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Abstract
This Debates and Controversies contribution introduces the notion of an employment portfolio 
to explore how economies create combinations of employment. It is not simply the number 
of jobs but the factor share distributed to labour and the sectoral mix and composition that 
matter. Three case studies of employment portfolio (Australia, California and the UK) are used to 
show how previous attempts at structural reform failed to deliver sustainable employment, even 
though economies need to offer a portfolio of jobs as a hedge against an uncertain future. The 
article argues that new ideas and non-standard policies are required to help create employment 
of sufficient quality and quantity in the current difficult conditions.
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Buchanan et al. 397

What is the problem and can it be managed? Structural 
imperfections or unsustainable employment portfolios?

According to the OECD’s Chief Economist, the solution to the current Euro-crisis is 
more ‘structural reform’ of the type propagated since the early 1980s (OECD, 2011) and, 
in the UK, the coalition government has offered austerity accompanied by deregulation 
as its economic policy. More generally, structural reform has become the idee fixe of our 
age, on the assumption that the benefits of enterprise will be delivered through pro-
grammes of privatization, labour market deregulation, education for competitive advan-
tage and free trade in capital and goods. Hence the UK Coalition Government’s ‘growth 
strategy’ amounts to: delivering the ‘most competitive tax regime in the G20’, including 
lowering corporation tax to 24 per cent; creating the most ‘flexible’ workforce in Europe 
through the removal of worker protections by, for example, restricting access to employ-
ment tribunals; and the removal of planning controls and the (re)introduction of enter-
prise zones (Cameron, 2010; Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2012). In 
Australia, the single-minded pursuit of government budget surpluses has emerged as the 
‘solution’ to meeting the changing economic situation – even as all signs point to an 
economic slowdown (Australian Government, 2012). Regardless of previous disappoint-
ments, the absence of alternative analysis and prescription means market doctrine tri-
umphs even in the midst of the crisis it has helped precipitate.

All of this suggests a lack of policy imagination, which is especially worrying given 
the lack of clear evidence about whether austerity plus deregulation will stimulate busi-
ness creation, employment and growth. The challenge taken up in this article, therefore, 
is one of overcoming this cognitive capture so as to clearly specify what ‘the problem’ is 
and identify effective ways of solving it. As Hobbes noted in the 17th century, the most 
powerful instrument of political authority is the power to give names and to enforce 
definitions.

This article’s starting point is the reality that in modern capitalist societies the material 
welfare of the bulk of the population is delivered through the labour market. The number 
of jobs and, just as importantly, their quality, determines (and reflects) how the risks and 
rewards associated with economic development are distributed throughout the popula-
tion. In analysing outcomes the notion of ‘employment portfolio’ is used as an organizing 
frame. In finance, a portfolio refers to a collection of securities held by an investor, where 
diversification spreads risk to deliver a stable stream of income to the investor. Investors 
will have different attitudes to risk, as well as different time horizons and underlying 
objectives. Together, these will inform the kind of investment strategy that is followed. 
For example, someone saving for retirement typically has a long term savings plan with 
an objective of achieving a minimum level return sufficient to live on; this may lead to 
some trade off to achieve security against a lower return than a less risk averse investor 
may pursue. Similarly, a sustainable capitalist economy should offer a portfolio of jobs 
as a hedge against an uncertain future, particularly when the labour market is the primary 
mechanism through which income is generated and distributed for most citizens. The 
portfolio analogy is useful because it encourages relevant questions about volume and 
composition: how large is the portfolio? What is the sectoral mix? How are jobs distrib-
uted between different groups? Strategies, or policies for employment may then follow 
from such debate.
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To help analyse the employment consequences of structural reform, the alternative frame 
of reference presented here goes beyond observing failure to deliver. The thesis is that coun-
tries following these structural reform prescriptions are incapable of producing sustainable 
levels of quality jobs in sufficient volume. The analysis is based on three illustrative cases, 
the UK, Australia and California in the USA, with the latter two providing best (or limit) 
case examples of what market-inspired reforms can deliver. In each of these three cases 
there has been a broad consensus around the broad strategy that was to be used (including 
varying degrees of deregulation, privatization and liberalization) to achieve employment 
growth. Yet while the cases have similar characteristics in terms of overall size and composi-
tion of their portfolios – the nature of their un-sustainability differs. A common prescription 
has failed to deliver – but for different reasons in each case. This highlights that, while there 
are common ‘global pressures’ and common ‘policy orthodoxies’, national level factors 
remain significant in determining both the quantity and, more importantly, the quality of 
jobs created in modern capitalist economies today. Through the cases a new understanding 
is provided of current labour market problems as a prerequisite to identifying their causes 
and, ultimately, solutions. In particular, the central argument presented here is that the pri-
vate sector has failed to create employment at the level required to sustain these economies. 
Policy discussion about what kind of portfolio it is desirable and possible to create in an 
economy at any particular time needs to follow from such understanding of the current com-
position of employment and the relative contributions particularly of the private and public 
sectors, rather than simply offering standard prescriptions.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. The second section summarizes 
case evidence on how three core features of the employment portfolios (i.e. volume, 
sectoral profile and gender composition) have changed in each of the three cases since 
1980. The third section argues that the outcome in each of the three cases is a portfolio 
of employment that is unsustainable, albeit for different reasons. The article concludes 
with implications for analysis and policy. This article’s modest contribution is to identify 
useful starting points for making sense of the current situation and devising non-standard 
policies for the renewal of the economy and especially of employment.

