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the future of good work

This monograph, the last in a series under the theme of
“Advancing Opportunity”, explores the future of “good
work”. There has been a lack of attention given to the 
quality of work, despite the fact that for most people work
is where they spend most of their time, and for many 
others it is where they derive a fair proportion of their 
status, their dignity, their self-esteem, their identity and
their sense of personal progress. 

The phrase “good work” is intended to offer a broad rubric
to consider how the quality of working life can be
improved and performance and productivity enhanced. 
This collection of essays sets out how good work chimes
with the most pressing issues affecting our economy and
our society – including the rise of the knowledge economy,
globalisation and outsourcing, the difficulties of getting
people off welfare and into work, and skills – and outlines
how a new politics of “good work” can be constructed.

The Smith Institute thanks David Coats (Associate Director
- Policy at the Work Foundation) for editing this collection
of essays, and gratefully acknowledges the support of 
the Reed Foundation towards this publication and the
associated seminar.
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Foreword
Rt Hon James Purnell, Secretary of State for Work and Pensions

The evidence has long since caught up with the commonsense intuition that having a 
job is good for people’s well-being: that unemployment has a damaging effect on our
country’s mental and physical health. 

However, when people are concerned about whether or not their jobs are secure, when
more people are finding themselves without work, the quality of the jobs that people 
do have may come to seem less important. This series of essays comes as a particularly
timely reminder that the quality of work matters, as well as the quantity of jobs in 
our economy.

As David Coats writes in his contribution to this book “work is good for us, but work is only
really good for us if it is ‘good work’”. Of course, in this climate we need to do all we can
to help people remain in or to get back to work, but whatever the economic position it is
also right for all of us to consider how we can improve the working environment at 
the same time. 

There is a growing understanding of the components of good work, of the factors that we
need to consider to ensure that people feel fulfilled and satisfied in their jobs. I welcome
the useful analysis contained in these pages and in particular see the benefit of drawing
all the threads together here, so that these factors can be seen as a coherent whole, rather
than in isolation.

Employers, employees, healthcare professionals and policy makers all need to understand
the considerable advantages of good work. It benefits companies by improving their 
bottom line, protecting their staff and enhancing their reputation as a progressive
employer. It benefits employees by making it more likely that they will be productive,
healthy, and happy with their work.

The government is increasingly keen to support and develop the good work agenda, 
building on the progress made with our policies on health, work and well-being.
Improving Health & Work: Changing Lives,1 the government’s response to Dame Carol
Black’s review of the health of Britain’s working-age population, has set out a 
comprehensive package of measures. It makes clear how individuals and employers 

1 Department for Work & Pensions and Department of Health Health & Work: Changing Lives: The Government’s
Response to Dame Carol Black’s Review of the Health of Britain’s Working-age Population, Cm7492 (November 2008)
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can adopt the good work principles, and ensure that they have the right help and support
to prevent ill health or to act quickly should people fall ill.

However, it is clear to me that the government alone cannot shape and impose good work
in isolation. I particularly welcome this publication’s contribution to the debate, setting
out the various roles and responsibilities of the key players and clearly demonstrating that
good work is everyone’s business and in everyone’s interests.
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Chapter 1

Good work in recessionary times 

David Coats, Associate Director - Policy at the Work Foundation
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1 Somavia, J A Fair Globalisation: The Role of the ILO, report of the Director-General on the Commission on the Social
Dimension of Globalisation (International Labour Organization, 2004)

Good work in recessionary times

Why is the Smith Institute publishing a collection of essays on “good work” when the
economy is in recession and unemployment is rising? Some might argue that the only
concern now should be with the quantity rather than the quality of work. After all, 
the evidence is very clear: almost any job is better than no job. Unemployment has a 
corrosive effect on both physical and mental health and is particularly devastating for
young workers – if you are unemployed before you reach the age of 24 then your risk of
unemployment is high for the rest of your working life. Good work is nice to have but is
by no means essential: work is what really matters.

This commonsense objection may have some immediate intuitive appeal, but it amounts
to little more than a counsel of despair. It is derived from the view that the world as it is,
as bad as it is, is as good as it ever will be – at least until the mysterious process of 
economic recovery has begun. One could be uncharitable and describe this as an 
orthodox conservative position: “If we try and change anything for the better we will 
simply make the situation worse.” A more measured assessment would perhaps warn 
that this rather bleak pessimism rules out any attempt to improve the conditions of 
the most disadvantaged in good times as well as bad. 

An even better objection is that most decent and civilised societies offering fairly equal
life chances to their citizens have been successfully constructed on rather different 
principles. Full employment and quality jobs were the declared objectives of public policy
from 1944 until the New Right revolution of the 1980s. My task in this essay is to 
reaffirm these goals and demonstrate their relevance in today’s circumstances. 

Juan Somavia, director-general of the International Labour Organization, expresses the
argument like this:

The primary goal … today is to promote opportunities for women and men to obtain decent
and productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity.1

It is during recessions that our principles are tested. Just as we are unwilling to abandon
democracy or forgo our human rights in the interests of economic efficiency, so should
we be unwilling to abandon our commitment to good work during a period of economic
contraction.
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Of course, pessimists on the left would say that capitalism reveals its true and brutal
nature during a slump. We should not expect corporations to behave well, because that is
not how markets work – all the incentives are oriented to cut-throat competition, a race
to the bottom and a relentless focus on price. If we want to live in a better world we must
make the case for social and economic transformation.

Market fundamentalists on the political right would say that this is how capitalism works
too. But they would argue that the principle here is “no pain, no gain”. In their view 
unemployment is a price worth paying to restore the economy to equilibrium because, in
the long run, a reliance on unconstrained market solutions will ensure that we are all more
prosperous, even if some unfortunate people are bruised along the way. At this point 
we should perhaps remind ourselves of Keynes’s pithy observation that “in the long 
run we are all dead”.

The argument advanced in this essay – and in most of the other contributions to this 
volume – is that the pessimistic view can and must be rejected. “Good work” is just as 
relevant in recessionary times as during a boom: the objectives of the employment 
relationship do not change; employers are under the same pressures to achieve high 
performance by recruiting, motivating and retaining the best people; and employees have
the same legitimate expectation that they will be treated fairly by their employers.
Moreover, a neutral observer might struggle to reconcile the various pessimistic stand-
points with the ubiquitous employer rhetoric that “our employees are our greatest asset”,
or with the emerging view that investment in human capital is a central feature of a
knowledge economy. 

There is something equally odd about the view that employers are free to offer bad work
when the labour market is weak, and have no alternative but to offer good work when the
labour market is strong. The suggestion seems to be that “nice” and “nasty” strategies can
be switched on and off according to the prevailing labour market conditions. This has 
to be a mistake. It is difficult to imagine that employees will be attracted to work for a 
company that has acquired a bad reputation during the recession. Remaining an employer
of choice creates a powerful logic for consistent good work approaches in both upturns
and downturns. 

Employers ought therefore to reflect on how they can position themselves to respond
effectively to the recovery when it finally arrives. “Tough” stances during the recession
could prove to be self-defeating, especially if toughness manifests itself as a free and easy
approach to redundancy. 

T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E
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The argument here is straightforward. Once an employee has gone home with a 
redundancy cheque in their hand they have gone for good. When the economy begins 
to grow again the employer will find that they are faced with the significant costs of
recruiting, training and closely monitoring the performance of new employees. Inevitably
it will take some time for these employees to become fully productive and the employer
will have to tolerate somewhat lower output than would otherwise have been the case.
Redundancy can therefore prove to be an easy and a costly option.

A further implication of this argument is that there is no case for deregulation of the UK
labour market. Making it even easier to hire and fire workers could prove to be economically
inefficient, whatever right-wing commentators may say.2 A better solution perhaps would
be for the state to support a temporary short-time working scheme, allowing employers
and employees to agree to reduce working hours for the duration of the recession, with
the government offering the workers partial compensation for lost earnings. 

This is the kind of unglamorous intervention that can have a significant impact on 
outcomes. It shows that governments can act intelligently to safeguard both employment
and labour standards.

The brutal realities of the employment relationship
So far the case for good work has been advanced on instrumental grounds – treat people
well and you will get good performance. But a better argument can be advanced, which
is derived from substantive principles about the nature of work and the role that it plays
in our lives. There are three important preliminary points to be made here. 

First, the labour market is a market in people rather than things, and this means that it is
a market unlike any other. Second, work is a fully human activity and unavoidably a social
act – it engages all our skills, talents, capabilities and emotions. In other words, human
beings are ends in themselves and should never be viewed simply as means to an end.3

Third, the rights that we hold as citizens are not sacrificed at the moment we cross 
our employer’s threshold. These rights include the right to freedom of association, to
organise collectively and to establish collective bargaining if a large enough number of
employees choose to join a trade union. 

Standing behind these fundamental human rights are some powerful background 
principles, the most important of which is that the decisions affecting us have to be 

2 For an example of the genre, see: Libby Purves “In a Slump We Need Real Jobs for Real Money” in The Times, 
12 January 2009
3 Budd, J Employment with a Human Face (Cornell, 2004)
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justified and legitimised before they can be implemented. This is a potentially radical
notion in the world of work, because so much of the contract of employment today
betrays its origins in the law of master and servant. Far from being rooted in a conception
of democratic citizenship, the contract of employment in common law jurisdictions is
characterised by the (potential) exercise of coercion:

[T]he relation between an employer and an isolated employee 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 that
subordination may be concealed by that indispensable figment of the legal mind known
as the contract of employment.4

My case, however, is that this model of the employment relationship is inconsistent both
with the notion of work as a fully human activity and with the principles of democratic
citizenship. For the sake of clarity, this does not amount to an argument for some fully
developed model of workers’ control, just as the commitment to democratic citizenship
does not require direct citizen involvement in every single decision made by a policy maker
or public official. The essential point here is that consent has to be sought beyond the
point at which an employee signs the contract of employment. 

Where important changes are proposed, employers should explain what they plan to 
do and why; they should listen to employees (both individually and collectively) and 
potentially revise their programme in response to these views. Perhaps an example from
public service provision can illuminate the argument: the administrative reorganisation of
records management in an NHS trust would not need to be subject to widespread public
consultation, whereas a proposal to reconfigure accident and emergency or maternity 
services almost certainly would. A similar principle ought to apply to major employer 
decisions as they affect employees. People at work need to know that they have a 
stake in the decisions that matter; they need to be participants, not victims, active agents
rather than the subjects of orders from above.

These principles of justification and legitimation are likely to become more rather than
less important during a recession. Employers will be making difficult decisions about
staffing levels, the design of jobs and the organisation of work. Those made redundant
must believe that the process of selection is fair and that all other possibilities to job loss
have been examined. 

T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E
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4 Kahn-Freund, O Labour & the Law (Stevens & Sons, 1983)
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5 Marmot, M Status Syndrome (Bloomsbury, 2004)
6 Ibid

Moreover, those still employed by the organisation are unlikely to be highly motivated 
if they believe that their employer has behaved unfairly. A substantive case for industrial
citizenship is reinforced here by a prudential argument that employers have very good 
and wholly self-interested reasons to behave well. 

Job quality and life chances
Some readers may find that this is enough to clinch the argument for the relevance of
good work. For those who remain sceptical, we can offer further compelling reasons for
taking job quality seriously, drawn from the discipline of epidemiology, which studies
health outcomes across populations. We know from these studies that the nature of the
job you do can have a profound effect on health, life expectancy and life chances. Perhaps
we should summarise the argument as follows: work is good for us, but work is only 
really good for us if it is “good work”. 

Status and the relative perception of status are especially important here. Simply
expressed, those in higher-status occupations have better health and longer lives than
those in lower-status occupations. The security guard on night duty is more likely to
develop coronary heart disease than the “highly stressed” senior manager in the executive
suite. This social gradient can be observed across all societies that have made the 
epidemiological transition from the infectious diseases of poverty to the degenerative 
diseases of affluence.5

But even though social gradients are unavoidable, the steepness of the gradient, by which
I mean the scale of the difference between the rich and the poor, varies widely between
countries that seem to be equally prosperous. For our purposes there are two factors of
particular importance. The first is the extent of income inequality in the society – more
equal societies have a gentler social gradient. Second, the extent to which the experience
of work exacerbates the perception of status can also have a significant effect on health
and life expectancy.

Features of the workplace that are particularly important include:6

• employment security;
• the extent of autonomy, control and task discretion;
• an appropriate balance between the efforts workers make and the rewards that

they receive;
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7 Kivimaki, M et al “Effort-reward Imbalance, Procedural Injustice and Relational Injustice as Psychosocial Predictors of
Health: Complementary or Redundant models?” in Occupational & Environmental Medicine no 64 (2007)
8 Putnam, RD Bowling Alone (Touchstone, 2000)

• the possession of appropriate skills to ensure that employees can cope with periods
of intense pressure; 

• commitment by the employer to the principles of procedural fairness;7 and 
• the strength of workplace relationships, or what some researchers have described

as social capital.8

Taken together, these workplace characteristics can reasonably be described as constitutive
of what we mean by “good work”. Many of the contributions to this volume (see, for
example, the essays by John Philpott, Cary Cooper and Brendan Barber) build their 
arguments on these findings. Even though not all the contributors may agree on the
implications or policy prescriptions, there is at least a consensus around what the evidence
tells us about the realities of the workplace.

We can also see how “bad jobs” might become “good work” and how “good jobs” might
generate “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
underperformance will be met with dismissal. 

Of course the lawyer is likely to be higher paid (and will be healthier just by virtue of their
higher social status), and we would obviously prefer the situation if the cleaner were to
be paid more than the national minimum wage. But it is not immediately clear that the
lawyer has a “better” job when measured against the characteristics described above, 
particularly if they find themselves stuck at the bottom of the legal status hierarchy.
Indeed, those law firms offering “bad work” are likely to have a steeper social gradient
than firms offering “good work”. 

Differences between countries – the “employment regimes” story 
As Duncan Gallie demonstrates in his essay, different countries have adopted rather 
different approaches to the job quality question and have achieved rather different
results, with the Netherlands and the Nordic countries offering more high-quality jobs.
There are three conclusions that we might draw from this. 
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9 Hall, P and Soskice, D Varieties of Capitalism: The Institutional Foundations of Comparative Advantage (Oxford
University Press, 2001)
10 Gallie, D (ed) Employment Regimes & the Quality of Work (Oxford University Press, 2007)

First, there is no process (which some commentators might describe as globalisation) 
forcing a convergence on the lowest common denominator of wages and conditions.
Second, the varieties of capitalism literature, which draws a distinction between liberal
market economies (like the US and the UK) and co-ordinated market economies (like the
Nordics and Germany), has some explanatory usefulness, but cannot account for the fact
that jobs in Germany look more like jobs in the UK than jobs in Denmark.9 Third, the real
differences between countries are best explained by their “employment regime”, especially
the extent to which job quality is given high priority by government and other stake-
holders.10 This is manifested in a very different relationship between employers and trade
unions (where the quality of work is a specific item on the agenda) and is sustained by
well-funded government programmes to incentivise workplace reform. 

This then leaves us with the question of whether we can modify our employment regime
in the UK to ensure that more people at work have access to high-quality jobs. A pessimist
would say that the problem of path dependency means that we are stuck with what we
have: “regime change” is always ineffective and all that can be done is to ameliorate the
worst excesses of unconstrained markets. 

I remain more optimistic. There are lessons that the UK can learn from those countries
with better job quality performance, but at the level of principle rather than detail. At the
very least the government could begin to encourage co-operation in the workplace
through a pilot programme for workplace reform, could legislate to give workers the right
to be informed and consulted about the job quality impact of workplace change, and
could identify and disseminate good practice. 

Some progress has already been made; witness the proposed Good Work Challenge Fund
recently announced by the Department for Work & Pensions, and the Healthy Workplaces
element that is about to be incorporated into the Investors in People standard.
Nevertheless, it is difficult to argue that government policy is systematic and co-ordinated;
there is still a strong case for a more determined and ambitious approach. Quite what this
might mean for public policy is developed further in the final essay in this collection,
building on the wide-ranging contributions that follow.
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Chapter 2

The changing quality of work –
skill and employee involvement 

Professor Duncan Gallie CBE FBA, Nuffield College, Oxford
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The changing quality of work – skill and employee involvement

Over the past two decades, there has been a remarkable convergence of views between
specialists in management and in employee well-being about the importance of improving
the quality of work. Among management analysts, a growing body of theory and research
has pointed to the importance of skill development and employee involvement for the
efficiency of organisations in a modern economic environment. At the same time, those
concerned with employee welfare have increasingly pointed to the importance of the way
work is organised for both the stress that people experience in work and their long-term
physical health. 

A common emphasis in all of this is the need to raise the skill level of jobs and to 
ensure that employees are given scope to participate at work, whether as individuals or 
collectively. The European Commission has responded to these developments by underlining
the centrality of “better jobs” to the objective of creating a more competitive knowledge-
based economy. Research is beginning to enable us to map empirically how work quality
in Britain has been changing over the past decade and a half, and how Britain compares
with some of its competitors. 

This chapter offers a brief overview of some of the evidence and its implications for 
policy makers. It suggests that developments in Britain have been very ambivalent for the
quality of work and that we still fall well short of the progress made in the Scandinavian
countries. 

Quality of work, productivity and employee well-being
Management theorists have pointed above all to the shift away from mass-produced
goods to an emphasis on more customised and higher-quality goods and services.1

Traditional management practices (often referred to as Taylorist) aimed to increase 
efficiency and reduce costs by simplifying tasks, making work performance easier to 
monitor and reducing training costs for new employees. But as research documented, this
led employees to have little interest in their work and to feel low levels of commitment
to their organisations. 

Changes in the economy, it is argued, have made these forms of work organisation

1 Delarue, A, Van Hootegem, G, Procter, S and Burridge, M “Teamworking and Organizational Performance: A Review of
Survey-based Research” in International Journal of Management Reviews vol 10, no 2 (2007), pp127-148; Ichniowski, C,
Kochan, TA, Levine, D, Olson, C and Strauss, G “What Works at Work: Overview and Assessment” in Industrial Relations
vol 35, no 3 (1996), pp299-333; Walton, RE “From Control to Commitment in the Workplace” in Harvard Business
Review vol 85, no 2 (1985), pp77-84
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increasingly dysfunctional. Growing customer preference for more complex and varied
products and the expansion of the service sector, where success often depends crucially
on the quality of interactions between employees and their customers or clients, requires
not only a higher level of skill among employees but also their willingness to use their 
personal initiative and to contribute over and above requirements that can be specified 
in formal rules. 

