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BOOK REVIEW

Poverty and insecurity: life in low-pay, no-pay Britain, by Tracy Shildrick,
Robert MacDonald, Colin Webster and Kayleigh Garthwaite, Bristol, The Policy
Press, 2012, 264 pp., £26.99 (paperback), ISBN 978-1-84-742910-0

Given that the conditions facing Britain’s millions of precarious workers are, albeit
slowly, haltingly and not before time, coming onto the political agenda, this explo-
ration into the experiences of people trapped in cycles of low pay and no pay could
not have been better timed. As part a study – one in a series of several – for the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation looking at recurrent poverty, the authors conducted
in-depth biographical interviews exploring the working and workless lives of 60 of
this usually ‘hard to reach’ group of people in Middlesbrough, on Teeside.

The list of misconceptions to which this book is a much-needed corrective is
too long to detail here, although top of the charge sheet of the ‘old libels’ made
against the out of work must be that people’s worklessness is due to their own
failure to meaningfully seek employment, with a huge amount of policy geared to
force a change in such attitudes. Although the authors are by no means the first to
dispute this, they have made one of the more notable efforts to repudiate it empiri-
cally. The life stories of their informants show that despite them having a number
of reasons to become discouraged, they displayed an enduring commitment to work
and belief in its inherent dignity, despite myriad evidence to the contrary. Indeed,
the casualised, insecure nature of the local labour market meant that access to it
required such commitment.

Initially, the story the authors tell sounds very familiar and an inattentive reader
might come away thinking this book is merely a well-intentioned synthesis of
factors long familiar to observers. They report their interviewees’ difficulties with
high transport and childcare costs eating into already low wages; income that
cannot be relied upon given fluctuating hours and the fact that jobs simply come to
an end without notice, and difficulties with accessing support from government
systems based on the assumption that work is secure and long term. However, one
of the book’s core contributions is to show how these factors in combination
serve to trap people into long spells of low and no pay that are so difficult to
escape because so many of these factors are working against them at the same time.
The authors’ innovative methodology of intensive biographical interviews with
people who they have been able to follow over an extensive period of time because
of their participation in consecutive studies means that they can show dynamically
how these factors serve together to exclude people from the more secure parts of
the labour market.

They are surely right to argue, as they do in the conclusion, that one of the
problems of previous work in this area has been to look at individuals in snapshots
whereas constructing their biographies through time lays bare longitudinal
processes of social exclusion that have hitherto remained hidden. It also allows the
authors to begin to put paid to the long-held assumption that precarious jobs are
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merely a feature of people’s early careers – a stepping stone to more secure
employment. On the contrary, the majority of the interviewees (aged from 30
through to 60 years) moved in and out of such jobs for the entire period and only
a handful were able to gain more secure, long-term employment.

One of the book’s most persuasive and potentially useful concepts is that of the
‘missing workless’. Whilst it has long been recognised that not all those who lose
unemployment register for benefit, policy-makers largely focused only on holding
the benefit bill down have been content to ignore the support needs of the
revolving door unemployed, which, according to the authors, are not significantly
different to those of the long-term unemployed, yet their access to back-to-work
services was much poorer. Those who sought support were often turned away
because their current spell of employment was not sufficiently long enough, despite
experiencing significant cumulative unemployment. Indeed, that this failure of
support should be communicated to policy-makers was the reason why several of
the interviewees agreed to participate. Although, perhaps a little surprisingly, it was
not one of the policy suggestions made by the authors in the conclusion, this is yet
more evidence, if any more was needed, that Jobcentre Plus should base interven-
tions on the total length of time spent unemployed, so that such revolving door
unemployment becomes visible (Social Market Foundation 2009) to policy-makers
and frontline service providers.

The experiences of Teeside’s churning unemployed poor access to support is
another instance of the inadequacies of using benefit categories to organise access
to employment support and of the way doing so can exclude those most in need of
help (Evans 2001; Heap 2014). In lieu of such support, the authors found that those
interviewed used their own informal networks to gain access to employment, which
given that most contacts were themselves in poor jobs tended to limit those seeking
work to the same precarious work, further perpetuating the low pay–no pay cycle –
a crucial but hitherto under-analysed aspect of revolving door unemployment and
one, on the strength of the evidence here, deserving of future study.

Even when such support was available, the focus of Jobcentre Plus and other
mainstream employment service providers on improving CV and interview skills
and improving claimants’ ‘attitudes’ to work – assumed in most cases to be
deficient – emerged as a waste of time and resources given that employers paid
little or no attention to candidates’ experience and skills and that participants in the
study had an abiding commitment to seeking work. What they most needed – a
careers service that genuinely invested time and resources in people to gain and
then progress upwards within work that is evident to some extent in Nordic welfare
states (Heap 2014) – was largely absent, save in the efforts of a lone voluntary
sector agency. Instead, welfare to work ‘fed’ people into insecure jobs, only for
them to be spat back out again soon after.

The book’s cover is Titian’s Sisyphys, a painting of the legendary king of
Corinth, punished by the Gods to have to repeatedly roll a boulder uphill for it
to roll back down again. A more complete allegorical image might have been
that of Boxer, the workhorse in Orwell’s Animal Farm. Like him, the authors’
informants displayed a largely inexhaustible appetite for work, despite the patent
inability of work to provide the better life it promised, and are gradually broken
down in mind and body – although not in spirit – by what is supposed to be
their salvation.
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