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Abstract

This paper presents an analysis of the barriers to work faced by unemployed people in remote rural labour markets, and compares the experiences of the ‘long-term unemployed’ and more recent job seekers in two such areas in Northern Scotland (namely the Wick and Sutherland travel-to-work areas). The paper reports the findings of interviews with 190 job seekers (more than one-fifth of the registered unemployed) in these areas, both of which face labour demand problems related to the restructuring of traditional industries and the decline of agriculture and aquaculture. The paper aims to identify the specific problems faced by job seekers (and particularly the long-term unemployed) living in the most isolated rural communities, for whom commuting to major centres of employment is not a viable alternative to finding work locally; and to discuss potential policy actions addressing the needs of these individuals.

Our analysis notes that many job seekers have gaps in generic and job-specific skills, whilst some (particularly males) appear reluctant to pursue opportunities in non-traditional sectors of the economy. We also highlight the importance of informal job search and recruitment networks (which can tend to exclude the young, the long-term unemployed and other disadvantaged groups), and the danger of increased social exclusion created by a lack of formal service provision ‘on the ground’ in remote areas. Finally, priorities for policy action in these and other rural labour markets are discussed. It is suggested that holistic and client-centred solutions are required to address the barriers faced by rural job seekers. Specific policy areas where further action may be required include flexible training focussing on skills with particular relevance to the new rural economy and, crucially, community-based support services for job seekers in isolated areas.     

Towards an employability policy agenda for remote rural labour markets1
1. Introduction

This paper presents a broad-ranging analysis of the barriers to work faced by unemployed people in remote rural labour markets, and compares the experiences of the ‘long-term unemployed’ and more recent job seekers in two such areas in Northern Scotland.2 The analysis is based upon the results of interviews with 190 job seekers (more than one-fifth of the registered claimant count) in the Wick and Sutherland travel-to-work areas (TTWAs) in the Scottish Highlands. The key objectives of the paper are:

· to identify the specific problems faced by job seekers (and particularly the long-term unemployed) living in isolated rural communities, for whom commuting to major centres of employment is not a viable alternative to finding work locally; and, 

· to discuss current and potential future policy actions addressing the needs of these individuals, with particular reference to job search strategies and services.

Rural labour markets in the United Kingdom, like those across Europe, have recently experienced a period of continuous and rapid change (OECD, 1995, 1996; Bryden and Bollman, 2000). The decline of primary sector agricultural and food-production industries has been accompanied by increases in service employment, especially in tourism (Bontron and Lasnier, 1997; Meyer, 1997; Marsden, 1998). However, in the United Kingdom, as elsewhere, this economic transition has not been without its difficulties. Whilst social exclusion is less prevalent in the countryside than in many cities, instances of severe deprivation remain (Phimister et al., 2000; Shucksmith, 2000a). It has been estimated that one in three individuals in rural Britain had experienced at least one period of poverty between 1991 and 1996 (Chapman et al., 1998).

The tenacity of localised unemployment (and particularly long-term unemployment) has been cited as an important factor explaining the continuing problem of social exclusion in some rural areas (Cabinet Office, 2000; Shucksmith and Philip, 2000). Accordingly, a number of recent studies have sought to investigate the dynamics of the unemployment problem within these labour markets, resulting in the identification of a range of barriers to work faced by rural job seekers. These barriers are said to include: demand-side problems related to industrial restructuring, geographical remoteness, and low population density; localised skills mismatches; an over-reliance on low-skilled, casualised (often seasonal) work; the preponderance of small enterprises that are more likely to fall victim to sectoral downturns; and a weak transport and service infrastructure (Shucksmith et al., 1996; McQuaid, 1997; Monk et al., 1999; Cartmel and Furlong, 2000; Shucksmith, 2000b; McCracken et al., 2001). 

However, relatively little research has thus far been carried out examining the particular barriers to work faced by job seekers who are resident in very remote rural labour markets, and who are therefore isolated from the opportunities associated with major commuter routes and centres of economic activity. Similarly, the existing literature rarely acknowledges the specific problems faced by the long-term unemployed and other disadvantaged groups in these isolated areas, which tend to be characterised by small pools of job opportunities and strong, but potentially exclusive, informal social networks. 

Yet these issues are crucial. The effects of the restructuring of the rural economy in the UK and elsewhere call for a clearer distinction to be drawn between the difficulties faced by rural labour markets linked to near-by urban and industrial centres, and the more fundamental structural problems of very remote areas which are genuinely located on the geographical and economic periphery. The interaction of the personal and area-based barriers to work experienced by job seekers in these most remote labour markets is therefore of considerable interest. An analysis of the differences (and commonalities) in the barriers faced by those who have experienced long-term unemployment and shorter periods out of work is of more general value, especially given the manner in which the problems of the long-term unemployed client group provide the main focus for the UK’s predominantly supply-side active labour market policies (McQuaid, 1997; Lindsay, 2001).

