by a variety of factors including the proportion of workers in 
temporary work; in Spain where tenures are longer than in the UK, almost one-third of all workers 
are in temporary positions (compared to nearer one in twenty in the UK). Thus, we should be 
careful not to presume that longer job tenures translate into better job security for all.

It is worth touching on a related point about employment change here – whether people are 
tending to work for smaller firms. Perhaps contrary to one widespread view, it is big firms that are 
growing their share of employment. An OECD study that looked at the top 1,000 listed companies 
in the EU, US and Japan over the 10 years to 2006 found that across all three areas, the share 
of employment generated by such companies went up from 15 per cent to 20 per cent.67 Within 
Europe, the UK is a big-firm economy (using the definition of 250 or more employees). A recent 
review of the available data shows that in 2003 the UK had the biggest share of employment in 
large firms (250 employees) of any of the EU States, with 41 per cent in large firms compared with 
an EU average of just over 31 per cent.68 

The evidence considered above points to some serious questions about the extent to which the 
perception of people changing (and losing) jobs all the time matches the statistics. As Robert 
Taylor, formerly employment editor at the Financial Times, puts it:

‘A disturbingly wide gulf exists between the over-familiar rhetoric and hyperbole we hear 
daily about our flexible and dynamic labour market and the realities of workplace life. The 
evidence simply does not sustain the view that we are witnessing the emergence of a 
‘new’ kind of employment relations, defined by the ‘end of the career’ and ‘the death of the 
permanent job for life’.69

66 Macauley, 2003
67 OECD, 2007
68 Brinkley, 2009
69 Taylor, 2002
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In line with this argument, a study of 2009 which set out to investigate whether people still feel 
a sense of attachment and rootedness to their places of work prompted by the warnings of the 
prophets of job insecurity, also found that ‘work retains its importance as an essential source of 
intrinsic worth and value, and social affiliation’.70 Yet admittedly the picture of relative stability in 
patterns of employment is difficult to square with what is widely felt about the reality of the deal. 
National statistics may be failing to reflect change internal to firms and sectors. For example, 
people many change jobs, but keep employers. 

Consider the case of Asda. Job tenure at Asda has risen sharply over the last 16 years. In 1993, 
there were 80 people who had worked for the company for more than 25 years, whereas by 2009 
there were more than 7,000. Meanwhile there is very substantial churn among shopfloor staff, as 
with many retailers. The numbers of full-time older men employed by the company has decreased 
dramatically during that time, while the needs of the early middle aged women workers who 

70 Doherty, 2009

Figure 6: Share of employment in large firms

Source: EU SME Observatory for 2003, share of total employment 
US Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2005, share of employees
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dominate the workforce have changed. Where once they were second income earners whose 
husbands worked elsewhere and whose main demand was flexibility around other needs, today 
many are the primary income earners whose main need is not flexibility, but maximising income 
potential. If such patterns are shared by other large employers, nationally the result may translate 
to patterns of statistical stability which mask profound change among sections of the workforce. 
Some sectors clearly have experienced serious change in employment patterns, often involving 
greater insecurity. Higher education lecturers and employees working in the media spring to mind. 
Also, the allusion in the first chapter to forms of network employment which have had the effect 
of fragmenting the established employment relationship in arrangements of suppliers, partners, 
associates and clients may also, ultimately, amount to greater risk-bearing among employees. 
Statistics on the employment impact of outsourcing, for example, are notoriously meagre. 

So we are left with the need to explain perceptions of constant organisational turbulence with 
evidence of greater stability at national (if not organisational) level than is widely expected. What 
kinds of explanation are available? 

One important explanation is that during the 1990s types of non-standard employment did indeed 
rise; Manpower, the temp agency, was said in the media to be the biggest employer in the US.71 
But since then non-standard work has declined somewhat relative to permanent work. Arguably, 
when the economy is on a stable growth path, employers feel able to take on more permanent 
staff. When prospects are more uncertain, they attempt to ‘de-risk’ recruitment.

An argument advanced by Kevin Doogan in his recent book New Capitalism?: the transformation of 
work, is that we have understood flexibility the wrong way round. Flexibility has actually facilitated 
a higher value placed on long-term rather than short-term employment. As job stability has not 
diminished and long-term employment has grown, labour retention has grown in salience which 
also links to the value placed on knowledge, skills and understandings of how organisations 
function. The cost of finding, training and getting skills are so high that flexibility actually demands 
long-term employment. 

It is also possible that other factors – beyond any purported decline in job tenures – might be in 
play. The insecurity felt by workers may, for example, also be accounted for by the demonstrable 
and rising personal costs of unemployment. To see how these rising costs promote feelings of 
insecurity, it is necessary to distinguish employment instability from income instability (as the 
concept of flexicurity does). Employment may indeed be relatively stable, yet income inequalities 
have risen markedly since the 1970s. This suggests that even if people change their jobs with 
no greater frequency than before, when they do, the impact is potentially calamitous. One way 

71 Doogan, 2009
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to observe this impact is by looking at the drop in income employees face when they leave work 
and move onto benefits. This is commonly referred to as the ‘replacement rate’ and represents the 
ratio of average unemployment benefits to average earnings. UK employees face a bigger drop in 
income when they leave work and move onto benefits than in almost every other OECD economy. 
In the UK the replacement rate stands at 14 per cent compared to Denmark and the Netherlands 
where it is at or above 50 per cent. (It is also important to remember that tax credits and other 
benefits are tilted towards families in the UK, while single people moving onto Job Seekers’ 
Allowance face lower benefit levels). 

Of course, low replacement rates, as described, have tended to underpin the UK’s shift to a flexible 
labour market providing incentives for those workers who do lose their jobs to find new positions 

Figure 7: Non-permanent workers in the UK Labour Force Survey, 1992 – 2006
Seasonally adjusted, Quarterly, percentage of all employees

Source: Fevre et al, 2007
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quickly. However, it should be noted that the loss of employment often has a ‘scarring’ impact on 
future prospects as incomes dip by up to 20 per cent during the first year out of work.72 

The third question posed at the beginning of this chapter was what today is the fundamental 
dynamic of change impacting the employment relationship? Looking at the claims and 
counterclaims of employment futurology in recent generations there does appear to be one set 
of changes which do amount to a ‘transformation’ of sorts, with immense power to affect the 
employment relationship. This is in the area of the occupational structure. The projections in 
Figure 8 on the next page were made before the recession. Yet even so we can see there has 
been an emphatic growth in the numbers of people with jobs in the top three occupational groups 
and a very large decline in elementary jobs. This apparent evidence for a more knowledge 
intensive employment relationship may be reduced by limitations of the data: for example, being a 
‘manager’ could refer to managers of shops, funeral parlours or garages as much as globe-trotting 
entrepreneurs. Furthermore, the labels explain little about the content of this work; yesterday’s 
supervisor can be today’s relationship manager. But we can reasonably anticipate that by the 
middle of the next decade just under half of all workers will be in the top three groups (‘associate 
professional’ refers to jobs including nurses and computer technicians). More brains, less brawn is 
a legitimate reflection.

Other research into the content of this new work has found that overall, work is more ‘cognitively 
complex’ than it was a few decades ago; about 30 per cent of the UK workforce are today involved 
in jobs which could legitimately be described as ‘knowledge work’.73 However, of these just 11 
per cent were involved in work that required a heavy concentration of cognitively complex work – 
typically combining sophisticated intellectual work with managerial responsibility. Clearly plenty of 
routine and unpleasant jobs still exist – indeed plenty of ‘vulnerable’ workers, too.74 But knowledge 
workers may not be driving all the transformations in working patterns that were expected. Fewer 
than 50 per cent overall and fewer than 60 per cent of those categorised as knowledge workers 
had flexibility in their work schedule and only a small minority were able to determine their working 
hours. Such research can correct over-excitement around the application of the knowledge 
economy concept. However, as regards the most compelling story of change affecting the 
employment relationship, the story of occupational upgrading stands out. We turn next to assess 
the nature of change ‘inside’ the relationship.