This requires a significant modification of traditional principles of organisational design:
with continuous learning becoming embedded in the work process, teamwork encouraged
and the active commitment of employees secured by closer involvement in decisions
about work practices. 

Approaches starting from a concern for employee welfare also emphasised the 
demotivating character of traditional work practices. Early education within both the
family and school seeks to stimulate a desire for personal growth. Work is potentially one
of the key arenas in which people can develop their skills, achieve recognition and gain 
a positive sense of identity. But work settings across both factories and offices in most
sectors of industry gave little scope for this, leading to frustration expressed either in
workplace conflict or in personal withdrawal. 

Moreover, in the 1990s, there was mounting evidence that work pressure was increasing.
As organisations sought to reduce downtime, and greater emphasis was placed on delivery
times, the pace of work and the constraints of deadlines became more pronounced. This
was reinforced in the service sector by the increasing expectations of customers and
clients. Research pointed to the fact that the combination of high pressure and low 
personal control at work was particularly harmful for employees’ psychological well-being
as well as for their long-term physical health.2

At the same time, given the large share of time that paid work occupied in their lives, there
was evidence that work experience could spill over into the quality of people’s lives 
more generally.3 Those who were given little scope for taking decisions at work tended 
to become passive in their leisure lives. Similarly, work stress was a significant factor 
contributing to problems in family life. A concern with employee well-being required,
then, the development of systems of work organisation that allowed people to use 

T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E
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2 Karesek, R and Theorell, T Healthy Work: Stress, Productivity & the Reconstruction of Work Life (Basic Books, 1990);
Theorell, T and Karesek, R “Current Issues Relating to Psychosocial Job Strain and Cardiovascular Disease Research” in
Journal of Occupational Health & Psychology no 1 (1996), pp9-26
3 Kohn, M and Schooler, C Work & Personality: An Inquiry into the Impact of Social Stratification (Ablex Publishing
Corporation, 1983)
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and develop their skills, exercise their initiative and have greater control over their 
work environment.

Given the relative consensus in the field on the importance of raising skills at work and
increasing employee involvement, how well do changes in the nature of jobs in Britain
reflect these needs?

In contrast to Denmark, Finland, France and Sweden, Britain has no tradition of rigorous
large-scale surveys dedicated to mapping the changing quality of work. There is, however,
one source that provides valuable information over time – the British Skills Survey series.
The first of these representative national surveys of the British workforce (the
Employment in Britain Survey) was carried out in 1992, followed by three Skills Surveys in
1997, 2001 and 2006 that included many of the core questions used in 1992, together
with a more extended range of questions to explore the prevalence of specific types of
skill.4 The surveys included questions on both the skill level of jobs and on forms of
employee involvement, as well as providing a good deal of contextual information about
the nature of the job task and the work setting. 

Are jobs becoming more skilled?
Assessing skill trends prior to these surveys was difficult, given the weakness of available
measures of job skills. Some researchers used the distribution of the workforce by 
occupational class as a proxy, but this has been criticised on the basis that the skills used
by those in any given occupational class could change over time – clerical work being a
classic example. Others – in particular economists – used the educational qualifications of
individuals. But this involves the implausible assumption that there is no mismatch
between the skills acquired by individuals and the skills really used in jobs. If people are
constrained to take jobs that need less education than they have acquired, the measure
will be seriously biased. 

It is unsurprising that different analysts came to radically different conclusions about
whether the skill level of jobs was rising or declining. The Skills Surveys introduced three
measures of “broad skills” that refer directly to the nature of jobs. They assume that the
skill level of a job is captured by the learning time required to be able to do the job, as
proxied by both educational qualifications and the duration of training periods. Taking
reports by employees of what would be required for a new recruit to the job, they take

4 Duncan Gallie and Michael White co-directed the 1992 survey, Alan Felstead and Francis Green the 1997 survey and
Alan Felstead, Duncan Gallie and Francis Green the 2001 and 2006 surveys. For a full account, see: Felstead, A, Gallie, D,
Green, F and Zhou, Y Skills at Work 1986-2006 (ESRC Centre on Skills, Knowledge & Organizational Performance, 2007);
Gallie, D, White, M, Cheng, Y and Tomlinson, M Restructuring the Employment Relationship (Clarendon Press, 1998)
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account of different types of learning: general education, vocational training and initial
on-the-job learning. These indicators give us the best available picture of the way in which
job skills in Britain have been changing. 

The three measures show a consistent pattern for the period between 1992 and 2006 –
with a significant rise in work skills (see table 1). For example, the proportion of jobs
requiring no qualifications fell from 33% in 1992 to 28% in 2006. Training periods 
lasting two years or more increased from 22% in 1992 to 29% in 2006. The proportion of
jobs requiring less than a month “to learn to do well” fell from 22% in 1992 to 19% in
2006. Although the evidence covers a shorter period, the use of more specific skills also
shows a general tendency to increase. The improvement in job skills affected both men
and women and, indeed, there was a marked convergence in job skills between the sexes
(with a particularly strong rise in skills among female part-timers).

However, there are a number of reservations to this generally optimistic picture of the
increasing skill level of jobs in Britain. First, the rise in job skills was most evident for the
period 1992 to 2001. There was little change either in educational qualifications required
or in the duration of necessary on-the-job learning times between 2001 and 2006, although
there was a continued rise in vocational training times. Similarly, the increased demands for
specific skills stopped rising over the most recent period in three out of 10 domains (number
skills, technical know-how and problem-solving). This suggests that the strong dynamic for
rising job skills that marked the 1990s has not been sustained in the new decade. 

Second, there is some evidence that the rise in job skills did not keep pace with the growth
in people’s own skills. Comparing the qualifications required for a person’s job with their
own educational qualifications, there was a growing mismatch over time. Whereas in
1992 some 22% of employees had higher qualification levels than were required for their
job, this was true for 39% in 2006.

Finally, such comparative data as we have suggests that Britain lags substantially behind
many of its EU-15 competitors. In 2004 the European Social Survey included a similar type
of measure of job skills, based on the number of years of post-compulsory education
needed. In comparison with most of its EU-15 competitors, Britain stood out as having a
particularly high proportion of jobs that did not require post-compulsory education
(49%). This compared with only 25% in Denmark, 16% in Finland, 17% in Sweden, 29%
in Germany and 24% in France. Only Spain and Portugal had a higher proportion of such
jobs than the UK. Moreover, this picture of a lower skill level of jobs was to be found 
within each occupational class (table 2 gives, by way of illustration, the comparison 
with the Scandinavian countries and Germany). 
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Employee involvement
Much of the literature on trends in the quality of work assumes that a rise in job skills will
lead to an increase in employee involvement. More complex skills, it is argued, are more
difficult to monitor; employers will want to take full advantage of employees’ knowledge
of the work process and employee involvement will help ensure higher commitment to
the organisation and therefore better performance. But was it in fact the case that there
was an increase in employee involvement?

It is clear that traditional forms of involvement, through trade union and staff association
representation, have been steeply in decline over the period.5 Whereas in the late 1970s
over half of all employees were union members, by the early years of the current decade
the proportion had fallen to 29%. Over the same period the proportion of employees
whose pay and conditions were set by collective bargaining declined from more than 70%
to 35%. But it is commonly argued that such collective influence has been replaced by
more direct employee influence at work. 

In attempting to assess this, it is important to recognise that employee involvement can
take different forms, and it is an open question whether these are closely interdependent
or develop in distinct ways. In particular, it is important to distinguish between individual
task discretion (the extent to which a person can take decisions about their own job task),
collective team decision making and consultative involvement (where employees have
meetings with management in which they can be informed about and express views on
developments within the organisation).

With respect to individual task discretion, the evidence from the Skills Surveys shows 
a marked decline, rather than an increase, from the early 1990s in the control that
employees are able to exercise over their jobs. Task discretion is measured with a set of
four questions about the influence the employee could exercise over how hard they
worked, deciding what tasks to do, how the task was to be done and the quality standards
to which to work. Taking those who thought they had a great deal of influence, the 
proportions fell from 71% in 1992 to 53% with respect to how hard they worked, from
42% to 29% for choice of tasks, from 57% to 43% for the way tasks were done and from
70% to 51% for control of quality standards. The decline was most marked between 1992
and 2001 and changed little between 2001 and 2006. It was equally evident for men’s 
and for women’s work. 

5 Fernie, S and Metcalf, D Trade Unions: Resurgence or Demise? (Routledge, 2005); Kersley, B, Alpin, C, Forth, J, Bryson,
A, Bewley, H, Dix, G and Oxenbridge, S Inside the Workplace: First Findings from the 2004 Workplace Employment
Relations Survey (Routledge, 2006)
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There was some difference in the timing of the decline by sector: it was most marked in
the private sector in the first half of the 1990s (perhaps reflecting the restructuring of
organisations in a period of economic recession and rapid technological change), whereas
it affected primarily the public sector between 1997 and 2001 (possibly owing to the
introduction of new methods of public-sector management, involving the widespread
introduction of targets and indicators with the aim of improving efficiency and 
accountability).

Comparisons with other countries in the EU-15 show that Britain is close to the average
in terms of the level of task discretion exercised by employees.6 Its employees have 
considerably more control over their immediate jobs than their equivalents in Portugal,
Spain, Italy and Greece. But, at the same time, they have significantly less discretion than
employees in Denmark, Finland, Sweden or the Netherlands. Moreover, in contrast to the
sharp decline in task discretion in Britain, there has been a steady increase in most EU-15
countries in the say that employees can exercise over their jobs. Between 1995 and 2005,
employee discretion rose in nine out of the 15 countries and remained unchanged in 
two others.7

Arguably, the decline in the ability of individuals to control their job tasks might reflect a
shift towards more team-based forms of work. Perhaps there has been no overall loss 
of job control but rather a change in the way it is exercised. It is certainly the case that 
teamwork has increased in British industry. The Skills Surveys show that in 1992 some
47% of employees worked in teams, whereas by 2006 the proportion had risen to 59%.
But teamwork can take many forms and does not necessarily provide team members with
significant say over the way they do their work. Taking employees who are in teams with
substantial influence over the way they do their work, the trend has again been towards
a decline rather than an increase in employee involvement. In 1992 some 21% of 
employees were in teams with real decision-making powers; by 2006 this was the case 
for only 14%.

There is no similar trend data at European level. But evidence for 2005 suggests that Britain
is just above the EU-15 average in the prevalence of employee involvement in teams with
some decision-making power. The European Survey on Working Conditions (with smaller
samples and using rather different indicators from the British Skills Surveys) shows that
18% of British employees were in teams that could decide on the division of tasks and the

6 Gallie, D “The Changing Quality of Job Tasks” in Gallie, D Employment Systems & the Quality of Working Life
(Oxford University Press, 2007)
7 Author’s own analyses of the 2005 European Survey on Working Conditions, conducted by the European Foundation
for the Improvement of Living & Working Conditions
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choice of the head of the team, compared with 15% for the EU-15 as a whole. Again,
Britain was very much better placed that the Southern European countries of Greece, Italy,
Portugal and Spain. But it fell substantially short of the Scandinavian countries: in
Denmark 23% of employees were in such teams, in Finland 25% and in Sweden 28%.8

It is only with respect to the third form of employee involvement – “consultative involve-
ment” – that the trend data for Britain points to an improvement in the opportunities 
to have a say over their work. In 1992 some 63% reported that management at their 
workplace held meetings in which they could express their views about what was 
happening in the organisation, whereas by 2006 this was the case for 71%. However, 
this is a form of employee involvement that gives relatively little assurance of effective 
influence, and we have no European benchmark for how Britain compares in this 
respect with other European countries.

Some conclusions: the British paradox and the role of policy
In the light of the very widespread view that efficient production in an advanced 
knowledge-based economy and the welfare of employees require the adoption of forms
of work organisation that both raise skill levels and heighten employee involvement,
Britain presents rather a paradox. There is certainly evidence of an increase in the skill 
levels of jobs, although Britain would still appear to be well behind some other countries
in this respect. But employee involvement in decision making at work, whether with
respect to individual control over the job or involvement through team decision making,
has declined. Although Britain is about average among EU-15 countries in terms of the level
of employee involvement, the trend over time contrasts strongly with most other countries,
where employees have been given more say over their jobs during the past decade. 

The contrast with the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands is particularly striking.
They have significantly higher levels of both job skill and employee involvement. More-
over, they demonstrate that it is possible to provide employees with much greater involve-
ment in decision making without incurring a disadvantage in economic competitiveness.
These countries appear to have achieved the virtuous circle between high productivity and
employee welfare recommended by many specialists in the field. Why should they have
been better able to achieve this? The differences could in principle be explicable in terms
of underlying differences in the composition of the workforce. But more detailed analyses
reveal that, even when variations between countries in terms of the sex and age composition
of the workforce, occupational and industry structure and the size of workplaces are taken
into account, the differences in employee involvement still stand out. 

8 Author’s own analyses of the 2005 European Survey on Working Conditions
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This points towards an explanation primarily in terms of the policies pursued by 
governments, employers and unions in the different countries. While Britain has never had
an explicit, well-resourced policy programme aimed at improving the quality of work
organisation and employee involvement, these countries have had policies that have
actively pursued such objectives. The particular approach varied by country – but in each
case there were common features. The issue of “decent” or “developmental” work was
placed clearly on the policy agenda, and health and safety legislation was extended to
cover the psychological stresses that can arise from poor work organisation. Incentives 
were provided to encourage dialogue between management and employees around 
these issues. 

In Sweden, particularly from the 1970s, a series of legal changes and well-funded 
initiatives were undertaken by government, culminating in a vast programme for working
life reform in the 1990s – the Working Life Fund (AFL) – which is estimated to have 
affected approximately half of all employees across the range of industrial sectors.9 In
Denmark and the Netherlands, improvements in work quality were driven primarily
through reforms in health and safety measures.10 The emphasis on employee welfare in the
Scandinavian countries was certainly underpinned by the influence on national policy
making and workplace decision making of particularly strong trade unions. These 
countries developed a distinctive “employment regime” that emphasised inclusiveness
both at work and in the labour market.11 But the Netherlands is interesting as a case in
which such initiatives were taken in conditions where grass-roots trade unionism has
been consistently weaker than in the UK. 

Our evidence indicates that Britain has still far to go to match the level of job skills and
to provide the opportunities for employee involvement of countries such as these.
However, their example points to the potential efficacy of deliberate government policy
initiatives, designed in close co-ordination with the social partners, for progress on 
these issues. 

T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E

21

9 Gustavsen, B, Hofmaier, B, Philips, MK and Wikman, A A Concept-driven Development & the Organisation of the
Process of Change: An Evaluation of the Swedish Working Life Fund (John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1996)
10 Frick, K and Wren, J “Reviewing Occupational Health and Safety Management – Multiple Roots, Diverse Perspectives
and Ambiguous Outcomes” in Frick, K, Jensen, PL, Quinlan, M and Wilthagen, T Systematic Occupational Health & Safety
Management Systems (Elsevier Science, 2000); Karageorgiou, A, Jensen, PL, Walters, D and Wilthagen, T “Risk
Assessment in Four Member States of the European Union” in Frick et al (2000), op cit; Nielson, KT “Organizational
Theories Implicit in Various Approaches to OHS Management” in Frick et al (2000), op cit
11 Gallie (2007), op cit
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Table 1: Changes in skills in Britain 1992-2006

(%) 1992 2006
Qualifications required for the job
None 33.0 27.6
NVQ level 4 26.5 30.3

Training required
None 41.5 39.9
Over two years 21.9 29.3

Initial on-the-job learning time 
Less than a month 22.3 19.3
Over two years 21.5 24.8

Source: Employment in Britain Survey 1992; Skills Survey 2006

Table 2: Proportion of employees in jobs with no post-compulsory education or 
training required at the point of recruitment

(%) Denmark Finland    Germany   Netherlands    Sweden     UK
Higher professional- 8.2 2.1 15.1 6.8 6.2 30.8
administrative

Lower professional- 11.5 11.4 19.0 13.5 12.7           41.9
administrative

Upper routine 18.5 8.4 30.0 41.1 32.6           76.5
non-manual

Lower routine 53.5 27.4 70.5 48.8 44.1           84.5
non-manual

Manual supervisors 19.2 20.0 25.0 25.6 17.2           52.4

Skilled manual 34.1 31.3 44.6 43.9 32.2           60.0
workers

Semi- and non-skilled 87.1 60.6 79.5 59.4 65.6           94.0
manual workers

Source: European Social Survey, 2004
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Table 3: Changes in employee involvement in Britain 1992-2006

(%) 1992 2006
Task discretion 
Great deal of personal influence over:
What tasks 42.4 28.7
How to do the task 56.9 42.7
How hard works 70.7 52.5
Quality standards 69.6 51.1

Works in a team 47.1 58.9
Works in a self-directing team 21.3 14.2

Meetings where can express views 62.6 70.7

Source: Employment in Britain Survey 1992; Skills Survey 2006
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Good work – implications for research and policy

Government policy has, for a number of years, been concerned with the quality of working
life. More recently, as academics and public policy makers emphasise the importance 
of the “quality of employment as an important issue in its own right”, this concern 
has expressed itself in policy initiatives designed to provide “fulfilling employment”.1

The recent review on “working for a healthier tomorrow”2 makes it clear that “work 
should be ‘good work’ which is healthy, safe and offers the individual some influence 
over how work is done and a sense of self-worth”.3 This, of course, requires change, 
particularly a commitment from employers and employees “to invest resources and
change behaviour”.4

So, if good work is good business, then what does this mean for policy and policy
research? The answer, it seems, requires researchers and policy makers to consider not just
the more conventional approaches to health and well-being at work but also emerging
work that emphasises positive work behaviours, “mental wellness” and “employee 
happiness and health as viable goals in themselves”.5

We begin our enquiry by first addressing the costs to employee well-being in terms of
stress and work-related illness. We then explore, through the positive psychology move-
ment,6 the idea that something more is needed, that emphasis should also be placed on
positive work experiences and those factors that allow individuals to flourish and enrich
the quality of working lives.7 This leads to considering what we mean by “good work”, and
finally what this means for future policy and research.

