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Introduction

Over the next 25 years, the UK’s workforce is projected to significantly age. However, Disney et al (1997) observed that half of men and one third of women of aged over-50 leave work before state pension age in the UK and the literature suggests that, even in relatively buoyant local labour markets, older workers are at a disadvantage due to factors such as qualifications, job search strategies and perceived age discrimination (McQuaid and Lindsay 2002, 2005). A number of recent policy proposals partly seek to, or will have the effect of, increasing the number of older workers (those aged over 50 years in this study) in remaining in or re-entering the labour force (e.g. changing pension ages, reducing numbers on Incapacity Benefits etc.) (Hollywood et al 2003). It is argued that over 50 year old men who are not employed, in particular, have poorer social networks than those in work, younger people and women. Thus they may have both lower human capital (qualifications etc.) and social capital (links to other people).

Granovetter (1973) found that over 50% of jobs were obtained through social contacts. People use social networks of friends, peers, parents, and teachers to obtain career advice and information on jobs (Holzer 1987). For Granovetter (1995) and Topa (2001) unemployed individuals often find jobs via employed friends or acquaintances. Hannan (1999) examined the impact of both traditional economic explanations of exit from unemployment and the social network hypothesis, finding the latter to be important. 

Sweitzer and Smith (1974) observed that the unemployment levels among others often influences unemployed individual’s beliefs about the prospect of finding a job and thereby their search intensity. Hedström et al (2003) further focused on the role of social interactions in that exits from unemployment were affected by the availability of employed contacts within local neighbourhoods.  

The socioeconomic resources of the people in the network are additional important components of social network composition. Job seekers who are able to utilise the information and to influence relatively high status and affluent individuals are likely to find better jobs than those who do not have such connections (Lin et al 1981; Campbell et al 1986). This could in turn connect the job seeking person (called the ‘ego’) to a more diverse, and beneficial, set of second order contacts. 

This research sought to determine if the social networks of older people (50 years to state pension age) influence their employability. A social network is the “set of personal contacts through which [an] individual maintains social identity and receives emotional supports, material aid and services, information and new social contacts” (Walker et al 1977: 35).  The importance of the current investigation is the addition of a micro social perspective, social network analysis, in the search of the causes of high economic inactivity amongst the 50+ year olds in Scotland, along with the human capital issues and the problem of structural change in the economy.

Methodology and Findings on Social Networks

Social Network Analysis is a research method “used to analyse the pattern of interpersonal communication in a social system by defining who talks to whom …(which) can be used to understand the flow of personal influence by enabling researchers to define who influences whom in a social system” (Valente 1995: 2). Using a structured questionnaire and face-to-face interviews, relational data were collected for four categories of those:

· 50+ year old, but below state pension age, who were not employed (23% of the sample);

· Employed 50+ year old but below state pension age (27% of sample); 

·  Not employed below the age of 50 (27% of the sample);

Employed below the age of 50 (23% of the sample).

194 people were interviewed and these reported on 530 relations. Both name generating and position (job) generating approaches were used (Wasserman and Faust 1994; Lin et al 1981). For those in work, the sample was fairly representative of the employment profile in Edinburgh. Other factors affecting an individual’s employability (e.g. their skill level) were also taken into account (see main report on the ERI website).

The influence of social networks have been analysed in two steps: by age category and then compared with economic activity.

· The number of ties per age category is almost same (2.8 for <50 year olds and 2.7 for 50+ year olds);

· Employed people have much higher number of ties (3.63) than those not employed (1.9);

· Among the 50+ year olds, the mean number of ties is much higher among employed people (3.1) than those not employed (2.2); 

· Employed people contact their ties on a daily basis more than those not employed;

· Network members of 50+ year old employed people work mainly in managerial and/or professional positions, whereas network members of 50+ year olds who are not employed are mainly out of work or are employed in manual jobs.