72 Nickell et al, 2000
73 Brinkley et al, 2009
74 See TUC, 2009
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Figure 8: Occupational change 1984-2014

Source: Wilson et al/Sector Skills Development Agency, 2006
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When the great legal scholar Otto Kahn Freund surveyed the employment relationship in the early 
1970s, his most-remembered conclusion concerned the dynamic of power:

‘The relation between an employer and an isolated employee or worker is typically a relation 
between a bearer of power and one who is not a bearer of power. In its inception it is an act of 
submission, in its operation it is a condition of subordination however much the submission 
and the subordination may be concealed by that indispensable figment of the legal mind 
known as the contract of employment.’75

The language becomes more understandable once it is remembered that as late as 1963, legal 
textbooks were still encouraging the use of the ‘new’ terminology of employer and employee 
in preference to ‘master and servant’ .76 The key word is ‘isolated’. The solution to issues of the 
balance of power advanced at the time Kahn Freund was writing were collective, union-based. 
Today, in one of the most sudden and dramatic changes to grip the employment relationship, 
collective solutions have apparently lost their appeal. What, if any, are the collective forms most 
conducive to getting the best out of a knowledge-intensive workforce?

The operation of power at work is fluid and confusing. In a report to the UK government on 
employee engagement, Engaging for Success, published in 2009, there were 14 references 
to ‘empowerment’, but only one to ‘sharing power’ (in a case study involving the John Lewis 
partnership).77 The difference is that ‘sharing power’ relates to the distribution of power inside 
organisations and implies mechanisms and structures through which it can be exercised (for 
example, share ownership, but there are many other forms). Passionate appeals for greater 
power-sharing and more extensive employee voice mechanisms within organisations are made 
from time to time.78 Yet for firms the test of the necessity of structures is whether they ‘add value’; 
if the criterion produces uncertain results, it is viewed as burdensome. Instead, power is conceived 
in more attitudinal terms – less about submission, more about permission. ‘Empowerment’ takes 
different forms, but generally refers to a management approach aiming to encourage employees to 
exercise initiative in solving problems. This can incorporate specific ‘high involvement management’ 
practices (such as teamworking, flexible job descriptions, idea-capturing schemes and information-
sharing about a firm’s financial position, for instance); more often it refers to a behavioural 
philosophy. In one sign of the times, the CIPD believes issues of the balance of power have now 
eroded to the extent that the entire employment relationship is singularly directed to the battle for 
engagement.79 It is also noteworthy that contemporary research into leadership places emphasis 

75 Kahn Freund, 1972
76 Riley, 2005
77 MacLeod and Clarke, 2009
78 See Davies, 2009
79 CIPD, 2006
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on ‘outstanding’ leaders ‘giving power away’.80 Many commentators on employment believe 
employers have assumed greater power: restraints on the managerial prerogative are now fewer 
while the ‘joint regulation’ procedures previously used to manage the employment relationship and 
secure the cooperation of employees have come to be replaced by direct dialogue. Another view 
is that issues of power have moved on from the notion of ‘countervailing’ forces and have been 
dispersed into other work quality debates, such as skills, individual employment rights, and into 
the question of how organisations go about eliciting employees’ contributions and voice in order to 
reach business goals. 

The system of employment relations that characterised the 20th century based around strong trade 
unions, collective bargaining and national agreements is clearly past (at least in the UK). What is 
less clear is what model of the employment relationship should replace it. Perhaps surprisingly, 
such agreements still claim to cover almost a third of all workers in the UK (including six million in 
the pubic sector). However, union representation in the private sector has declined very swiftly over 
the past 30 years and today just 18 per cent of private sector employees are covered by collective 
agreements compared to more than 70 per cent of those working in the public sector. David 
Metcalf, professor of industrial relations at the London School of Economics, predicts a ‘steady 
state’ of trade union density of about 20 per cent (roughly 12 per cent in the private sector).81 To this 
can be added a decline in the scope of bargaining. Mick Waddington notes officials spend more 
time wrestling with individual grievances than bargaining on pay and conditions.82 

Unions are under pressure in most developed economies. Just as few UK employment relations 
specialists foresaw their forthcoming retreat in 1980 so the permanence of their current low ebb 
cannot be confirmed either. There are good reasons to be in one. David Metcalf cites ‘sword of 
justice’ arguments: what unions do is they narrow pay distributions, promote equality and family 
friendly policies, they lower the rate of industrial injuries, provide support for people with problems 
and perhaps ‘help keep employers honest’. Furthermore, surveys report unions are positively 
regarded by people who are not members and who have little understanding of what they do. There 
may be something of ‘frustrated demand’: one study found that more than 60 per cent of non-
unionised employees favoured a collective approach to workplace negotiation (either via unions or 
works councils).83 Yet the decline of unions in both numerical and cultural terms has undoubtedly 
been one of the most significant changes in the governance of the employment relationship and 
explaining it is complex. Most likely, a number of trends interacting with each other are responsible.

80 Tamkin, 2010 
81 Metcalf, 2005
82 CIPD, 2006
83 Bryson Bryson and Gomez, 2003; see also Freeman and Diamond (2000)
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Figure 9: The decline of trade unions across private sector workplaces (25 employees or 
more) in Britain 1980-2004

Source: WIRS/WERS
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 The main explanations are:

Product market competition• : The more competitive the product market, the smaller 
the profits (or ‘rents’) potentially accessible to trade unions. Tougher competition forces 
employers to tighten their control over employment, in turn reducing the influence of unions 
over the conduct of work. Privatisation has similar effects in the public sector.84

84 See Chapter 2 in Brown et al, 2009
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Decline of the wage premium• : It used to pay to be in a union – by as much as 10 per 
cent in the early 1990s.85 But many studies have pointed to a fall in the wage premium 
of unionism, in the region of a half. Stephen Machin argues that by the end of the 1990s, 
there was no longer any premium at all for men and only a reduced one for women.86

Occupational change• : Many heavily unionised sectors – such as manufacturing – have 
declined, while growing sectors such as the creative and cultural industries tend on the 
whole to have less of a tradition of collective organisation. Thus, unions have lost members 
where they were strong and failed to replace them where they are weak. 

Failures to organise new workplaces• : Unions have, with exceptions, struggled to 
organise in newer workplaces. In 1980, three fifths of workplaces under ten years old 
recognised a union. By 1998, just under a quarter did – half the corresponding figure for 
older (more than ten years old) workplaces.87 Researchers Rafael Gomez, Alex Bryson 
and Paul Willman argue the overall cause of union decline was the growth in ‘never 
membership’ – the proportion of the workforce with no experience of trade unionism that 
has risen exponentially since 1980. Union membership is an ‘experience good’, they 
argue, imparting benefits that are difficult to understand as an outsider, but derive only 
from membership. Hence, whatever puts people off joining trade unions (labour market 
conditions, unfavourable employment law, anti-union sentiment, doubt as to the benefits, 
inertia), once the trend begins, social propagation mechanisms work thereafter to act 
against union membership growth. In the private sector, trade unionism is now ‘abnormal’ 
where once it was normal.88

Legal changes: • This was a particularly important explanation of union decline in the 
1980s: legislation impaired union security by weakening and then outlawing the closed 
shop and interfering in check-off arrangements. And the strike threat was weakened by 
laws which permitted a union to be sued, introduced ballots prior to a strike, and outlawed 
both secondary and unofficial action. This legislation both raised the cost of organising and 
reduced the costs employers faced in opposing unions.