The costs of stress and work-related illness 
Work stress is widely recognised as a major challenge to health and well-being. Policy 
documents make it clear that “bad jobs” affect employees’ well-being and make them ill,
and that the task is for government agencies, professional organisations, employers and
employees to work together to make healthier choices easier, to improve the quality of

1 Brown, A, Charlwood, C, Forde, C and Spencer, D Changing Job Quality in Great Britain 1998-2004, DTI Employment
Relations Research Series no 70 (Department for Trade & Industry, 2006), p1
2 Black, C Working for a Healthier Tomorrow: Dame Carol Black’s Review of the Health of Britain's Working Age Population,
presented to the secretary of state for health and the secretary of state for works and pensions (TSO, March 2008)
3 Ibid, p21
4 Ibid, p51
5 Bakker, AB and Schaufeli, WB "Positive Organizational Behaviour: Engaged Employees in Flourishing Organizations” in
Journal of Organizational Behavior no 29 (2008), p148
6 Seligman, MEP and Csikszentmihalyi, M “Positive Psychology: An Introduction” in American Psychologist no 55 (2000)
7 Fredrickson, BL “The Role of Positive Emotions in Positive Psychology” in American Psychologist no 56 (2001)
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working life and to support the health and well-being of employees.8

Statistics from the Health & Safety Executive show that “the most widespread workplace
hazard is stress”.9 In 2007/08 work-related stress, depression or anxiety affected 442,000
individuals, with an estimated 13.5 million working days lost because of these work-related
conditions.10 This, notes the HSE, represents an estimated average of 30.6 working days
lost per case and makes stress, depression or anxiety the largest contributor to the 
overall estimated annual days lost from work-related ill health in 2007/08. 

The HSE estimates that a further 27,000 people who worked in the last 12 months reported
suffering from work-related heart disease in 2007/08. Similar findings emerge from the 2008
Psychosocial Working Conditions Survey,11 in which 17.1% of respondents reported that they
found their job either very or extremely stressful. This figure is the highest since the surveys
began in 2004. There is no sign yet, conclude the report’s authors, of a fall in job stressfulness.

Work stress brings with it costs to employees, employers and society. Understanding the
cost of work stress helps “make the case for the benefits that can be gained from improving
the quality of working life”.12 In its policy paper on Mental Health at Work,13 the Sainsbury
Centre for Mental Health makes it clear that “every organisation in Britain is affected by
mental distress and ill health in the workforce”. The centre’s paper sought to quantify
“three main components of cost associated with mental health in the workforce”,14 including
sickness absence, presenteeism (below par performance when employees come to work ill)
and turnover. In attempting to quantify these costs the paper draws attention not just to
work-related causes of stress and mental ill health, but also to the issue – often ignored
by organisations – that the majority of people with non-work-related mental health 
problems are “almost as likely to be working as anybody else”.15 The concern is that 
organisations are just not aware of the general levels of mental ill health at work.

8 Dewe, P and Kompier, M “Foresight Mental Capital & Well-being Project” in Wellbeing & Work: Future Challenges
(Government Office for Science, 2008)
9 Hodgson, JT, Jones, JR, Clarke, SD, Blackburn, AJ, Webster, S, Huxtable, CS and Wilkinson, S Workplace Health & Safety
Survey Programme: 2005 Workers Survey First Findings Report (Health & Safety Executive, 2006)
10 Health & Safety Statistics 2007/08 (Health & Safety Executive, 2008)
11 Webster, S and Buckley, P Psychosocial Working Conditions in Britain in 2008 (Health at Work Group of the Health 
& Safety Executive, 2008)
12 Cooper, C and Dewe, P “Well-being: Absenteeism, Presenteeism, Costs & Challenges” in Occupational Medicine no 58
(2008), p522
13 Mental Health at Work: Developing the Business Case, policy paper 8 (Sainsbury Institute for Mental Health,
December 2007)
14 Ibid, p16
15 Ibid, p6
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Noting the difficulties of establishing the costs of stress and well-being but drawing on a
number of sources of cost data, the paper estimates that the aggregated quantifiable
costs “for absenteeism, presenteeism and staff turnover, falling on employers because of
mental health problems in the UK workforce”16 totalled for 2006 around £25.9 billion.
Costs, of course, extend beyond those incurred by employers and could include, for example,
incapacity benefit costs, loss of taxation revenue and medical costs. Then there are the
costs to families and carers, support costs and initiatives and perhaps legal arrangements
costs and risks. 

Promoting health and well-being at work, providing supportive arrangements for those
employees who need it, and engaging in preventative practices and early identification
procedures does, the paper concludes, make good business sense, offers tangible financial
benefits and establishes best practice in respect of a cost to employees that “is simply too
high to be ignored any longer”.17

Positive psychology
While psychology has played a significant role in articulating how individuals endure 
and survive under stressful conditions, psychologists’ almost exclusive concern with 
prevention has led to the feeling that now something more is needed that shifts the 
traditional problem focus of psychology towards a perspective that captures how 
individuals flourish and how they can be encouraged to do so. 

This has led to the rise of what is described as the positive psychology movement.18

The aim of positive psychology “is to begin to catalyse a change in focus of psychology
from preoccupation only with repairing the worst things in life to also building positive
qualities”.19 The focus of positive psychology is on identifying those factors that enable
individuals to flourish, that capture the positive experience and that enrich the quality of
individual lives.20 A positive psychology perspective urges researchers to assume a much
wider perspective “regarding individual potential, motives and capacities”21 – one that
allows the value of such a perspective to be integrated into research and policy. 

Work-related issues have not been immune to the influence of the positive psychology
movement, and in a parallel development the field of positive organisational studies has

16 Ibid, p4
17 Ibid, p1
18 Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, op cit
19 Ibid, p5
20 Fredrickson, op cit
21 Sheldon, KM and King, L “Why Positive Psychology is Necessary” in American Psychologist no 56 (2001), p216
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emerged. Generally the focus of positive organisational studies stems from the belief that,
to gain a fuller understanding of organisational life, research and policy should embrace
not just the problematic, but also what it is about the organisation that allows individuals
to flourish, and what can be learned from those experiences.22

Two strands capture the essence of positive organisational studies: positive organisational
behaviour and positive organisational scholarship. Positive organisational behaviour has
at its core the development, measurement and management of positively orientated 
individual strengths and capacities that contribute to organisational performance improve-
ment.23 Interestingly, from this core set of ideas researchers now argue that a positive work
focus must “include the pursuit of employee happiness and health as viable goals in 
themselves”, because “employee health and well-being is becoming a business value of
strategic importance”.24 Integrating these views into research and policy means not just
developing an agenda to “proactively assist employees in their pursuit of healthier and
more meaningful lives”,25 but also recognising that “in its truest sense, ‘healthy’ work
means the promotion of both psychological and physical well-being”26

Positive organisational scholarship has as its primary focus the workplace, and has as its
aim the study of the ways in which employees and organisations flourish,27 that which is
positive in organisations28 and the mechanism through which positive performance
occurs. It encourages researchers and policy makers to ask the question “what is going right
in organizations and what can we learn from these examples of human flourishing?”.29

It captures and reinforces the idea expressed by Tetrick30 that the mechanisms underlying
ill health are likely to be different from those that underlie positive health, and so it is this
broader focus that should become the basis for research and policy decisions. 

These two strands of positive organisational studies are not new in the sense that only

22 Roberts, LM “Shifting the Lens on Organizational Life: The Added Value of Positive Scholarship” in Academy of
Management Review no 31 (2006)
23 Luthans, F “The Need for and Meaning of Organizational Behavior” in Journal of Organizational Behavior no 23
(2002), pp695-706
24 Bakker and Schaufeli, op cit, p148
25 Wright, TA “Positive Organizational Behavior: An Idea Whose Time Has Truly Come” in Journal of Organizational
Behavior no 24 (2003), pp437-442
26 Turner, N, Barling, J and Zacharatos, A “Positive Psychology at Work” in Snyder, CR and Lopez, SJ (eds) Handbook of
Positive Psychology (Oxford University Press, 2005), p715
27 Roberts, op cit
28 Bakker and Schaufeli, op cit
29 Roberts, op cit, p294
30 Tetrick, LE “Individual & Organizational Health” in Perrewe, PL and Ganster, DC (eds) Historical & Current Perspectives
on Stress & Health: Research in Occupational Stress & Well-being vol 2 (JAI, 2002)
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now has there been the “discovery of positivity”.31 The importance of these two strands lies
in the argument that it is time to broaden our perspective and extend our focus so as to
gain a better “understanding of the meaning and effects of working”.32 The positive and
negative are, as Roberts suggests, “truly inseparable, linked to gain the most significant
insights about organizations and the individuals who create them”.33 Both must be 
taken seriously. 

Good work 
On average, individuals spend close to a third of their lives at work, and because how 
satisfied they feel at work has a considerable influence on how satisfied they feel with 
life generally, it is no wonder that the evidence suggests that good work is beneficial to
health and well-being. 

Yet the landscape of work has, over the past two decades, changed dramatically and 
continues to change as a consequence of a number of global forces. These forces include
increased internationalisation and global competition, technological innovation and 
the increased sophistication and use of interpersonal communication technology and
demographic shifts in the workforce. 

These forces have increased the demands for workforce mobility; accelerated the flows of
capital; influenced how capital, materials and labour are organised, combined, skilled and
located, and how organisations are structured and managed; transformed the rate of
knowledge transfer; increased the significance of knowledge-intensive industries; and
stimulated the trend towards a culturally diverse workforce, reflecting generational and
gender differences, immigration patterns and the demands for higher skills and more 
flexible working. And they will continue to do so.

These factors have already begun to intensify the work experience, particularly in respect
of how work is allocated and performed and the management practices designed to
ensure performance goals are achieved. For many, especially those employed in the 
service sector, work has taken on more of an emotional quality that negatively influences
not just feelings of satisfaction but also feelings of accomplishment and engagement. 

Working long hours with demanding performance schedules has meant that work-life
balance has become an issue, with a sustained demand for flexible working and the focus
by different government agencies on policy development that aim to promote “ways of

31 Bakker and Schaufeli, op cit
32 Turner et al, op cit, p715
33 Op cit, p302
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working that enable employees to combine paid work with other aspects of their lives
more effectively”.34 Nevertheless, despite the progress that has been made in terms of 
flexible working options, the Equal Opportunities Commission concludes that “the 
flexibility agenda” remains “unfinished business for 21st-century Britain” and that “the
way we work no longer fits the changing world we live in”.35

So, if long hours and the intensification of work have led to work practices being at odds
with the way we want to live, what then makes good work? The evidence as to the nature
of good work comes from a number of sources. Data from the 2005 British Social Attitudes
Survey, for example, pointed to participants emphasising the importance of intrinsic job
characteristics (such as interesting work and being able to work autonomously), in addition
to preferring a job that allows them to help other people and that is useful to society.36

These findings are supported by data from the Work Foundation,37 which showed that
respondents emphasised work that fulfilled personal goals and opportunities to work with
others. The importance of meaningful work was also a theme that emerged from the
Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development’s Survey of Human Resources Trends and
Prospects.38 What is clear when “good work” is described is that it seems to stem from the
nature of the work itself, control and influence over the job and work, a sense of achievement,
and the opportunity to use one’s skills, talents and initiative. Task discretion – involving
not just how the work is done, but the pace of work – also appears to positively influence
job satisfaction and adds to our understanding of what constitutes good work.39

The importance of management’s role in influencing “good work” cannot be ignored.
Results from the Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development survey already referred
to clearly supported the view that participants with a positive view of management “are
those who are most engaged with their work, perform better and less likely to quit their
jobs”.40 The importance of a leadership style that establishes a culture of trust, fairness,
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34 Bell, A and Bryson, C “Work-life Balance – Still a Women’s Issue?” in Park, A, Curtice, J, Thomson, K, Bromley, C,
Phillips, M and Johnson, M (eds) British Social Attitudes: Two Terms of New Labour: The Public’s Reaction (22nd report)
(Sage Publications, 2005), p33
35 Equal Opportunities Commission Enter the Timelords: Transforming Work to Meet the Future, final report of the
EOC’s investigation into the transformation of work (2007), pp3, 13
36 Crompton, R and Lyonette, C “Are We All Working Too Hard? Women, Men, and Changing Attitudes to Employment”
in Park, A, Curtice, J, Thomson, K, Phillips, M and Johnson, M (eds) British Social Attitudes: Perspectives on a Changing
Society (23rd report) (Sage Publications, 2007)
37 Isles, N The Joy of Work? (Work Foundation, 2005)
38 Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development A Barometer of HR Trends & Prospects 2007: Overview of CIPD
Surveys (2007)
39 Brown et al, op cit
40 Ibid, p21
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individual consideration and stimulation makes it difficult “for academics or business
practitioners to argue with the notion that effective leadership contributes to the positive
health of an organization”.41

Positive leadership must be embedded in strong human resource practices,42 with the
important element being partnership, with employees working together at all levels of 
the organisation so that “employees experience the benefits and voluntarily commit to 
go the extra mile and raise their performance”.43 The active ingredient in partnerships is 
communications, and, as Taylor argues, partnership “should no longer be regarded as 
a well-meaning slogan”44 – it is the basis on which aspects of good work like trust and
commitment are established.

Healthy workplaces
Allied to “good work” is the issue of what makes a healthy workplace. Two assumptions capture
the nature of a healthy workplace: that it is possible to identify those job and organisa-
tional factors that reflect the key characteristics of a healthy workplace; and that such a
workplace leads to a healthy and productive workforce.45 From their literature review,
Grawitch and his colleagues identified five categories of organisational practices that are aimed
at achieving a healthy workplace. These categories include work-life balance, employee
growth and development, health and safety, recognition and employee involvement.46

Similarly, in his work on searching for happiness at work, Warr47 identifies 12 environmental
sources of happiness. These sources include, for example, personal control, opportunity to
use skills, variety, contact with others, valued social position and supportive supervision.
In Warr’s framework, “a psychologically ‘good’ job scores well across these 12 features”.48

These findings on the nature of “good work” are supported by the work of the Foresight
Project on Mental Capital and Wellbeing.49 This programme recognised that “encouraging
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41 Turner et al, op cit, p721
42 Dewe and Kompier, op cit
43 Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development, op cit, p26
44 Taylor, R Britain’s World of Work – Myths & Realities, ESRC Future of Work Programme seminar series (Economic &
Social Research Council, 2005), p22
45 Grawitch, MJ, Gottschalk, M and Munz, DC “The Path to a Healthy Workplace: A Critical Review Linking Healthy
Workplace Practices, Employee Well-being and Organizational Improvements” in Consulting Psychology Journal:
Practice and Research no 58 (2006)
46 Ibid, p132
47 Warr, P “Searching for Happiness at Work” in The Psychologist no 20 (2007)
48 Ibid, p727
49 Foresight Mental Capital & Wellbeing Project: Final Project Report – Executive Summary (Government Office for
Science, 2008)
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and enabling everyone to realize their potential throughout their lives will be crucial for
our future prosperity and well-being”.50 Their focus on work and working lives took the
same view and argued that the benefits from work in terms of general fulfilment and
well-being should be available to everyone and that achieving this goal should be a 
priority for researchers and policy makers alike. 

To encourage organisations to promote well-being, the programme proposed a number 
of interventions. These included encouraging organisations to collect well-being data 
and implement annual well-being audits and to act on their findings. These data and 
such findings would not only encourage organisations to engage in early detection and
identify prevention strategies, but also to identify those procedures, policies and initiatives
that allow employees to achieve a sense of engagement, intrinsic satisfaction and flourish.

Other interventions included: 

• the integration of those possessing occupational health expertise with primary care
professionals, to facilitate not just the prevention of work stress but also the support
necessary for rehabilitation back into work; 

• the achievement of work-life balance goals by extending flexible working arrangements
to all working people; 

• the need for better training for managers so that they understand the impact that
management style can have on mental capital and well-being; and 

• raising the profile and awareness of the importance of mental health and well-being
at work, through the establishment of a workplace commission that would work with
organisations to engage in a range of “good work” activities and to encourage
organisations to illustrate their commitment to such practices by showing well-being,
health and mental capital indicators in their annual reports. 

From the research data, a clear and consistent picture emerges as to what makes “good
work”. To ensure that good work factors are embedded in research and policy, a framework
is needed that does not just focus on the traditional (but no less important) issue of 
preventing employee resource depletion, but broadens that focus to include those 
factors that allow employees to replenish their resources. In this way research and policy
initiatives need to recognise that to develop a “holistic picture” of working life, they must
“capture the tension between positive and negative states and infinite possibilities for
overcoming and flourishing”.51

50 Ibid, p9
51 Roberts, op cit, p302
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Chapter 4

Good work and the knowledge
economy    

Ian Brinkley, Director of the Knowledge Economy Programme 
at the Work Foundation  
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Good work and the knowledge economy 

The “knowledge economy” is a term often used but seldom defined. Across the world, both
industrialised and non-industrialised economies either think they already are or aspire to
be knowledge-based economies; and, within each country, states, regions and major cities
all want to be knowledge-based. 

What we mean by the term “knowledge economy” is a transition from an economy that relied
more on physical investment in new machines, factories, offices, equipment and vehicles
to one where knowledge-based assets or “intangibles” have become more important. The
Economic & Social Research Council’s general definition captures this well:

… economic success is increasingly based upon the effective utilisation of intangible
assets such as knowledge, skills and innovative potential as the key resource for 
competitive advantage. The term “knowledge economy” is used to describe this emerging
economic structure.1

The transition towards a knowledge-based economy can be tracked and measured in 
three ways. 

First, investment in intangible assets such as research and development, software, design,
brand equity, and human and organisational capital has increased much faster than
investment in physical assets. The latest estimates published by the Treasury in October
2007 showed that investment in intangible assets was worth about 30% of investment in
physical assets in 1970 and 130% in 2004. Estimates using the same methodology show
a similar story in the US, Netherlands, and Finland.

Second, in all economies of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation & Development
for which we have comparable figures, the share of employment has gone up in 
knowledge-intensive services such as financial and business services, high-tech services,
and education and health services;2 the share of employment in manufacturing has gone
down; and the share in more traditional services (such as hospitality and distribution) has
either remained stable or grown slowly. 
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1 Economic & Social Research Council Knowledge Economy in the UK Factsheet (2005)
(http://www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/facts/index4.aspx)
2 OECD definitions
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Third, we can measure the share of the workforce engaged in knowledge work. However,
although the terms “knowledge work” and “knowledge worker” are used just as frequently
as “knowledge economy”, they have proved even more elusive to pin down.