This paper seeks to address these important issues. The paper is presented in seven parts. Following this introduction, Part 2 discusses the locations for the fieldwork (the Wick and Sutherland TTWAs) and the research methodology employed. Parts 3 to 6 then compare and discuss the barriers to work faced by both the long-term unemployed (here defined as those who have been unemployed and actively seeking work for more than six months) and more recently out of work job seekers. Finally, in Part 7, we point to conclusions to be drawn from our analysis and discuss potential areas for policy action.

2. The study areas in context and methodological issues

The research reported in this paper was carried out during November and December 2000 in the Wick and Sutherland TTWAs. Both areas have recently been affected by persistently high rates of unemployment and long-term unemployment. In November 2000, the unemployment rate for the Scottish Highlands (i.e. in the ‘Highland Council’ local authority area) was identical to that for Scotland as a whole at 5.0%. At the same time the Wick and Sutherland TTWAs were experiencing much higher levels of general unemployment (at 7.0% and 10.6% respectively). Furthermore, in both areas, 40-50% of all registered job seekers were ‘long-term unemployed’, having not worked in over six months (i.e. a registered long-term unemployment rate of 3.5% in Wick and 4.5% in Sutherland).3
The stubbornly high rates of unemployment in these areas to an extent reflect the particular challenges and problems of the wider local economy. Caithness (the area in which Wick is located) and Sutherland are the most northerly counties of mainland Britain, and are therefore particularly remote from major centres of economic investment and industrial activity. The areas are also among the most sparsely populated in Europe (14.8 persons per square km in Caithness and only 2.2 persons per square km in Sutherland). Furthermore, this population is both ageing and declining. Between 1991 and 1998 the areas’ population decreased by 2.7% to around 13,000 in Sutherland and 8,000 in Wick (in comparison with 0.3% increases across the Highlands and Islands area and in Scotland in general), whilst the same period saw the proportion of people under the age of 44 fall by 4.5% to 55.7% (Highlands and Islands Enterprise, 1999a). 

Within this general context, the Wick and Sutherland TTWAs face specific challenges as a result of industrial change and the decline of traditional centres of employment. Wick is a medium-sized Highland town struggling to cope with the decline of traditional fishing-related industries, whilst the more sparsely populated Sutherland TTWA, covering an extensive geographical area (5,865 square km), has also traditionally been highly dependent on now-declining primary sector employment. With the disintegration of these traditional industries, tourism, financial services and public sector employment now dominate the limited opportunities within the Wick and Sutherland labour markets (Highlands and Islands Enterprise, 1999b).   

Interviews were carried out with a sample of 190 respondents, across the two areas (with 56% being resident in the Wick TTWA). Across the combined study areas, 22% of all job seekers registered as unemployed with the Employment Service were surveyed. In order to facilitate a comparative analysis, those who had been unemployed for durations of less than six months and ‘the long-term unemployed’ (post-six months duration) were equally targeted by researchers. However, more regular contact between the six months-plus client group and key agencies used to gain access to respondents meant that long-term unemployed people eventually formed 62% in the final sample (compared to 43% of the claimant count unemployed). 

Respondents were questioned about their household and family circumstances, educational and skills attainment, experience of the labour market, job search strategies and perceived barriers to work. The findings are analysed below, with particular emphasis first placed upon what Hillage and Pollard (1999) term the ‘employability assets’ of unemployed individuals (i.e. their skills and personal attributes). Secondly, the job search methods employed by respondents are discussed, with reference to their duration of unemployment and their ability to access formal services and informal networks. Finally, employment preferences in terms of occupation and location, and perceived ‘external’ barriers to work (such as labour market conditions) are analysed.