The public policy environment and the macro-economic environment in the UK have both been 
relatively benign towards trade unions since 1997 (up until the financial crisis of 2008) – but still 
people are choosing not to join (or have not been asked). The use of US-style union-busting 
consultants occasionally attracts notice and doubtless occurs from time-to-time. Yet the 

85 Machin, 2001
86 Ibid
87 Ibid
88 Gomez et al, 2008
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predominant stance of employers is pragmatic. In 2004, 69 per cent of UK private sector managers 
claimed they were ‘neutral’ about trade unions in their enterprises (20 per cent were explicitly 
against it, 11 per cent in favour; 70 per cent of public sector managers were in favour of unions at 
their workplace).89 This represents a considerable softening of the attitudes of managers towards 
trade unions since the 1990s. Formal de-recognition remains rare – though employers tend not to 
be persuaded by arguments for the productivity merits of trade unionism, despite what researchers 
claim. More common is ‘implicit de-recognition’. The phrase refers to the practice whereby firms 
reduce the range of issues and the intensity with which they engage with unions to the point where 
recognition means little.90 Paul Willman and Alex Bryson comment: ‘In the 1980s, unions lost the 
support of government and managers, whereas in the 1990s they also lost the support of many 
employees.’91 Businesses, too, have been slowly ‘de-collectivised’. Between 1980 and 2004 the 
proportion of firms that reported being members of employer associations fell from 31 per cent to 
13 per cent.92

Interestingly, against the background of overall union decline, radically divergent strategies have 
proved successful for unions bucking this trend. For example, the National Union of Rail, Maritime 
and Transport (RMT) Workers, under the leadership of Bob Crow, has doggedly pursued a 
‘fightback’ strategy involving use of the strike weapon; between 2003 and 2008 its membership 
increased by 19 per cent from 67,476 to 80,041. By contrast, the Union of Shop, Distributive and 
Allied Workers (USDAW), perceived as a moderate union and which operates a famous partnership 
deal with Tesco, has seen membership rise by 12 per cent from 331,703 to 370,763 over the same 
five years.93

The collective-individual dynamic of workplace disputes is discussed below. Here it is worth noting 
that although the decline of trade unions is sometimes pinned on a ‘more individual’ psychological 
orientation among modern workforces, this contention faces some difficulty explaining other 
developments. For example, the millions of members flocking to Facebook and Bebo is sometimes 
said to be symptomatic of a hunger for forms of ‘belonging’.94 However, the strength of trade 
unions in a society often has less to do with membership levels and more to do with what a society 
expects. In other nations – Spain, for example – unions have more influence (they run the training 
system along with employers), but much lower numbers of members than in the UK.

89 Willman and Bryson, 2007
90 Brown et al, 2009
91 Willman and Bryson, 2007
92 Brown et al, 2009
93 Figures taken from the Certification Officer Annual Returns
94 Gomez et al, 2008
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The decline of trade unions and the generally more business friendly climate in employment 
relations has also coincided with another change: increasing employment rights. A system once 
described by Kahn Freund as ‘collective laissez faire’, in which the state left governance of the deal 
to unions and employers, has made way for one where the state advances legal solutions to many 
workplace issues. As of 2008, there were in excess of 60 different laws under which employees 
could bring a tribunal claim against their employers. As well as being legalised, many organisations 
have been noticeably ‘proceduralised’ too: processes and procedures now mediate – perhaps 
clutter – the relationship. 

The pattern can most clearly be seen in the context of conflict. Set against each other, collective 
and individual conflict present a ‘mirror image’. 

Employment 

rights

Figure 10: Working days lost and work stoppages 1960-2006

Source: Dix et al, 2008 (ACAS)
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In any discussion of conflict at work, it is important to remember that conflict can only be measured 
when it results in overt manifestations, such as strikes or employment tribunal claims. In practice, 
there are many different ways to misbehave, embracing theft, sabotage, absence, resignation, or 
even uncooperativeness or lassitude. Absenteeism has cost up to 50 times as much as strikes 
during the 2000s.95 
95 Sisson, 2007
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Figure 11: Total number of Employment Tribunal claims registered 1972-2008
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Authors who aspired to a ‘strike-free’ Britain in the 1980s have not quite got what they wished, but 
strikes remain rare by historical standards. Perhaps one of the symptoms of this is that when two 
or more specific strikes coincide, newspapers speculate about whether it augurs a new ‘winter 
of discontent’. As well as the overall decline there are other important patterns to note. It is an 
exceptional strike that is not in the public sector. The reasons why the public sector is ‘strike prone’ 
involve the lack of product market competition, higher rates of unionisation and larger than average 
size of establishments.96 Another trend is for the number of workers involved in each stoppage 
to rise; a very small number of conflicts in the public sector can have nationally, strategically 
significant effects, especially where essential public services are involved. The occasional ‘life and 
death’ nature of public services means unions continue to exert considerable bargaining power in 
public sector industrial relations. 

The withdrawal of labour is a classic expression of conflict – so long-standing, in fact, that it now 
enjoys the status of a fundamental human right. The rise of individual employment rights and 
individual employment conflict, meanwhile, is a late 20th century development (the same pattern

96 Dickerson and Stewart, 1993
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exists to varying degrees in other advanced countries). It ties in with a wider perception that risk is 
minimised through codification (other areas of life such as education are witness to similar trends). 
The tribunal system has its roots in the late 1960s, when the Donovan Commission proposed that 
the industrial tribunals that already handled disputes about redundancy payments also be given 
an enhanced role in the administration of labour law to address ‘all disputes between individual 
workers and his employer’ and so provide an ‘easily accessible, speedy, informal and inexpensive 
procedure’ for achieving an amicable settlement of disputes.97

Today, employment lawyers and HR departments might scoff at the ambition. Legal changes 
deriving from both UK domestic legislation and European Union social policy have boomed 
over recent years. The number of laws, changes in scope (for example, qualifying periods), 
changes in the laws themselves, a rise in the usage of the law and a more litigious wider culture 
mean employers perceive considerable burdens attached to the legalisation of the employment 
relationship. The implications of aspects of the law – whether environmentalism counts as a 
‘philosophical belief’ and therefore attracts legal protection under equality law, for instance98 – can 
surprise. Yet some reforms can be seen as innovative attempts to stimulate greater dialogue about 
the interaction of employment and family life. 

The flexible working reform and its subsequent extensions99, for example, in which workers are 
granted a right to request flexible working, and by implication employers are granted a right to 
refuse that request if there are sound business reasons, is an example of legislating to encourage 
deliberation and give-and-take about the nature of employment. It is widely judged to have been 
a successful intervention. The law worked with the grain of developing practice among leading 
employers. As a result, the assorted forms of flexible working (flexitime, homeworking, term-time 
only working, compressed hours and so on) all continue to grow strongly, thus diminishing the 
dominance of nine-to-five working patterns.100 A movement led by employers (and unions) aimed 
at creating options for people to shape employment around the rest of their lives was thus later 
reinforced by regulatory intervention.