Defining the terms
Management guru Peter Drucker is credited with popularising the term “knowledge 
worker”.3 Back then he argued: 

Today the center is the knowledge worker, the man or woman who applies to productive
work ideas, concepts, and information rather than manual skill or brawn … Where the
farmer was the backbone of any economy a century or two ago … knowledge is now 
the main cost, the main investment, and the main product of the advanced economy 
and the livelihood of the largest group in the population.4

Forty years on, and we seem little closer to pinning down the terms “knowledge worker”
or “knowledge work”. There are no official agreed definitions and no standardised 
measures. As with the term “knowledge economy”, the term “knowledge worker” is used
frequently and indiscriminately. It encompasses anyone from a relatively small number of
professional and technical specialists to a sizeable chunk of the workforce. 

The Work Foundation’s Knowledge Economy Programme interim report5 argued that what
distinguished knowledge from information was the way in which knowledge empowered
actors with the capacity for intellectual or physical activity. Knowledge is a matter of 
cognitive capability and enables actors to do and reflect. Information, by contrast, is 
passive and meaningless to those without suitable knowledge. Knowledge provides the
means by which information is interpreted and brought to life. 

A further distinction is between “tacit” and “codified” knowledge.6 The latter can be 
written down, for example, in manuals, guides, instructions and statements and is easily
reproduced. Tacit knowledge, however, resides with the individual in the form of expertise
and experience that often cannot be written down and is expensive to transfer to others.
In many respects, codified knowledge and information are indistinguishable. The significant
difference is, therefore, between tacit knowledge and information. 
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3 Drucker, PF The Age of Discontinuity: Guidelines to Our Changing Society (Transaction Publishers, 1968)
4 Ibid, p264
5 Brinkley, I The Knowledge Economy: How Knowledge Is Reshaping the Economic Life of Nations (Work Foundation, 2008)
6 See: Lundvall, B and Johnson, B “The Learning Economy” in Journal of Industry Studies vol 1, no 2 (1994);
Organisation for Economic Co-operation & Development The Knowledge-Based Economy (1996)
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Robert Reich7 was a bit more explicit in outlining what he terms as the “symbolic analysts”,
the workers who engage in non-standardised problem solving using a range of analytic
tools often abstract in nature. The keys to these workers’ success include creativity and
innovation and incorporate occupations ranging from lawyers to bankers to researchers
to consultants. 

One common approach to pinning down the term “knowledge worker” has been to use
proxy measures, such as levels of education. According to the World Bank, basic education
is required to use and process information, but higher-level education is required for 
“the production of new knowledge and its adaptation to a particular economic setting”.8

Another approach has been to use occupational classifications. Suff and Reilly9 provide a
useful summary of variations of this approach. Most studies either give examples of jobs
in the top three occupational categories of managerial professional (lawyers, teachers,
doctors) and associate professional workers (such as nurses and technicians) or say that
all those in these groups can broadly be regarded as knowledge workers. Some have 
combined the two measures to look at graduates within particular occupational groups.10

This kind of approach has the big advantage of being able to draw on existing statistical
classifications. But that is also its weakness. The educational measure (graduates and other
equivalent-level qualifications) suggests that about 31% of the UK workforce were
“knowledge workers” but the occupational measure gives a figure of 42%. Neither is based
on an assessment of the knowledge content of the work they do.

Who are the knowledge workers?
As part of the Work Foundation’s Knowledge Economy programme, a large and unique
survey asked people what they actually do at work and how often they perform particular
tasks. That information was used to assess the knowledge content of their jobs. The key
test was the cognitive complexity required for each task – the use of high-level “tacit”
knowledge that resides in people’s minds rather than being written down (or codified) in
manuals, guides, lists and procedures.

7 Reich, RB The Work of Nations (Vintage Books, 1992)
8 Chen, DHC and Dahlman, CJ The Knowledge Economy, the KAM Methodology & Work Bank Operations
(Work Bank, 2005), p5 
9 Suff, P and Reilly, P “In the Know: Reward and Performance Management of Knowledge Workers” in HR Network Paper,
MP47 (Institute for Employment Studies, 2005)
10 Elias, P and Purcell, K “SOC (HE): A Classification of Occupations for Studying the Graduate Labour Market” in
Researching Graduate Careers Seven Years On, research report no 6 (Employment Studies Research Unit/Warwick
Institute for Employment Research, 2004)
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We then grouped the workforce into seven distinct clusters of jobs ranging from “expert
thinkers, innovators and leaders” (the most knowledge-intensive groups) to “assistants and
clerks” (the least knowledge-intensive).11 We describe the two highest knowledge groups
as our “core” knowledge worker. 

With this measure we estimated that we have a 30:40:30 workforce – 30% in jobs with
high knowledge content, 40% in jobs with some knowledge content, and 40% in jobs 
with less knowledge content. 

Figure 1: The 30:40:30 knowledge workforce (% of all in employment)

Source: Work Foundation Knowledge Workers’ Survey 2008

We confirmed that knowledge work could not be fully described simply by looking at job
titles or education levels. About 20% of people engaged in jobs with high knowledge 
content – our core group of knowledge workers – were not graduates. Moreover, about
20% of graduates were in jobs with relatively low knowledge content. We also showed that
current job titles understated the knowledge content of jobs within some sectors, such as
manufacturing. When jobs are classified by knowledge content, high-tech manufacturing
has as many knowledge-intensive jobs, proportionately, as high-tech services.12

Knowledge work and knowledge workers are often seen as at the forefront of radical
workplace change. Under this scenario, well-educated knowledge workers have been
enabled by the new information and communication technologies to participate in the

11 The methodology, description of the categories and first results are set out in more detail in: Brinkley I, Fauth, B,
Mahdon, M and Theodoropoulou, S Knowledge Work in the Knowledge Economy (Work Foundation, 2009 forthcoming)
12 Brinkley, I Manufacturing & the Knowledge Economy (Work Foundation, 2009)
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global economy and throw off the shackles of permanent, long-term relationships with
the corporate world. This, we are told, will become the labour market norm in future, and
companies and organisations must adjust their work practices and forge new employment
relationships to cope.

There will be some who fit this image, but they are at the margin and confined to particular
sectors of the economy. Knowledge workers enjoy more flexibility than others and have
more opportunities to work at home, but the overall sense is one of conservatism rather
than radicalism when it comes to the employment relationship. Knowledge workers
appear to value long-term relationships with their employers and remain fairly attached
to the standard working day.

Within our 30% “core” knowledge worker group, the most knowledge-intensive group of all
(“leaders and innovators”) constituted just 11% of the workforce. These jobs combined high-
level cognitive activity with high-level management tasks. These knowledge-intensive jobs
are, we suspect, what some of the more excitable accounts of knowledge work have in
mind. The reality is that even after 40 years of uninterrupted growth in knowledge-based
industries and occupations, such jobs account for only one in 10 of those in work today.

One question that flows from this analysis is why knowledge work and the growth of the
knowledge-based industries has not led to a greater revolution in workplace organisation.
It could be that, offered the chance to become “intrapreneurs” or “nomads” or some 
form of “portfolio worker”, most people prefer to opt for more secure and traditional 
relationships with a bit more flexibility than had been previously possible. But it could also
be that many organisations and workplaces have not yet caught up with the possibilities
that better-educated workers and new technologies offer for increased flexible working. 

Our survey did not directly test out which of these propositions is closer to the truth or
whether it is an amalgamation of the two. However, it is striking that in one key area –
determination of hours – few knowledge workers had full control over the hours they
worked, and that a very large minority said they had no control at all. 

Labour market mismatches
The survey identified two big labour market mismatches. The first was between the skills
that people said they had and the demands their jobs made of them. The second was
between the organisational culture people perceived they actually worked in and the
organisational culture they would like to work in.

Significant minorities of workers reported that their jobs underused their skills. The gap
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was less marked for knowledge workers, but nonetheless significant. About 36% of 
knowledge workers said they were in jobs that underused their skills, compared with over
44% of those in jobs with some or little knowledge content. 

Taken at face value, employers are not making the most of knowledge workers’ skills,
despite such workers representing a substantial investment in human capital within the
organisation. However, the position was even worse for those in less knowledge-intensive
jobs – so organisations that employ knowledge workers appear to be doing rather better
at matching their talents to job demands than happens for other posts. This suggests 
a more general problem around issues such as job design, career development and 
progression across the workforce as a whole.

The vast majority of people in work think their organisation is characterised by formal
rules and policies, but very few say this is the sort of organisation they really want to work
for. The mismatch is even greater for knowledge workers: 65% said their organisations
were rule- and policy-bound, but only 5% expressed a preference for such organisations.

There is a much better match when it comes to characteristics such as loyalty and mutual
trust, for both knowledge and non-knowledge workers. About 50% of all workers said this
was a predominant characteristic of their organisation, and over 60% said it was their
preferred organisational characteristic.

Some of the differences in how people characterised their organisation can be partly
explained by whether the organisation was in a public-based industry (education, health,
public administration) or a private market-based industry. Public service workers were
more likely to say they worked in a rule-bound organisation (for which there are both
good and bad reasons), but they also said their organisations were less likely to be 
characterised by mutual trust and loyalty than in the private sector. However, when 
it came to preferences the results were similar: people reject rule-bound cultures and
value loyalty and trust, regardless of whether they work in the public or private sector.

Our survey was designed to distinguish jobs by tacit knowledge content, not by whether
they could be regarded as constituting “good” or “bad” work. It is easy to fall into the trap
of regarding all jobs not classified as knowledge-based as inherently inferior. One
researcher went so far as to declare that “all knowledge work is intellectual work. Thus, a
job that is not intellectual enough will not contribute to knowledge work. Such jobs
should not be allowed in a knowledge organisation”.13 Quite how the author thought 

13 Amar, AD Managing Knowledge Workers: Unleashing Innovation & Technology (Quarum Books, 2002)
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intellectual content should be assessed or how any organisation could possibly function
without large numbers of “non-intellectual” jobs was left unexplained.

That said, it is hard to detect much relationship between the growth of knowledge-based
work and changes in job quality indicators. Some measures suggest that job quality 
worsened somewhat in the 1980s and then improved somewhat in the 1990s – so that
today, indicators of job quality look remarkably similar to the mid-1980s. 

“Good work”
The next stage in the research on knowledge work is to look at the linkage between knowl-
edge-intensive work and indicators of good work such as job autonomy, repetitiveness
and intensity, satisfaction with pay and job security, and access to social capital within 
the workforce. Preliminary results suggest that the least knowledge-intensive jobs 
score significantly lower on a composite “good work” index than our core knowledge 
work group. 

The differences, however, are not huge. This might imply that our measures do not 
adequately distinguish between good and bad work. It might also imply, though, that 
significant improvements in job quality are possible for both knowledge-intensive and 
less knowledge-intensive jobs.

We can therefore find at best only weak linkages between the growth of the knowledge
economy and overall improvements in job quality. One implication might be that the
labour market has been polarising between well-paid, knowledge-based jobs in the top
third of the labour market and badly paid jobs in the bottom third, with the middle being
hollowed out as technology displaces many middle-wage jobs. As a result, the economy
has been generating more “good” jobs but also more “bad” jobs.

This certainly seems to be an important part of overall change in the labour market in the
1980s and early 1990s, but looking at the period after 1995 the evidence is somewhat less
compelling. Between 1995 and 2005 the shares of well-paid and low-paid jobs stabilise,
with the only significant growth in extremely well-paid jobs at the top of the wages 
distribution. 

This may be due to policy changes that have little directly to do with the knowledge 
economy – for example, the introduction of the national minimum wage at the bottom
of the labour market and faster growth in middle-wage jobs in the public sector. Another
possibility, however, is that changes in the nature of work mean that some mid-wage
occupations are less vulnerable to technological change than in the past. 
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For example, some administrative and clerical jobs may have become more knowledge-
intensive, as copy typists and routine information processing have been replaced by office
jobs that require much greater tacit knowledge and a wider range of technical skills. 
The recent government review of the manufacturing sector14 shows that jobs classified as
“professional” or “professional trades” now outnumber production workers. In both cases
we would expect such jobs to be more likely to be enhanced by new technologies rather
than displaced.

Effect on graduate jobs
However, it has also been argued that the growth of the knowledge economy is opening
up a new divide between the well-educated and the less well-educated. One argument 
is that the supply of graduates to the economy has outstripped the demand for jobs 
requiring this level of education. As a result, graduates are being forced into jobs not 
previously requiring degrees. This would imply that non-degree-holders would in turn be
forced out of the better jobs they would have previously held, leading to worse labour
market outcomes.

We might expect that if graduates were being forced into lower-paying jobs, the wage
premium would have fallen over time between graduates and non-graduates (although if
non-graduates are being in turn forced into even worse-paying jobs as a result, it could
be argued that the ratio would also be stable). We might also expect labour market out-
comes to worsen for non-graduates compared with graduates. Finally, we might expect
signs of wage polarisation within the graduate population between those forced to accept
non-graduate jobs and those continuing to enter graduate-level jobs.

There is no conclusive evidence that the overall premium has fallen, although some 
studies suggest it might be declining for more recent entrants to the labour market, and
others point to big differences in returns to education by subject. Nor has there been any
deterioration in the relative employment and unemployment rates when comparing
labour market outcomes between graduates and non-graduates over the period 1995 to
2005. Nor has there been a significant change of the share of graduates in better-paying,
middle-wage and poor-paying jobs over the same period. 

The Work Foundation’s Knowledge Worker Survey also suggests that, although overall
there is a problem for some graduates, it is not yet a serious one. Although about 20% of
graduates were in less knowledge-intensive jobs, they stayed in them for a much shorter
time on average than non-graduates. Some graduates, it might appear, move on to 

14 Department for Innovation, Universities & Skills and Department for Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform
Manufacturing: New Challenges, New Opportunities (September 2008)
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better things. Moreover, nearly half of graduates in less knowledge-intensive jobs said 
the demands of the job matched their skills.

The results reported above tell us that in a time of economic expansion the position did
not get any worse in terms of polarisation, but it certainly did not get any better. The gap
in employment and unemployment rates between graduates and non-graduates remained
large. We cannot assume continued stability during a time of economic contraction.
Indeed, as the recession bites, this picture will start to change and almost certainly for 
the worse. 

Recessions have very uneven impacts on people, industries and places. Graduates will be
less badly affected than non-graduates. Knowledge-intensive services will be much less
affected than the rest of the economy, and some – such as education and health – will
continue to grow. Knowledge workers, defined by the top three occupational groups, will
fare better than those in other occupations, especially manual workers. 

Those already in more knowledge-intensive jobs in knowledge service industries are more
likely to survive the recession without experiencing redundancy and unemployment than
those in less knowledge-intensive work in more traditional sectors. 

Recessions are especially harsh times for young people, and this downturn will not be an
exception. New graduates will fare less well – we can expect to see graduate unemployment
rise and more graduates forced to take jobs they would not previously have considered.
However, it is the young without higher-level qualifications who will do even worse. New
graduates have more labour market options (even if some are not very palatable) and may
be more geographically mobile. There will certainly be a widening gap between new 
graduates and those already in permanent work.

Put these likely trends together, and there is a real danger that we will see the re-emer-
gence of greater job polarisation in the labour market. This in turn will increase pressure
on the government to cut back the rate of expansion in higher and further education on
the grounds that the UK has an oversupply of graduates. The recession will indeed change
the balance between demand and supply for knowledge-intensive labour – primarily 
by restricting new jobs for graduate-level entrants. As graduate unemployment rises 
and more graduates take any job going, the further expansion of further and higher 
education will look more questionable. 

However, it is important that the cyclical effects are separated out from the longer-run
needs of the knowledge-based economy. The post-recession economy will see continued
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15 UK Commission for Employment & Skills Working Futures 2007-2017 (2009)
16 Comparing figures for the second half of 2008 and the second half of 1990; Work Foundation estimates from the
Office for National Statistics

growth in knowledge-intensive service industries,15 and to reduce the supply of graduate
labour now would have significant repercussions for the ability of such industries to
expand in the longer run. Indeed, there is a strong case to bring forward expansion in
higher and further education so that young people who would otherwise be consigned 
to a very difficult and possibly fruitless search for work have the opportunity to study
instead.

One of the biggest tests of any organisation is how to retain the trust, loyalty and 
commitment of the workforce at a time when some redundancies, cutbacks and loss of
earnings and promotion prospects are unavoidable. The relatively close match between
perceptions and reality of organisational preferences in terms of mutual trust and loyalty
that we saw pre-recession will come under strain.

So far employers have proved reluctant to lay off large numbers of people, with reported
use of pay and hours flexibility and recruitment freezes as alternatives to redundancy. 
In the first six months of this recession, employment has fallen by less than in the first 
six months of the previous recession.16 In addition, where cuts have been made they 
have fallen disproportionately on agency labour – partly to protect the “core” permanent 
workforce. 

Across the economy as a whole, business investment in knowledge-based intangible assets
is cut back less severely than investment in physical capital. The most resilient form of
investment is in human and organisational capital. 

These conclusions must be tentative, as they are derived from the time series estimates on
annual business investment in intangibles published by the Treasury rather than from
robust statistical measures provided by the Office for National Statistics. However, they
are plausible and we interpret the resilience of investment in human and organisational
capital as organisations trying to make the most of the surviving workforce, restructuring
and rethinking business models. 

This makes it more imperative for organisations to address the widespread and associated
problems of job quality, organisational mismatch and skills underutilisation. There is 
considerable scope to improve job quality for both knowledge and non-knowledge 
workers alike. 
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The growth of knowledge-based industries and knowledge work across the advanced
industrialised world has not of itself solved these interrelated problems, however. That will
require sets of policies and practices to promote job quality and the concept of “good
work” across all sectors and all jobs.
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Chapter 5

Good work – good business?     

John Philpott, Public Policy Director and Chief Economist at the
Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development 
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Good work – good business? 

Good work? Now that we are firmly in the grip of global recession, the question on most
people’s lips is more often: any work? As anxiety rises about the availability of jobs, 
concern about the quality of work might thus be considered a sideshow. Yet it is precisely at
a time of economic crisis that we should debate this fundamental issue, since the provision
of good work not only holds the key to our future prosperity as a nation but will also help
foster the business resilience needed to cope in tough times. 

Some dismiss as idealistic tosh the notion that what is good for business rests on the 
provision of good work. Indeed, the very thought challenges a deeply ingrained belief
within UK society that there is an inevitable adverse trade-off between anything that
improves business performance and the social condition of working people. As a result, for
example, talk of “modernised work practices” is often treated with suspicion rather than
welcomed as a sign of progress. 