3. Long-term unemployment, employability assets and rural labour markets

Any discussion of factors limiting the employability of unemployed people (and particularly the long-term unemployed) should not lose sight of the fact that many of these individuals have fundamental gaps in their ‘employability assets’, whether defined in terms of a lack skills, academic qualifications or work experience. These problems – irrespective of other personal, social or geographical circumstances – may profoundly affect the ability of job seekers to pursue and enter employment opportunities. An analysis of the academic qualifications gained by members of our sample illustrates this point. As Table 1 shows, almost half of our recently unemployed job seekers (45%) and almost two-thirds of the long-term unemployed (64%) had not achieved pass grades at SCE Standard Grade/GCSE O Level or equivalent. 
Table 1 Highest formal academic qualifications held by respondents (% of total) 

	Level of academic qualification achieved
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	None
	45
	64

	SCE S/O Grades or equivalent
	40
	25

	SCE Higher Grades; A, S, AS Levels
	9
	8

	Degree or equivalent
	6
	3

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


Within both client groups a significant proportion of respondents did hold a range of vocational qualifications, with 10% of the pre-six months duration group and 12% of long-term unemployed people qualified to Scottish/National Vocational Qualification Level 3 or above. (A further 6% of the long-term unemployed and 10% of more recent job seekers had completed time served apprenticeships.) Nevertheless, further analysis of the formal skills and educational attainment of our sample highlights the low (or non-existent) levels of qualification achieved by many amongst the claimant unemployed. 

Indeed, using broader categorisations (those adopted by the Office for National Statistics) in order to cross-match academic and vocational qualifications, we find that only 16% of our recently unemployed respondents and 18% of the long-term unemployed were qualified to the generalised level defined as ‘SCE Higher Grade or equivalent’ (see Table 2). This compares with a figure of 30% amongst the general Scottish working age population (Scottish Office, 1998). More disturbingly, whereas only 17% of the wider Scottish labour force reported holding no formal academic or vocational qualifications at all, 28% of those unemployed for less than six months and 46% of the longer term unemployed in our sample would fall into that category, if Office for National Statistics criteria were to be applied. 

It might be argued that those who have worked for long periods in low-skilled occupations may simply have had no opportunity or little incentive to pursue academic or vocational qualifications. Nevertheless, the ability to present evidence of academic achievement or work-based skills can provide both those in work and unemployed job seekers with the flexibility and mobility required to move within the labour market and access more rewarding or stable forms of work. In particular, there is evidence that those without formal academic qualifications will struggle to gain access to higher-paid jobs irrespective of their work record (Robinson, 1997). 

Table 2 Respondents’ level of qualification achieved, combining academic and vocational awards (ONS classifications), by duration (%)4
	Level of qualification achieved
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	None
	28
	46

	SCE Standard Grade or equivalent
	47
	30

	SCE Higher Grade or equivalent
	16
	18

	Higher education qualification
	4
	3

	Degree
	5
	3

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


Given the importance of work experience to many recruiting employers, and the manner in which skills are often gained ‘on the job’ rather than through formal educational programmes (within both traditional industries and the ‘new’ service sector), respondents were also asked about their previous experience of and attachment to the labour market. When asked to describe their working life since leaving school in general terms, a majority of both sample groupings suggested that they had experienced ‘mostly stable employment’ or ‘only rare periods of unemployment’ (63% of pre-six months and 54% of longer term job seekers). However, a further 33% of long-term unemployed job seekers described their working life as consisting of ‘mostly unemployment’ or ‘several periods of unemployment’ (compared to only 20% of more recently unemployed people who made similar statements). 

In the area of occupational status, over half of the long-term unemployed had previously most regularly held low-skilled or unskilled jobs (42%), or had no regular former occupation (13%). Rather fewer of the pre-six months client group reported similar experiences (34% were formerly low-skilled workers and 6% had no former occupation). Perhaps more importantly, as Table 3 below illustrates, long-term unemployed people were far less likely to have formerly held skilled or semi-skilled occupations (31%, compared to 50% of more recently unemployed job seekers).

Table 3 Skills level of former regular occupation of respondents, by duration (%) 

	Occupational skills level
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	Higher skilled/professional
	10
	14

	Skilled/semi-skilled 
	50
	31

	Low-skilled/unskilled
	34
	42

	No former regular occupation
	6
	13

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


The lack of experience of long-term unemployed people in what might be termed as ‘semi-skilled or skilled’ occupations is perhaps unsurprising. As Figure 1 below illustrates, those formerly employed in ‘lower skilled or unskilled’ work tended to have been unemployed for longer durations on average than those with experience in ‘skilled or semi-skilled’ occupations. Young people and other groups who had no regular former occupation also reported longer durations – they had been unemployed for more than twice as long as skilled/semi-skilled workers on average. 

Figure 1 Average duration of unemployment (weeks) by general skills-level of respondents’ regular former occupational group
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However, it should be noted that the longest average duration of unemployment was reported by the minority of respondents (13% of our total sample) formerly employed in associate professional, professional or managerial posts, described here as ‘higher skilled or professional’ occupations. This perhaps reflects the manner in which many of these respondents were primarily targeting job opportunities in line with their former occupational status. National-level research has demonstrated that the selective job search strategies employed by formerly high-waged (and therefore often high-skilled) workers have little overall effect on average durations (Thomas, 1998). Nevertheless, given the relative geographical remoteness of the labour markets under discussion it is possible that such a selective approach to job seeking, when combined with adverse local sectoral conditions, might leave former highly-skilled or professional workers facing more prolonged periods of unemployment. 

