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ABSTRACT 

This paper first argues for a new approach to researching the issue of unemployment 

and work attitudes, and then presents findings from an analysis of 2000 British Cohort 

Study and 2000/2008 National Child Development Study data.  Existing social policy 

literature has shown that a large majority of unemployed people want jobs and 

actively seek them, but it has not examined choices between less enjoyable jobs and 

unemployment.  Indeed, literature on whether or not unemployed people want 

employment has not discussed work attitude measurement at all, and has often used 

measures that do not offer respondents a choice between employment and 

unemployment and do not hold job quality constant.  Furthermore, while the 

unemployed and employed are found to generally share the same values including a 

strong work ethic, there is little or no discussion of differences in values and 

preferences among groups that cut across the two categories.  Nor is there recognition 

that the unemployed category contains disproportionately high numbers from certain 

social groups and hence inevitably exhibits these groups‟ cultural characteristics and 

preferences.  We suggest that people generally, whether currently unemployed or not, 

are willing to undertake some kinds of work but not others, and that there is 

considerable diversity in attitudes towards various jobs and towards being 

unemployed.  Therefore, our research focused on how all respondents answered the 

agree/disagree statement „Having almost any job is better than being unemployed‟.  

Of the groups most at risk of unemployment, single people were found to be 

significantly anti-employment, and those with low academic attainment significantly 

pro-employment, but there was little or no significance in men, the young, or working 

class people.  Of the numerous living circumstances, lifestyle choice, attitude, and 

demographic variables included in the study, the following were not only found to 

have strong associations with agreeing with the statement in all three datasets, but also 

emerged as significant each time in the logistic regression analysis:  those with 

authoritarian, politically right wing and traditional moral attitudes, the employed not 

unemployed, and people living in multiple occupancy households and mortgaged (not 

rented) accommodation.  The employed/unemployed finding indicates that survey 

items offering a choice between employment (including unattractive jobs) and 

unemployment show unemployed people to be less pro-employment than measures 

that do not.  This is important because how people exercise that choice is important to 

the debate about whether or not attaching more conditions to the receipt of 

unemployment benefits is justified. 
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Introduction  

The number of conditions attached to receiving UK unemployment benefits has 

increased over recent decades (Novak 1997; Dwyer 2004).  This looks set to continue 

despite job scarcity brought about by the recession.  The Conservatives‟ General 

Election manifesto proposed that „long-term benefit claimants who fail to find work 

will be required to work for the dole‟, while those „who refuse to accept reasonable 

job offers could forfeit their benefits for up to three years‟ (Conservative Party 2010: 

16).  More recently, their coalition agreement with the Liberal Democrats simply 

asserted that unemployed people‟s receipt of benefits will be „conditional on their 

willingness to work‟ (HM Government 2010: 23).  The long-term drift towards 

greater conditionality implies there is a widely held (and growing) belief that a 

significant lack of work motivation exists among Jobseeker‟s Allowance (JSA) 

claimants.   

 

Yet in the 1980s and early 1990s, when unemployment was last high enough to make 

it a major topic of academic debate and research, studies concluded that unemployed 

people generally wanted employment.  Conservative ministers‟ assertions that 

generous welfare payments were creating a „dependency culture‟ among claimants 

(e.g. Moore 1987), backed up theoretically by Charles Murray‟s (1990) claims of a 

growing, morally distinct „underclass‟, were comprehensively discredited by a large 

empirical literature which demonstrated that those on benefits shared the same values 

and aspirations as the rest of society (examples include Dean and Taylor-Gooby 1992; 

Gallie 1994).   

 

However, between the mid-1990s and the current recession, with claimant 

unemployment falling, the number of unfilled job vacancies rising, and growing 

numbers of economic migrants finding jobs that employers often said „locals would 

not do‟ (Glossop and Shaheen 2009: 23), these conclusions seemed to become 

increasingly questionable.  Now it was Labour‟s turn to suggest that many of those 

who claimed unemployment benefits did so through choice, with social security 

Minister John Hutton (2006) condemning the „can work, won‟t work‟ culture.     

 

This paper attempts to shed new light on the issue of unemployed people‟s work 

attitudes.  In particular, it asks whether the social groups most at risk of 

unemployment are also those who most prefer employment.  It builds upon Dunn 

(2010a), which argued that people generally, whether currently unemployed or not, 

are willing to undertake some kinds of work but not others, and that they differ 

considerably in their attitudes towards various jobs and towards being unemployed.  