This is in part a legacy of the low-trust industrial relations of the 19th and 20th centuries,
and in part also to the predominance of left-leaning capitalist critique in much academic or
journalistic analysis of the workplace. As hard-pressed businesses seek to cut costs in
today’s harsh economic climate and the redundancy rate climbs, vehement anti-capitalist
“us and them” rhetoric will doubtless resurface. But such a mindset is far too negative 
and, in particular, underestimates the extent to which continuing structural change is 
transforming the nature of productive relations, especially in advanced developed economies
like the UK. 

As high-quality customised products and services become more important to competitive
success and profitability, so does the treatment of people at work. Businesses wanting to
succeed thus need to switch from business models that treat workers simply as costs to
be minimised to those that instead treat workers as valuable assets that must be well
treated. In other words, good work is good business – which is precisely why more and
more businesses stress the importance of active employee engagement in meeting their
strategic performance objectives. 

Admittedly, the “good work is good business” imperative is not always and everywhere
being fully realised, resulting in the continued existence of too many examples of poorly
performing UK businesses offering poor-quality work. But, as I will argue here, one can
nonetheless identify the forward momentum for positive change in both management
practice and, aided by a sensible employment policy regime, evident tangible improvement
in the quality of work as experienced by most UK workers. 
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The business drivers of good work
With increasingly sophisticated consumers demanding high-quality and efficient service,
rather than just low-priced standardised goods, the challenge to all businesses – not 
just global players but also commercial and public-sector organisations serving purely 
domestic markets – is to compete on the basis of quality, design, personalised service and
efficiency of delivery. This means being responsive to customer demand and innovative in
both product and service development to keep ahead of the game. Moreover, increasing
competition, continual advances in technology and changing consumer tastes also mean
that organisations must be prepared for change and able constantly to adapt and reorganise.

The corollary is that because high-quality customised products and services are rich in
inputs of knowledge and “the personal touch”, people assets (or “human capital”) become
vital to raising the value of goods and services. This implies a radically different approach
to people management. People are assets with feet; businesses therefore need to do
everything they can to become employers of choice in order to attract, engage, motivate
and retain staff. Businesses also have to equip workers to be adaptable, to operate in
teams and to participate in continued learning, rather than training people in highly 
specialised skills to perform routine, unchanging tasks. And, of critical importance, this
kind of management is vital to improving the performance of people at work whatever
their occupation or job – it is not, as sometimes thought, simply for an elite cadre of 
well-paid knowledge workers. 

Most fundamental of all, successful businesses need to make people management integral
to everything they do. Consequently, all managers have to transform their relations with
those they manage: out go command, control and the passing down of instructions; in
come autonomy, discretion and the sharing of information. 

This is vital, not only in order to ensure effective performance, but also, and crucially, to
maintain the trust necessary to enable businesses to constantly reorganise – either in
response to or in anticipation of changes in the environments in which they operate.
Managers thus need to be able to lead people rather than simply manage them; qualities
of leadership become as important as, if not more important than, management per se,
especially at times of economic crisis such as we are now experiencing.

Depictions of the new people management and work organisation come in a variety of
forms. It is commonly referred to as “high-performance working”.1 The corresponding
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1 Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development and Engineering Employers’ Federation Maximising Employee
Potential & Business Performance: The Role of High-Performance Working (2003)
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management practices consist of things like creative job design, continuous appraisal,
autonomous or semi-autonomous team working, continuing learning, performance-
related pay and flexible hours.2

But in whatever guise, such a model requires a marked degree of shared-interest engage-
ment between management – senior, line and human resources – and employees. And
although it is organisational effectiveness rather than simply concern for the quality of
work that provides the driving force, the management practices needed to make the most
of people assets also score highest on all the indicators that are found by economists 
and psychologists to make workers happy: autonomy and scope for discretion, control
over the pace of work, a supportive climate, mutual trust, a dynamic atmosphere, and 
participation in decision making. 

This suggests that the quality of working life has to be good if businesses are to be fully
successful. If not, businesses find it difficult to secure the engagement and commitment
they need from those they employ in order to “go the extra mile” at work. 

It is of course arguable that the need of business to foster shared interest with employees
is no more than a cosmetic gloss on the fundamental power inequality that always exists
within capitalism. Indeed, some critical depictions of objectively good workplaces – such
as those in lists of “best companies to work for” – portray these as little more than a con
designed to seduce employees into committing their discretionary effort to the business.
The popularly received assertion that UK workplaces are increasingly full of overworked
“willing slaves” falls into this category.3 Yet even if true – the empirical basis for this 
assertion itself being questionable – this view has to acknowledge that businesses are
having to promise good work on one or another dimension to persuade employees to
commit and engage their energies. 

Anti-capitalist critics meanwhile highlight the poor pay and conditions of workers 
in developing countries as being inextricably linked to ostensibly high-value business 
models pursued by many global corporations. This fact is used to call into question the
ethical position of such businesses, and also said potentially to undermine the pay and job
security of workers in developed economies who constantly face the threat that their 
jobs will be “offshored” to lower-cost locations. 

But though this is beyond dispute in a global economy, it is no more than a statement of

2 Purcell, J, Kinnie, N, Hutchinson, S, Rayton, B and Stuart, J Understanding the People & Performance Link: Unlocking
the Black Box (Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development, 2003)
3 Bunting, M Willing Slaves: How the Overwork Culture is Ruling Our Lives (Harper Collins, 2004)
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the blindingly obvious. The operation of profit-seeking organisations in dynamic open-
market economies will always result in winners and losers, and there is never a guarantee
that economic conditions in any country conducive to more worker-friendly modes 
of production will not at some point give way to those conducive to a harsher work 
environment. 

Yet accepting change as a fact of economic life does not mean that the quality of working
life must always and everywhere be under pressure. Even in the midst of the global 
macroeconomic crisis, the underlying forces of structural change remain conducive to
better-quality work in the UK, and there is already plenty of evidence upon which to rest
a positive narrative of progress towards good work. 

Good work – things really have got better
Available survey evidence typically finds a very high overall level of job satisfaction in the
UK (usually at least two-thirds of employees say they are satisfied with their work),
though with some groups of people being more satisfied than others, other characteristics
being equal: women more than men; the less educated more than the highly educated;
managers more than other employees; non-unionised workers more than union members;
public-sector employees more than private-sector employees (though these sectoral 
differences exhibit fluctuations over time); people in smaller workplaces more than 
people in large workplaces; self-employed people more than employees.4

Moreover, the overall trend in the past decade or so has been for things to get better. 
As a recent comprehensive study of the latest Workplace Employment Relations Survey
concluded: 

Between 1998 and 2004 employees became more satisfied with the sense of achievement
they got from their work, felt that they gained more influence over their jobs, and 
perceived increasing job security and an improving climate of management/employee
relations.5

There has also been welcome improvement in most objective measures of job quality, such
as growth in real earnings and reductions in hours of work, aided by improvements in
basic employment rights, such as the introduction of the national minimum wage and the

4 Gardner, JA and Oswald, AJ The Determinants of Job Satisfaction in Britain, University of Warwick research paper (1999)
5 Brown, A, Charlwood, A. Forde, C and Spencer, D Changing Job Quality in Great Britain 1998-2004, DTI Employment
Relations Research Series no 70 (Department of Trade & Industry, 2006); see also: Kersley, B, Alpin, C, Forth, J, Bryson, A,
Bewley, H, Dix, G and Oxenbridge, S Inside the Workplace: Findings from the 2004 Workplace Employment Relations
Survey (Routledge, 2006)
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right for employees with young children to request flexible working.6 So, insofar as one
can describe work as good or bad on the basis of pay, conditions and minimum standards,
how workers are managed and how they feel about their work, the UK has undergone a
clear shift in the direction of good work. And despite a tendency for commentators to
knock the UK’s performance when compared with other EU countries, what might be called
our newly emerging “Anglo-social” labour market model has in fact arguably knocked the
long-standing Continental European social model into the proverbial cocked hat. 

However, although the positive impact of the shift towards good work is evident in many
indicators of job quality, the shift is neither smooth nor universal across or within industrial
sectors, with the operation of simple cost-based business models still widespread. This
explains some less positive developments in working life – notably high levels of work-
related stress – and the continued existence of too many poor-quality jobs. As a result, we
must be continually on our mettle: whether as business insiders like the Chartered
Institute of Personnel & Development, promoting the business case for good work, or as
public policy makers encouraging more businesses to recognise the business case.
Vigilance is especially necessary now that the recession is putting employee engagement
strategies to the test. But what more might be done, especially by government, to advance
the spread of good work? 

Should government adopt a more interventionist good work policy?
The long-held view of the British business community is that government should intervene
as little as possible in the workplace, since businesses are better placed to judge how best
to manage their people than are politicians or bureaucrats. According to this view, policy
makers should aspire to do no more than persuade or exhort businesses to raise their
game, with the assistance of independent expert bodies – such as the Chartered Institute
of Personnel & Development – equipped to help provide technical support, guidance or
voluntary codes of practice. Insofar as business accepts a role for direct policy intervention,
this is generally considered best confined to measures that put greater market pressure on
businesses and/or alter the conditions or incentives that they face. 

Increased competition, for example, is a major spur to higher business performance and
good work, and can be influenced in a variety of ways, including by combating monopoly
power in markets and encouraging more business start-ups. Similarly, government policies
for education and training can make a big difference to business success and working
conditions. Increasing the supply of basic and technical skills in the workforce makes 
it easier for businesses to adopt high-performance work strategies. And improving the 

6 Fitzner, G How Have Employees Fared? Recent UK Trends, DTI Employment Relations Research Series no 56
(Department of Trade & Industry, 2006)
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quality of management education and training makes it more likely that businesses will
develop the leadership capacity needed to pursue the kind of high-performance strategies
that will result in good work. 

But even within the business community it is acknowledged that adherence to the 
doctrine of “let managers manage” can be inadequate when it comes to tackling very poor
or downright bad workplace practice, and thus that continued prevalence of poor work
may justify stronger forms of government intervention and regulation.

Recognition of the limits of voluntarism has at times therefore resulted in more direct policy
interventions directed at the workplace. This has typically been more evident under Labour
than Conservative governments, with a particularly noticeable change in policy direction after
1997, since when successive Labour governments have pursued an active policy of improving
individual employment rights. Significantly, however, Labour’s post-1997 employment rights
and regulatory agenda has itself been implemented with a generally light touch and pre-
sented as a business-friendly means of combining workplace efficiency with social justice. 

In my view this latter approach has been sensible, appropriate and, as the measurable improve-
ment in working conditions considered above would seem to indicate, mostly successful. But
some protagonists for good work consider that the Labour government’s approach has been
timid and inadequate. Central to the good work debate, therefore, is the question of whether
government should be intervening more aggressively to improve the quality of working life.

The core dilemma facing policy makers in this respect is that (believe it or not) most 
businesses act in the best interests of those they employ. And while the law can be an
appropriate instrument for dealing with specific failings of business practice, it is normally
too blunt to cope with the complexity of business life (giving rise to the drawbacks of the “one-
size-fits all” nature of much employment regulation). This suggests that the best course is
to adopt a gradualist approach to employment policy, combining the introduction of sensibly
implemented minimum legal standards, with efforts to encourage businesses to voluntarily
adopt management practices best suited to their specific needs and those they employ. 

This conclusion will no doubt frustrate those who lobby for a more aggressively interven-
tionist good work policy. But sensible and rational policy making is always preferable to
responding to the populist quick fix or pursuing ideas derived from narrow ideology or
vested interest. We know from experience that policy introduced for the latter reasons all
too often has undesirable unintended consequences. We should all be in the business of
promoting good work. But the last thing we want is a good work policy that ends up with
some people suffering the pain and indignity of having no work at all.
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Chapter 6

Building the resilient workforce
– why mindset trumps skill set    

James Reed, Chairman of Reed
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Building the resilient workforce – why mindset trumps skill set 

Late in November 2008, I attended a business breakfast hosted by the accountancy firm
PricewaterhouseCoopers at their offices beside the Thames in London. The meeting had
been organised by the CBI and was billed as a human resources forum. The subject for 
discussion was the London Skills & Employment Board.

I was intrigued. What, I wondered, should be done? The collapse of the investment bank
Lehman Brothers in September had triggered an unprecedented sequence of events in
global financial markets. In effect, the world’s old economic order had come tumbling
down and we had all entered an altogether more dangerous phase. London, which just a
year before had been competing with New York for the title of global financial capital, 
was looking distinctly tarnished and the UK economy was clearly headed for a very 
difficult period.

The news from the London Skills & Employment Board did little to lift the mood. London,
we were told, had the lowest employment rate in the country and the highest number of
employers reporting poor skills available. In London 30% of working-age residents are not
in work, and 600,000 Londoners aged 20-64 have no qualifications. Add to this a cluttered
and confused provision of skills and employment services and the picture is darker still. 

If this was the situation after 16 years of uninterrupted economic growth, what, I wondered,
would it be like in the future? The speaker had moved on. She said that the board had set
a target to move the London-wide employment rate from 70.5% to 72% by 2013, an
increase of 75,000 people in work. This target had been set before the September crisis but
in any case it seemed rather arbitrary. Why shouldn’t the future employment rate be
72.5%, or 80% or 90%? She went on to say that the board was going to ensure that
London received a fully integrated customer-focused skills and employment service. 
She then said something that really stuck in my mind: “The trouble is,” she said, “we don’t
know which skills will be most in demand in 10 years’ time.”

No, we cannot know that, I thought. Spot on. 

The right mindset
It was then that I had a sudden insight. Obviously, I cannot second-guess which skills will
be most in demand in 10 years’ time, but I do know exactly what sort of people I will want
to hire in 10 years’ time. I was thinking of the young people in my office: bright, able, 
flexible people with a strong work ethic and a determination to get things done. I was
thinking of the people I meet across our business who are passionate about what they do
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and approach every day with energy and commitment. I was thinking of the people we
place into work every day who are positive, open-minded and prepared to engage with
the common cause; people who are persistent and resilient. In short, I was thinking of
people with the right mindset.

In a strange sense my insight seemed so glaringly obvious that it was not worth a second
thought. And yet the more I thought about it and the more I shared it with others and
received a positive reaction, the more it struck me that its implications could be very large
indeed. This concept of the right mindset just raised more questions. What does the right
mindset look like? How is it constructed? How much work is done in schools and colleges
to develop the right mindset? And how could this be incorporated with other key aspects
of education and personal development to improve every individual’s prospects, not to
mention the prospects of the economy as a whole? 

Before going further down this road, I thought it best to test my hypothesis. Fortunately,
I had a ready-made sounding board in our website, reed.co.uk. Since its inception in 1995,
reed.co.uk has grown into the largest private-sector jobs site in Europe. It receives more
than 2 million unique visitors every month, and over 10,000 different employers use 
the service. I would start by asking these employers, all of which are active recruiters, 
a simple question:

Please answer the following question by choosing either (a) or (b):

When making an employment decision and choosing between the final two shortlisted
candidates, which one of the following would you be most likely to hire?

a) the individual with the desired mindset who lacks the complete skill set for the job; or
b) the individual with the complete skill set who lacks the desired mindset for the job.*

*Mindset refers to an individual’s habitual mental attitude displaying characteristics 
such as curiosity, perseverance, determination, energy and drive. Skill set refers to the
skills required to perform a specific task, such as leadership skills, project management,
financial skills or ICT knowledge.

My instinct was that more employers would choose mindset over skill set. For this reason
I gave special emphasis to skill set by stressing “complete” skill set versus “desired” mind-
set. We received 1,263 responses. How do you think they responded? Take a moment to
think about what your answer would be, before you read on.
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The result surprised me:

• The individual with the desired mindset who lacks the complete skill set for the job
was chosen by 1,212 respondents.

• The individual with the complete skill set who lacks the desired mindset for the job
was chosen by 51 respondents.

This means that a staggering 96% of employers in this substantial sample chose mindset
over skill set. I must admit that even after a lifetime in recruitment, this was a lot more than
I had expected. What is more, it is an especially striking response at a time when businesses
are under considerable pressure and the impact of recession is being widely felt.

This is what some of the respondents had to say:

What’s the point in having an individual with the complete skills if they haven’t got the
right mindset in which to use them? Someone with the right mindset will be more than
willing to learn and develop the skills required, giving you the perfect candidate!

Mindset is so important. I had a very skilled employee here last year who came very well
recommended and had a great list of skills but despite being very impressive at interview,
she just didn’t want to work, had no enthusiasm, curiosity, entrepreneurship – big mistake
that I was fooled in the interview into thinking that the skills were so important.

My choice was made simply because if the person has the correct mental attitude coupled
with the desire to work you can train them to the levels required within your industry. 
I personally started in the catering industry by collecting glasses and cleaning up vomit
in a nightclub whilst attending college. Thankfully I have now risen through the ranks 
to my current position because I have been fortunate enough to have been taught by 
my peers whilst on the job with no real qualifications for my industry, just a good old-
fashioned work ethic that has pulled me through 16-hour shifts, five days a week, in an
industry that I love and feel appreciated in.

You can’t beat enthusiasm and drive, and I personally would like to take someone 
who has the desire to succeed, and gain the skill set, as opposed to someone who had 
the skill set but not the enthusiasm. Ideally we’d be offering the role to the person who
displayed both.

The last comment states the obvious: “Ideally we’d be offering the role to the person who
displayed both.” This is the key message for the London Skills & Employment Board, and
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indeed for anyone who is interested in improving the prospects of individual workers and
of the economy as a whole. The strongest candidates will have the desired mindset and
the complete skill set. The question then is: how do we ensure that as many people as 
possible approach the labour market from such a position of strength? And my concern is
that much of what is now on offer is facing the wrong way.

Born not made?
One common misconception is that mindset is somehow given and cannot be learned or
developed. This came over from a number of our respondents’ comments:

You can teach specific tasks, however you cannot teach attitude – something that is 
sadly lacking from the majority of candidates I interview.

Each individual is assessed on their own merit. Training can be provided where needed;
attitudes can prove harder to change.

Skills can be acquired through training and work experience. It is much easier to teach
than try to change someone’s mind.

In my experience, mindset is not some form of innate condition: far from it. Mindset is
something that is developed over time and is greatly affected by education and experience.
An individual’s mindset can be worked on, honed and developed. Life experiences can
make people more resourceful and more resilient or they can have the opposite effect. And
it is certainly possible to learn from people who have turned adversity to their advantage, 
just as they in turn have learned from the adversity itself.