Employment portfolios: how have they changed?

Employment portfolios can be considered in terms of many different characteristics. 
One perspective is that of employment outcomes, including numbers of jobs, the bal-
ance between full and part-time employment or temporary and permanent, as well as 
the location within particular parts of the economy. Of course, number counts do not 
provide a full picture in terms of qualitative criteria like the level of skills and training 
or the extent of equal opportunities, nor of compliance with health and safety and 
other employment law or expectations. A full evaluation of any employment portfolio 
that incorporates the size, quality and mix of the portfolio would need to incorporate 
these and other characteristics. The initial focus in this article is to begin with three 
dimensions of the portfolio, which provide not a comprehensive review but some 
important insights which can be used to stimulate discussion about policy. The analy-
sis, therefore, considers the following three dimensions of an employment portfolio: 
volume, sector and gender. The volume dimension over the past three decades is 
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overshadowed by the redistribution of income between capital and labour at the level 
of the national economy; such trends in the functional distribution of income impacts 
on the ‘size’ of the employment portfolio. The sectoral dimension concerns the 
domains of economic activity that generate output, income and employment, which 
also have implications, inter alia, for the balance between public and private sector 
employment. The gender dimension concerns how access to the material welfare 
available through paid employment is distributed between men and women and how 
this (finally) connects through the household and work/life balance. The aim is not to 
present a systematic and comprehensive analysis of the three cases; rather, in the 
spirit of debates and controversies, it is to present illustrative empirics that allow the 
discussion of what can be done to be framed in a way that is different from that domi-
nated by austerity plus liberalization.

The volume dimension: declining share of growth available through 
employment

Before considering the nature or content of employment within particular national port-
folios it is important to analyse their size. It should be noted that in the past three dec-
ades, the relative amount of national income allocated for this purpose has declined for 
all cases. For example, Figure 1 shows the relationship between productivity growth and 
real wages in Australia from 1978 to 2008. Output per worker has nearly doubled over 
the last three decades, while real wages have, on average, improved only slightly. Similar 
trends are evident in the USA and the UK.

The inability of wage and salary earners to capture more than a small proportion of 
productivity growth means that labour’s factor share has declined. In Australia wages’ 
share of GDP dropped from 62 to 52 per cent between 1978 and 2010, mirroring the 
experience of most OECD countries (Ellis and Smith, 2007; Kristal, 2010). The changes 
in the USA and the UK appear more modest because the wage gains of a stratum of 
working rich, largely in financial services, distort the figures. Analysis of wage move-
ment by decile in the UK (Atkinson, 2009) and the USA (Dew-Becker and Gordon, 
2005) reveals that the top 10 per cent of wage earners have received large wage increases 
in real and relative terms, while the wages of many other workers, especially those in the 
lower deciles, have languished (Atkinson, 2006; Dew-Becker and Gordon, 2005). A new 
stratum of the working rich in sectors like finance are in effect drawing business income 
by another means, while wages for everybody else stagnate.1 Overall, in all three cases, 
the total wages fund – the aggregate of wage and salary costs paid out to workers – has 
been shrinking since the 1980s in relative terms. The specific employment portfolio 
effect, however, can take different forms, depending on what happens to wages. Thus a 
lower wage factor share can result in fewer jobs with pay held stable, the same number 
of jobs at lower pay, or even more jobs, if average wages fall sufficiently far. Thus it is 
possible, as experienced in the UK, for employment to expand, but with a change in the 
balance between full and part-time jobs and/or a decline in real wages. Consequently 
GDP growth in recent decades can have only modest job-creating effects because labour 
has lost share of national income growth, compared with capital; and any maintenance  
of the quantity of employment will be at the expense of conditions. These possible  
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outcomes under a declining wage share of national income highlight the importance of 
distribution in any discussion of policy.