Recent and relevant work experience, more than any other attribute, is the crucial hiring criterion for many employers, and particularly those recruiting to lower skilled or entry level positions (Atkinson et al., 1996; McGregor et al., 1998; Manning, 2000; Brown et al., 2001). Recent research has shown this to be as true of employers in the Northern Highlands as elsewhere in the United Kingdom (McCracken et al., 2001). Accordingly, unemployed people (and particularly long-term unemployed people) will, by definition, be disadvantaged when competing for vacancies in the labour market. Furthermore, as the above analysis of the ‘employability assets’ of rural job seekers reveals, many possess relatively limited occupational skills and qualifications. 

In these circumstances, and given the labour market conditions in these two areas, it might be argued that the adoption of an inclusive, wide-ranging approach to looking for work will be vital in facilitating job seekers’ entry into the active labour market. However, it would appear that external barriers related to the geography of rural local labour markets and the under-development of local services, as well as the attitudes of individuals, have the capacity to restrict the range and extent of job search strategies. 

4. Long-term unemployment, job seeking and rural labour markets

Service professionals dealing with job seekers have long expressed concerns that the long-term unemployed can tend to fall victim to a deeper and more lasting form of social exclusion due to their isolation from the informal information-sharing networks provided by work-based relationships. There is evidence of this isolation in the manner in which our long-term unemployed respondents were less likely to gain information about job opportunities from informal or social contacts. When asked to identify their most important source of job information, the vast majority of long-term unemployed people named the local Employment Service job centre or local newspapers (78% in total). These were also popular information sources for more recently unemployed job seekers (49%), but personal or community-based contacts were more important for 28% of these individuals (compared to 9% of the long-term unemployed).  

Table 4 Most important source of job search information, by duration (%)   

	Information source
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	Newspapers
	40
	55

	Job centre
	9
	23

	Personal contacts/word of mouth
	19
	6

	Community contacts
	9
	3

	Direct approach 
	7
	8

	Private agencies
	5
	0

	Internet
	3
	3

	Other
	7
	2

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


The greater reliance of the long-term unemployed on formal job search facilities provided by public agencies (perhaps reflecting a gradual decline in ‘spontaneous’ job seeking activity) is further illustrated by Table 5 below. When asked about the source from which they learned of the last job they applied for, the majority amongst the long-term unemployed named the job centre or newspaper (57% in total). Those who had been unemployed for less than six months were rather less likely to have used these methods (32%). Personal contacts alerted 36% of the long-term unemployed to the last job that they had pursued, compared to 50% of more recently unemployed job seekers. The latter group were also much more likely to have used ‘other’ sources (including the Internet, private recruitment agencies and third sector organisations) to identify their most recent job search targets.    

Table 5 Job search method used to identify last job targeted, by duration (%)   

	Information source
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	Newspapers
	19
	22

	Job centre
	13
	35

	Personal contacts 
	43
	34

	Community contacts
	10
	2

	Direct approach
	5
	6

	Private agencies
	6
	0

	Internet
	1
	0

	Other
	3
	1

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


These findings highlight the importance of informal networks in supplying rural job seekers with information about employment opportunities. It is of considerable interest that even amongst the long-term unemployed (who tend to be more reliant on ‘traditional’ search tools), informal networks at times appear as important or more important than the assistance provided by the Employment Service (the key government agency dealing with job seekers). For those who have not reached the six months duration threshold, the Employment Service appears to play an even more marginal role. 

However, these figures disguise an even clearer area-based division amongst job seekers. Respondents from Wick (where the Northern Highland’s one job centre is located) were far more likely to have used the Employment Service to identify their last targeted job than those from the more sparsely populated Sutherland area. Indeed, focussing on our long-term unemployed respondents, 46% of those from Wick had used the Employment Service to identify their last targeted job opportunity, compared to only 18% of those from Sutherland. At the same time, only 28% of Wick’s long-term job seekers had used personal or community contacts to identify their last targeted opportunity, compared to 48% of those from Sutherland. 

There is considerable evidence to suggest that informal personal and social networks can play a vital role in successful job seeking (Granovetter, 1974, 1982; Campbell et al., 1986; Lin and Dumin, 1986; Lai et al., 1998; Hannan, 1999; Stoloff et al., 1999). Rural sociologists have noted that in remote areas, personal networks tend to be even more socially important, but also more dense and less inclusive (Beggs et al., 1996; Reimer, 1997). It is therefore often more difficult for job seekers to develop relationships with the diverse range of personal contacts required to provide sufficient access to job information, with particularly negative consequences for those who have been excluded from the labour market for prolonged periods.  