This has certainly been our experience at Reed in Partnership, which is a business that
helps people who have been long-term unemployed – known as members – move off 
benefits and into work. Since we opened our doors to welcome our first members in east
London in April 1998, Reed in Partnership has helped more than 85,000 individuals make
the journey from welfare dependency into work. For every individual that journey 
has been different. Each had his or her own barriers to overcome. There is, however, a 
common theme. When they first come to see us, the vast majority of our members lack
confidence and suffer from low self-esteem. This is a perfectly normal consequence of
long-term unemployment. 

To return them to work, we have to first change their mindset. To do this, our personal
advisers work closely with the members on a one-to-one basis, and they are also referred
to group sessions. The results are striking. Reed in Partnership has placed people into work
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who have been unemployed for more than 20 years, people who have spent the bulk of
their adult life in prison and people who have been utterly convinced that they would
never work again. How? By changing their mindset.

I recently met one such member at the opening of a new Reed in Partnership office in
south London. Michael had been out of work for four years. He had previously worked for
18 years as a prison officer, but had been forced to stop work because of an acute heart
condition that led him to have a quadruple heart bypass. He had been claiming incapacity
benefit ever since. When Michael registered with Reed in Partnership he was assigned a
personal adviser. At the time, he was disillusioned and demoralised about his job prospects
and thought he had little hope of returning to work. Michael had, however, volunteered
for the new Pathways programme because he wanted to put his life back on track.

Michael’s personal adviser, Anna, met him on a regular basis. Anna probed him about his
work as a prison officer and about the skills that it required. It eventually became apparent
that far from having a narrow, out-of-date, prison-based skill set, Michael had a good
number of very relevant customer service skills. When Michael realised that he had 
customer service skills, his mind was opened to a whole new world of opportunities. 
This single insight moved his mindset from the default “I can’t” to “I can”. Michael is 
now working at a major London hospital as a sterile services assistant.

During his time as a member at Reed in Partnership, Michael showed great resilience. He
did not give up. Resilience is in fact the key to developing the right mindset. Resilience
must be present if energy, optimism, determination, creativity and curiosity are to thrive
and develop. And resilience is more important today than ever. 

The importance of resilience
Resilience is the single quality that is prerequisite to developing the desired mindset.
Rather than asking which is more likely – (a) that a person with the complete skill set will
develop the desired mindset or (b) the other way round – we might instead ask which 
is more likely: that (1) a person who is curious, creative, determined, optimistic and 
energetic will as a result be resilient, or (2) the other way round? While not necessarily
intuitive to everyone, the answer that is more likely will be (2). This is because you cannot
sustain the first five qualities without resilience.

It is often said that we are now living in “unprecedented times”. This is not an exaggeration.
There is a strong sense that national governments are relatively powerless in the face 
of global economic forces and there is very little clarity or certainty as to what might 
happen next. Our ability to respond constructively and to dig deep into our reserves of

Good_Work_Text_FINAL.qxd:Smith Institute  19/3/09  11:36  Page 60



T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E

61

resilience is especially valuable at such a time. And with change and uncertainty becoming
the only certainties in the new global economy, resilience will be especially important.

Clearly, our capacity to respond constructively to adversity is critical to our prospects, both
individually and as a society. Resilience is the single quality that drives the desired mind-
set. The other qualities, such as optimism, determination, energy, creativity and curiosity,
ultimately depend upon it. Encouragingly, recent work by Harvard Business School and
PEAK Learning in the US indicates that resilience not only can be taught but also can be
strengthened and developed. Harvard Business School selected “resilience” as the new,
vital element of its curriculum in answer to the question: what must people have now 
and in the future in order to succeed? It chose “resilience”, rather than any of the other
mindset characteristics, because that is the engine of the desired mindset. This has 
certainly been our experience at Reed in Partnership here in the UK.

What is lacking in education
If it is possible to work with adults to develop personal resilience and to achieve the
desired mindset, what must it be possible to achieve with children? 

When I think of my own children and the qualities I would like them to take into adulthood,
I would obviously like them to be mentally tough and resilient people so that they can not
merely cope with change and uncertainty but flourish in a world in which change and
uncertainty look likely to be the defining characteristics. Five other qualities then usually come
to mind. I would like them to be curious, creative, compassionate, courageous and of course
optimistic. My feeling is that they will then be well equipped for the world and also in a
position to contribute to it. But how much of a child’s time at school is devoted to nurturing
and developing such qualities? My suspicion is that the answer is: not nearly enough. 

This suspicion is borne out by a passage in Daniel Pink’s excellent book A Whole New Mind.1

He tells the story of Gordon MacKenzie, whom he describes as “a longtime creative force
at Hallmark Cards”:

MacKenzie was a public-spirited fellow who often visited schools to talk about his profession.
He’d open up each talk by telling students he was an artist. Then he’d look around the class-
room, notice the artwork on the walls and wonder aloud who created the masterpieces.

How many artists are there in the room? MacKenzie would ask. Would you please raise
your hands?

1 Pink, D A Whole New Mind (Marshall Cavendish, 2008)
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The responses always followed the same pattern. In kindergarten and first grade classes
every kid thrust a hand in the air. In second grade classes, about three fourths of the kids
raised their hands, though less eagerly. In third grade only a few children held up their
hands. And by sixth grade not a single hand went up. The kids just looked around to see
if anybody in the class would admit to what they’d now learnt was deviant behaviour.

This sad tale from America also resonates here in the UK. Add to it the scandalous fact that
far too many children leave our schools without even the most basic numeracy and literacy
skills and we have every reason to be concerned. No one should be allowed to leave school
before they have mastered the basic skills of literacy and numeracy. Children should be made
to stay at school until they have. And clearly more needs to be done at school to encourage
and develop resilience and those characteristics such as curiosity, creativity, compassion,
courage and optimism that make up the desired mindset. In fact, every school should
make it a fundamental part of its mission to imbue young people with a winning mindset,
which in itself will help them to acquire basic skills. They will then be ready to go on and
learn the professional and vocational skills that will give them the complete skill set.

A young person going into secondary education with a sound grounding in basic skills and
a winning mindset will then have to decide which skills they should acquire for their
future working life. But clearly, if the London Skills & Employment Board does not know
which skills will be in demand in 10 years’ time, it is unreasonable to expect young 
people to make well-informed, rational decisions about what they should be studying, 
at least beyond broad brushstrokes as to which areas look most promising. 

That said, it is safe to assume that medics, teachers and civil engineers will always be in demand,
as will plumbers, electricians and plasterers. This is because these jobs cannot be exported
readily and they are unlikely to be rendered redundant by technological advances. More
broadly speaking, computer science, environmental science, biotechnology and alternative
energy now all look to be sectors that are rich with potential for the first half of the 
21st century.

Another obvious area of rapid development is e-commerce. Commercial applications of
the internet are still very much in their infancy and as more business services go online,
more opportunities will continue to open up in this exciting sector. So what prepares you
for a career online? I carried out a quick straw poll of our very successful team at
reed.co.uk. This is what it looks like: 60% of our team are graduates and 40% either are in
or have been in our graduate training programme, which is in effect a three-year on-the-
job apprenticeship scheme for recent graduates. 
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And what had our graduates studied? A very broad range of subjects, but the two words
that came up most in the degree descriptions were “business” and “science”. The prize for
foresight goes to the individual who chose to study e-commerce and digital business back
in 1999, and of course to the university, which was Nottingham, that chose to offer it.
However, I should stress that the team at reed.co.uk have primarily learned their skills by
doing the job, and we have invested in training to enable them to do this.

To conclude, the clear message from the labour market and from the world of business
and enterprise is that the bedrock of personal success is to acquire the desired mindset.
The key characteristic of the desired mindset is resilience, and it is important to under-
stand that resilience can be developed. The other important characteristics of the desired
mindset, which for ease of reference I will call “personal skills”, will obviously need to be
supplemented by basic skills (it is clearly constricting if you are resilient, creative and 
optimistic but cannot read or write). Only when the desired mindset and basic skills have
been developed will an individual be truly ready to learn the professional and vocational
skills that are appropriate to the career they wish to choose and the life they wish to lead. 

Obviously, our resilience and our personal, professional and vocational skills will all 
continue to change and develop over our lifetimes. Our basic skills might even improve
too. But approaching individual development in this logical way does provide a series of
very clear steps along the pathway that leads to personal and professional fulfillment.

If you agree with this conclusion – and the evidence is certainly compelling – then its logic
should lead you to a radical reassessment of the status quo in education and skills. The
three most obvious conclusions are as follows:

1. More must be done in the education system to develop resilience and the important
personal skills that characterise the desired mindset.

2. More must be done in the education system to ensure that basic skills are embedded.
3. More assistance must be given to employers to train and develop their employees

with the type of professional and vocational skills they require.

The early years curriculum could be greatly simplified to achieve the first two objectives.
The current environment for skills provision, in which there is considerable public investment,
could also be streamlined in a very compelling way to achieve the third objective.

I do not see these conclusions as being additional to what is now available. Instead, they
offer a simple, attractive and absolutely necessary alternative. 
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Chapter 7

A trade union agenda for 
good work   

Brendan Barber, General Secretary of the TUC
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A trade union agenda for good work

To say that we live in challenging times would be to hopelessly underestimate the multitude
of issues that face us, as an economy, as a society and as a planet. The first difficulty in
defining those challenges is to know where to start. However, let us content ourselves
with the notion that, even if the credit crunch and the ensuing global economic slowdown
had not happened, the impact of globalisation would have provided massive upheaval in
our troubled world. 

And yet … Economic historians would quickly reach the conclusion that the world is more
prosperous now than at any time before. Social, technological and scientific progress 
continues to be vast. People are enjoying better health during longer lives, yet these
changes are relatively new: the older generation can still remember outside lavatories, tin
baths and a time when holidays abroad were for the rich few. 

But in spite of being richer and healthier, many in our society feel anxious and uncertain.
Global warming is, of course, an environmental phenomenon in itself, but it also reflects
a sense of fragility in life and the world around us. Newspapers sell copy on the basis of
fear. I am the last person to argue against the seriousness of the economic crisis, which
will cause real and lasting pain to millions, including hundreds of thousands of trade
unionists; but cool heads among commentators are a scarce commodity. 

Economists have become interested in happiness and have exposed the tenuous relationship
between wealth and contentment. True, no one living in poverty could be content, but for
most, the assumption that more money equals greater happiness has been debunked by
recent literature. 

Fortunately, in an advanced Western economy like the UK, the needs of our economy are
aligned with an industrial structure that promotes health and contentment among the
workforce. This conclusion leads inevitably to an agenda of good work, an agenda that will
become increasingly central for trade unions in the years to come. 

How did we get here?
The 20th century was the golden age of production. Henry Ford’s mass production 
technique not only brought the motor car to the masses, but also styled a whole way of
organising work. Industries such as coal, steel and shipbuilding employed millions in the
UK. The cradle of the Industrial Revolution became the workshop of the world. The age of
austerity that followed the Second World War gave way to a new-found affluence among
the working classes. Harold Macmillan’s 1959 slogan, “You’ve never had it so good!” is
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remembered 50 years later for its neat summing up of the mood of the times. 

The 1960s and 1970s heralded a new era of aspiration, as children from working-class
backgrounds went to university for the first time. As these social changes took hold, and
people focused more on quality-of-life issues, it became clear that the days of mass 
production – typified by the same worker screwing the same screw into the same hole 
of every car that came along the production line – were numbered. 

Toyota, experimenting with US management theory, did more than anyone else to pioneer
the concept of lean production. Toyota worked out that by up-skilling more of its workers
and organising them in teams, it would achieve greater productivity than its mass-
producing counterparts. The sense of engagement and stimulation enjoyed by Toyota
workers will have contrasted sharply with the corresponding alienation experienced by
mass producers in rival companies. Toyota is now the largest motor company in the world. 

Since 1997, Gordon Brown has relentlessly pursued the up-skilling of Britain. With China,
India and other parts of Asia paying wages that are a fraction of those paid in the UK,
competing on the basis of labour costs would be impossible. Instead, it is universally
agreed, we must compete on the basis of high skills and high value. 

Meanwhile, organisational psychologists talk of discretionary effort. This is the amount of
effort given by a worker, over and above the basic level that all workers would do. This
effort is not forced, for example, by a requirement to work excessive hours. It is given
freely and happily. If company A extracts more discretionary effort than company B, 
company A has what could be a winning competitive advantage. Yet bored, unfulfilled
workers do not give very much discretionary effort. Good work is clearly a win:win issue. 

Good work and the TUC
As the voice of Britain at work, it will come as no surprise to anybody that the TUC wishes
to champion good work. In our view, good work should be available for everyone. Up until
now, discussions around good work have focused on graduates or the otherwise well-
educated, for whom good work was an ambition while career decisions were being taken.
We wish to extend the discussion. What does good work mean for cleaners? Or shop 
workers? Or factory workers? The role of trade unions, negotiating the best terms and 
conditions for those workers, will continue. Yet there is a new agenda around quality of
work that must become a greater part of the work of trade unions in the years to come. 

The TUC will publish a report, compiled with the support of two of our affiliates and major
companies with which they work, later this year. Of the two companies we worked with,
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one was a high-tech business employing career-minded graduates, while the other was
more traditional, based in working-class as well as middle-class communities.

An obvious challenge was to define what we mean by “good work”. The answer has been
hinted at already in this essay. Good work is associated with skills and is characterised by
its tendency to stimulate and challenge the worker performing it. Since a high-tech, low-
skill business is a contradiction in terms, it follows that those workers in the high-tech
business mentioned above were highly skilled. But what of the jobs that are traditionally
regarded as low-skill? Can they ever be good jobs?

Central to the TUC’s definition of good work is that the work should be as challenging and
stimulating as possible to the person performing it. Being realistic, the work of a cleaner
will never be as challenging as the work of a scientist, but it is quite wrong to assume 
that there are groups of manual workers for whom there are no skill needs. The better 
cleaning companies will readily acknowledge this. 

Control over the organisation of work is a key concept for all workers. Those subject to
command-and-control management techniques are less happy than those for whom
there is a degree of control over the way they organise their own work. Good managers
will set tasks and offer guidance, but will allow workers themselves to decide the best way
to organise themselves. Variety is also important. This leads us back to the monotony and
alienation of mass production. Not all jobs to be done are stimulating, and most workers
understand this. They recognise that there is a need for them to do their share of the 
routine work, but if they are expected to do repetitive or boring tasks constantly, their
enthusiasm will fade quickly. 

Expectations and values play an important part in the way people approach their work. 
It has been known for many years that work gives dignity to the worker. People at work
enjoy better physical and mental health and that will be caused, at least in part, by the
higher self-esteem enjoyed by those who have a contract with work and wider society:
they are prepared to earn their way in the world, even if they do lower-skilled work, and
this gives a sense of pride, satisfaction and contentment. The old-fashioned, working-class
work ethic is still alive and well, according to our research. 

Of course, less-educated people are used to having caps put on their aspirations. At worst,
they may have been subject to messages that they will “not amount to much” in life, and
their self-confidence might have suffered accordingly. Stories of good managers spotting
talent in workers who could not spot the talent in themselves, giving them support 
and encouragement to take on greater tasks, came across in the TUC research. There is a
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similar role for trade unionists in helping to build the confidence of their members in 
this regard. 

UK workers work the longest hours in Europe. The TUC has been frequently frustrated in
its efforts to reverse the UK’s opt-out of the EU Working Time Directive. Too many people
work too many hours, leading to stress, anxiety, poor decision making, ill health and
lower-quality family lives. In the best situations, people “work to live” rather than “live to
work”. The message sometimes given that those who wish to balance work and family life
are somehow less committed to their work is unhelpful. The idea that people have to get
in early and work late, and to be seen doing so by the boss, is especially pernicious. 

Many report, with regret, that the social aspect of work is disappearing, as companies
respond to greater competitive pressure. Lunch hours are replaced by sandwiches eaten at
desks. Time for a chat and a joke with colleagues between tasks can be frowned upon.
Those conversations that do take place, the so-called “water cooler moments”, are more
likely to be strategic and designed to impress the right person than being a conversation
for its own sake. Companies should be wary of this trend. I understand the competitive
pressures, yet happy workers are productive workers, and relentless pressure to perform
leads to alienation and lower commitment. 

Small things matter. The working environment is a good example. Companies can be
tempted to keep front-office, client-facing premises clean while back offices are untidy,
dirty or simply in a need of a lick of paint. Workers report a difference between arriving
to a clean, tidy environment, which gives them a boost at the start of the working day,
and arriving to an untidy, dirty one, which brings them down. It would be foolish to think
that this does not affect their performance, as well as their happiness on its own terms. 

Trade unions and good work
What is the role of trade unions in this debate? People join unions for a variety of reasons.
For some, especially in the public sector and in larger manufacturing companies, there 
is a culture of trade unionism. In other instances, people describe a trade union as a 
safety net. They may not envisage ever needing one, but they are comforted to know 
that it is there. 

Historically, trade unions negotiate better terms and conditions, including wages, for their
members. Sadly, as the TUC Commission on Vulnerable Employment highlighted all too
graphically, there are groups of workers who know nothing but exploitation. It is no 
surprise that companies wishing to exploit their workers will go to great lengths to keep
trade unions out. The TUC and its member unions use our influence with government, 
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parliament and other opinion formers to campaign for laws that strengthen rights and
dignity at work; but we also seek to represent workers at their workplaces, championing
their rights and negotiating fair terms and conditions for them. 

Other, more enlightened employers welcome the role of a trade union. Of course, we have
our differences, but those employers understand that an agreement reached with an 
independent trade union is likely to have taken the interests of the workforce properly
into account. That leads to happier, more productive workers. 

Most trade union members are not class warriors. They often think their company could
do better, but they do not usually think that that company is out to exploit them. In these
situations, unions act as agents for change. Often, our role can amount to cajoling for 
better conditions, or even small improvements that can have a surprisingly large effect. 

TUC research found that in one large company, arrangements were in place for parental
leave and adoption leave, but there were no procedures for foster parents. This was an
omission caused simply because the issue had never arisen. However, after two or three
staff who were foster parents raised the issue, it was taken up by the union. Within a year,
the company had consulted with fostering organisations and, working with the union,
introduced paid leave for staff training to become foster parents, and for subsequent
training. 

