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Introduction 
 
Throughout the period since the 2008/09 recession, the STUC has sought to 
highlight trends in the labour market often overlooked in mainstream political 
discourse. Examples have included wages, underemployment, insecure work 
and self-employment. 
 
This latest brief challenges the growing political consensus that the labour 
market recovery is nearly complete and considers a number of trends which 
will continue to affect the shape of the Scottish labour market in the coming 
months and years: 
 

 Claims that Scotland has recently achieved record levels of 
employment obscure the fact that neither employment nor 
unemployment have yet attained their pre-recession rates; 
unemployment remains fully 2.4% above the rate achieved in summer 
2008; 

 Insufficient attention has been paid to the rapidly diverging experiences 
of different age groups in the labour market. The only group to have 
seen its employment rate actually increase over the period since the 
2008/09 recession is the 65 years plus group. Meanwhile those in the 
16-24 years age group have seen their employment rate fall 
precipitously and remain low; 

 The increase in underemployment has now levelled off and started to 
fall. However concerns remain over involuntary part-time working, the 
fall in full-time, employee positions and the potential for self-
employment to replicate the rapid increase at UK level. 

 
There is no new wage data to include in this briefing. The STUC’s 2014 
Budget submission1 includes an analysis of the latest available data to show 
how falling real wages have affected different groups within the Scottish 
labour market.  
 
Overview 
 
The latest official labour market statistics published by ONS2 on 14 May 
confirmed a fall in unemployment and an increase in employment. The figures 
were met enthusiastically by the Scottish and UK Governments with both sets 
of Ministers emphasising that the ‘highest employment level ever in Scotland’ 
has now been achieved. 

                                      
1
 STUC 2014 Budget Submission http://www.stuc.org.uk/news/1060/a-long-way-to-go-until-

full-labour-market-recovery-argues-stuc-in-2014-budget-submission  

2
 ONS Labour Market: Scotland, 14 May 2014. Unless otherwise stated, all charts/figures in 

this brief are STUC analysis of data included in this ONS release 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/subnational-labour/regional-labour-market-statistics/may-

2014/index.html 

http://www.stuc.org.uk/news/1060/a-long-way-to-go-until-full-labour-market-recovery-argues-stuc-in-2014-budget-submission
http://www.stuc.org.uk/news/1060/a-long-way-to-go-until-full-labour-market-recovery-argues-stuc-in-2014-budget-submission
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/subnational-labour/regional-labour-market-statistics/may-2014/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/subnational-labour/regional-labour-market-statistics/may-2014/index.html
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The presentation of these statistics by the government is quite misleading: 
although the number of jobs (the employment level) in Scotland has now 
achieved its pre-recession peak (remember this has taken a full seven years 
which is simply unprecedented in modern times) the employment rate has 
not. The unemployment rate also remains 2.4% above its trough of summer 
2008: 
 
Chart 1 Employment & unemployment rates (%), Scotland 2007-14 
 

 
 
As discussed in previous labour market updates, the manner of reporting 
these statistics using rolling three month averages can also be misleading: the 
‘further’ fall in unemployment reported in the May ONS release only takes the 
unemployment rate back to where it stood in the September-November period 
last year: 
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The salient points regarding the headline statistics are that: 
 

 ‘Record employment’ tends to reflect population growth as much as the 
strength of the labour market; 

 ‘Record employment’ has been achieved over 40 times since this data 
series started in 1992. It is not a historically significant event; and 

 A full six years after the recession started, unemployment remains high 
and is falling only slowly. It is not expected to reach the pre-recession 
trough of 4% for at least another three years. 

 
The problem with the misrepresentation of the headline data is that the notion 
that the labour market is returning to normal becomes embedded. In fact, 
there are a number of reasons to remain very concerned about the current 
state of the labour market and the prospects for immediate and sustainable 
improvement. 
 
Employment by age group 
 
One trend that has been almost completely overlooked is the varying 
performance of different age groups. The only age group to have experienced 
an increase in its employment rate since the start of the recession is the over 
65 years: 
 
Chart 2 Employment rate by age, 2008 peak to Dec 2013 
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Indeed, the very young have been hit hardest and performance improves as 
the age category gets older: 
 
Chart 3 Change in employment rate (%), 2008 peak – Dec 2013 
 

 
 
As employment growth has increased over the last year, it is the over 50 age 
group that is benefitting most (although women in the 35-49 group have seen 
a significant increase): 
 
Chart 4 Change in employment rate (%), year to Dec 2013 
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No serious research has yet examined the reasons why many older people in 
Scotland are choosing to work longer since the 2008/09 recession.  
 
An optimistic assessment might suggest that improving health and more 
opportunities are encouraging older people to stay in the workforce. Anecdotal 
evidence submitted by trade union workplace representatives indicates that a 
more realistic analysis might be grounded in pension changes and falling real 
wages.  
 
Nevertheless, it’s reasonable to assume that this is one factor adding to the 
problems of the 16-24 age group where, despite all recent efforts, 
unemployment is proving to be stubbornly high: 
 
Chart 5 ILO Unemployment rate (%), 16-24 years and total (16+) 
 

 
 
The nominal increase in jobs for the 50+ age group since 2007/08 (64,000) is 
similar to the nominal decrease in jobs for the 16-24 age group (66,000) over 
the same period. 
 
Underemployment 
 
Although underemployment fell very slightly over the last year (from 240,000 
to 236,000)3, it remains well above pre-recession levels with male full and 
part-time underemployment continuing to increase: 
 

                                      
3
 Local Area Labour Markets 2013, Scottish Government, May 2014 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2014/05/4201  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2014/05/4201
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Chart 6 Underemployment (level), 2004-2013 
 

 
 
Over the last year, the trends in full-time and part-time work have also started 
to level off but, again, are not close to returning to pre-recession levels: 
 
Chart 7  Full/part time jobs, Scotland 2004-2014 
 

 
 
The increase in part-time jobs since the start of the recession is accounted for 
by the number of additional people who are working part-time because they’re 
unable to find a full-time job: 
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Chart 8 Reasons for working part-time, Scotland 2004-2014 
 

 
 
Self-employment 
 
Self-employment is particularly interesting because, given the lag in Scottish 
statistics, it isn’t yet clear whether the massive increase in self-employment at 
UK level over the very recent period (for the UK as a whole: 183,000 or fully 
two-thirds of the net new jobs over the last quarter were self-employed as 
were 52% of net new jobs created over the past year)4 is being replicated in 
Scotland. Recent trajectories suggest that, despite the small fall in self-
employment in the year to December 2013, it is entirely possible that Scotland 
may be on the verge of an increase as the more volatile Scottish data series 
catches up with the UK.  
 

                                      
4
 ONS Labour Market, May 2014 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-

statistics/may-2014/index.html  

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/may-2014/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/may-2014/index.html
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Chart 9  Employee and self-employed jobs since 2007 
 

 
 
Chart 10 Scottish and UK self-employed jobs 
 

 
 
In summary, employment and unemployment are slowly returning to pre-
recession rates but, depending on productivity performance, these trends may 
slow even further. There are good reasons to remain concerned over high 
underemployment, the deficit in full-time, employee positions and the potential 
for self-employment to increase rapidly in Scotland over the coming period. 
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