The above findings appear to confirm that informal networks remain of considerable importance in providing job seekers with information on employment opportunities in our study areas. Long-term unemployed people are less likely to be able to successfully access these networks, but still often rely upon informal sources in areas where there is a lack of ‘on the ground’ formal job search assistance. Yet, if we accept that disadvantaged groups, who are less likely to have a ‘strong foothold’ in the labour market (e.g. young people and the long-term unemployed), are also less likely to have full access to vital personal contacts, it might be argued that a coherent network of formal services will be required in order to assist these job seekers to make the transition from welfare to work.

5. New technology and job seeking in remote rural areas

Key policy actors appear to accept the need for formal job search and advice facilities, but argue that given the practical difficulties associated with delivering services in remote rural localities, information and communications technologies (ICT) may provide the best way forward in terms of linking job seekers with opportunities and recruiting employers (McCracken et al., 2001). Unemployed people resident in many of the more remote parts of the Sutherland TTWA are already excused from ‘signing on’ in person, instead maintaining regular telephone contact with the Employment Service in order to report their job seeking activities and receive advice and information. It is argued that this ‘remote signing’ approach, the continued development of Internet-based provision and remotely-located job points by the Employment Service, and the national ‘ES Direct’ helpline potentially offer the opportunity for those based in isolated areas to access a full range of job search support. 

However, there is some doubt as to whether job seekers have access to the technology (or indeed the skills) to fully exploit these opportunities. Furthermore, if informal networks remain the favoured method of communication and recruitment for rural employers, then the efforts of public bodies to establish ICT-based services may fail to assist the most excluded groups. Finally, if job seekers believe there to be a basic lack of appropriate and obtainable opportunities within their search area, it is questionable whether additional web-based resources or other ICT-related innovations will be able to dramatically alter that perception. 

Nevertheless, placing these doubts to one side for a moment, there is some evidence to suggest that information and communications technologies may indeed provide a useful resource for job seekers in the areas targeted by our research. A limited, but by no means negligible, proportion of the unemployed in both study areas used the Internet on a weekly basis to look for work (17% in total). Approximately 25% of all respondents had used the Internet as a job search tool at some time, and more than half (51%) said that they would welcome an extension of Internet services providing information about employment and training opportunities.

The long-term unemployed were considerably less likely to be familiar with the Internet. Whereas 26% of those who had been out of work for less than six months had access to the Internet at home, only 13% of longer term job seekers were in the same position. Area-based differences were also important: encouragingly, 22% of even long-term unemployed people from the Sutherland TTWA had home Internet access, compared to only 7% of those from Wick (with its more concentrated population and better developed service infrastructure). 

In general terms, though, there remains a ‘communications gap’, which must be addressed if ICT development is to offer a serious alternative to on-the-ground provision in these remote areas (see Table 6). Internet access remained limited, particularly amongst the long-term unemployed (although the remoteness of some locations in Sutherland appears to resulted in the increased use of new technologies amongst all client groups there). It is perhaps more notable that many long-term unemployed people did not have access to even the most basic forms of communications technology. Almost a fifth of long-term job seekers from Sutherland and almost two-fifths of those from Wick did not have a telephone at home. Whilst Wick does have an Employment Service job centre and other community-based facilities, the ability of many long-term unemployed people to communicate effectively with employers and service providers will clearly be limited. In Sutherland, the Employment Service uses phone-based communications in an attempt to replicate the counselling and advice normally provided through face-to-face contact between staff and job seekers. The fact that even small proportions of the unemployed population do not have ready-access to their own telephone exposes the limitations of such an approach.   

Table 6 Access to ICT by area of residence and duration (%)   

	Home access to ICT resource by TTWA
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	Internet access(Wick TTWA)
	22
	7

	Internet access (Sutherland TTWA)
	35
	22

	Telephone access (Wick TTWA) 
	82
	61

	Telephone access (Sutherland TTWA)
	88
	82


A final barrier to the extension of technology-based services for job seekers lies in the lack of basic skills in this area held by many amongst our sample. Almost 69% of all long-term unemployed respondents described their IT skills as ‘less than adequate’ (with similar proportions in both study areas rating their attainment in these rather negative terms). Amongst those unemployed for less than six months, 58% were ‘less than adequate’ in terms of IT skills. Those who described their skills in a more positive light tended to be the better qualified, who in general terms will face fewer barriers to work (63% of those who described their skills as ‘adequate’ or ‘good’ were also qualified to SCE Standard Grade level or above). These findings confirm the conclusions of national-level research, that more affluent and skilled workers are much more likely to possess the skills, knowledge and resources to fully exploit the opportunities offered by the Internet and other technological advances (Russell and Drew, 2001).

