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Abstract

While new information technologies are universally blamed for the disappearance of
many traditional jobs, they have at the same time opened new horizons, provided new
opportunities and given new hopes. The Internet has already proven to be a major and
innovative tool/resource in many important areas of human activity such as business,
education and entertainment. These areas are of crucial importance for the unemployed
who often need to upgrade or refresh their skills and knowledge (poor or insufficient
skills/educational background being usually the main reason for the unemployed not
being able to join the workforce).
The Internet can benefit the short and long-term unemployed in various ways: through
on-line educational and training programmes, non-residential learning centres,
alternative schools and youth centres, job-search databases and also through creating
and maintaining new relationships that can lead to new employment opportunities.
Governments should implicitly encourage the use and development of Internet- based
educational programmes. Incentives should be provided to unemployed who would
qualify for participation in Internet professional training programmes. That might
include  raising the unemployment benefits for the successful participants, or the
provision of direct subsidies in order to avoid the emergence of a two-tier society of
“information haves” and “have-nots”.

Introduction

The processes of globalization, technological change and organizational restructuring in
the past decade are forcing governments and institutions to redefine their concepts of
work and (un)employment. The “portfolio” people of Charles Handy have materialised,
experiencing  sequences of bursts of activity and periods of changing direction (and
employers). Unemployment seems to be almost organic in today’s society.
Employers prefer labour force mobility and flexibility and the “tenure” concept of a
“job for life” is becoming less common, leading to frequent redundancies and
downsizing. The inevitable conclusion is that during the 21st century, many people will
be without secure long- term jobs. Immersed in an Information Age environment, they
will  have more free time and hopefully access to the Information Superhighway.
While new information technologies are universally blamed for the disappearance of
many traditional jobs, they have also (simultaneously) opened new horizons, provided a
number of new opportunities and given new hopes. The “Cybernation”, a “nation whose
communication of commonly held beliefs and philosophies is effected through the
Internet” (Neil Barrett, 1996), already exists and the unemployed are among its citizens.

Unemployment

The unemployment rate is the percentage of the labour force that is willing and able to
work, does not currently have a job, and is actively looking for work. The
unemployment rate is an imperfect measure of unemployment because it does not
include workers whose job prospects are so poor that they are discouraged from seeking
jobs or reflect part-time workers who are looking for full-time work.
Unemployment seems to be an unavoidable feature of contemporary economies.While it
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varies from country to country and within the timespan of economic cycles, it has
become a part of  the economic  and social landscape virtually everywhere. At the same
time, unemployment imposes huge costs on individuals and nations.

Hughes and Perlman (1984) identify the two major views on unemployment in the
academic literature as:

The "Keynesian" view of Unemployment stating that:

     “Unemployment is an excess supply of labour resulting from a failure of
coordination in the market economy” and

The "Classical" view of Unemployment saying:

     “Unemployment is job search - people engaged in the productive work of  looking
for a better match between worker and employer”.

An increasing number of people are finding out that society no longer needs, wants or is
willing to pay for their labour.
According to the same authors three main types of unemployment exist.
The first is called frictional unemployment. This unemployment refers to individuals
who are part of a normal transition from one job to another.
They also discuss structural  unemployment, which is long-term unemployment that
often results from structural factors in the economy.
The third type is named cyclical unemployment and the reasons seem self-explanatory.

Inflation and unemployment are important because they affect national levels of
economic growth and standards of living.
 Some aspects of  unemployment can be addressed with public policies. However,
various political leaders and parties usually differ in their opinions about which policies
should be followed to deal with  unemployment.
OECD overview statistics on unemployment rates in the span 1974 to 1994 ( OECD,
1997) show a steady increase of unemployment, especially  in Europe since 1974. The
situation in North America reflects a less stable trend with sharp peaks in 1975, 1983
and 1992, and a steady decrease since then. Over the same period, the government and
the private sector in North America have created job opportunities, the latter even to the
extent of a 40% increase. A completely different situation surfaces in Europe where the
private sector had a negative job creation rate and more than 40 % of the unemployed
have been  out of job for longer than one year, in contrast to 11% in North America.
While the success rate of the unemployment agencies is high in North America,
breaking free from unemployment is markedly more difficult in Europe.

The New Zealand situation is somewhere in between, with figures for unemployment
averaging around 7.5% during the past few years. However, the trends are discouraging,
with growing  short-term and long-term unemployment and very uncertain prospects for
economic growth in the near future.