That article also argued that this diversity in attitudes, along with the general 

unpopularity and accessibility of low status jobs, have been downplayed in social 

policy literature.  Here we argue that when discussing „unemployed people‟ it is 

important to recognise that certain social groups are heavily represented in the 

unemployed category and that these social groups inevitably possess particular 

cultural characteristics and dispositions.  „The unemployed‟ are heavily male, with 

low educational attainment and from lower social classes, and in reviewing existing 

evidence about social groups‟ work attitudes we pay particular attention to these 

groups.  Qualitative work is unsuited to comparing social groups, and quantitative 

work has used measures which do not hold job quality constant, and do not offer 
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respondents a straight choice between employment (including „bad‟ jobs) and 

unemployment.  Thus, we present findings from a secondary analysis of data from the 

2000 wave of British Cohort Study (BCS) and the 2000 and 2008 waves of the 

National Child Development Study (NCDS), which were chosen because they have 

the agree/disagree statement „Having almost any job is better than being 

unemployed‟.  The research focused on how the statement was responded to by 

demographic groups (e.g. women, younger people), people in particular 

circumstances (e.g. household size, housing tenure), and those with other social 

attitudes (e.g. on authoritarianism) and lifestyle choices (e.g. use of cannabis).  A 

conclusion follows.    

 

 

Choice, Diversity, Job Quality and Social Policy debates about Unemployment   

Mainstream social policy accounts of unemployment draw upon a large research base 

in concluding that a large majority of unemployed people want jobs and actively seek 

employment, and that they generally possess the same values as the rest of society 

(e.g. Walker 2000).  When jobs are avoided it is usually because people are in the 

„unemployment trap‟ - unable to increase their net income by entering employment.  

Dunn (2010a) criticised these accounts for routinely failing to respond to two 

arguments made by right wing authors, notably Murray (1984; 1990):  First that the 

least enjoyable jobs are often avoided in favour of claiming benefits; and second that 

social groups and individuals vary considerably in their attitudes towards these „bad‟ 

jobs and towards unemployment.  This lack of focus on job quality, choosiness in job 

search and social diversity is symptomatic of mainstream UK social policy authors‟ 

strong aversion to individualistic or cultural explanations of poverty, whereby any 

focus on the actions of individuals is castigated as „victim blaming‟ (Deacon 2002).   

 

Dunn‟s (2010a) in-depth study of labour market choices gave support to the above 

two right wing arguments, but it nevertheless explained diversity in individuals and 

groups‟ dispositions in a way that emphasised the strong influence of social 

structures.  It contained two findings in particular that have guided the design of the 

research presented in this paper.  First, some interviewees said they desperately 

avoided living on benefits while others said they desperately avoided unattractive jobs 

(studies often instead conclude that people prefer employment because they want jobs 

that suit them).  Therefore, in this paper, when we discuss whether unemployed 

people want jobs, we directly measure their attitudes towards living on JSA and 

towards paid work (including „bad‟ jobs).  Second, in finding only a weak link 

between individuals‟ attitudes and their current employment status, the study exposed 

limitations of research which either focuses solely upon unemployed people, or 

compares them with employed people.  Respondents‟ current employment status was 

the consequence of numerous influences including family and economic 

considerations.  The most important influence was how employable they were in 

present labour market conditions.  Furthermore, all 50 interviewees had experienced 

paid work, 44 had experienced unemployment, and all were currently willing to do 

some forms of paid work.  Yet social groups that cut across the „employed‟ and 

„unemployed‟ categories differed considerably in their work related attitudes and 

choices.  Class-based socialisation heavily influenced respondents‟ choices through its 

impact on their moral beliefs about work and welfare, their attitudes towards money, 

and their enjoyment or otherwise of unemployment and various jobs (and social 

contacts they made in them).  In particular, less educated, working class males – who 
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are heavily represented among the unemployed - showed a particularly strong 

preference for „bad‟ jobs over unemployment.  In this paper we seek to replicate this 

finding using large sample survey data, and we do so by examining the attitudes of the 

entire survey population – not just the unemployed.     

 

The finding that some of the groups most at risk of unemployment most preferred 

employment brings home the point that while the unemployed category is composed 

of a hotchpotch of various kinds of people, it is not a microcosm of society – it is 

inevitably weighted in favour of the social groups most at risk of unemployment.  

Thus, research findings about „unemployed people‟ reflect the culture and 

circumstances of these groups - a consideration that is known to have been repeatedly 

overlooked in literature about social categories like the unemployed (see Sayer 1992, 

Duncan and Edwards 1999)
i
.   