These social network variables were found to be significant in all the statistical models developed. In the models for the whole sample of interviewees, the number and proportion of contacts in work were found to be significant. In the models for <50 year old people, the same variables are significant. In the models for the 50+ year old people, the proportion of contacts who are in a job was the only social network variable found to be significant, suggesting that the type of social network is important for a person’s employability (see Figure 1).

[image: image1.emf] 

R 

B 

Ego network of a full-time employed, all 

the members are at professorial/ 

managerial position 

 

Ego network of a not-in-employment person, 

network members are either not-in-

employment or in part-time/manual jobs 

Managerial/ professional 

roPPrProfessional 

Not-in-employment 

Home-maker 

Semi-skilled manual 

Ego-network of a semi-skilled manual 

worker, network members are mainly in 

semi-skilled manual jobs or not-in-

employment 


Fig 1: Sample Ego-centric Networks by Age and Economic Activity
Findings on Human Capital and Other Socio-economic Factors

In this research the human capital has been analysed in terms of academic qualifications, professional/ vocational qualifications and previous job history. It was found that:

· the rate of any kind of academic qualification is 1.87 times more among <50 year old people than people 50+;

· the level of academic qualifications is also much higher among <50 year old people than those 50+, for example, 22.1 per cent in <50 year old group have secondary/higher degree, which is  only 8.1 per cent of those 50+;

· 50+ year old people have more vocational types of qualifications than the <50 age group.
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Fig 2: Academic Qualification per Age Category
Figure 2 shows the level of academic qualifications for each age group. In terms of current job status: the 50+ year olds work more often in part-time jobs, and unskilled manual jobs and less weekday only jobs than the <50 year olds. Regarding their previous working life, the 50+ year olds age category reported to have more stable jobs. The demographic and socio-economic characteristics of the sample show that the 50+ year old group has: more home owners, more children, more spouses who work, more affiliation with organisations and more access to private transport than the <50 year olds.

Personal barriers preventing people getting employment are generally similar for each age group (barriers were ranked on a 1-5 scale). A ‘lack of IT skills’ (4.9 for 50+s and 4.4 for <50s) and ‘qualifications’ (4.3 and 3.8 respectively) are the most important personal barriers (Figure 3), followed by poor ‘interview skills’ and ‘general skills’. A ‘lack of social contacts’ was more important for 50+ people (1.9 and only 1.2 for the <50 year olds). There were differences between age groups in the external barriers to getting work. The most important barrier by far among the 50+ is ‘age’ (4.4), while <50 year olds scored age as only 2.7. ‘Being long term unemployed’ (2.7 for each age group) was next in importance, followed by ‘a lack of job opportunities’ (especially for older people at 3.0 compared to 1.9 for younger people). The 50+ year old group scored a ‘lack of social contacts’ at 1.95 and ranked them as fifth most important, whereas the <50s scored this 1.15 and ranked it as seventh most important. This suggests that while the evidence suggests social contacts are shown to be important, they are not recognised as being particularly important by many of the people concerned.
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Fig 3: Personal Barriers to Obtaining Work per Age Category

Some Policy Issues

In addition to the need for further research, there are a number of policy issues worth considering. As the social networks of those not employed are so limited, especially among the older unemployed, consideration should be given to job search and support agencies proactively supporting the filling of some of the relevant roles of social networks and supporting the development of individuals’ social networks. Although human capital is important for the employability of older workers, it was found that social capital also significantly impacted on their employment. Consequently agencies should focus on enhancing the social capital of the 50+ year olds as well as improving their qualifications etc. Of use may be developments based upon the former Job Clubs (where job seekers received a range of use, practical and peer support), greater work placements and increased volunteering linked to improving employability among those not in work.

Employability policies should seek to deal with the range of issues faced by the older unemployed including health (e.g. depression), which may be affected by poor social networks, as well as usual job search factors etc. 

There is a clear socio-economic gradient in terms of strength of social networks, in that those who are poorer in society have weaker and less connected networks. Agencies should actively tackle this aspect of social exclusion. Success in this will result in greater economic activity amongst excluded groups.
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