The potential benefits for rural local economies accruing from the exploitation of ICT has led to range of initiatives (including some in the Highlands of Scotland) to encourage the growth of telematics and other technology-related services (Black et al., 1996; Richardson and Gillespie, 1996). However, it has also been noted that smaller rural enterprises in other sectors, with little experience of working with new technologies, have been far less likely to embrace the opportunities offered by ICT in terms of general competitiveness (Mitchell and Clark, 1999). A similar dichotomy may follow from attempts by key service providers to use ICT as a primary point of contact with job seekers. 

As Bryden (1997), notes ‘the ICT revolution’ has the capacity to reinforce as well as to overcome social and economic disadvantage. His call for a drive to ensure ‘mass experience’ organised by ‘local champions’ drawn from business and the community appears as relevant to plans to provide services for job seekers, as it is to ICT-focused local enterprise strategies. Only a significant financial commitment allowing for the establishment of community-based facilities and appropriate local training provision is likely to bridge the communications gap experienced by many job seekers in our two study areas.    

6. Long-term unemployment, ‘external’ barriers to work and job search targeting

We have argued above that the attempts of key agencies to deliver assistance for job seekers through ICT-based services may face problems related to the limited skills of individuals and the inability of some to access even the most basic communications technology resources. However, the perceptions of unemployed people in our two study areas was that they faced even more profound demand-side barriers to work, of a type that could not be addressed by solely by advances in job search services. Many job seekers were convinced that the greatest barriers to work that they faced were connected to institutionalised inequalities or simply local labour market conditions. 

A significant proportion of job seekers believed that employers favoured people from different age groups than their own, or discriminated against the claimant unemployed. The long-term unemployed were more likely to identify age-based discrimination as an important ‘external’ barrier to work (50% compared to 32% of more recent job seekers), although it is worth noting that the age profiles of the two groups were relatively similar.5 Similarly, more than half of long-term unemployed respondents believed that they had been rejected for positions as a result of their unemployed status (51%, compared to 34% of more recent job seekers). 

More importantly, as Figure 2 shows, respondents also strongly supported the idea that local economic conditions had contributed to their problems in finding work. For more than 90% of both long-term and more recently unemployed people the fact that there were simply too few appropriate jobs available was a significant barrier to work. The lack of sufficiently well paid job opportunities was considered to be an important barrier by almost 70% of those who had been unemployed for less than six months, and more than 80% of longer term job seekers. It is notable that respondents were far more likely to identify the perceived lack of appropriate opportunities within the local labour market as an important barrier to work, rather than gaps in the services offered by the Employment Service and other agencies seeking to place job seekers into those opportunities. (Although significant minorities did consider ‘a lack of information about jobs’ and ‘inadequate assistance from the Employment Service and other public agencies’ to be important barriers.) 

Figure 2 Percentage of respondents identifying lack of information, assistance and opportunities as ‘important barriers to work’, by duration (%)
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Whilst one might expect unemployed people to be relatively pessimistic about labour market conditions given their recent experiences, there is evidence to suggest that even the very long-term unemployed residing in buoyant local economies tend to acknowledge that a number of job opportunities do exist for appropriate candidates (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2000). The high proportions of both long-term and more recently unemployed people expressing their dissatisfaction with the number and quality of job opportunities in our two study areas can therefore only be explained with reference to a genuine lack of labour demand within the local economy, or the deployment of selective job search strategies by job seekers (in terms of wage aspirations, geographical search area or targeted occupations).  

Local policy actors have pointed to the number of unfilled vacancies (particularly in service occupations) within the local economy, arguing that for job seekers willing to display the required flexibility, opportunities remain available. Yet there is conflicting evidence as to whether job seekers are ‘pricing themselves out of the market’. When asked to specify the lowest acceptable ‘take home’ weekly wage at which they would consider undertaking full-time work, a clear majority of long-term unemployed people (62%) and more recent job seekers (59%) named a figure below £200 (see Table 7). The wage demands of many were therefore rather modest. However, it should also be noted that 23% of the pre-six months duration client group, and 14% of longer term job seekers, would not accept work that provided less than £250 per week, effectively excluding a substantial range of openings within the local labour market.