Generally speaking, youth unemployment is high in most places, averaging over 25 %
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in some countries and approaching 40% in regions of the former East Germany. The
youth unemployment rates are only acceptable in countries with strong apprenticeship
structures, but there the problem of creating sufficient opportunities sharply rises. These
young unemployed are obvious potential candidates for long-term unemployment. The
educational system in a number of OECD countries, including New Zealand, seems to
act as a “buffer”, delaying the moment when young people will attack the job market
more aggressively, armed with higher qualifications.

The Internet  and Technological Advancement

Focusing on the development of information technology in the information society,
John Naisbitt (1996) defines 3 stages of technological development:

1. The new technology or innovation follows the line of least resistance.
 
2. The technology is used to improve previous technologies.
 
3. New directions or uses are discovered that grow out of the technology itself.

Some analysts have tentatively presented scenarios describing stage three. It includes
multimedia, work-flow systems, integrated world wide financial systems and the
development of the Internet and the World Wide Web. They all believe that taking
advantage of modern IT may cause deep structure organizational, national, and global
changes that are not well understood at present.
Jeremy Rifkin (1996) strongly argues that the new wave of IT innovation through
business process reengineering, collaborative work systems, Web-oriented solutions,
multimedia, and mass data storage will result in a sharp decrease in administrative job
positions, in other words more unemployment.
More than one hundred million people worldwide are currently regular users of the Net.
 The Internet was originally created as a universal instrument of communication. by
academics and for academics. All other features were added later, when commercial
exploitation of the Internet started. As the Internet moves from the specialized worlds of
the scientific and academic communities into that of ordinary households, the wider
public needs to ask itself how it will resolve the ethical challenges that are posed to
individuals, organizations, and society.
 It is arguably easier to get a degree over the Internet today than to complete high school
education. The latter, however, remains a far more basic and essential way out of
unemployment. Unemployed and poorly educated people do not often find the path, or
the financial means to the Internet and its educational resources. The language barrier
also plays an important role in the greatest part of non-English speaking countries. Third
World countries face a combination of these factors plus, in certain cases, the lack of
political goodwill of their governments to allow freedom of speech.
 
 While educational programmes spread over the Internet do not provide certain escape
out of unemployment, they offer a way to qualify for better employment opportunities.
One good illustration of this is the United Mine Workers of America site (UMWA,
1998) that provides training and educational assistance for its members.The USA
Internet site (America’s Employers, 1998) offers resources such as resume banks, career
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chat and a company database. It is currently much easier for the unemployed to chase
jobs and deposit resumes in data banks hoping for a “favourable” match.
 In recognising that these Web sites trace the way ahead, governments should assist in
the development and use of Internet- based educational programs.Thus, more people
could be reached and the relative cost of development of these programmes can be
reduced significantly.
 The Internet delivers social and economic value only to those individuals who use it
effectively. Unlike the use of television, telephones, radios and VCRs, individual use of
networked information services appears to accelerate at higher income and education
attainment levels; therefore, benefits are flowing at an accelerating rate mainly to these
groups as well.
 Access to the Internet currently imposes a financial burden on the unemployed, even in
developed countries. A potential oportunity for governments exists to raise the general
educational level, by allocating incentives to unemployed who would qualify for
participation in  Internet professional training programmes. Incentives could consist of
raising social security payments to the successful participants of Internet educational
programmes, or directly subsidising the costs of Internet access on the participants' side.
 
 Unfortunately, the infrastructure in many countries limits Internet access. Local
telephone communications are still very expensive in most third world  (and even
advanced) countries. New Zealand consumers are in a relatively privileged position,
paying a fixed charge for local telephone calls.
 An interesting legislative initiative in the United States during the 1930s gives a hint of
what the policies today could be. The so- called  “universal service” principle was
articulated in their 1934 Communications Act with the aim "to make available, so far as
possible, to all the people of the United States a . . . wire and radio communication
service."
 Definitions of universal communications service have continued to evolve with
advances in technologies and changes in public expectations. Policy debates in the USA
tend to swing between the notion of universal access-the equivalent of dialtone-and an
evolving notion of universal service which considers end-user equipment, content
development and user skills. A universal service policy that could encourage a leveling
effect between information haves and have-nots is currently proposed to be developed
for the National Information Infrastructure in the USA and specifically the public
Internet. Such a policy would have a  federal framework, that is, a minimum set of
standards and expectations set by the national legislation. A key element of the Clinton
administration's National and Global Information Infrastructure initiatives currently is to
provide a broad, modern concept of universal service and open access (UNIVERSAL
SERVICE AND OPEN ACCESS, 1998).
 