 

Who are the unemployed?   

In order to understand the unemployed category we need to establish which groups 

are most heavily represented in it.  The sample of unemployed people in the 

BCS/NCDS is too small to examine sub-groups within it, so Table 1 (p.5) uses 

Labour Force Survey data.  It shows that the groups found more in the unemployed 

category than in the employed are the young, black, single, and the groups found by 

Dunn (2010a) to be most pro-employment in their attitudes – males, the less qualified, 

and those previously in low status jobs.  These findings are the same regardless of 

whether we count as unemployed only those claiming JSA (the „claimant count‟), or 

use the broader International Labour Organisation (ILO) definition/measure which 

includes all who are without paid employment, want paid employment and have 

recently actively sought it (see Hussmanns 2007: 13).  Table 1 demonstrates that 

when the unemployed are down to a „hard core‟ (as in 2007) they are less similar to 

the employed (White 1991).  The next part of the paper examines existing research on 

the work attitudes of various social groups.   

 

 

Work attitudes and social groups  

While existing studies have not directly compared groups‟ attitudes towards various 

jobs and towards being unemployed, they are nevertheless useful for piecing together 

a picture of these attitudes.  A vast body of empirical work has established that while 

some forms of work (notably well paid jobs and those offering the opportunity for 

autonomy and skill use) are generally more popular than others (see Lewis et al. 1995 

for a review of relevant literature), and employment is generally preferred to 

unemployment (see, for example, Warr 1987), particular forms of work are inevitably 

most popular among the social groups that usually undertake them.    

 

In-depth studies have exposed a particularly strong attachment to paid employment 

among working class men.  Post-war ethnographies of working class communities in 

the UK have found a strong connection between gendered work roles, identity, and 

condemnation of those who do not live up to these standards (e.g. Turner 1985).  This 

research repeatedly identified the breadwinner-homemaker model as the dominant 

normative framework for assigning work roles.  For women this largely meant unpaid 

caring work and housework, while men were assigned the worker/provider role, often 

taking a masculine pride in doing tough, manual jobs.  These studies, and those 
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TABLE 1:  Percentages of social groups in the labour force who are unemployed, 

using ILO and ‘Claimant Count’ measures of unemployment.  

 

 ILO  

 

 

SUMMER 

2007 

CLAIMANT 

COUNT 

 

SUMMER 

2007 

ILO 

 

 

SUMMER 

2009 

CLAIMANT 

COUNT 

 

SUMMER 

2009 

AGE 

  

 

18-24 12.7 4.4 18.6 8.5 

25-34 4.5 1.6 7.8 3.6 

35-44 3.5 1.1 5.6 2.6 

45-54 3.3 1.2 4.6 2.2 

55-64 2.9 0.8 4.3 1.5 

SOCIAL CLASS 

 

High manager/profesnl 2.0 0.6 3.3 1.2 

Low supervisor/techncl 3.2 1.5 7.4 4.3 

Routine occupations 5.6 2.8 9.7 5.9 

HIGHEST QUALIFICATION  

 

Degree or Higher 2.9 0.5 4.5 1.3 

GCSE A-C/equivalent        7.2 2.1 10.2 4.0 

None 11.0 4.2 15.0 7.4 

MARITAL STATUS 

 

Single 10.0 3.1 13.9 6.0 

Married 2.4 0.5 3.9 1.3 

Separated  6.0 2.3 8.6 3.9 

Divorced  4.7 1.5 7.3 3.7 

SEX 

 

Female 5.3 0.9 6.8 1.7 

Male 5.8 2.2 9.2 4.6 

ETHNIC GROUP 

 

White 5.1 1.4 7.4 3.1 

Mixed 10.8 2.9 16.9 5.1 

Asian/Asian British 9.5 2.8 12.6 4.0 

Black/Black British 12.7 4.6 20.0 7.9 

Source:  Labour Force Survey 

Notes:  The ‘Labour Force’ includes all employed and unemployed people.  Social 

class refers to present or most recent occupation. ‘Social Class’ and ‘Highest 

Qualification’ uses only illustrative examples, but in both cases the relationship is 

broadly linear when all categories are included.  
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specifically about unemployment or labour-market decision-making (e.g. Marsden 