Interestingly, the tribunal system has seen a degree of ‘collectivisation’ – through trade unions 
bringing multiple claims on behalf of their members, such as on equal pay. Yet while tribunals – 
especially when they concern gender equality and high pay in the City – attract media attention, 
it is important to remember they affect only a minority of employers. According to WERS, among 
workplaces with ten or more employees, 6 per cent said they had experienced a tribunal claim in 

97 Donovan, 1968
98 Such was the upheld claim of Tim Nicolson in his case against Grainger Plc. See Personnel Today, 6 November 2009
99 The law was introduced in 2003 for parents of children under six, or disabled children up to 18. It was extended to carers 
of adults in 2007 and to parents of children up to age 16 in 2009 
100 See, for example, Kersley et al, 2006
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1998 and 8 per cent in 2004 (13 per cent and 15 per cent for workplaces with 25 or more 
employees).101 Small businesses often attract criticism for their employment policies, but it appears 
to be medium-sized businesses that generate disproportionate claims: some 21 per cent of tribunal 
applications are brought by employees in organisations with 50-249 employees although these 
organisations accounted for only 4 per cent of aggregate employment. One explanation is they 
enjoy neither the close working relationships that characterise small firms nor the formality of big 
firms.102 The system has seen significant volatility in the number of claims it receives each year. 

How should the manifestations of conflict be interpreted? One important argument is that they 
embody the dynamic of individualisation in the employment relationship. Unions and strikes are 
out, rights and tribunals are in, effectively substituting for one another. Yet the two forms of conflict 
involve not only different actors, but often different issues as well.103 Except in the rare instance of 
spontaneous walkouts, collective grievance has generally been about pay, terms and conditions 
or redundancies. Employment tribunal claims are mostly about unfair selection for redundancy, 
underpayment (rather than levels) of wages and discrimination. What is more, strikes generally 
take place in the context of continuing employment; tribunal applications generally involve a break 
in the relationship. For these reasons, it feels like an imprecise claim that they form part of a 
continuum of conflict.

It will be interesting to see whether the era of sharply increasing the volume of employment law has 
now run its course, following the election of 2010. 

Perhaps the least settled area of the deal as regards individuals and collectives relates to 
communications or what in the employment relations literature is known as ‘voice’. The ethos of 
‘open-door’ leadership (‘the big ears thing’) and the need to act on its fruits – even if it means 
responding in the negative – has surfaced frequently in discussions. New technology has also 
opened new possibilities; the chance to email the chief executive directly creates an anticipation 
of interactivity that cannot be met with silence. In practice, no organisation of any size can make 
do with a communications system that is strictly ‘individual’. Instead there has to be a means of 
integrating large numbers of people into the life and objectives of an organisation and eliciting 
contributions.  

Voice can take many different forms. It can be formal or informal, direct or via representatives, 
aimed at informing, consulting or co-determining, designed to encourage the visibility of senior 
leaders (‘town halls’) or at deliberation around an organisation’s strategy (‘open space sessions’); it 
can occur at individual, group, plant, company, sectoral, national or supranational level. 

101 Dix et al, 2008
102 ibid
103 ibid
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In general, patterns of voice have followed the wider trajectory of employment relations with the 
consultative committees of yore making way for more individual and less formalised interactions. 
Union-only voice has all but disappeared. But where it remains it is nearly always alongside non-
union forms of voice – so-called dual channel voice regimes. Despite the decline of trade unions, 
aggregate levels of voice have remained at a constant since the mid 1980s, which suggests a 
shift from union to non-union forms of voice and also a shift from employees to employers in 
terms of origination.104 Clearly employers have been keen to capitalise on the productive potential 
of employee voice – if perhaps not to the extent that might be imagined given the emphasis on 
collaboration in innovative work systems.

Voice answers three sets of concerns, all of which relate to the tripartite construction of good work 
used in this paper. 

First, it relates to questions of performance. Firms that want to improve quality and competitiveness 
are well advised to listen to those closest to processes and products. Unsurprisingly, research finds 
a clear correlation between information disclosure and business performance.105 Perhaps more 
surprising is the correlation between collective communication and voice. ‘Collective voice’ is not 
reducible to trade unions, but does relate to institutions, such as works councils or other official or 
semi-official institutions that allow employees to air their opinions. There is good reason to believe, 
then, that a blend of individual and collective forms of voice need to be combined where high 
performance models (see Chapter 4) are prioritised. 

Second, voice institutions are held to answer anxieties over a ‘representation gap’ opened up by 
the decline of trade unions. This has been a particular concern at European level. Alongside the 
Fifth Directive, the Vredeling Directive and the European Company Statute, the European Works 
Council Directive has sought to mitigate a perceived ‘democratic deficit’ that has developed in the 
wake of firms operating across national boundaries. Applying to firms with over 1,000 employees 
and with more than 150 employees in at least two European States, it has obliged a number 
of non-union companies to set up new institutions (Marks & Spencer’s for example). A further 
significant policy development is the Information and Consultation Directive. This gives employees 
the right, provided certain requirements are met, to demand that their employer engages with voice. 
Initially covering firms with more than 150 employees, the number dropped to 50 in April 2008. If 
employees are able to gather signatures of 10 per cent of the workforce, they can pursue their right 
to information and consultation via representatives; where employees are represented by unions, 
that union has the right to be informed and consulted over redundancies. Yet these rights have not 
translated into a flowering of new representative structures. Reasons for the low take-up include

104 Willman et al, 2008
105 Appelbaum et al, 2000
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the difficulties involved in getting 10 per cent of a firm’s total workforce interested in the proposal, 
especially in high turnover workforces. Meanwhile, from a corporate perspective, what really counts 
for making collective voice mechanisms work, is not the legal rights involved, but how seriously 
management are prepared to take them. 

Finally, there is a social dimension to voice. Work is a dimension of experience that has wider 
social spillovers. In this sense, voice injects values into the deal that go deeper than efficiency 
or information distribution alone. If institutions that embody the collective voice of employees are 
feeble, and work is no more than the atomised interactions of individuals, there is a sense in which 
the fabric of society loses some of its interlocking structures too. As David Coats puts it:

‘If worker voice institutions are weak then the public domain is weakened. If the public domain 
is weakened then the quality of our democracy is diminished. And if democracy is diminished 
and faith in public institutions collapses then the sustainability of democratic citizenship itself 
must be in some doubt.’106

106 Coats, 2004
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This section examines three important aspects of good work: skills, autonomy and work time/
intensification. Most theories of job quality begin with skills as a starting point.107 Skills are seen as 
important because they are crucial determinants of employee experience and the capacity for self-
development and self-realisation. Implicit in the skills debate is the idea that the more skilled the 
work, the more autonomous employees must be from their employers. Finally, work time and work 
intensity are important as there is widespread belief that employees are working harder today than 
ever before. 

The evidence compiled below reports both good and bad news. On skills, work has become more 
complex and engaging – and potentially more meaningful and fulfilling as a result. However, more 
needs to be done to ensure that skills are more effectively utilised in the workplace. On autonomy, 
there is real reason to be concerned, with employee influence over work, tasks and standards 
falling sharply and remaining lower than it was 20 years ago. Apparently, the rise of skills has not 
been accompanied with a corresponding rise in autonomy. Meanwhile, whilst working times have 
decreased, work intensity has increased, in part because of the rise of skills in the workplace. 

Skills are integral to good work as they translate, not only into better pay and possibly more 
security for employees, but also more challenging and fulfilling work. Richard Sennett’s The 
Craftsman provides an interesting take on this possibility. Sennett revisits and updates the moral 
outcry of thinkers in the 19th century, from William Morris to Karl Marx, who had lamented the 
destruction of the traditional crafts, along with the soul-destroying effects of industrial labour. 
However, for Sennett, industrialisation did not destroy craftsmanship; rather it constantly reemerges 
in other forms of working practices as diverse as architecture, bricklaying, cooking and computer 
programming. It involves a delicate combination of skills and training, and is a long and ongoing 
practice that involves learning on the job through dialogue and cooperation with other, already 
learned craftsmen. Sennett observes much in modern work that is inimical to the fortunes of the 
craftsman – targets, short-termism, managerial interference. Nevertheless, his modernising of the 
craft ideal touches on similar themes to writers on the knowledge economy and he praises the 
Linux software system and Nokia’s innovative and cooperative design techniques as fine examples 
of 21st century craft. Thus, the rise of higher skilled jobs potentially allows employees to utilise what 
for Sennett is an ‘enduring, basic human impulse, the desire to do a job well for its own sake’.108 

Not surprisingly, research has consistently shown that perceived skill utilisation is amongst the 
strongest indicators of job-related well-being109, and there is a strong demand for more skilled work 
amongst employees. According to the Skills Survey opportunities for the ‘use of abilities’ and ‘use 
of initiative’ were important factors in their work, ranking higher than ‘good pay’. 