The sectoral dimension: public employment ‘filling in’ for feeble private 
sector jobs growth

Of course, the total volume of employment is only one aspect of the portfolio; composition 
needs also to be investigated. This is particularly important because narratives about the 
private sector as the source of economic dynamism are often disconnected from the reality 
of net job growth. In particular, for over three decades the narrative has been that the ‘fron-
tiers of the state’ are being rolled back to liberate the private sector as the engine of output 
and employment growth. The three cases in this article offer variants on this narrative. In 
the UK, the Thatcher governments’ privatization and deregulation programmes purport-
edly liberated enterprise to deliver a bounty of private sector jobs. In California the story 
was slightly different: the imagery was of ‘two men in a garage’ supported by flexible and 
responsive venture capitalists producing a ‘new economy’ in sectors like ICT. Australia 
represented another narrative where the abolition of industry protection, financial deregu-
lation and smaller government would usher in a new age of productivity growth. Australia 
was, according to Alan Greenspan, ‘the miracle’ national economy of our time.

In each case the narratives were misleading: leading sectors (finance for the UK, ICT 
for the USA and mining for Australia) generated significant output and profit growth but 
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little increase in net employment. Instead there was a high degree of similarity about 
where the extra jobs came from: in all three cases the extra jobs were in health, educa-
tion, welfare and social control (HEWS). These jobs did not so much crowd out the many 
diverse activities in the private sector, but ‘fill in’ for the failure of such activities to cre-
ate new employment. This trend creates a medium term problem, however, because pub-
lic expenditure cannot be expanded indefinitely and indeed austerity programmes require 
significant real terms cuts.

The example of California provides a particularly clear example of the state filling in for 
the private sector’s limited job creation, as illustrated in Figure 2. Traditionally, much employ-
ment in California came from aerospace and military spending, but employment in this sector 
declined steadily in the two decades to 2010. Despite its prominence in the popular narrative 
about west coast innovation, employment in information technologies and financial services 
hardly changed in absolute terms and actually declined in relative terms. Much of California’s 
contribution to the great American ‘jobs machine’ of the 1990s and 2000s was due to the 50 
per cent increase in California’s health and education employment – in industries dependent 
on public expenditure for growth even when the employment was in private firms. Even in 
California, public employment increased its share of total employment.

Similar trends are evident in the UK. Despite the rhetoric about a smaller state and 
revitalized private sector, more than half of all the extra jobs created in the UK in three 
decades after the 1979 election were from the public sector (Buchanan et al., 2009). In 
Australia, even under the staunchly ‘small government’ Howard administration of 
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1996–2007, with the strong tailwinds of a resources boom, as Buchanan et al. (2010) 
have demonstrated, public employment grew at the same rate as private employment. 
For example, public administration, health and education rose from 20.9 to 24.8 per 
cent of total employment between the mid-1980s and 2010. Here, as elsewhere, without 
this public employment the anaemic rate of private sector job growth would have been 
more apparent. In all three cases, far from crowding out, the public sector has been fill-
ing in for a private sector incapable of providing employment to all who need it to 
maintain their material welfare.

The gender dimension: the rise of the low paid male worker

The OECD defines low pay as employees earning two-thirds or less of median earnings. 
On this measure the low paid as a percentage of the workforce changed only modestly: 
in the USA the percentage increased from 21.7 to 24.8 per cent in 1973–2009 and in the 
UK decreased from 22.6 to 20.5 per cent of employees in 1970–2009.2 However, 
these limited changes in aggregate levels of low pay hide a profound shift in the rela-
tive proportions of men and women holding such jobs. It is certainly true that in all 
three countries significant gender wage gaps and occupational segregation persist: a 
larger proportion of women than men are still low paid. However, a growing propor-
tion of male workers are now classified as low paid, whereas the reverse is true of 
female employment (Figure 3). The changes are most pronounced in the UK and the 
USA, where the proportion of low paid men more or less doubled from 7 to 15 per 
cent and from 12 to 21 per cent respectively between 1975 and 2009.3 By contrast, the 
proportion of women in low pay fell from over 40 to less than 30 per cent over the 
same period. In Australia the proportion of women in low pay has hovered at around 
20 per cent for most of this period but the male proportion has similarly increased, in 
this case from 7 to around 15 per cent.

Looked at in aggregate, the proportion of women in low paid work declined in the UK 
and the USA and remained relatively constant in Australia; while, for men, options for 
well paid desirable work have been shrinking. Of course, the story is more complex if 
absolute numbers are considered as well as percentages: because the workforce has 
grown in all three countries, the proportion on low pay can fall, while the number con-
cerned rises (Table 1). In all three countries, more females than males were low paid 
throughout the 1975–2009 period, but low pay becomes increasingly significant for 
males. The impact at a household level depends upon how the incomes from a number of 
jobs are consolidated, as households pool resources and attempt to manage risk. Yet the 
increases in low pay (and/or reductions in working hours) have all kinds of social as well 
as personal consequences, not least where states have to subsidize low pay through taxa-
tion and benefits systems.

Employment portfolios today: varieties of  
un-sustainability?