1982; McLaughlin et al. 1989; Jordan et al. 1992) found that working class men 

suffered considerable shame and boredom when excluded from the employment role 

they had been socialised into.  Some social theorists argue that in late modernity these 

gendered and class-based social norms are in decline, with individuals now freer to 

mould their own individualised identities, lifestyles and life plans (e.g. Giddens 1991; 

Beck 1992).  However, in-depth research has found that the norms are remarkably 

persistent (Duncan and Irwin 2004; MacDonald and Marsh 2005; Nixon 2006).  For 

example, McDonald and Marsh (2005) describe findings from their in-depth 

interviews with 15-25 year-olds in a deprived part of Teesside:  

 

The history and current conditions of east Kelby - a place made for 

working class people - saturate the biographical narratives…in discounting 

academic schooling, in prioritising reliance on family and friends to get 

by, in accentuating the positives of community life, in talking up the 

'mothering option', in rejecting life as a 'dole wallah' and in describing the 

central importance of work, these narratives articulated deep-seated, 

locally embedded, class „cultural frames of reference‟.  (2005: 212, 

emphasis in original)   

 

As we move away from the male, working class „provider‟ of „working age‟, the 

strength of people‟s preferences for employment over unemployment is found to 

diminish.  Women have often been found to suffer less stigma and boredom when 

unemployed (Gershuny 1994).  This perhaps reflects a lesser reliance on employment 

as a source of identity and social contacts, given that unemployment delivers more 

negative psychological consequences when the individual is less able to find 

replacement activities such as unpaid work (Kieselbach 2004) or is less able to 

continue to meet social needs (Nodenmark and Strandh 1999).  Middle class and more 

educated people report enduring more boredom when undertaking working class jobs 

(though these groups are strongly attached to white collar work), and suffer less when 

unemployed, due to both their access to a „wider world‟ of activities such as reading 

and a related tendency not to blame themselves (McRae 1987; Dunn 2010a).  Those at 

the periphery of „working age‟ are less likely to prefer employment to unemployment.  

The young are often unaccustomed to employment, have friends also unemployed, no 

dependants, and sometimes parental help (Pahl 1994), while the nearly-retired often 

do not seek jobs as they have „done their stint‟ (Westergaard et al. 1989).  Finally, 

those with provider roles within the family often see employment as more of an 

imperative than single and childless people do (Dunn 2010b).   

 

However, research using quantitative work attitude measures offers more mixed 

findings concerning social class and educational attainment.  It is unclear how support 

for the Protestant Work Ethic (PWE) fits with social class (Furnham 1990), but it is 

inversely related to educational attainment (Furnham 1982; Tang and Tzeng 1992).  

However, measures of „employment commitment‟, including the popular „lottery 

question‟ which asks respondents if they would be employed if they did not need the 

money, usually find that the more educated and those in higher social classes score 

highest (Gallie and White 1993; Rose 2005).  For example, using the „lottery 

question‟
ii
, Rose (2005: 136) found that 78% of those with degrees/higher degrees 

chose to be employed, compared with just 53% of those with no formal academic 

qualifications.  Yet the author does not acknowledge the fact that these groups‟ 
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stronger „employment commitment‟ might reflect their more enjoyable jobs, as 

respondents perhaps had their usual work in mind when answering a question that 

gives no guidance about job quality.    

 

Furthermore, neither of the two measures offers respondents a choice between 

employment and unemployment.  The „lottery question‟ offers a choice between being 

an employed millionaire or an idle millionaire.  The PWE, on the other hand, is 

widely considered to be multi-faceted, and includes work centralism, authority, 

accepting society as just, thrift, individualistic striving for success, self-reliance, 

deferred gratification and asceticism (see Furnham 1990).  Furthermore, whether the 

PWE means just paid work or all forms of work is unclear, and its focus is on 

principle rather than preference.  That these measures do not offer a straight choice 

between employment and unemployment is overlooked even by researchers who have 

used them to find that unemployed and employed people possess similar work 

attitudes (e.g. Hassall et al. 2005 using Mirels and Garret‟s 1971 widely used PWE 

scale which includes items like „A distaste for hard work usually reflects a weakness 

of character‟; Gallie and Vogler 1994 using the „lottery question‟).  Indeed, there has 

been little or no discussion about work attitudes measurement in literature about 

unemployment.  

 

 

Methods    

While qualitative work is unsuited to offering either comparisons between social 

groups or statistically representative samples, quantitative work has not directly tested 

for preferences around employment and unemployment in a way that holds job quality 

constant and which offers a straight choice between employment and unemployment.  