Table 7 Minimum weekly wage acceptable to respondents after deductions (%)   

	Wage band
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	Less than £150
	29
	25

	£150 < £200
	30
	37

	£200 < £250
	17
	23

	More than £250
	23
	14

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


Our sample of rural job seekers were rather less flexible when it came to their willingness to travel substantial distances to work (although arguably with good reason). As Table 8 illustrates, around a third of both main client groups limited the area of their job search to within 10 miles of their home, and 59-60% would not consider opportunities more than 25 miles away. Given the scattered locations of many communities (particularly in Sutherland) and the more general remoteness of both travel to work areas, those who limited their job search to within a 25 miles radius of home were often in reality confining themselves to their immediate surrounding area only.6
Table 8 Daily travelling distance to full-time job acceptable to respondents (%)   

	Travelling area
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	Immediate area only (walking distance)
	4
	4

	Less than 10 miles 
	25
	29

	10<25 miles
	30
	27

	25<50 miles
	23
	22

	More than 50 miles
	18
	17

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


The reluctance of many job seekers to travel beyond their immediate local area is rather more understandable when we consider that the majority of respondents did not have access to their own transport: 73% of the long-term unemployed and 51% of more recently unemployed job seekers were disadvantaged in this way. A lack of access to private transport was considered to be an important barrier to work by 38% of the pre-six months client group and 54% of longer term job seekers (with the costs of accessing private transport identified as an important barrier by just over half of both groups). Problems accessing public transport were considered to be an important barrier for 42% of both long-term unemployed and more recent job seekers. 

The very similar preferences regarding travelling to work expressed by long-term and non-long-term unemployed people (despite the wide disparity in their ability to access transport) suggest that the at times insular and parochial approach often thought to characterise labour market interactions in remote rural areas may indeed have had some impact on our respondents’ job search behaviour. However, the very real sense of exclusion felt by job seekers residing in isolated communities should not be underestimated. The absence of fast and frequent public transport links between remote communities and major towns in Caithness and Sutherland, combined with a lack of privately owned transport (or appropriate driving skills) amongst job seekers, may have forced many to limit their job search to their immediate localities: micro-labour markets characterised by sectoral fragility and small pools of job opportunities.7
Finally, it is clear that the occupations targeted (or not targeted) by job seekers will impact upon their ability to identify opportunities within any local labour market. Yet as Table 9 below illustrates, there was a strong degree of correlation between respondents’ primary job search targets and their former occupations in terms of general skill levels (see Table 3 for comparison). The exceptions would appear to be the considerably greater proportion of long-term unemployed people seeking ‘skilled/semi-skilled’ posts (43% compared to 31% formerly employed in such jobs) and the increasing popularity of higher skilled posts amongst more recently unemployed respondents (18% compared to 10% formerly employed within that occupational group). 

Table 9 Skills level of primary job search target of respondents, by duration (%) 

	Occupational skills level
	Duration < 6 months
	Duration 6 months +

	Higher skilled/professional
	18
	14

	Skilled/semi-skilled 
	45
	43

	Low-skilled/unskilled
	36
	43

	Total (rounded)
	100
	100


This apparent drive to up-skill partially reflects the manner in which those who reported having no former occupation (many of whom had recently left full-time education) were more likely to target skilled jobs. However, it is also notable that 29% of all those who reported having been regularly employed in low-skilled or unskilled posts were primarily targeting semi-skilled or even higher skilled positions. It would appear that the opportunity to secure more stable and possibly better paid work may have prompted a number of job seekers to risk longer terms of unemployment by holding out for ‘better quality’ vacancies.  

Perhaps more worryingly, significant proportions of both of our main client groups categorically ruled out considering entry level service occupations of the type that play an increasingly important role in providing employment in rural areas. When asked about their attitude to service work (e.g. in the tourism, leisure or retail sectors) 36% of pre-six months duration job seekers and 39% of the longer term unemployed said that they would never consider pursuing such occupations. Men were more likely to take a hard line on this issue – 94% of those who ruled out working in services were males, despite men making up only 80% of our total sample. Nevertheless, the reluctance of some job seekers to pursue service sector work is likely to be explained as much by clients’ perceptions of the quality and salaries associated with these opportunities, as by traditionalist attitudes towards gender roles (Lloyd, 1999).    

To conclude, the above discussion highlights the almost universal perception, held amongst job seekers from both client groups and both study areas, that a basic lack of opportunities restricted their ability to find employment. These findings cannot be dismissed as merely an attempt by respondents to project the responsibility for their continued unemployment on to external conditions. The majority of job seekers did not have access to their own transport, a crucial barrier to work in remote rural areas that in this case has not been addressed through the provision of the required public services. The inability of many respondents to access transport therefore compounded problems associated with the remoteness and small scale of the labour markets within which they were resident.