The three cases reveal the same underlying failure of the private sector to generate extra 
jobs of good quality in large quantity, although this key outcome has not manifested 
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itself in the same way in each case. Put another way, each case illustrates the problem 
of ‘un-sustainability’, albeit in different forms. This is because the extent to which the 
portfolios change and the nature of their un-sustainability depends on their starting 
point – especially the sectoral composition of employment and institutional peculiarities 
like the privileges originally attached to full-time employee status. These legacy effects 
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profoundly shape how employment portfolios have changed in the last three decades. In 
this section, the argument is developed one step further by highlighting some key 
employment portfolio themes from each of the three cases to illustrate different aspects 
of un-sustainability. Again, there is not scope here to present full case studies; instead, 
the aim is to show how the specifics of the cases are distinctive yet jointly contribute to 
the need to rethink policy.

The UK: the public sector cannot prop up the private sector forever

The UK private sector’s chronic inability to generate net new jobs has arisen because 
mass employment in manufacturing and tradable goods has declined sharply, while 
expanding new sectors like finance generate relatively few extra jobs. This situation was 
true of the Thatcher-Major years as much as the Blair-Brown years: Figure 4 shows data 
for employment in education, public administration and health employment as a proxy 
for public sector employment. On this basis, between 1979 and 1997 under the 
Conservatives, 86.4 per cent of net employment growth was in the public sector; and, 
under New Labour from 1997 to 2010, just under 60 per cent was government funded. 

Table 1. Number and proportion of the civilian workforce on low pay in Australia, UK and USA.

1975 1990 2009

Australia
Female low paid workers
% share 20.7 20.8 18.6
number (‘000) 422 678 928
Male low paid workers 
% share 7.4 11.5 12.1
number (‘000) 284 529 719
UK
Female low paid workers 
% share 44.9 35.0 28.2
number (‘000) 4,300 4,065 3,768
Male low paid workers 
% share 7.8 11.9 15.6
number (‘000) 1,189 1,809 2,385
USA
Female low paid workers 
% share 40.4 31.3 29.9
number (‘000) 13,739 16,821 19,770
Male low paid workers 
% share 12.7 16.8 20.8
number (‘000) 6,596 10,939 15,292

Source: OECD Labour Force Statistics
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However, the trajectory of public sector compensating for weak private sector job crea-
tion has limits because it requires a continuing expansion of public expenditure and the 
UK abruptly reached these limits with the financial crisis after 2008.

A further dimension to the UK situation is spatial. There has been no net private sector 
job creation in the former industrial regions of the North East or West Midlands in the 
last two decades (Buchanan et al., 2010). Indeed, there has been little autonomous full- 
time job growth outside London during this period: between 1997 and 2010 London 
accounted for 43 per cent of all extra UK full-time jobs.

The USA: extended hours with deepening inequality

One of the most striking features of the US experience is the continuity of its employ-
ment portfolio, where low pay and long hours are ubiquitous. The overwhelming bulk of 
employed persons now work in excess of 40 hours a week: over 85 per cent of men and 
over 60 per cent of women continue to work extended hours. Table 2 presents a summary 
for the USA, alongside comparative statistics for the UK and Australia.

In the US case, a long-standing extended hours regime means it has been difficult for 
many employees to increase working time further to respond to the squeeze in living 
standards. Indeed, in recent years, although the proportion of the workforce employed in 
part-time work fell slightly, the percentage working such hours involuntarily increased 
dramatically: from 13.6 to 40.2 per cent between 2000 and 2010 (OECD, 2011). This 

Figure 4. UK private sector and public sector employees 1979-2010. (Public sector is the 
summation of education, public administration and health and the underlying data relates to 
employees and excludes self-employment).
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employment portfolio clearly does not provide its citizens with the means to maintain 
material standards of living. The pressure on living standards was mitigated by credit 
card and other debt in the 2000s credit boom but imbalances driven by the gap between 
the generation and distribution of productivity gains ultimately become unsustainable 
and the extent to which the state can fill in with quality jobs is limited.

Table 2. Distribution (%) of employed persons by hours worked per week, by sex, early 1980s 
to latter 2000s: USA, UK and Australia.

Country 
and year

Hours worked per week (%)

< 35 35 – 40 >40

USA (1)(3)
 Men
  1980 8.2 6.3 85.4
  2007 7.6 6.6 85.8
 Women
  1980 21.9 18.8 60.0
  2007 17.8 15.5 66.6
UK (1)(3)
 Men
  1983 3.4 26.0 70.7
  2007 9.9 25.3 64.8
 Women
  1983 40.1 36.6 23.3
  2007 37.8 33.9 27.5
Australia (2)(3)
 Men
  1980 17.5 42.1 33.1
  2007 24.3 31.0 37.5
 Women
  1980 42.5 38.2 11.6