107 Gallie, 2007
108 Sennett, 2008
109 Morrison et al, 2005
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For employers, meanwhile, higher skilled jobs have been linked to greater productivity and better 
business performance. In her literature review on the topic, for instance, Penny Tamkin found that 
there were strong indications of links between: skills and organisation performance (in terms of 
productivity); skills and the sophistication of business products; staff and managerial qualifications 
and innovation; and, finally, skills and organisation survival.110 Also, research has demonstrated 
that in terms of business performance, the benefits of skill utilisation exceed the higher wages that 
employers must pay employees for their higher skills.111

There is broad evidence of a general upskilling of the working population, including rising 
qualifications, training and learning, with the proportion of people agreeing to the statement ‘my 
job requires that I keep learning new things’ rising in recent years.112 This, in turn, suggests that 
contemporary work is becoming more complex. 

110 Tamkin, 2005
111 Blundell et al, 1999; Dearden et al, 2000
112 Felstead et al, 2007

Figure 12: Job preference orientations 1992 and 2006

Source: Felstead et al, 2007
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One crucial issue is that a better work experience will only crystallise for employees if their skills 
are matched with the complexity of their jobs. And, with the heady expansion of higher education 
(HE) in recent years, there are concerns that this increase in the supply of skills has not been 
matched by a corresponding increase in the demand for skills – the problem of so-called over-
qualification. These concerns seem to be warranted by the findings of the Skills Survey, according 
to which a third of workers are already complaining that their skills are not being utilised at work.113 
Some have even averred to a ‘skills crisis’.114 If this continues, widespread feelings of frustration 
and discontent are likely as years of education and training are squandered. Indeed, in their study 
on the US Quality of Employment Surveys, Robert Karasek and Tores Theorell suggest that over-
qualification (measured in terms of years spent in education vis-à-vis years required for the job) 
corresponds to job-related depression.115

Whether or not the current mismatch between supply and demand is problematic for the long-term 
is questionable. For a start, there is always going to be a degree of over-qualification due to a 
minority of graduates consciously choosing to under-utilise their skills, say for reasons of lifestyle 
choice. The UK economy has always been marked by a relatively low-skilled workforce; investment 
in HE may still be warranted to avoid losing competitive ground at the high end of the knowledge 
spectrum. 

What is important is that more effort is made to ensure that skills are better utilised in the 
workplace. Only then will employees be free of the frustration of over-qualification and employers 
will reap the full potential of a highly skilled workforce, as it is doubtful whether investment in skills 
is a guarantee of increased productivity: like any other resource, skills are useless unless utilised 
to good effect. Although the research suggests that there is a connection between skill investment 
and productivity, it has not been able to connect a causal relation between the two. This is because 
a complex set of parameters pertain, particularly when it comes to working environments.116 It may 
be important, then, to identify the contextual factors within working environments that complement 
the successful utilisation of skills, for only then is value likely to be added.

Here, it is interesting to note that David Ashton and Johnny Sung pinpoint a number of attributes of 
‘high performance work organisations’117 (HPWOs) that allow them to successfully utilise their 

113 Ibid
114 The phrase belongs to Mike Campbell, director of research and policy at UKCES who spoke of the risks of skills over-
supply in June 2009
115 Karasek and Theorell, 1990
116 Lloyd and Payne, 2004
117 HPWOs use three groups of practices: high involvement (eg self-directed teams, quality circles and access to company 
information); HRM (eg job redesign, performance appraisal, sophisticated recruitment techniques, mentoring); and reward 
and commitment (various pay systems, often related to performance, family friendly hours, job rotation). Adoption of 
‘bundles’ of such practices is thought to be most effective
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skills base. HPWOs are less hierarchical, with knowledge decentralised and employees constantly 
utilising and acquiring skills for the attainment of shared company goals. According to Ashton and 
Sung, a culture of trust is something of a precondition for the creation of an environment conducive 
to skills utilisation, since it is imperative that employers feel free to convey important information to 
their employees. Following trust, commitment is crucial because jobs are not clearly delineated and 
are in need of almost daily, collective negotiation. They therefore require a great deal of self- and 
collective- management and employee commitment to the company’s aims and values. Finally, 
work design is all important, for it allows employees to acquire new skills and also design working 
practices that most suit their existing skills. Important features of job design include: job rotation; 
job enrichment (for example by integrating maintenance or quality control); enhanced responsibility 
and greater authority to make decisions; and collective discussion and learning sessions. Such an 
approach demands a higher level of skills from employees.118

A long-standing complaint has been that UK management in aggregate is incapable of the kind 
of systemic, long-term, strategic and committed attention that would enable organisations to reap 
gains from a more highly skilled workforce operating under such advanced people management 
practices. However, when the US strategy guru Michael Porter was invited by the government to 
investigate UK competitiveness in 2003, he doubted management skills and qualifications was 
a significant factor. Yet Porter claimed UK firms were often slow to adopt modern management 
practices, and even once they had been implemented, they then achieved lower returns than other 
countries.119

How have employers responded? Early versions of the WERS survey contained few questions 
relating to specific management practices, compared with more recent years. The data suggest 
that in general many practices linked with the ‘high involvement management’ (HIM) model (a close 
precursor to the HPWO model), have become slowly more common, albeit in an uneven way. Even 
so, it is doubtful they amount to a wholesale adoption. Table 2 on the next page includes data on 
HIM practices and also on related areas associated with quality, job enrichment and motivation.

There are several reasons why take up of HIM, HPWO or ‘high trust’ practices (it is easy to get lost 
in the labels) has been slow in the UK. For the CIPD, John Philpott argues that the relatively low 
take up of HPWO amounts to something of an ‘implementation gap’ that has arisen because of a 
number of factors, including: 

Ignorance – employers are not aware of the potential of HPWO;• 
Inertia – employers feel that the changes would by too costly;• 

118 Ashton and Sung, 2002
119 Porter and Ketels, 2003
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Table 2: Incidence of high involvement practices in workplaces with 25 or more employees 
for the whole economy (%)

1980 1984 1990 1998 2004
High involvement practices
Work organisation practices
 Teamworking 55 60
 Functional flexibility 70 74
 Quality circles 35 42 30
 Suggestion schemes 25 28 32 35
Skill and knowledge acquisition practices
 Team briefings 36 48 52 72
 Induction training 77 90
 Training in human relations skills 53 62
 Information disclosure about investment plans 27 41 53 49
 Information disclosure about financial position 55 60 65 63
 Information disclosure about staffing plans 67 60 60 66
 Appraisals 47 66
Work enrichment practices
 Job variety 41 44
 Method discretion 22 21
 Time discretion 20 20
Motivational practices
 Motivation a major selection criteria 85 81
 Internal recruitment 29 22
 Job security guarantees 13 15
 Single status 66 64
 Profit-related pay 41 46 44
 Share-ownership scheme 13 22 30 24 28
Total quality management
 Self-inspection 54 47
 Records on faults and complaints 64 63
 Customer surveys 49 55
 Quality targets 42 57
 Training in problem solving 24 25
 Just-in-time production 29 27