That agreement will never raise headlines. It will never compete with industrial action for
column inches in national newspapers. Yet this is the kind of agreement that good trade
union reps, working with good employers, reach on a regular basis. We cannot measure
the amount of goodwill, improvement in morale or, ultimately, discretionary effort that
this agreement produced. But I firmly believe that those enlightened companies will be
the successful ones in the years to come. 

There is a new trade union agenda. One of the biggest new initiatives to emerge from the
trade union movement in recent years has been the creation of unionlearn, whose 
mission is to “increase workers’ life chances and strengthen their voice at the workplace
through high-quality union learning”.

We have achieved much in trade union education and union learning in recent years, but
we are not complacent. Quite simply, unions need to make a step change if they are to
reach out to all the members who could benefit from study at the workplace, or at a local
college or learning provider. The TUC has established unionlearn to help unions develop
and diversify their provision. 
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Unionlearn offers programmes for union reps and regional officers, while also offering
strategic support for national officers, with a view to helping unions become learning
organisations. It helps unions to broker learning opportunities for their members, through
phone and on-line advice surgeries. Finally, unionlearn researches union priorities on
learning and skills, identifies and shares good practice, promotes learning agreements,
supports union members on learning and skills bodies, and helps to shape sector skills
agreements. 

More widely, a recent poll undertaken for the TUC, “What Workers Want”, suggests that
workers’ biggest complaint is of increased workload, stress and hours. Work effort and
work organisation are set to become a central part of the bargaining agenda. As well as
learning, this will include more traditional issues such as health and safety and work-life
balance, along with newer issues such as worker voice and participation in job design 
and organisation. 

Conclusion
Globalisation means UK work must be good work. The economics of competitive 
advantage dictate this, even without the social benefits that good work implies. Skills,
hours, involvement, task discretion and autonomy will become the new watchwords. 
This means new challenges for companies and unions. The trade union movement is ready.
We hope companies are too. 
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Chapter 8

Nice work – if you can get it      

Professor JR Shackleton, Professor of Economics and Dean of 
the Business School at the University of East London 
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Nice work – if you can get it 

This book starts from the belief that the quality of working life in the UK needs to improve,
and that such an improvement would have beneficial consequences for companies’ 
productivity and performance, as well as for the well-being of employees. In this chapter,
while not necessarily dissenting from this view, I suggest that things are more complicated
than they may at first appear. We should beware of simple answers. We all want nice work
– but can we all get it?

Work today – is it so bad?
Work in Britain today is a greatly more attractive proposition than in the past. Pay 
averages, in real terms, three times what it was half a century ago. We work fewer hours
and have longer holidays. Our jobs are less dangerous, less dirty and less noisy. Far more
of us (55%) are in white-collar, managerial and professional occupations than 50 years
ago (30%). We have employment protection, parental leave and a range of other 
mandated benefits. Women play a much more important role in employment, being
almost 50% of the workforce, compared with around a third in 1959. Discrimination and
harassment at work are illegal. 

Many people look to continental Europe, and point to ways in which current working 
conditions seem more attractive in many of our EU partner economies: shorter working
hours, greater job protection, co-determination and other forms of “social partnership”,
better parental leave arrangements, better training, better pensions and other benefits. 

Against this, however, rigid continental labour markets often reduce job opportunities,
especially for women, young people and ethnic minorities. Far higher proportions of those
in work are on temporary contracts (around a third in Spain and 13-14% in France and
Germany, as compared with 5-6% in the UK). More generous social benefits are associated
with much higher levels of social security contributions in France, Sweden and Germany.
The perception of sexual discrimination (as measured by the European Commission’s
Eurobarometer) is far greater in Italy and Spain than here. Racial and ethnic discrimination
in several European countries are sometimes not even properly acknowledged, let alone
effectively dealt with. Job opportunities in some EU countries are restricted to people with
a narrow range of qualifications or personal connections, even in government employment.
Until the downturn, the UK had been attracting very large numbers of EU nationals, at all
skill levels, who welcomed meritocratic and open employment opportunities. 

Nor do indicators of happiness at work or job satisfaction show UK workers at a clear 
disadvantage: indeed, on various measures UK workers appear happier than many of their
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European counterparts. We do need to emphasise that most people in this country are
happy in their jobs. Surveys suggest that over three-quarters of UK employees are happy
or very happy at work. 

More wanted
This should not lead to complacency, for there is evidence that job satisfaction fluctuates
with business conditions. It fell significantly during the 1990s, particularly in the public
sector, then rose again in the early part of this decade as the economy flourished. The fear
is that it may be falling back again as the recession bites. In any case, many of us seem to
want much more from our work than we are getting. 

The past 20 years have seen remorseless change in the UK jobs market, and change is
often unwelcome. Old skills have become redundant, and people have difficulty re-skilling.
Old certainties have gone: trade union influence has declined, “lifetime” employment with
a single employer is becoming a rarity, and the jobs market is much more competitive:
these factors can be experienced negatively. It is difficult today for unskilled workers to
get employment, and there remain big disparities in pay. Some groups of workers have
seen real earnings fall or remain static in recent years; more have seen relative pay decline
as traditional pay hierarchies have shifted. And there are still large pockets of badly paid
employment in harsh working environments that do not seem to have progressed much
in recent decades.

The desire for improved working arrangements is not all backward-looking. As we have
grown richer, money alone seems less important: having a fulfilling, exciting, socially
responsible and creative job seems more so. Perhaps our jobs appear more significant in
our lives than in the past, given the extent of social as well as economic change. Family
life may now be less central as we have fewer children, later in life, and many people of
working age live alone: by next year, it is predicted, the single-person household will 
be the commonest living arrangement in Britain. There has been a dramatic decline in 
religious observance and a similar decline in membership of unions, working men’s clubs,
political parties and other centres of extra-work activity. Although working hours have
fallen, work may paradoxically have come to loom larger in our lives. 

People are more highly educated than ever (we have 8 million graduates in the working
population, compared with less than 1 million in 1959). Maybe as a consequence, more of
us seek more stretching or more socially worthwhile employment than in the past. A less
upbeat observation is that perhaps a third of younger graduates are overqualified for the
jobs they hold. Disappointed expectations can add to their frustration with work. 
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Discontent with existing work practices may also have increased with the virtual 
disappearance of deference and rising awareness of employment rights. Discrimination 
on grounds of gender, race, sexual orientation, religion, age and disability is now illegal,
and cases are widely publicised. While this is welcomed, the potential for unhappiness and
discontent may be increased if it leads to a culture of “victimhood” taking hold in what is
an increasingly diverse society. Most of us, after all, can claim membership of a grouping
that may be disadvantaged in some context.

All of this indicates why the search for “good work” has become such a hot topic. 

What makes us happy at work?
So, what characterises nice work? One answer is to look at what people say. The “top 10
factors that make us happy at work”, according to a survey run by one human resources
consultancy, rank as follows: 

1. Friendly, supportive colleagues 
2. Enjoyable work
3. Good boss or line manager 
4. Good work-life balance 
5. Varied work
6. Belief that we are doing something worthwhile
7. Feeling that what we do makes a difference
8. Being part of a successful team
9. Recognition for our achievements
10. Competitive salary

Cheap and cheerful surveys of this kind may be methodologically unsophisticated, but
their findings have some plausibility and resonance. We may wonder, however, how these
factors are weighted, and whether people’s actions really reflect these rankings. While, 
as suggested earlier, money is not everything for today’s employees, for many it is surely 
still pretty important, especially for those with families. Economists since Adam Smith
have invoked the concept of compensating differentials, where higher pay offsets a 
job’s less attractive features. There is surely some sort of trade-off between the various
characteristics of a job, so that the same level of happiness at work, or job satisfaction,
can be achieved by different combinations of pay, work-life balance, work variety and 
so forth.

Contemporary economists such as Warwick’s Andrew Oswald have created media interest
by applying econometric techniques to large-scale representative sample surveys that
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elicit information about various personal and workplace characteristics as well as 
attitudes to work. 

These surveys typically use Likert scales (for example, people may be asked to rate job 
satisfaction on a five- or seven-point scale from “very satisfied” to “very dissatisfied”),
scores on which are regressed against possible explanatory variables. Where data on 
earnings are included, it is possible to calculate by how much pay would need to be
increased to offset negative job characteristics. 

Studies of this kind have identified a range of work characteristics that have a statistically
significant impact on job satisfaction. Positives include the size of the workplace (smaller
workplaces being preferred), having a secure job, individual control over the pace of work,
and the opportunity to work at home; negatives include tight deadlines and performance
targets. Self-employment is associated with high levels of job satisfaction.

Note, though, that when workplace characteristics are controlled for, there are also 
differences in job satisfaction associated with personal characteristics. Most obviously,
women consistently show higher levels of job satisfaction than men. Their preferences are
different, too: for example working in the public sector adds to job satisfaction for
women, but not for men. Ethnicity is a factor, with black employees less satisfied than
white employees. Age is relevant, with younger workers less satisfied than older ones
(though the relationship is not straightforward). Graduates are less happy than non-
graduates. Managers are markedly more satisfied than other workers.

This mixture of workplace and personal characteristics as determinants of job satisfaction
has a counterpart in explanations of such indicators as turnover rates and sickness
absences – which may in some contexts be considered as manifestations of dissatisfaction
with jobs. 

Low turnover is associated with high relative pay, unionisation and the availability of
training, among workplace characteristics. At a personal level, men are more likely to 
quit for better-paid jobs than women, while higher-grade staff are more likely to move
than lower-grade employees. 

As for sickness absence, a recent analysis of UK Labour Force Survey data shows that, 
controlling for other factors, employees in workplaces with more than 500 employees are
34% more likely to be absent than those in workplaces with less than 25 employees. Those
working in the public sector are 22% more likely to take sickness absence than those in
the private sector. But personal characteristics – gender, ethnicity and age – also have a

Good_Work_Text_FINAL.qxd:Smith Institute  19/3/09  11:36  Page 77



T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E

78

significant impact. For instance, perhaps surprisingly, employees aged 16-24 are 32%
more likely to be absent from work than those aged 50-59(women)/50-64(men).

Stressed out?
The general morbidity of the working-age population has not increased over the past 50
years, and accidents at work have decreased considerably. The most common causes of
work absence today are colds, flu and backache. But the single biggest cause of long-term
absence is stress. Longitudinal data from the British Household Panel Survey, using the
General Health Questionnaire, show a sharply increased incidence of self-reported stress
in the 1990s – particularly in the public sector. 

Stress is not easy to define: one author claims to have uncovered 650 different definitions.
What does it mean to say that stress has increased? Fiona Jones and Jim Bright have said:
“It is … necessary to treat with some caution claims that people are suffering much higher
levels of stress than they did in a past where the concept of stress was not high on people’s
agenda.” It is certainly difficult to see why the largely office-based occupations in central
government, reporting some of the highest levels of stress, are intrinsically more stressful
than, say, coalmining, which occupied a big chunk of the workforce in the 1950s. 

In the academic literature, varying levels of reported stress have been associated with 
differences in job content, pace of work, interpersonal work relations, working hours, 
control over workload, organisational culture, communications, and personal development
opportunities. It is also known that non-manual workers are more likely than manual
workers to report stress. Evidence from the civil service suggests that those lower down
the hierarchy suffer more than those higher up: moreover, these higher stress levels are
associated with greater susceptibility to heart disease and mental illness. 

Work-related stress is, however, often difficult to disentangle at an individual level from
stress related to personal relationships and circumstances. One way to think about stress
at work is to see it as a conflict between emotions and the rationality of the work process.
Changes in the work process lead to greater perceived stress, just as changes in personal
relationships in private life are seen as stressful. The big increase in reported stress in the
public sector has been argued to be the result of a new managerial rationalism being
applied in this sector in the 1990s, although it may be that these changes have been more
superficial than has sometimes been claimed: adverse reactions may be associated with
particular personality types attracted to public-sector employment. 

Best practice
What can employers take from these findings? Bodies such as the Chartered Institute of
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Personnel & Development and the Work Foundation, as well as government departments,
argue that employers should learn from “best practice”, and give examples of successful
firms that have enlightened personnel practices. 

It is argued that the modern work environment places a premium on discretionary effort
by workers no longer tied to the rhythms of a production line. There is therefore a need
for the worker to be strongly committed to quality, customer care, initiative and rapid
response to changed conditions. It is claimed that employers which consult with workers,
provide structured staff development, encourage team building, offer flexible working and
so forth will improve their workers’ job satisfaction, increase their commitment to the
organisation, and thus generate enhanced performance. 

Best-practice case studies are not always a good guide: there can be special characteristics
of a particular workforce making them more positive about their work, and the company’s
success may be down to factors that have nothing to do with the quality of the work
experience. Bear in mind that employers with a good reputation may have “first mover”
advantage. They attract many applicants for jobs and are able to select the best and most
committed, who will display high levels of job satisfaction and performance. Firms 
imitating their employment practices, however, will be drawing from a weaker pool of
applicants who may not display the expected positive attitudes and behaviours. 

So we need to test more rigorously the belief that the widespread adoption of “best practice”
human resources practices will lead to beneficial results. A number of researchers have
attempted, using large datasets such as the Workplace Employment Relations Survey, to
test the view that what are described as “high involvement” or “high commitment” human
resources management practices (for example, team working, functional flexibility, 
information disclosure, financial participation or human resources training) lead to
greater job satisfaction, higher productivity and an improved bottom line. 

The results are a patchwork, with some positive benefits discernible, but simple conclusions
are difficult to draw. A recent report for the Department for Business, Enterprise &
Regulatory Reform, for example, found that few individual human resources practices
actually improved job satisfaction, though they did appear to have a positive effect on
business performance. Such findings remind us that the interests of employers and
employees do not necessarily coincide. 

It is also worth remembering that, although having happy and committed workers is an
important element in a business’s success, its viability depends on other factors as well. 
It is chastening to note that in March 2008 the award for the UK employer with the best
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work and home-life balance went to the Royal Bank of Scotland. A firm’s workers are
important, but so are the interests of customers, shareholders and other stakeholders.

We are not all the same
Another lesson from the research literature is that it is a mistake to generalise about what
works. We have 29 million people employed in the UK, and few of them have identical
working conditions and environments, let alone identical attitudes. One-size-fits-all is
therefore unlikely to be possible or desirable. 

We cannot make all jobs equally attractive in terms of working conditions: cleaning, 
rubbish collection, plucking chickens, working in funeral parlours, picking up dead bodies
from the Thames, personal care of the demented or incontinent – all have intrinsically
unattractive features that are unlikely to be greatly ameliorated by reviewing job content
or arranging quality circles. In fishing or agriculture or emergency services it may be 
necessary to work in all weathers, through the night, with long hours and few breaks. 
We cannot make all jobs permanent, because many are short-term by nature – actors, 
film crews, lighting people come together to make a movie and then disperse afterwards;
construction teams come together on a building project and break up when the project 
is completed.

Yet we have seen that individual attitudes to similar working environments differ. And so
some people are content to work in fields that most of us would shun. They weigh up the
various attributes of a job differently and, for example, are prepared to trade arduous,
dangerous or insecure work for higher pay, to accept a week on long hours followed by 
a week off, to take accommodation in lieu of pay, or work for low pay with the prospect
of higher promotion. Men and women have different preferences. Those with family 
responsibilities weigh things up differently from singletons; younger people have 
different priorities from older people. 

Employers who understand the particular needs of both their employees and the job 
that needs to be done are more likely to succeed than those who attempt to follow an
oversimplified ideal of “best practice”. What does seem important is good recruitment and
selection procedures to ensure the best possible fit between workers and jobs – and this
is something where there may be significant room for improvement. 

Government?
Finally, what role is there for government in this? 

The improved quality of people’s working lives, outlined at the beginning of this essay,
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owes relatively little to government action. Legislation and regulation of working 
conditions, for example in relation to health and safety, has played a part. So has the
expansion of government-funded higher education. But rising living standards and
improved working conditions have come largely as a byproduct of private initiative to
increase productivity, to generate technical advance, to open up trade. 

Can government do much to stimulate the further development of “good work”? One area
often emphasised is legislation to force employers to alter behaviour through various
mandates – to restrict working hours, to oblige employers to offer enhanced parental
leave, to raise minimum wages, to offer greater employment protection, to require pay
audits to redress apparent unfairness between the genders and between ethnic groups,
and so on. 

All these policies have their attractions and, if implemented, have many beneficiaries.
However, they do not suit everyone, or necessarily lead to greater job satisfaction all
round. In France, the imposition of a 35-hour week led to considerable unrest, and
President Sarkozy has had to partially unpick it. Enhanced parental leave may cause
resentment among non-parents. Pay audits that lead to reductions in the pay of some
groups produce considerable unhappiness. Strong employment protection for those in
established posts in Spain (“insiders”) forced huge numbers of young people (“outsiders”)
into insecure temporary jobs or into unemployment. 

All mandates come at a cost, and excessive regulation of the workplace is likely to 
discourage job creation. People do not set up businesses primarily to provide pleasant and
rewarding work for employees (though many would welcome this as a byproduct), but to
meet consumer demands and generate profit. Politicians should never forget this: it’s only
nice work if you can get it. Governments themselves can only provide jobs, good or not
so good, if private businesses are able to operate effectively and profitably and provide 
the tax basis for public-sector expenditure.

The jobs market has often been called a “jungle”. It probably is: it is certainly a complex
and confusing place. But rather than trying to hack things down and clear the land to fit
“best practice” designs, perhaps governments might be better employed trying to fit their
citizens to survive in this jungle. One reason why many people may be stuck in jobs that
leave them unfulfilled or unhappy is that they lack the education and training to take full
advantage of the myriad opportunities that a flexible and vibrant labour market offers.
Reducing the variety of those opportunities by further legislation is not necessarily the
way to go: fitting people for a variety of work situations may be far better.
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Chapter 9

Good work and public policy     

David Coats, Associate Director - Policy at the Work Foundation   
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Good work and public policy

What have we learned?
The contributors to this volume were not selected because they all share a common view
of good work – and readers will have already noticed the diversity of perspectives. But it
is striking that each author accepts the argument that good work matters, that work can
have an adverse impact on health and life expectancy, and that more needs to be done to
improve the quality of work available in the UK. This is true, for example, of both Brendan
Barber’s and Len Shackleton’s contributions, despite the fact that the TUC is generally 
seen as an enthusiast for more regulation and Shackleton is writing from an explicitly
free-market perspective. 