  2006 49.1 26.3 15.9

Sources: ILO KILM for USA and UK; for Australia, Wooden and Drago, 2007
Notes: (1) USA and UK data are for usual hours worked.
(2) Australian data is on actual hours worked. Note in any one week among employed persons, about 7 per 
cent of men and 8 per cent of women report working ‘0’ hours, hence numbers do not sum to 100. This is 
due to workers taking leave, etc.
(3) Within the ILO dataset material on actual and usual hours for the USA is provided. Comparisons were 
made of these data to see if one could be used as a proxy for the other. This was possible for extended 
hours workers as the categories for grouping hours were directly comparable. This comparison revealed 
that movements in actual and usual hours between years were roughly comparable in a relative sense. There 
was a slight difference in the absolute estimates provided. They can, therefore, be reliably used to track 
change over time, and with care, comparison across countries where the magnitudes of difference are major. 
This is clearly the case with Australia compared to the other two countries – especially among workers 
working greater than 40 hours a week.
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Australia: declining job quality even in boom conditions

The situation in Australia is different again. Thanks to a resource boom and macroeconomic 
management, Australia avoided recession in 2008–9, but its employment portfolio has been 
dramatically recast through a fragmentation in hours of work. As Table 2 shows, of the three 
cases Australia used to have the largest proportion of people working standard hours of between 
35 to 40 per week. Unlike the USA and the UK, the proportion of employed persons falling 
into this category has changed dramatically. The proportion of male and female part-timers 
increased by over 7 percentage points and the proportion working extended hours increased by 
4 percentage points.

A closer analysis of the Australian situation reveals problems with this changing 
employment portfolio. The first is that the growth in hours worked is highest among 
those already working the longest – more than 45 hours per week. As a percentage of 
full-time workers, this group has increased from a fifth to around a third between 
1984 and 2010 (Figure 5). Unsurprisingly, within this group 52 per cent want shorter 
hours (Drago and Wooden, 2010; Van Wanrooy et al., 2009; Wooden and Drago, 
2007).

Problems of a similar nature affect those working part-time. While the growth of 
part-timers in Australia is dramatic, equally striking is the proportion of part-timers 
who want to work more hours to boost income, so that the under-employed constitute 
7 to 8 per cent of the labour force. It is also important to note that casual employment 
has increased considerably, particularly in Australia (see Table 3). While the level of 
casual employment remains high among women (at roughly one female employee in 

20%

23%

26%

29%

32%

35%

38%

1984 1987 1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008

35-39 hours 40-44 hours 45+ hours

Figure 5. Hours distribution among full-time workers, Australia, 1984–2010.
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four), among men the proportion has risen from 10.6 to 16.1 per cent over this period. 
This complements the earlier finding about the growing number of poorly paid male 
workers.

So why does the emergence of a growing number of poor quality jobs constitute a 
problem of un-sustainability in contemporary Australia – the economy that still seems to 
perform at miraculous levels compared to most in the OECD? The answer lies in ques-
tions about the capacity of the economy to continue to grow and adapt in the future. The 
largest problem confronting it today is a seemingly chronic incapacity to secure the 
labour needed to maintain stable growth in the key export sectors of resources and agri-
culture. Even more troubling is its capacity to adapt once the resources boom passes 
(Buchanan and Jakubauskas, 2010; Buchanan et al., forthcoming). In addition to the 
problems of adaptation there are legacy effects of growing fragmentation and extension 
of hours and high levels of precarious employment on population health. The long term 
costs for health budgets and potential labour supply over the life course are only now 
beginning to become manifest (McNamara et al., 2011; Quinlan and Bohle, 2009) and 
the legacy is an inability to successfully navigate the future.

The three cases show that high income capitalist countries are, like Tolstoy’s unhappy 
families, all unhappy in their own way. There is, however, a common result of un-sus-
tainability: although the activity bases and growth drivers are different, none of these 
countries has a private sector capable of generating large numbers of additional good 
quality jobs within the employment portfolio. Understanding the nature of current limita-
tions is important for thinking through how a more sustainable portfolio employment can 
be constructed. In particular, it highlights that the key challenge is to move beyond the 
standard prescriptions of much employment policy today – namely ‘leaving it to the 
private sector to do what it does best’ – but equally recognizing that the public sector 
cannot ‘fill in’ the gaps in employment growth forever. It is vital to engage with the char-
acter as well as the number of private sector jobs created. This also highlights the 

Table 3. ‘Non-permanent’ employees as a proportion of total employment in the USA, the UK 
and Australia, early 1990s and mid-2000s.

Country 
and year

Males (%) Females (%) Total (%)

USA (‘temporary employees’)
 2005 4.8 4.5
UK (‘temporary employees’)
 1996 4.8 7.8 6.1
 2005 4.1 5.3 4.8
Australia (‘casual employees’ i.e. those with no paid leave)
 1992 10.6 25.6 16.9

 2007 16.1 24.9 20.1

Sources: USA: Carre and Heintz (2009); Australia: Campbell et al. (2009) and ABS Labour Force Survey; and 
UK: O’Reilly et al. (2009).
Note: numbers are different to those cited in the UK source as they have been standardized to present data 
as a percentage of the labour force to ensure some basic comparability with the other two countries.
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importance and continued relevance of national level policies in shaping employment 
today. Policies that respect the market as an honourable servant for economic develop-
ment – not something to be deified as the master of our future.