Source: WIRS/WERS

Inadequacy – lack of information and advice regarding HPWO;• 
Impediment – lack of necessary management or workplace skills or the existence of • 
regulations that impede the implementation of HPWO.120 

A further reason for the lack of take up of HPWO is suggested by Keith Sisson, who complains UK 
work arrangements are simply not set up for it and employee voices are generally sidelined.121 

120 Philpott, 2007
121 Sisson, 2005
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Clearly, to the extent that there is an ‘implementation gap’ and only tentative take-up of high 
performance working, it will be difficult for organisations to capture the full value of skill investment, 
whether that investment comes from the employee, the employer or the government. Thus, if the 
UK is to better utilise its skills stocks and develop a fully-fledged knowledge economy, it may be 
necessary to investigate much more closely some of the inner workings of the UK firm – a shift, 
in other words, from skill investment and acquisition to skill utilisation. It has been argued that 
advanced people management practices apply more readily to firms pursuing quality rather than 
cost minimisation strategies. Yet even among the former, thorough understanding of the kinds of 
deliberative, supportive relationships necessary to complement a more highly skilled workforce is 
not obvious – let alone comprehensive adoption of the ‘bundles’ of practices reckoned to be most 
effective in animating them.  

Some commentators have gone as far as to suggest that the UK’s ‘skill problem’ requires an 
attempt by government to influence the inner workings of UK businesses in tandem with its 
investments in skills and HE. In the words of Ewart Keep: 

‘While it may seem a statement of the blindingly obvious that having upskilled the workforce 
it will be essential to ensure that their jobs are redesigned in order to allow their new-
found skills to be deployed to maximum productive effect, the fact is that while there are 
numerous expensive public programmes aimed at enhancing the skills of the future and 
existing workforce, there is no parallel effort aimed at bringing about work organisation and 
job redesign. Despite much talk about the need to ‘work smarter’, a realization of what this 
might mean, and what might be needed to help make it a reality, seems absent.’122

Very different perspectives and traditions converge on the centrality of autonomy. For organisations 
placing customers at the centre of their operations, employees must be able to respond to a wide 
range of personalities and unpredictable demands: that implies greater discretion. Lessening 
constraints on how work gets done is also seen as part of a wider ambition of encouraging 
commitment through enabling greater involvement of staff in the operations of a firm.123 The 
number of routine jobs where the scope for decision making is very narrow has offended some of 
the cardinal tenets of life in liberal democracies. As citizens we are encouraged to see each other 
as equal participants in a process of collective self-management; extended into the workplace, this 
implies active participation rather than passive, uncritical subjugation to decisions taken on high. It 
does not feel just to be raised as a child to act autonomously and show independence of judgement 
only to enter the world of work and find such qualities to be frowned on.124 Individual control 
over the work task has long been viewed as the essential foundation for self-realisation since it 

122 Keep et al, 2006
123 Walton, 1985
124 Argyris, 1964
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provides the conditions for creativity and self-development.125 The scope to exercise judgement is 
fundamental to how fulfilling work can be. More recently, evidence has been accumulating that task 
discretion or ‘decision latitude’ matters for psychological and physical health. The ‘psychosocial’ 
school argues that work pressure is mediated by the ability of the individual to exert control; the 
higher the decision latitude, the more risks of stress, blood pressure and even cardiovascular 
disease can be reduced.126 From a good work perspective, autonomy, like skills, is of particular 
importance as both performance and quality of working life motivations converge. 

What is autonomy? According to the philosopher Adina Schwartz, people are autonomous ‘to 
the extent that they rationally form and act on some overall conception of what they want in life’; 
‘people achieve autonomy to the extent that they lead lives of intelligence and initiative’.127 In the 
specialised realm of employment, the pursuit of autonomy is obviously subject to the limitations 
inherent in the employment relationship, discussed in the previous chapter. What is more, work 
that lacks autonomy can still be part of autonomously chosen goals. Nevertheless, a deal aiming to 
enhance autonomy can be taken to refer to arrangements which advance the capability to frame, 
pursue and adjust plans during working time. 

Given the developments of recent decades, it would appear more likely that creativity would 
be cultivated by employers, so we should logically anticipate rising autonomy to be part of the 
development of a more skilled workforce. 

Data that most closely matches Schwartz’s conception of autonomy derives from the Skills Surveys 
of 1992, 1997, 2001 and 2006. These contain four identical questions that ask people the following: 
‘How much influence do you personally have on…how hard you work; deciding what tasks you 
are to do; deciding how you are to do the task; deciding the quality standards to which you work?’ 
The possible responses included: ‘a great deal (of influence)’; ‘a fair amount’; ‘not much’ or ‘none 
at all’. Putting these responses together into an overall ‘task discretion index’, it appears that task 
discretion was on a clear downward trend over the course of the 1990s. However, that trend was 
halted and to some extent reversed by 2006 (women saw a modest increase in discretion from 
2001 to 2006).128 

125 Braverman 1974
126 See Marmot, 2004; and Karasek and Theorell, 1990
127 Schwartz, 1982
128 Felstead et al, 2007
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Figure 13: Employee Task Discretion Index129 1992-2006

There has been a decline on all four indicators of task discretion over the period, with some very 
sharp declines. For example, respondents saying they had a great deal of influence over how they 
did a task declined from 56.9 per cent in 1992 down to 42.7 per cent in 2006, while those with a 
great deal of personal control over work effort has reduced from 70.7 per cent to 52.5 per cent. The 
decline in task discretion has affected all occupational groups between 1992 and 2001, but there 
have been variations in the extent to which it has occurred. Workers in skilled trades were relatively 
unaffected, while elementary workers, personal service workers and associate professionals saw 
particularly abrupt declines. These groups, together with managers, saw a further erosion in their 
task discretion between 2001 and 2006. Among other groups, it either stopped falling or increased 
slightly in the later period. Part-timers suffered particularly acute falls in job control, but the situation 
has improved somewhat in more recent years. The decline was also evident across all industries, 
but has been particularly notable in education and financial service categories; at the start of the 
period, education was the industrial sector with the highest individual task discretion. Since 2001, 
the fastest decline occurred in ‘finance’, ‘hotels and restaurants’ and ‘health and social work’. 

129 The task discretion index is the summed average score of the four ‘task influence’ questions. The highest score is 3 and 
the lowest score is 0
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Table 3: Employee task discretion 1992-2006

1992 (%) 1997 (%) 2001 (%) 2006 (%)
Influence Over How Hard to Work
A Great Deal 70.7 64.4 50.6 52.5
A Fair Amount 23.2 28.8 39.2 38.2
Not much 4.9 4.7 8.6 7.2
None At All 1.2 2.0 1.6 2.1
Influence Over What Tasks Done
A Great Deal 42.4 33.1 30.5 28.7
A Fair Amount 33.5 36.2 35.7 37.2
Not much 15.4 20.6 22.1 23.4
None At All 8.7 10.0 11.7 10.6
Influence Over How To Do Task
A Great Deal 56.9 49.7 42.8 42.7
A Fair Amount 30.9 34.5 40.4 39.2
Not much 8.4 10.2 11.0 12.6
None At All 3.9 5.6 5.8 5.5
Influence Over Quality Standards
A Great Deal 69.6 51.1 51.7 51.1
A Fair Amount 23.1 28.4 32.0 30.7
Not much 4.8 12.6 10.4 11.8
None At All 2.6 7.9 5.9 6.4

Source: Felstead et al, 2007

It appears as if women and the public sector have suffered the most profound and precipitous 
declines in task discretion overall. In the public sector, it is possible to speculate that the regime of 
targets, marketisation and bureaucracy, whatever its other merits, may have impacted on the ability 
of workers to carry out their jobs in the way they see fit.

