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This series is concerned with the application of social psychology to issues of
contemporary social importance. It is inspired by the belief that academic
social psychology has for too long operated at a level of theory and research
that has effectively denied its most interesting ideas and results to the general
reader, and it aims specifically to remedy this. Books included in the series will
be short, non-technical, and accessibly written. They will survey the relevant
research in social psychology and other disciplines, and authors will also be
encouraged to develop their own ideas - excitingly where possible and
controversially where necessary.
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chief inspiration. He died while this book was still in production, but his direct
or indirect influence will be felt and reflected in all forthcoming titles.
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Introduction

Throughout human history the overwhelming majority of people have
worked for their living. They still do, but now a question-mark hangs
over the future of work in the Western world. Unemployment rates are
rising in industrialised countries in a world-wide recession. A new
international division of labour eliminates some employment oppor-
tunities in the rich world; this rich world must therefore concentrate on
new technologies which, in turn, have the potential of replacing the
work of human beings and still have to demonstrate their power of
creating new jobs for all.

There are some who expect that the issue of unemployment will be
reduced to manageable proportions once the world recession eases.
There are others who point to the probably irreversible change in the
international division of labour and its implications for the reduction in
the number of jobs in the rich world. To survive economically
technological innovation becomes imperative; by the same token the
most widely feared and advocated new technology - microprocessors -
eliminates many jobs. In this double bind even technological optimists
do not offer a solution for unemployment in the near future though
they paint a glowing picture of more distant possibilities. According to
temperament they either speak of a leisure society in which work will
be unnecessary for many while inherently interesting for a few or,
more soberly, they point to the enormous changes in the nature and
number of jobs that have followed in the past changes in the structure
of the economy or the introduction of new technologies. During the
last hundred years or so millions of jobs were lost in agriculture and
domestic services but new ones emerged in factories. Henry Ford's
labour-saving invention of the conveyor belt created in the end more
jobs, not fewer. Such optimists recall the automation debates in the
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Employment and unemployment

fifties of this century, when equally dire predictions of structural
unemployment were disproved by subsequent events.

Whether or not history will repeat itself only the twenty-first century
will reveal. For the less distant future in the United Kingdom and
elsewhere unemployment will most likely present a major social
problem in the 1980s. In economic terms it imposes an enormous
burden. One recent estimate of the economic cost of unemployment to
the U.K. government, taking into account the costs of benefits, their
administration, employment services and the loss in income and
insurance contributions, arrives at a figure of over £4,000 million
(Showler and Sinfield, 1981, p. 52). Another estimate emerges with a
figure of more than £5,000 million (Samuel Brittan, 1981), and the costs
are rising with the rising number of unemployed. The economic cost to
the individual unemployed is, according to the same sources, on the
average a reduction of about 50% of disposable income. Such a
reduction imposes problems whatever the level of income at which it
occurs. When it hits the growing number of long-term unemployed who
depend on supplementary benefits, having exhausted their unem-
ployment insurance, and who are disproportionately composed of the
lowest paid in previous employment, the economic hardship is indeed
severe.

The public debate about unemployment, divided though it is about
causes and prospects, is virtually unanimous in its restriction to macro-
and micro-economic issues, taking their social and psychological
implications so much for granted that economic goals lose their
character as means and become ends in themselves. There is, of course,
no question about the overwhelming importance of the economic state
of affairs both for the country at large and for its unemployed; but
equally there is no question that the ultimate criterion by which
economic strategies must be judged is not trade balances or Gross
National Product but the quality of life people experience who are
affected by such strategies. Being employed or unemployed is a major
component of this quality.

Quality of life is an elusive concept that defies exact measurement.
Its many components - work or its absence, economic circumstances,
psychological predisposition, personal relations, health, the social
climate and fate - are analytically separate though unified in experi-
ence where they interact in an inextricable manner. In line with the
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