Concluding discussion

This article has presented empirics to argue for the use of an employment portfolio to 
consider composition as well as volume issues; in doing so it finds that the trajectory of 
employment portfolios in these three countries is a significant concern. The size of the 
portfolio is problematic because shifts in factor shares have been against labour, imply-
ing that any quantum of growth generates only modest extra employment unless wages 
fall. At the aggregate level, the composition of the portfolio is improving for women, 
though there is still a marked gender gap in terms of low wage jobs in all three cases. 
Moreover, any such improvements for women are partly off-set by deteriorating job 
quality for growing numbers of men – with uncertain net effects at household level which 
often consolidates wages and salaries from more than one worker or more than one job. 
The maintenance of high levels of employment and job creation in the decades before 
2008 depended unsustainably on publicly funded job creation in health, education and 
welfare. Whether in the public sector or private firms, these extra jobs are important for 
both those employed and the society which needs the services they deliver. However, 
extra publicly funded jobs cannot continue to make up for feeble job creation in the pri-
vate sector. While this trajectory of un-sustainability dates from the early 1980s, many 
un-sustainability related problems – especially in earnings and hours – pre-date the neo-
liberal private sector illusion. In endeavouring to change the trajectory it is necessary to 
recognize that the pre-existing policy regime was not without its problems.

This leads to a second conclusion: the key economic problem of our time is not growth 
via productivity improvement; rather, it is distribution. All three societies studied are 
richer today – in absolute and per capita terms – yet they face deep economic and social 
problems because of adverse shifts of factor shares away from labour. The issue is not, 
where will the money for economic renewal come from – rather, where did the produc-
tivity dividend go? It certainly was not used to devise a portfolio of growing, sustainable 
employment opportunities. This analysis also suggests that it is necessary to recover a 
broader vision of ‘redistribution’, one that takes jobs and just not tax/transfer payments 
as the primary object of concern. In thinking about jobs, however, a broader focal point 
is needed than that commonly associated with concerns about the nature of the labour 
process and employment relations. These aspects of work are, of course, very important, 
especially when it comes to the question of job quality. It needs to be noted, however, 
that interventions at this level are ineffectual if the overall portfolio is shrinking or the 
extra jobs come from sources that are either inadequate in the private sector and/or 
unsustainable in the public sector.

This leads to a third conclusion: the need to take the national space seriously. The 
three cases show continuing differences, even after 30 years of ‘globalization’ and a 
deepening ascendancy of market populism in everyday life, public policy and political 
practice. Clearly national level institutions and interventions still matter. The nation has 
not been superseded by an international order; indeed, the global order brings more 
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problems than it solves for those who live with national consequences. This is not a call 
for a return to the ‘national capitalisms’ model of the post-war era, but it does suggest 
more focus on what can be effectively done in the national space. One can either stumble 
through the current situation in a 1930s way, or articulate a different direction building 
on traditional labour and social democratic concerns with factor shares and with the 
number and quality of jobs. Unless these matters are made the central objective of policy 
and politics we will be condemned to a regressive policy drift, unable to challenge the 
prescription of more ‘structural’ reforms despite earlier failures. The fundamental politi-
cal challenge of our time is to devise non-standard policies for particular national and 
regional economies that could create a sustainable portfolio of decent jobs.

There are no easy, generic prescriptions but neither is there any excuse for fatalism or 
inherent hostility towards active policy. Thus while ‘picking winners’ is often derided as 
a failed approach to industrial policy and cited as a reason why markets should be left 
alone, national and regional governments have a role to play in improving and sustaining 
infrastructure of all kinds to provide foundations for the private sector. This includes 
physical infrastructure – transport, utilities and communications – as well as training and 
skills development; where the state needs to not simply underwrite risk and, in some 
cases, provide significant finance, but to co-ordinate provision, ensure minimum stand-
ards and access. This needs to be coupled with requirements on employers for social 
responsibility to bolster the wages share of GDP: the desirable outcomes would include 
a greater and less unequal distribution to labour. Here, initiatives like the living wage in 
the UK show how it is possible for modest, yet encouraging improvements to be made. 
At the same time as providing stronger foundations for private sector employment, the 
role of the public sector in employment should be valued, rather than being seen as a 
problem. In economies where there is a demand for public services the state will either 
directly employ or indirectly fund a significant part of the workforce. National and 
regional interests should be asserted more aggressively, much as investors are encour-
aged to be more active as stewards in the companies in which they invest. In these ways, 
the language needs to change to recognize the important role of the state, not to supplant 
the private sector but to employ, manage and enable in ways that allow employment 
portfolios to be strengthened.
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Notes

1 This raises definitional issues. If many in the top 10 per cent are more accurately considered 
joint owners of businesses like investment banks, characterizing their work related income 
as ‘earnings from a formal wage’ is quite misleading. This is more accurately character-
ized as drawing business income by another means. As Husson, reflecting on the USA 
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experience, has noted: ‘the share of national income going to the [highest 1 per cent] of 
wage earners went from 4.4 to 8 per cent between 1980 and 2005, or a capture of 3.6 per 
cent of GDP. [This] rises to 5.3 per cent if [the top] 5 per cent of wage earners are consid-
ered (Husson, 2008: 2).