If individual control over work is lower than it was at the start of the 1990s, what are the main 
sources of control over work? In the 1960s and 1970s a major concern was the impact of ‘machine 
pacing’ on individual work autonomy – routine jobs whose rhythms were largely determined by 
production line schedules. If not assembly lines, what drives work today? Conveniently, the Skills 
Survey also asks workers what they perceive to be the most important sources of control over 
their work, drawing on an older survey (in 1986) for comparison. It appears many workers say 
they are subject to greater external control over their work. The pressure, though, is not so much 
from machines (recall Charlie Chaplin in Modern Times) as from other sources – supervisors, 
customers, peer pressure, performance management. Indeed it is clients that exert greater 
influence over work than managers or internal systems – the pressure comes from beyond the 
boundaries of the employing institution.
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Figure 15: Task discretion by sector 1992-2006
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Figure 14: Task discretion by gender 1992-2006

Source: UK Skills Survey
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Whilst the Skills Survey presents the most detailed picture on what has happened to individual 
autonomy, other data present a slightly different view. WERS 2004, for example, shows that 
employee influence over both the pace of work and how employees did their work both increased 
over the period 1998-2004.130 Yet as the authors of that study argue, the likely conclusion is that 
the trend towards reduced control had halted by the end of the 1990s and was getting no worse 
in the early part of the 2000s. WERS shows that those saying they had little or no influence over 
the pace of their work fell from 29.5 per cent to 27.3 per cent and on how they did it from 16.8 per 
cent to 15.9 per cent. Both are relatively high numbers, but nevertheless indicate some modest 
improvement. 

Turning to the question of international comparisons on task discretion, it is clear that there is 
a very wide divergence of experience on autonomy. The main source, here, is the European 
Foundation’s Working Conditions Survey. The wording of questions has changed over time making 
trend analysis difficult, but for the purpose of this report, a static snapshot is adequate. The survey 

130 Brown et al, 2006

Figure 16: Sources of control over work

Source: Felsted et al, 2007

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

1986
2001
2006

Mac
hine

Clie
nts

Superv
iso

r

Fell
ow w

orke
rs Pay

Rep
orts

/ap
prai

sa
ls

More skilled, harder working, less free



67The employment relationship and the quality of work

asks five questions on autonomy that are slightly different from those in the Skills Survey.131 
Compiling them into an overall index suggests the UK is in an intermediate position on task 
discretion, with countries such as Denmark at the top end.

Figure 17: Extent of autonomy in the workplace (0-5 scale)

Explaining these differences is complex. Clearly, different countries’ labour market structures and 
institutional arrangements produce divergent outcomes on autonomy. According to the sociologist 
Duncan Gallie, the pattern can be best explained by five factors: union workplace strength; systems 
of skill formation; employment regulation; the structure of collective bargaining; national policies 
for working life reform. Between them, these factors deliver varying levels of countervailing power 
(to reduce authoritarian management), protection for vulnerable workers and occupational identity. 
Countries such as Sweden, for example, which have vocational schools systems, may be better at 
producing marketable skills which in turn foster independence from individual employers.

For employers interested in the concept of good work, the evidence on autonomy is both 
particularly stark and liable to give considerable pause for thought. The rhetoric of empowered, 
knowledge intensive people runs into the fact that people’s ability to exercise discretion, judgement 
and initiative appears to have suffered profoundly in the course of the 1990s and has improved only 
very slightly in the years since. By extension, it would seem difficult to hold people more 

131 The questions are: Can you choose or change the order of tasks? Are you able to choose or change methods of work? 
Are you able to choose or change the speed of work? Do you have any influence over the choice of working partners? Are 
you able to take a break when you wish?
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accountable for work that they have less control over than they did twenty years earlier in their 
careers. A further reason why the evidence on autonomy is so dispiriting is that it suggests 
solutions focussed on engagement may help, but are probably inadequate because the issues 
involved stray wider than employment alone (for example, the sharp declines in the public sector 
may owe something to successive waves of public sector reform). More optimistically, it suggests 
that employers wishing to empower and engage their staff have considerable room for manoeuvre.

If the UK is average in Europe in terms of autonomy, there is a common perception that employees 
in the UK work longer hours than their counterparts on the continent. Work strain – high and 
persistent feelings of fatigue and tension – is also on the rise. Evidence from the Skills Survey 
allows us to compare how UK workers felt after work in the years 1992 and 2001. In 1992, 12.7 per 
cent of employees worried about their jobs after work, rising to 17.8 per cent in 2001; 14.6 per cent 
found ‘it difficult to unwind’ after work, rising to 17.5 per cent; and 22.3 per cent ‘feel used up at the 
end of a workday’, rising to 25.4 per cent. Thus, we might conclude that there is a substantial and 
increasing amount of the UK workforce experience high levels of work strain.132

Yet rising work strain cannot be accounted for by longer working hours. Until the end of the 1970s, 
there was a steady reduction in working hours in the UK, and while this process was reversed 
during the 1980s and the early 1990s, since then the reduction has continued. For example, 
between 1986 and 1996 there was an expansion of employment in long hour jobs, with their share 
going up from under a fifth to almost a quarter, which amounts to an increase of about 1 million – or 
24 per cent – of employees.133 However, since the mid-1990s, there has been a gradual decrease 
in average working hours in the UK. Indeed, whilst there was a peak in the mid-1990s at 33.5 hours 
per week (39.3 for full-time workers), the average had declined to 32 (37.3) hours by 2004 and the 
numbers of employees working especially long hours also declined, with those working over 45 
hours falling by almost 8 per cent between 1997 and 2003.134 

The Labour Force Survey confirms this reduction of average working hours. According to that 
survey, 57.1 per cent worked an average of 31 to 45 hours a week in 1984, a figure that dropped 
to 49.9 per cent in 2000. That figure rose, however, to 53.1 per cent in 2007. The same survey 
reported a gradual increase in the amount of people working an average of 16 to 30 hours, from 
11.9 per cent in 1984 to 17.8 per cent in 2007. By sector, the sector with the largest average, 
agriculture and fishing, was also the only sector that consistently declined, from 46.6 per cent in 
1984 to 45.7 per cent in 1992, and from 44.1 per cent in 2000 to 42.9 per cent in 2007. Banking, 
finance and insurances, along with public administration and health, saw moderate increases. 

132 European Commission, 2004
133 Brinkley et al, 2007
134 Ibid
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Figure 18: People in employment according to their usual weekly hours of work

Source: Labour Force Survey
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Figure 19: Weekly working hours by industry
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This decline is mirrored across the EU, where working hours have been decreasing since 1991. 
The rate of the decrease has, however, slowed somewhat since enlargement in 2004 as employees 
in new member states tend to work longer. At European level, the Working Time Directive of 1993 
is an important piece of legislation in this area. The Directive introduced a legal entitlement to four 
weeks paid leave and a commitment – at least in principle – to a 48-hour working week, although 
member states could allow national employees to ‘opt-out’. The implementation of this Directive in 
1997 was among the most significant of New Labour’s first-term interventions in the labour market, 
affecting more than twice as many employees as the implementation of a minimum wage.135 Yet the 
Government has kept up its commitment to the ‘opt-out’, despite its emphasis elsewhere on helping 
families balance work and caring responsibilities. Nevertheless, as Francis Green notes, there is 
something of a myth that the UK has the worst average working hours in Europe, for although full-
time working men in the UK work a high average of 43 hours a week, if all workers are included, 
be they female or male, part-time or full-time, that number is reduced to 36 hours a week, which is 
average for Europe.136