The research presented here was designed to reflect arguments made in our earlier 

discussion, and offered all respondents (not just those currently unemployed) a choice 

between being employed (including undertaking „bad‟ jobs) and being unemployed.     

 

The 2000 BCS and the 2000 and 2008 NCDS are the only major UK datasets in the 

last decade to feature the survey item „Having almost any job is better than being 

unemployed‟ (from hereon it is sometimes referred to as „the dependent variable‟).  

The BCS and NCDS are longitudinal, cohort studies with sample populations over 10 

000.  The NCDS cohort was born in 1958, the BCS in 1970.  The two 2000 studies 

are well placed to offer direct comparison, as they feature exactly the same questions, 

while the 2008 NCDS data closely matches them.   

 

The purpose of the research was to find out which social groups were most likely to 

agree with the dependent variable, so the study used all available variables relevant to 

respondents‟ circumstances, demographic characteristics, lifestyles and attitudes 

(from hereon they are referred to as co-variates)
iii

.  Firstly, we measured the strength 

of association between the dependent variable and the covariates (Table 2, page 9) 

using Cramer‟s V for nominal variables and Kendall‟s Tau for interval variables.  The 

age of respondents was factored in by reference to the different surveys, using all six 

that feature the dependent variable (see Table 3, page 10).  Secondly, we undertook 

logistic regression analysis in order to understand the relative importance of our 

covariates in determining responses to the dependent variable.   
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Results 

Tests of Strength of Correlation  

Table 2 shows the strength and direction of association between the dependent 

variable and the covariates.  Those with Cramer‟s V/Kendall‟s Tau scores of >0.100 

are highlighted in bold.  There is a noticeable pattern that cuts across the three 

datasets: in each, right-wing, employed, married, Conservative voting, authoritarians 

with traditional morality are most likely to agree with the dependent variable.  

Household size correlates because single people in particular, and those in large 

households, disagree with the dependent variable more.  Employed people were much 

less likely than unemployed people to agree with the dependent variable.  Given our 

earlier discussion, it is surprising that social class did not produce a significant score.  

The gender result indicates that while employment decisions involving possible child 

care roles undoubtedly vary considerably between men and women, there is little 

difference when they have a straight choice between employment and unemployment.  

Housing tenure strongly associates – in each dataset mortgagers were more pro-work 

than those who rent – a result that perhaps reflects the economic disincentives to enter 

employment associated with renting.  The strongest associations were for 

authoritarianism and „employed or unemployed‟.  These two were the only covariates 

to produce Cramer/Kendall scores of >0.1 in all three datasets.  Morality and 

Conservative voting were the only others to produce scores of >0.05 in all data-sets 

(although, Cannabis use produced scores of at least 0.097 in the two years it was 

enquired into).      

 

Table 3 (page 10) shows there is little discernible pattern regarding age, with the 

youngest and oldest age respondents recording the highest scores.  Nor is there a 

discernible difference between the cohorts, with two NCDS datasets appearing at the 

highest and lowest end.  It is unclear why 1991 produced the lowest amount of 

agreement, and 2008 the highest, although New Labour‟s success in „making work 

pay‟ (Brewer and Shepherd 2004), might have influenced the 2008 score.    

 

 

Logistic Regression Analysis 

Logistic regression allows us to consider how our covariates work together to 

influence the dependent variable. The output gives a beta coefficient (the scores given 

in Table 4, page 11) which indicate the extent to which respondents‟ answers to the 

questions about each the covariates are likely to influence the dependent variable.  

Generally, the higher the score is, the greater its influence. A positive score means 

that the variable contributes in a positive way - i.e. it increases the odds that the 

person will agree with the dependent variable.  A negative score means that the 

variable contributes in a negative way.  Although large beta values have more 

influence on the outcome, a small beta on a scale variable can have more overall 

impact than a relatively high score on a nominal variable.  This is because each unit of 

a scale adds the beta score to the log odds.  To illustrate: a beta of 0.10 on a 0-16 

scale, with a score of 16 would increase the odds of a positive outcome on the 

dependent variable by 1.6, where as a beta of 1.3 on a nominal variable (coded as 0 

and 1) could only ever have a maximum increase on the log odds of 1.3 (i.e. 1.3 * 1). 