2 Note that there are a number of ways defining low pay. Mason and Salverda (2009) for exam-
ple report the proportion in the UK rose from around 10 to just over 20 per cent between 1977 
and 2005. See also Salverda and Mayhew (2009). We have used the numbers cited as they are 
from an OECD data set that has standardized the way labour statistics on the topic of wages 
and hours are gathered.

3 The data here comes from the OECD and thus is presented for the USA, not California.

References

Atkinson AB (2009) Factor shares: the principal problem of political economy. Oxford Review of 
Economic Policy 25(1): 3–16.

ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) (2011) A system of National Accounts 2007–2008. 
Available (consulted 31 August 2012) at: http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
DetailsPage/5204.02007-08?OpenDocument

ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) (2012) Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly. 
Available (consulted 31 August 2012) at: http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
DetailsPage/6291.0.55.003Nov%202012?OpenDocument

ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) (2012) Underemployed Workers, Australia, September 
2011. Available (consulted 31 August 2012) at: http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.
nsf/DetailsPage/6291.0.55.003Nov%202012?OpenDocument

Australian Government (2012) Mid Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook 2012–13. Canberra. Avail-
able (consulted 18 November 2012) at: http://www.budget.gov.au/2012–13/content/myefo/
download/2012–13_MYEFO.pdf

Buchanan J and Jakubauskas M (2010) The political-economy of work and skill in Australia: 
insights from recent applied research. In: Bryson J (ed.) Beyond Skill: Institutions, Organisa-
tions and Human Capability. London: Routledge, 32–57.

Buchanan J, Froud J, Johal S, Leaver A and Williams K (2009) Undisclosed and Unsustainable: 
Problems with the UK Business Model, Working Paper 75, December, CRESC, Manches-
ter, UK. Available (consulted January 2012) at: http://www.cresc.ac.uk/sites/default/files/
wp%2075.pdf

Buchanan J, Froud J, Johal S, Williams K and Yu S (2010) Do the UK and Australia have sustain-
able business models? Paper prepared for the International Labour Process Conference, 15–17 
March 2010, Rutgers University, New Jersey.

Buchanan J, Dymski G, Froud J, Johal S, Williams K and Yu S (forthcoming) Changing employ-
ment portfolios and inclusive growth in Australia: redistributing risks at work. In: Smythe P 
(ed.) Inclusive Growth in Australia. Allen and Unwin.

Cameron D (2010) Transforming the British Economy: Coalition Strategy for Economic Growth. 
Speech, 28 May 2010. Available (consulted March 2011) at: http://www.number10.gov.uk/
news/transforming-the-british-economy-coalition-strategy-for-economic-growth/

Campbell I, Whitehouse G and Baxter J (2009) Australia: casual employment, part-time employ-
ment and the resilience of the male-breadwinner model. In: Vosko L et al. (eds) Gender and 
Precarious Employment. London: Routledge, 60–75.

Carre F and Heintz J (2009) The United States: different sources of precariousness in a mosaic 
of employment arrangements. In: Vosko L et al. (eds) Gender and Precarious Employment. 
London: Routledge, 43–59.

 at SAGE Publications on January 2, 2014wes.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wes.sagepub.com/
http://wes.sagepub.com/


412 Work, employment and society 27(3)

Department for Business Innovation and Skills (2012) Growth. Available (consulted March 2011) 
at: http://www.bis.gov.uk/policies/growth

Dew-Becker I and Gordon R (2005) Where did the productivity growth go? Inflation dynamics 
and the distribution of income. Paper presented at the 81st Meeting of the Brookings Panel on 
Economic Activity 2005:2, 8–9 September, Washington DC.

Drago R and Wooden M (2010) Work hours mismatch in the United States and Australia. In: 
Christensen K and Schneider B (eds) Workplace Flexibility: Realigning 20th Century Jobs for 
a 21st Century Workforce. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University ILR Press, 262–75.

Ellis L and Smith K (2007) The Global Upward Trend in the Profit Share, BIS Working Papers, 
Bank of International Settlements, Basel, Switzerland.

Husson M (2008) The upward rate of exploitation. International Viewpoint, February. 
Available (consulted March 2011) at: http://www.internationalviewpoint.org/spip.
php?article1421

International Labour Organisation (ILO) (various years) Key Indicators of the Labour Market 
(KILM). Geneva: ILO. Available (consulted March 2011) at: http://www.ilo.org/empelm/
pubs/WCMS_114060/lang–en/index.htm

Kristal T (2010) Good times, bad times: postwar labor’s share of national income in capitalist 
democracies. American Sociological Review 75(5): 729–63.