Moreover, even though people have different expectations of work, the best evidence
available should convince us that certain features of the working environment have an
adverse effect on everyone. That is the lesson of the social gradient and it confirms that
everyone, no matter what their occupation and status, can benefit from an improvement
in the quality of work. Understanding the causal pathways also helps to explain how good
jobs can generate bad work and how what are conventionally seen as bad jobs can offer
people good work – as I described in my introductory essay. 

I simply do not agree with Len Shackleton’s argument that the differentiation of 
preferences and expectations drives us in the direction that “good work” means something
different for each individual. Autonomy, control, fairness, the balance between effort and
reward and the thickness of social capital are important to all workers in every workplace
– and should be important to employers too, since these factors are critical for recruitment
(is the business an employer of choice?), retention (do I want to carry on working here?)
and motivation (will I go the extra mile for my employer?).

What we can also see, especially from Duncan Gallie’s essay, is that the quality of the working
environment remains within the purview of domestic policy influence. National policy choices
can have a significant impact on the quality of that country’s working environment. If we were
all on the receiving end of some undifferentiated “globalisation” it would be impossible to
explain the differences between the UK, the Netherlands and the Nordic countries. To express
the argument another way, we remain masters of our own destinies and could, other
things being equal, choose to have higher-quality employment in the UK than is now the case.

Another important conclusion to be derived from these contributions is that regulation
has a necessary but limited role to play in both creating and sustaining high-quality
employment – to that extent I agree with John Philpott. Of course, it is important to have
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adequate protections against unfair dismissal, effective health and safety standards, compen-
sation in the event of redundancy and a strong floor under wages (guaranteed by a decent
national minimum wage). But it is impossible to legislate workplace trust into existence (even
though government can develop a strategy to rebuild workplace institutions), or impose
a statutory requirement on employers that all managers must be competent, open and
inclusive, or devise an act of parliament that guarantees employees a high level of discretion.
All of these essential components of good work are beyond the reach of a standard reg-
ulatory fix. A more nuanced and sophisticated strategy is needed if progress is to be made. 

But developing this strategy in a country like the UK is inevitably going to be shaped by
our national circumstances. It would be naive to suggest that the mere fact that countries
have choices means that the UK can choose to be like the Netherlands, or Sweden or
Denmark. Path dependency is an unavoidable constraint. But the mere fact that we start
from where we happen to be today is hardly an excuse for inaction. We know that other
countries do better than the UK and that the UK can therefore do better too. The task then
is to identify what can be usefully adapted from elsewhere, recognising that a judicious
mix of piloting, testing and evaluation is essential to good policy design.

What is to be done? 
If regulation is not the exclusive answer to the UK’s job quality conundrum, then what
more can be done? And, more importantly, who is responsible for doing it? The work 
of Duncan Gallie and his colleagues is particularly instructive in this context, because 
they draw our attention to the nature of a country’s “employment regime” as the most 
important factor influencing the quality of work on offer. 

Key features of an employment regime include the balance of power between capital and
labour, the nature of the skills formation system (an industry-specific skills formation 
system seems to produce a more inclusive labour market, with wider opportunities for all),
the availability of government support to incentivise innovative programmes of work-
place reform, and institutional guarantees that allow workers’ representatives to put job 
quality questions on the agenda with employers.1

This last point is especially important. It explains why, despite the weakness of organised
labour in France, job quality in that country appears to be significantly higher than we
might otherwise anticipate. A French comite d’entreprise (works council) has an explicit
right to be informed and consulted about the job quality implications of workplace
change. Moreover, that process is reinforced by the availability of public funds to support

1 Gallie, D (ed) Employment Regimes & the Quality of Work (Oxford University Press, 2007)
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the reorganisation of work and the redesign of jobs, consistent with good work principles. 

It is also important to understand that these arrangements were the culmination of a long
gestation process that began in the 1970s as part of the national conversation about
industrial democracy – a more constructive discussion, perhaps, than that which was taking
place at the same time in the UK. The lois Auroux of 1982 built on the pre-existing
arrangements (they were not a total break with the past) but also struck out in a 
new direction. This is an excellent example of a determined effort to shift a country’s 
employment regime in a more inclusive direction.

Another critical factor is the relationship between the employment regime and the public
debate about the quality of work. Gallie at al are clear on this point too. By changing the
nature of workplace relationships, the national discussions between employers, government
and trade unions can change too. The question of job quality becomes incorporated into
a wider politics of the quality of life and begins to influence the thinking of all political
parties, establishing a robust consensus that the quality of work matters. 

In other words, modifying the employment regime requires determined and consistent
leadership from all stakeholders. Moreover, a positive feedback loop can be created from
the industrial to political arenas so that progress in the workplace reinforces and is 
reinforced by political commitment to the improvement of the quality of working life. 

Using the power of persuasion
Ministers could therefore begin to reshape the public conversation by saying that job
quality matters – principally because they are concerned about public health, inequality
and life chances. Social democrats should be unwilling to tolerate a situation in which
some citizens are condemned to a life of low-paid, insecure work interspersed with long
periods of unemployment. Nor should social democrats tolerate jobs that have an adverse
impact on health and life expectancy when it is clear that job quality and therefore life
chances can be improved. 

If work is the best route out of poverty, then those at the bottom of the labour market
need to have access to higher-quality jobs as well as opportunities for development and
progression. Research by the Department for Work & Pensions confirms that job quality is
an essential ingredient in sustainable employment. Those returning to work are more 
likely to stay in their jobs if they trust their colleagues, trust their employer and find their
jobs “stimulating”, “challenging” or just “varied”.2 Unless jobs are sustainable, it is unlikely
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2 Graham, J et al The Role of Work in Low-income Families with Children: A Longitudinal Qualitative Study (Department
for Work & Pensions, 2005)
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that the government can achieve its objective of eliminating child poverty by 2020. 
One might go so far as to say that the UK cannot be viewed as a decent society unless 
it offers decent work for all.

High-profile ministerial speeches can begin to change the political weather and inspire a
national discussion about the relationship between work, opportunity, health and life
expectancy. It is unlikely, if ministers are evincing a concern with job quality, that employers,
unions and the media will ignore them – especially if the case for decent work is linked to
the programme for economic recovery. Jobs are now at the forefront of the public mind,
which presents ministers with an excellent opportunity to make the case not just for 
work but for decent work.

A (limited) role for hard regulation
Earlier in our discussion it was suggested that many of the most intractable job quality
questions were beyond the reach of regulation. Yet while I have no intention of resiling
from this argument, there are three areas where regulation can help to create an 
environment supportive of higher-quality employment. 

First, there is a case for an enforceable ceiling on the maximum average working week –
otherwise known as the 48-hour week specified in the EU’s Working Time Directive. It is
not that long hours are always a bad thing in themselves (although long hours can pose
a risk to employees and to others; imagine driving home from work after an 18-hour day),
but that long hours and a low level of job control when mixed produce a particularly 
lethal cocktail.3

The UK has a large minority of employees working very long hours – almost one in 10 –
which is the third highest in the EU-15.4 There is a strong argument that this is bad for
the employees concerned, bad for their families and bad for productivity, simply because
marginal productivity falls for each additional hour worked beyond standard hours. 
An enforceable limit on working time could encourage employers to think more creatively
about how to deploy their workers more efficiently and effectively, improving productivity
during core hours and holding unit labour costs steady.

Second, regulation can help to build robust workplace institutions. That is the clear 
implication of the experience of the lois Auroux. So far as the UK is concerned, we should

3 For a longer discussion of the rationale for the 48-hour limit, see: Spurgeon, A Working Time: Its Impact on Health &
Safety (International Labour Organization, 2003)
4 Fitzner, G et al Job Quality in Europe & the UK: Results from the 2005 European Working Conditions Survey,
Employment Relations Research series no 71 (Department of Trade & Industry, 2007)
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recall that workers now have more extensive rights to be collectively informed and 
consulted about workplace change than at any time in the past. Redundancies, business
transfers, health and safety, strategic decision making, workforce planning, virtually every
aspect of workplace change and occupational pensions are all issues on which workers’ 
representatives now have formal rights to sit around the table with employers. 

Most of these rights are derived from EU law, yet they are poorly understood (particularly by
trade unions, who seem to have no conception of the potential to widen the agenda with
employers), inadequately promoted and sparingly used.5 A significant risk here is that
rights that remain of formal interest only will fall into disrepute, with employees 
viewing them as useless and employers viewing them as potentially (rather than actually) 
burdensome.

The surprise, perhaps, is that these rights ought to be of more importance to workers 
during recessions or periods of rapid industrial change, yet government is still doing 
nothing to encourage the vindication of these rights at just the moment when improved
information and consultation could help employers to legitimise difficult and painful
decisions about redundancies and restructuring. Any programme that is serious about
sustaining good jobs during the recession must take account of employees’ demands for
fair treatment. 

From a political perspective this is little more than common sense – government has to be
seen to be doing something to protect jobs, and encouraging workers to make use of these
rights will impose limits on the ruthless exercise of employer prerogatives. Putting sand in
the wheels may also lead to better employer decisions, avoiding the adverse consequences
of rapid redundancies where the employer acts in haste and repents at leisure.

Third, government could impose reporting requirements on listed companies to include
detailed information about health and safety performance in their annual reports. This
might include the numbers of fatal and other accidents, the incidence of serious physical
illness and mild to moderate mental illness, the “job satisfaction” data from the most
recent staff survey or, if it is available, information about levels of autonomy and control.
Most importantly, organisations could be required to report on whether their performance
has improved or deteriorated and, if the latter, what remedial action has been taken. 

5 See, for example: Hall, M et al Implementing Information & Consultation: Early Experience under the ICE Regulations,
Employment Relations Research Series no 88 (Department for Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform, 2007);
Implementing Information & Consultation in Medium-sized Organisations, Employment Relations Research Series no 97
(Department for Business, Enterprire & Regulatory Reform, 2008)
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No doubt some companies will complain about such “burdens” on business, but limited
liability is a privilege, not a right, and that privilege has to be justified and legitimised with
the public. Being willing to hold itself up to public scrutiny is how any corporation 
sustains its reputation and maintains its licence to operate. Moreover, investors ought to
be interested in this data too, since it affects an organisation’s ability to recruit, retain and
motivate the best people and create an environment where innovation can flourish. 

Soft regulation
Soft regulation, or standard setting by government or quasi-government agencies, offers
a middle course between exhortation on the one hand and hard regulation on the other.
It retains a high degree of flexibility but is of more than simply persuasive effect, since
compliance with soft regulation can be used as evidence to judge whether there has been
full compliance with legal obligations.

The Health & Safety Executive’s management standards offer a useful example of what
might be done. In principle, the standards are wholly concerned with stress, although they
call for a prevention strategy that recognises the adverse effects of the factors discussed
so far in this paper. The focus is on the demands made on employees, the extent to which
they have control, whether employees work in a supportive social environment and have
good relationships with their peers, and whether the role of a particular worker is clear in
the context of the organisation. 

More widespread compliance with these management standards would improve the quality
of jobs on offer in the UK labour market and make it more likely that the unemployed
returning to work could find sustainable jobs. The management standards have been sub-
jected to review and the Health & Safety Executive has sponsored a research programme
to identify the management competences needed to apply the standards effectively.6 In
general the design of the standards was endorsed, although some changes were suggested
to recognise that “managing conflict” and “managing and expressing emotion” were critical
skills for managers trying to manage stress effectively. 

Perhaps the most important finding from the research was that managing “stress” had to
become a core management function:

A key message to line managers is that effective stress management does not have to be
a separate activity: stress management is part of general management activities. It is
about the way managers behave on a day-to-day basis towards those they manage.7
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The challenge of course is to make these admirable statements the reality in more British
workplaces. But while the (soft) regulatory standards may be in place, it would be unwise
to believe that an invisible hand will generate improvements in performance. It is all very well
to call for improvements in management capability, but this will only be achieved if gov-
ernment works with trade associations, individual companies and educational institutions
to ensure that management development programmes are consistent with these principles.

Soft regulation has to be supplemented by effective business support through Business
Links and through informal as well as formal mechanisms for business networking and
knowledge transfer – such as chambers of commerce, for example.

Similar arguments apply to the ACAS model of good employment relations and the 
proposed Investors in People healthy business assessment. In each of these cases, however,
the organisations concerned will have access to external assistance, either from ACAS or
from an Investors in People assessor. It is essential that organisations are supported to
improve management performance. This cannot be an exercise in the allocation of praise
or blame, and it should be assumed that employers want to treat their employees well
unless evidence emerges to the contrary.

Responsible procurement
Increasing attention has been paid in recent years to the use of public procurement to
achieve a range of other policy objectives – particularly those concerned with the quality
of employment. It is unwise to put too much weight on public purchasing policy as a
panacea for all the problems of poor-quality work, but there can be no doubt that by
abandoning the “lowest bid must be accepted” principle, the government has ensured that
it will no longer do business with the slightly disreputable.

It seems eminently sensible, for example, that public-sector clients should (within the 
limits of EU public procurement legislation) ask challenging questions about a supplier’s
general health and safety record, the levels of sickness absence and, more specifically, the
incidence of serious physical illness or mild to moderate mental illness. 

Put in slightly different language, we might view this as a process of risk assessment. Will
a public authority be exposed to risk if it does business with an organisation that fails to
meet some elementary standards of fair treatment for workers? Is there a serious risk that
the contractor will fail to deliver its contractual promise because it experiences problems
with the recruitment, retention and motivation of staff? Will the organisation find it 
difficult to adapt to changing citizen expectations because staff are demotivated, 
alienated or resistant to change?
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Incentivising innovation
All the high-job-quality countries identified by Duncan Gallie have major, national, 
government-sponsored programmes focused on workplace reform. While evaluation of
these programmes has produced mixed results,8 there can be no doubt that they have
changed relationships between employers and employees and improved the quality of
work. At this stage it may be impractical to develop a major national programme for 
the UK, and there is rather more to be said for a process of piloting and testing, with
opportunities for information exchange and the transfer of best practice.

The Department for Work & Pensions has already indicated that it plans to make progress
here through the proposed Good Work Challenge Fund. Initially, the fund may be 
supported with modest resources and a degree of caution looks sensible, particularly given
the need to identify “what works” in the UK context. After all, it would be disastrous to
the case for government action if a large-scale programme were implemented and the
results proved disappointing. Nonetheless, in the medium term one would wish to see a
larger rather than a smaller investment in the process of workplace reform.

Len Shackleton’s objection will need to be addressed too – that “best-practice” organisations
have first mover advantage and that their experiences may prove hard to transfer –
although we might think that this should not be taken too seriously, simply because 
managers love talking to each other about what they have done. An industry of best 
practice conferences depends on the exploitation of this motivation and there is no 
reason why it should not be applied to the promotion of good work.

Voluntary standard setting
In the high-job-quality countries, standard setting is rarely left to government alone. The
social partners (trade unions and employers organisations at national level) will often have
arrangements in place for setting employment standards and discussing a wide range of
job quality issues. For the time being the UK has no effective arrangements in place out-
side the public sector – although there is a thin residue of national collective bargaining
left in the private sector. 

Yet employers, as Paul Edwards has demonstrated, are engaged in a myriad of business 
networks, both formal and informal.9 It might be possible to use these networks both to
set standards (perhaps for a sector at local level) or as embryonic institutions for 
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8 Business Decisions Ltd Government Support Programmes for New Forms of Work Organisation, report prepared for
the European Commission DG-Employment (Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, 2000)
9 Edwards, P Justice In the Workplace: Why It Is Important & Why a New Initiative Is Needed (Work Foundation, 2007)
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information exchange and knowledge transfer. Where unions are recognised, of course,
they could play a potentially valuable role – if and only if they achieve the requisite level
of ambition, creativity and professionalism. 

An institutional gap?
Perhaps the biggest unanswered question in the UK is whether we have an appropriate
architecture of workplace institutions to make significant progress towards higher-quality
employment. The central lesson from the international experiences is that, one way 
or another, employers must be exposed to countervailing forces generated by workers 
themselves, either through strong trade unions or through works councils that have
explicit rights to consider the job quality implications of workplace change. 

Putting it crudely, the UK today is a largely union-free (and almost completely works-
council-free) economy. Employers aim for high performance and decent jobs not through
information and consultation but by applying the techniques of enlightened human
resource management. Collective voice is weak and workplace institutions are crumbling
as trade unionism continues to retreat in the private sector. 

These trends create a political problem and a practical risk for both government and
employers. The political problem is that expectations of work are likely to rise rather than
fall in the future, largely as a consequence of rising skill levels – an argument that Ian
Brinkley implicitly endorses in his essay. If expectations are not being met, then politicians
may feel compelled to act, simply because there are votes to be gained in adopting 
policies that make life easier for individual workers – one might say that this explains the
trajectory of family-friendly and flexibility policies over the past decade. 

At the same time, business may complain about the rising burden of regulation and the
supposed risk to “competitiveness”. It would be much easier if employers were confronted
with an intelligent interlocutor in the workplace (whether a trade union or a works council)
so that progress could be made at that level. Yet much of British business is resistant to
the notion that there is anything to be gained from strong workplace institutions. 

The practical risk therefore is this: government and employers have a choice between
more litigation or more negotiation when both, for different reasons, are deemed to be
unacceptable. Unless and until this deadlock can be broken, the prospects look slightly
bleak for a more sophisticated conversation about job quality as part of a wider politics 
of the quality of life.
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Conclusion
It is not my wish to conclude on a pessimistic note, and I should perhaps make clear that
the previous observations are more in the nature of a risk assessment than a prediction.
Indeed, one could argue the case the other way and say that employer concern about
sickness absence, which seems to be growing, creates possibilities for precisely the
engagement with the good work agenda that is needed if the UK is to see any significant
improvement in the quality of work. 

Perhaps the important point is to be realistic rather than starry-eyed: clear about the scale
of the challenge and willing to recognise that change will take time, patience and the
capacity to tolerate setbacks. Conservative leader David Cameron’s apparent willingness to
talk about “general well-being” as an alternative to the relentless pursuit of economic
growth and Work and Pensions Secretary James Purnell’s recent speech about the 
importance of decent work may be straws in the wind indicating a more serious change
in the political weather. 

Whatever one makes of these remarks, significant progress will be made only when compelling
arguments convince government, employers, workers and trade unions that high-quality
employment, far from being a mirage, is a necessary condition for a dynamic economy
that guarantees prosperity and opportunity for all our citizens.
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