All of the beta scores are multiplied by the score in the database in the logit equation, 

and the constant term is added at the end.  
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Table 2:  Strength of Correlation between ‘Having almost any job is better than 

being unemployed’ and other variables in the study  

 

COVARIATES BCS  

2000 

NCDS 

2000 

NCDS 

2008 

SOCIAL GROUPS 

Gender (Male or Female) 0.009 0.020* 0.008 

Disabled or not 0.013 0.031** 0.056*** 

Marital Status 0.082*** 0.049*** 0.093*** 

Social Class 0.003 -0.011 -0.013 

Highest academic qualification  -0.029** -0.057*** -0.037*** 

Highest vocational qualification 0.013 -0.045*** -0.018 

Housing Tenure 0.117*** 0.036** 0.057*** 

Household Size 0.055*** 0.029 0.071*** 

Weekly Pay 0.012 -0.018 -0.034* 

Full-time/part-time workers 0.002 0.015 0.002 

Employed or unemployed  0.118*** 0.104*** 0.104*** 

LIFESTYLE  

Domestic chores allocated traditionally: men 0.003 0.037* 0.005 

Domestic chores allocated traditionally: womn 0.024 0.009 -0.014 

Tendency to help children with homework -0.016 -0.002 N/A 

Tendency to visit child‟s school  0.005 -0.003 N/A 

Self-assessed Health  0.047*** 0.021* 0.075*** 

Cigarette smoking -0.027** -0.012 -0.016 

Alcohol consumption -0.011 -0.003 -0.010 

Has used cannabis -0.103*** -0.097*** N/A 

ATTITUDES 

Attitudes to Learning  0.015 -0.015 N/A 

Conservative voting 0.136*** 0.124*** 0.081*** 

Left-Right scale -0.085*** -0.086*** 0.010 

Anti-Racism scale -0.028** 0.033*** 0.024* 

Environmentalism scale -0.031** -0.031** 0.020 

Authoritarianism scale 0.167*** 0.175*** 0.110*** 

Morality Scale 0.123*** 0.150*** 0.083*** 

Working Mothers scale 0.008 0.046*** N/A 

Source:  BCS/NCDS data.    

Notes:  If variables are categorical a ‘Cramer’s V’ score is given; if they are ordinal 

or scale variables a Kendall’s Tau score is given.  

* = P <0.05, **<0.005, ***<0.001; Scores in bold are Cramers/Kendalls > 0.100.    

In each case, the covariate is the one its title implies is highest, most positive, or is the 

first one mentioned.  For example, when Highest Academic Qualification correlates 

positively, this means those with highest qualifications were significantly more likely 

to agree with the dependent variable.  Likewise, when Employed or Unemployed 

produces a positive association, the employed are significantly more likely to agree.   

 

 

Table 3: Age and Strongly Agreeing/Agreeing that ‘Having almost any job is 

better than being unemployed’. 

 



 10 

STUDY, YEAR AND (AGE OF RESPONDENTS) % Agreeing 

NCDS 2008 (50) 71.3 

NCDS 1981 (23) 69.4 

BCS 2000 (30) 65.8 

BCS 1996 (26) 65.8 

NCDS 2000 (42) 62.5 

NCDS 1991 (33) 47.3 

Source:  BCS/NCDS data.  

 

 

Choice of covariates for the logistic regression analysis was based on the results 

shown in Table 2
iv

.  Despite the importance attached to social class and gender in 

literature reviewed earlier, we did not include them in the regression analysis because 

of their insignificance.  While marital status and household size both cover similar 

territory, household size was chosen because, although marital status produced a 

relatively high Cramer‟s V score, the main variability it caused on the dependent 

variable is determined by whether respondents are single or not.  We therefore used a 

dichotomised household size variable, to distinguish between single and multiple-

occupancy households, using the single-occupancy category as a proxy for single 

marital status, whilst at the same time measuring occupancy.  Support for the 

Conservatives was omitted because authoritarianism and left-right attitudes more 

accurately identify specific features of conservatism.  Only the variables that 

significantly contributed to the outcome on the dependent variable are included in the 

results (Table 4, page 11).  These include employment situation, multi-occupancy, 

having a mortgage, and position on the left-right, traditional morality and 

authoritarianism scales. 

 

As Table 4 shows, while similar variables emerged as significant in regression 

analysis based upon each of the three datasets, there was no discernible pattern in the 

regression equations for the three datasets - not a single one of our variables 

influences the equation in the same direction in each of our equations.  Thus, we do 

not dwell upon these findings here.   