McNamara M, Bohle P and Quinlan M (2011) Precarious employment, working hours, work-life 
conflict and health in hotel work. Applied Ergonomics 42(2): 225–32.

Mason G and Salverda W (2009) Low pay, working conditions and living standards. In: Schmit J 
and Gautie J (eds) Low-Wage Work in the United States and Europe. New York, NY: Russell 
Sage, 35–89.

OECD (various years) Distribution of Earnings Database. Available (consulted March 2011) at:  
http://www.oecd.org/document/34/0,3343,en_2649_33927_40917154_1_1_1_1,00.
html#deciles

OECD (various years) Economic Statistics [database]. Available (consulted 31 August 2012) at: 
http://stats.oecd.org/

OECD (2011) Economic Outlook 89. Paris: OECD.
O’Reilly J, MacInnes J, Nazio T and Roche JM (2009) The United Kingdom: from flexible 

employment to vulnerable workers. In: Vosko V, MacDonald M and Campbell I (eds) Gender 
and Precarious Employment. London: Routledge, 108–26.

Quinlan M and Bohle P (2009) Over-stretched and unreciprocated commitment: reviewing 
research and policy debates on the OHS effects of downsizing and job insecurity. International 
Journal of Health Services 39(1): 1–44.

Salverda W and Mayhew K (2009) Capitalist economies and wage inequality. Oxford Review of 
Economic Policy 25(1) 126–54.

Van Wanrooy B, Wright S, Buchanan J, Baldwin S and Wilson S (2009) Australia at Work: In a 
Changing World. Sydney: Workplace Research Centre, University of Sydney.

Wooden M and Drago R (2007) The Changing Distribution of Working Hours in Australia, Mel-
bourne Institute Working Paper Series, Working Paper 19/07, Melbourne, Australia.

John Buchanan is Professor and Director at the Workplace Research Centre at the University of 
Sydney Business School. Until recently his major research interest has been the demise of the clas-
sical wage earner model of employment and the role of the state in nurturing new forms of multi-
employer co-ordination to promote both efficiency and fairness in the labour market. Building on 
this research, he is now devoting special attention to the evolution of the labour contract, working 
life transitions and the dynamics of workforce development.

 at SAGE Publications on January 2, 2014wes.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wes.sagepub.com/
http://wes.sagepub.com/


Buchanan et al. 413

Gary Dymski is Chair in Applied Economics at Leeds University Business School, UK and is on 
leave as Professor of Economics at the University of California, Riverside. He holds a doctorate in 
economics from the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. From 2003 to 2009 he was the found-
ing Executive Director of the University of California Center, Sacramento. His research encom-
passes banking and financial crisis, urban development, racial/ethnic and gender inequality, hous-
ing finance, financial regulation and economic policy.

Julie Froud is Professor of Financial Innovation at Manchester Business School and a member of 
the Centre for Research in Socio-Cultural Change (CRESC) at the University of Manchester, UK. 
Her current research interests include elites and financialization, including the role of financial 
actors and processes in the national economy. Recent books include Financialization at Work 
(2008) with Ismail Erturk et al. and After the Great Complacence (2011) with Ewald Engelen et al.

Sukhdev Johal is a Reader in the Management School at Royal Holloway, University of London. 
His current interests are around how to use social and economic statistics to understand the national 
business model in the UK, including manufacturing, rail and food supply chains. He is a long time 
research collaborator with the Manchester-based CRESC research team of Karel Williams et al. 
Recent books include After the Great Complacence (2011) with Ewald Engelen et al., 
Financialization at Work (2008) with Ismail Erturk et al. and Financialization and Strategy (2006) 
with Julie Froud et al.

Adam Leaver is Senior Lecturer at Manchester Business School and a member of the Centre for 
Research in Socio-Cultural Change (CRESC) at the University of Manchester. His research inter-
ests in financialization include new actors such as hedge funds, as well as processes of financial 
innovation. He also has long term interest in analysis of the film and music industries. Recent 
books include After the Great Complacence (2011) with Ewald Engelen et al., Financialization at 
Work (2008) with Ismail Erturk et al. and Financialization and Strategy (2006) with Julie Froud 
et al.

Karel Williams is Co-Director of the ESRC-funded Centre for Research in Socio-Cultural Change 
(CRESC) at the University of Manchester and Professor at Manchester Business School, UK. His 
recent work has focused on technocratic and political elites in crisis. Current work is aimed at 
understanding the foundational economy through work on rail, food supply chains and other infra-
structure, including the connection to expertise in central government. Recent books include 
Remembering Elites (2008) with Mike Savage and After the Great Complacence (2011) with 
Ismail Erturk et al.

Date submitted September 2012
Date accepted January 2013