Perhaps, then, our common perception that employees are working harder and rising work strain 
can be explained by an increase in work intensity, say relating to the workplace pressures that are 
endured, or work effort that is expended throughout the working day. This is certainly suggested 
by the literature. Research by Francis Green and Steven McIntosh, for example, analysed data 
from the European Working Conditions Survey and found that work effort increased across Europe 
between 1991 and 1996, particularly in Britain, Ireland and France.137 Indeed, there is a broad 
consensus that work intensity increased between the 1980s and the mid-to-late 1990s, but levelled 
off towards the end of the 1990s. Yet since that leveling off, work intensity has not decreased, 
merely stabilised, with UK employees working at a consistently high level since 1997.138 In Europe, 
meanwhile, whilst there was an increase of European workers working under ‘a great deal of 
pressure’ between 1996 and 2003, there was little change in those working ‘very hard’. Numbers 
of employees with ‘never enough time to get things done’ and who ‘have to work extra time over 
and above formal hours to get through the job or help out’ actually registered a decrease.139 
Nevertheless, the European Working Conditions Survey reports a clear and consistent rise of 
perceived work intensity across Europe during the past 15 years.140 

There is little doubt that the broad socioeconomic and political changes of recent years have 
affected work intensity. That it has occurred across Europe, however, suggests that it is not 
reducible to the liberal economic model associated with the UK. The most likely explanation 

135 Ibid
136 Green, 2009
137 Green and McIntosh, 2001
138 Green, 2006
139 O’Connell and Russell, 2008
140 European Foundation, 2007
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for the experience of rising intensity is likely to be found in the interaction of rising skill levels, 
rapidly advancing technology, competitive pressures to increase productivity and mixed results 
on autonomy, discussed above. Francis Green and Steven McIntosh identify automation and 
computerised technologies as the important factors in work intensification.141 With the introduction 
of computers, work is rationalised so that so-called idle time is done away with; employees are able 
to progress from one task to the next at great speed, or undertake several at once. Thus, there 
can be something of a ‘squeezing’ of more and more activities and tasks into the allotted working 
time. Computers can also have the affect of blurring the boundaries between work and time off, 
with more and more employees working from home and their hours becoming more mutable.142 
Meanwhile, the greater complexity of tasks and the wider range of issues employees can be held 
to account on – even as discretion over tasks has diminished – result in the experience of greater 
strain. 

It is worth noting that work strain and stress-related ill health are often linked to employee 
autonomy. In his influential study, Karasek argues that ill health is more frequent when employees 
face high levels of psychological demand whilst enduring low levels of autonomy. This is because 
they cannot effectively deal with the stress created by more intense work; they bottle it up and 
suffer work strain and ill health as a result. Yet the inverse is also true: the potentially adverse 
affects of high intensity work on working conditions can be offset by employee autonomy.143 The 
more autonomous the workplace, the less likely it is that employees will experience work strain and 
stress-related ill health. 

The intensification of work raises some pressing issues for the good work agenda. The various 
attempts to delineate advanced people management practices that have emerged in recent years 
suggest that high performance is a ‘win-win’ for both sides of the employment divide.144 This is 
somewhat counterintuitive, for it suggests that employees gain on all accounts from what are, in 
effect, attempts by employers to boost productivity by eliciting greater discretionary effort. Skills 
utilisation and autonomy are certainly attractive propositions for employees. Yet there appears to be 
no automatic link between work reforms arranged under the banner of efficiency and productivity 
and the experience of meaning, fulfillment, or more straightforwardly, less strain, amongst workers. 
For this reason, advanced people management practices may not be without trade-offs between 
the interests of employees and employers.145

141 Green and McIntosh, 2001
142 European Foundation, 2007
143 Karasek, 1979
144 See Appelbaum et al, 2000 
145 Ramsay et al, 2000
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We all know it when we come across it even if we lack a common language to describe it. Its that 
buzz. That something. That X factor. Some organisations and workplaces have it in abundance. 
Many don’t.

While the bottom line for every organisation is that it must be competitive, there are strategic 
choices to be made about how ‘the deal’ operates. The example of those firms and workplaces that 
manage people well – let us call them good work organisations – needs analysing and spreading. 
This is particularly pertinent in the 21st century as so much value is tied up in people and their 
willingness to do the best possible job. For this reason the employment relationship is of undoubted 
strategic significance. The ways people are managed and led is central to the process of value 
creation: how technology is implemented, how change is dealt with, how customers are served, 
how products and services are marketed, how investors make gains – all depend, one way or 
another, on people. And yet this report has explored the variety of ways in which this centrality of 
people is denied and marginalised in practice, at least at national level.

For the UK has a job quality problem. But it is not the one it thought it had. 

The issues highlighted so often during the 1990s – namely, casualisation, insecurity and long 
working hours – do not stand out to the same extent today (though we do not yet understand fully 
the impact of the financial crisis and recession). Instead, the causes that call out for much greater 
attention are the decline of autonomy, the evidence that skills are not being fully used and the 
absence of trust and engagement.

In particular, there have been stark falls in the abilities of people to exert control over their work 
– to be able to exercise judgment over the order, pace and detail of work; to be, albeit in a limited 
way, a sovereign over a job-remit. Instead, micro-management and rigid specification appears to 
be in evidence. Compared with twenty years earlier, the uncomfortable fact is that people have 
much less discretion over how to do their jobs, whatever the rhetoric about empowered, innovation-
hungry employees. There are, of course, stellar examples of firms that have successfully ‘freed up’ 
workers, such as SEMCO or Google. But their example has not been widely imitated. 

While we do not yet know enough about what lies behind this finding, autonomy is a critical issue in 
good work debates, not least because concerns about organisational performance and individual 
fulfillment come together in advancing a case for greater individual job discretion. The evidence in 
favour of freeing employees from rigid rules, bureaucratic controls and superfluous procedures is 
overwhelming. 

Conclusion
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Meanwhile, working time and work intensification matter. People do experience that their work 
requires much greater effort than it once did. It is thus likely to be felt to be more intrinsically 
stressful. At the same time, one of the ways stress is mediated – the scope to exercise control – is 
diminished. Together these two trends are potentially a public health concern.

These are bold claims. Since the 1990s, we have built up a firm and possibly caricatured picture 
of how the UK’s flexible labour market operates. It is a picture we need to revise. Insecurity at 
work, beyond the movements of the economic cycle (for example, that worries about losing one’s 
job rise during recessions and decline during periods of expansion) is difficult to detect in national 
level datasets. This does not mean significant changes in employment patterns are not happening 
at organisational or sectoral level, simply that there is no clear pattern of support in the UK as a 
whole for the numbers of ‘proper jobs’ being in decline, and atypical, contingent work being in the 
ascendant. The UK remains a ‘job-holding society’, at least at present. Potentially, this can be seen 
as an element of good news for those organisations and leaders keen to see more good work; a 
degree of attachment to workplaces, colleagues and organisations is a vital ingredient in job quality.  

What are the most momentous changes in the deal of the last 30 years? Three stand out. 

First, the increasingly sophisticated skills that have become ‘normal’ in work and the related 
upgrading of the occupational structure. Second, the retreat from the collective traditions of UK 
employment relations has been swift and very dramatic. Third is the extent to which forces beyond 
the interaction of employers and employees are shaping the deal – clients and customers are 
blurring organisational boundaries. There is less compelling evidence, however, of the revolution in 
management practices. High performance work organisations (or other preferred labels) are rising 
in prominence, but thus far comprehensive adoption is apparent only in a minority of workplaces. 
There is an ‘implementation gap’ between techniques or approaches suggested by research to be 
effective in getting the best out of a more skilled workforce in terms of skill utilisation, autonomy, 
trust and engagement, and companies’ willingness to adopt them.

The analysis in this report will inform the Commission’s deliberations about how to get more of 
good work. To be continued.

Conclusion
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