 

 

Conclusion  

In this paper we argued that debates about the work attitudes of unemployed people 

have been impoverished for at least three reasons:  Firstly, social diversity and 

individual agency have been overlooked or downplayed.  Secondly, there has been a 

tendency to discuss the attitudes of „unemployed people‟ without acknowledging that 

particular social groups, which inevitably and possess particular cultural 

characteristics, are heavily represented in the unemployed category.  Finally, there has 

been a lack of discussion about how we measure work attitudes.  Work attitudes 

measures that do not offer a straight choice between employment and unemployment, 

and which do not take into account job quality, have been deployed routinely and 

uncritically.  Therefore, we asked how all social groups responded to the NCDS/BCS 

survey item „Having almost any job is better than being unemployed‟, and took a 

particular interest in how groups most at risk of unemployment responded to it.    

 

 

 



 11 

Table 4:  Logistic regression results 

 

VARIABLE  BCS 2000 NCDS 2000 NCDS 2008 

Employment  

Situation 

Employed 1.063*** -1.313*** 1.358*** 

Household  

Circumstances 

Multi-occupancy 0.190* n.s 0.274** 

Mortgage on 

property 

0.91** 0.163*** n.s 

Attitudes    

Left-right scale -0.65*** 0.071*** 0.57*** 

Authoritarian scale 1.81*** -0.467*** -0.166 

Morality scale
v
 1.063*** -0.117*** -0.950 

 

Constant -3.88 3.196 1.993 

% of cases 

predicted correctly 

80.1 75.4 84.3 

% variance 

explained by 

adding covariates 

11.4 11.4 7.1 

Notes: *** = significant at 0.001 level; ** = significant at 0.01 level; * = significant 

at 0.05 level, n.s = not significant 

 

Across the three datasets, one social group at high risk of unemployment showed a 

consistently significantly strong preference for employment (people with low 

educational attainment), one a significantly strong preference for unemployment 

(single people), while there was no pattern discerned for age, gender and social class.  

Thus, the findings on gender and class offer no support to our hypothesis that working 

class men would most strongly favour employment over unemployment.  In the case 

of women, this suggests that, while other research has found they are more inclined 

than men to choose caring roles, they have the same attitudes as men when offered a 

straight choice between employment and unemployment.    

 

The variables that most strongly associated with preferring employment to 

unemployment were living in multiple occupancy households, having a mortgage not 

renting, being employed not unemployed, and expressing agreement with 

authoritarian, right wing and traditional moral attitudes (and voting Conservative).  

The findings on mortgage holding and multiple occupancy accommodation perhaps 

reflect the greater economic incentives to enter employment faced by people in these 

circumstances.  The employed/unemployed finding contrasts with research that has 

used PWE and employment commitment measures, and has concluded that the 

unemployed and employed have similar work attitudes.  The measure used here offers 

a choice between employment and unemployment, and therefore it offers a more 

accurate assessment of whether or not unemployed people prefer being in 

employment.    

 

The political findings perhaps reflect US commentator Mead‟s argument that the job 

search behaviour we expect of unemployed people (and hence whether or not we 
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consider their unemployment to be „voluntary‟) reflects our political beliefs - 

„[L]iberals…want jobs to be attractive, not simply legal…[C]onservatives say they 

should have to accept all legal jobs they can fill‟ (Mead 1988: 48).  It might be that, in 

some cases at least, respondents‟ answers reflected not their work preferences but 

their political/moral beliefs about what was appropriate labour market behaviour.   
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i
 It is perhaps also overlooked by some UK social policy authors as a consequence of 

their aforementioned aversion to cultural explanations of social problems.  The poor 

or unemployed inevitably exhibit particular cultural or social psychological traits, yet 

even commentators who acknowledge this as part of an essentially structural 

explanation of social problems are considered beyond the pale.  For example, 

Wilson‟s (1987) well known claim that US ghetto residents have often reacted to a 

long-term lack of jobs by developing anti-employment and criminal dispositions, was 

criticised for drawing „attention to dislocations at the level of individual behaviour 

[which] seem to have fuelled rather than assuaged the New Right‟ (Dean and Taylor-

Gooby 1992: 42).  As Wilson (1997: xiv) acknowledges, conservatives tend to 

emphasise the importance of „values, attitudes, habits and styles‟ when explaining 

social problems.  Yet ironically, the class cultural dispositions highlighted by Wilson 

are vitally important to the arguments put forward by egalitarian academics, because 

they are central to explaining why a meritocracy of equal (or nearly equal) 

opportunities is unattainable in starkly unequal societies like the UK.  This is because 

they are crucial to educationalists‟ empirically based explanations of low working 

class educational attainment (Reay et al. 2005).  Thus, when egalitarian social policy 

authors portray benefit claimants as having the „same culture and aspirations‟ as the 

non-poor (Bradshaw and Holmes 1989: 138) or making „wrong decisions like the rest 

of us‟ (Lister 2004: 125), they are downplaying the very social realities that are 

crucial to egalitarian arguments against mistaken claims that we live in a meritocracy 

of equal opportunities.    
 