 Lately, politicians in a number of countries seem to be more concerned about the
downside of the Internet than about its benefits. As globalised electronic commerce
makes a start, they tend to consider the Internet as a new medium of generating
incomeand hence try to impose taxes on its use. Internet analyst argue that all attempts
to tax the Internet would strongly compromise the use of the Internet as a carrier of
innovative ideas and generator of new businesses, and would consequently restrict the
role of the Internet as a generator of new employment opportunities
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 In an information economy, good jobs require analytical research skills, not simply the
ability to read and write and follow instructions. Many workers are becoming "symbolic
analysts" (Reich, 1992). In the emerging high-performance workplace, "virtually
everyone acts as a decision maker, gathers and sifts information, sets up and
troubleshoots systems, organizes workflow and team arrangements, manipulates data to
solve problems, and, on occasion, provides direction to colleagues"  (Moore, Mary T.
and Zev Waldman, 1994).
 In the USA some of these programmes, such as JTPA (job training partnership act) of
the Department of Labour are trying to provide network literacy training to low-income
individuals. For example, the Youth Fair Chance program provides training and
employment opportunities to young adults aged 14-30 in low-income
 communities. Communities can use a range of programme designs including "non-
residential learning centres; alternative schools; combined activities including school to
work, apprenticeship, or postsecondary education programs; teen parent programs;
youth centres" and others.
 
 The Internet System for Education and Employment Knowledge (ISEEK) was created
to promote higher education, training, and career exploration and to facilitate
employment searches within the state of Minnesota. This project received $2 million
from the state legislature. Several state agencies and educational partners are involved
with the project. Key participants are the Office of Technology, CFL, the University of
Minnesota, Minnesota Department of Economic Security, Minnesota State Colleges and
Universities, Minnesota Private College Council, and the Higher Education Services
Office.
 The ISEEK team includes state agencies and educational partners who formed a unique
partnership to use the World Wide Web to enhance Minnesotans' decision making about
education and career development.
 
According to Project Manager Dan Wagner of the Minnesota Department of Children
Families and Learning (CFL), ISEEK will provide a “front door” for Minnesotans using
the Internet to obtain employment opportunities and career planning and education
information.
 
Avoiding the “two-tier” society

 We have to ask the following questions:
• What is the danger of the emergence of  a  two-tier society of information haves and

have-nots?
• What kinds of remedies are available?
 
 The growth rate of the Internet has exploded during the last few years, following the
increased use of networked information services both at home and at work. Without
intervention, it is highly likely that a two-tier society of information haves and have-nots
may emerge. We now face a critical moment in the development of the Internet as a tool
to develop conscience, build character, and advance the common good of society.
 One possible solution to this problem is a programme similar to the universal service
policy model, discussed earlier in this paper, that should:
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• combine market incentives and individual tax credits to increase computer ownership
among low-income households

• provide electronic mail services for unemployed
• promote development of public access network services and
• fund network literacy programs through adult education programs, public libraries,

and schools.
 
 Some authors  think that for the unemployed, weak ties facilitated over electronic mail
can increase the potential for strong ties that may result in new working relationships
(and jobs). Internet-based mailing lists are considered to have significant potential for
transforming weak ties of acquaintance into strong ties that can result in instrumental
actions and productive gains. As Pickering and King (1996) note:
 "The maintenance of weak ties can play a crucial role for an individual when he or she
is forced to change jobs. Such a situation is a classic case when current job ties are
likely to be useless, but ties to individuals in other employment settings might be very
valuable indeed". For disadvantaged groups, an increase in weak tie interactions
"reduces inequality, thereby creating a more equitable distribution of employment
across groups"  (Montgomery, 1994). They find that by encouraging broad access to
Internet electronic mail, such a universal service policy can effectively reduce costs
associated with meeting new people and maintaining relationships that can lead over
time to new employment and education opportunities. Internet-based electronic mail
may introduce a new process efficiency in creating and maintaining novel relationships.
Weak ties can be efficiently and cost-effectively maintained by continued subscription
and occasional postings to newsgroups and mailing lists. This may help retain options
for more serious communications leading to new strong ties in other social or work
areas. Exchange of employment information over a network will also facilitate a free
labour market.

Conclusion
 
 Perhaps the story of an emerging entrepreneur from a developing country  best
summarizes  the hopes and expectations of many unemployed. Using tropical fish for
bait he casts his line into the Internet, hoping to reel in First World profits for his Third
World business. "I look for fish on the Internet," he says, punching the words "tropical
fish" on a World Wide Web search engine, hitting the enter key and watching a list of
entries roll down the screen. "I make contact, introduce myself and leave my address.
Later I send or fax them more information," he adds. His family-owned company sells
tropical fish and other products from the Amazon jungle. His Web connections have
already netted him a promising contract with an European buyer. He is one of a growing
number of businessmen and other professionals in developing countries using the
Internet as a remedy for  unemployement.
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