ii
 The version of the „lottery question‟ used by Rose (2005) was: “If you were to get as 

much money to live as comfortably as you would like for the rest of your life, would 

you continue to work, not necessarily in your present job, or would you stop 

working?” Respondents could answer yes, no, or don‟t know. 
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iii

 The variables in Table 2 are now briefly explained in cases in which they might be 

unclear.  Household size was the number of people in the household, although we 

collapsed all households with 6 or more into one category. Marital status included 

single never married, married, cohabitees, separated, divorced and widowed 

(widowed was not used as the numbers were too small).  With two of the studies 

taking place in 2000, the „old‟ I to V measure of social class was used, although it is 

worth noting that the various other measures available in the datasets delivered similar 

results.  The employment status variable has two categories and includes only those 

who gave their current main economic activity as either employed or „unemployed 

and seeking work‟.  The latter description appears to straddle the „claimant count‟ and 

ILO definitions of unemployment at least fairly well.   The „domestic chores allocated 

traditionally‟ variables were computed from seven variables which enquired into 

whether the respondent or their partner carried out various domestic tasks.  A variable 

for men with female partners was computed so that scores of 1 were given if they did 

an activity that was traditionally expected of men (e.g. DIY) or 0 if it was shared 

equally or the woman did it.  For tasks traditionally performed by women (e.g. 

looking after sick children), they scored 1 if they did not do it, and 0 if they did it or it 

was shared equally.  The separate variable for women, therefore, had 0 if they did 

DIY or it was shared equally, and 1 if the man did it; 1 if they did childcare and 0 if it 

was shared equally or the man did it.  The variable was included because it was 

predicted that men who did „traditionally male‟ activities would be more pro-

employment.  The smoking and alcohol consumption variables are all based on 

several categories of frequent and intense use.  In the case of cannabis there are three 

categories – have used it in the last 12 months, have used it though not in the last 12 

months, and have never used it.  The Conservatism index was computed from two 

variables – one in which respondents reported which Party they voted for at the most 

recent General Election, and one in which they stated which Party they would vote for 

now.  This produced three categories – support for Conservatives twice, once 

Conservative and once centre or left (this included Labour, Liberal Democrats, 

Greens, Plaid Cymru and SNP), and finally centre or left both times.  The various 

attitude scales have high levels of internal reliability, and are made up of the 

following number of items – Left-Right (7), Authoritarian (6), Morality (6), Anti-

racism (5), Working mothers (5), Environmentalism (3), attitudes towards learning (2 

– this scale in fact had 4 items but only 2 were considered appropriate for testing 

people‟s views that education was worthwhile in itself).  In order to minimise the size 

of the scales, in all scales except the „attitudes towards learning‟ scales, we collapsed 

strongly agree/agree, and strongly disagree/disagree, to create three categories (1 

agree, 2 neither agree nor disagree, 3 disagree).  These were reversed where necessary 

and computed into scales so that, for example, the Authoritarian scale ran from 6 

(highly authoritarian) to 18.  Ethnicity is notoriously difficult to research in UK 

longitudinal studies because they offer limited sample size (Mokhtar and Platt 2010), 

so despite its importance in the composition of the unemployed it was not possible to 

study ethnicity properly with the BCS/NCDS data.  For further details of the dataset 

please consult the relevant guide books (e.g. Bynner et al., 2000).   
 
iv

  

The variables were dichotomised for the logistic regression analysis.  Agreeing with 

the dependent variable gives a score of 1, disagreeing a score of 0.  Class was input 

into the model with three dummy variables: membership of the professional 
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managerial class (social classes 1 and 2), yes = 1 or no=0; membership of the skilled 

class (social classes 3.1. and 3.2), yes= 1 or no = 0; membership of the part- and un-

skilled class (social classes 4 and 5) yes= 1 or no = 0.  Tenure was dichotomised to 

distinguish mortgage owners (score of 1) from renters and owners (score of 0).  The 

attitude scales were entered as scale variables, as explained in endnote 3. 