However, the more general reluctance to travel substantial distances to work (irrespective of access to transport) might imply a rather too insular and conservative approach to job seeking in some cases. Similarly, the rejection of lower skilled opportunities by some whose experience was mostly in those occupations, and the categorical ruling out of service sector work by many men, suggests that it is possible that selective job search strategies may have restricted the number and type of opportunities coming under consideration by some respondents. The promotion of more inclusive and open job search strategies amongst clients should therefore be a priority for key service providers. Nevertheless, supply-side measures cannot address the fundamental lack of appropriate opportunities in isolated rural communities which are not linked to major conurbations by modern transport services.   

7. Conclusions: An employability policy agenda for remote rural labour markets?

Above we have presented a comparative analysis of the barriers to work faced by job seekers in two remote rural labour markets. The current focus of British active labour market policies is to attack long-term unemployment by addressing gaps in the employability assets of members of specific client groups (Lindsay, 2001). Our research partially supports such an approach. The findings suggest that many job seekers, and particularly the long-term unemployed, have significant gaps in their skills and work experience, limiting their employability. 

However, it is also apparent that other ‘circumstantial’ barriers (such as a lack of access to transport and the weakness of the public service infrastructure in remote areas) are important. In particular, it would appear that the long-term unemployed can struggle to gain access to the tightly-knit personal networks which facilitate informal job seeking in rural communities. In more remote areas this form of exclusion is compounded by the absence of formal job search and counselling services traditionally provided elsewhere by the Employment Service and other agencies.  

Finally, the reluctance of many (particularly male) long-term unemployed people to pursue opportunities in non-traditional industries, and especially ‘new’ service occupations is noted. Clearly, a priority for service providers must be to convince these job seekers of the potential benefits of adopting a more open and wide-ranging job search strategy. Nevertheless, the simple lack of appropriate vacancies within these isolated local labour markets will continue to limit the number of opportunities available to even the most committed and open-minded job seekers. 

A number of general conclusions can be drawn as to potential areas for future policy action. Training strategies seeking to offer a combination of skills development and work experience are justified in targeting disadvantaged groups such as young people and the long-term unemployed, but a similar level of commitment to the delivery of holistic, community-based services for all job seekers is required. Local services combining personal support with access to ICT may be one way of preventing unemployment from giving way to deeper forms of social exclusion in isolated rural areas. In particular, localised ‘job points’, combining the job search assistance currently provided by the Employment Service’s Programme Centres with an emphasis on social interaction and peer support, may prove to be of considerable value. Only by making such a commitment to dealing directly with unemployed clients’ needs can key public agencies hope to bridge the gap between the currently limited role for formal job search services and the informal networks which dominate recruitment and job allocation in rural areas. 

An approach which empowers local professionals to deliver a range of community-based interventions may result in the emergence of services which combine the best elements of informal networking and formal job placement provision, within projects combining social support and high quality job search assistance for individual clients, and offering a focal point for rural communities. This approach would reflect the philosophy that underlies the EU’s innovative LEADER programmes, which seek to use the traditional culture of rural communities as a vehicle for local economic development and a means of activating popular support for regeneration initiatives (Jenkins, 2000; Marsden and Bristow, 2000; Shucksmith, 2000a). 

Community level partnerships, drawing resources and expertise from a range bodies, offer the best hope of overcoming the problems faced by many job seekers who are currently caught between their lack of strong social network relations and the absence of formal public services in remote areas. In the longer term, demand responsive transport initiatives and local enterprise programmes promoting endogenous business development must continue to form an important part of any package of rural labour market policies. The current government’s supply-side oriented welfare to work strategy, which seeks to address gaps in individuals’ skills and experience, is a necessary but not sufficient element within an employability policy agenda for remote rural labour markets. This approach must be combined with policies addressing circumstantial and external (labour market) barriers, if job seekers are to be assisted to make the transition to work in isolated rural communities which continue to be blighted by the social exclusion associated with long-term unemployment.
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Notes

1 The research from which this paper was drawn was supported by the Highland Council and Caithness and Sutherland Enterprise.





2 Note that the definition of long-term unemployment used is not that favoured by the ILO (wanting to work but unemployed for 12 months+) but rather the Employment Service/claimant count definition of long-term unemployment (unemployed and actively seeking work for 6 months).








3 Source: NOMIS/Office for National Statistics.





4 Notes for Table 2: ‘No qualifications’ includes those naming vocational qualifications not recognised in the Labour Force Survey. ‘Standard grade 1-7 or equivalent’ includes GSVQ, RSA diploma level and SVQ 1-2, City and Guilds level 1-2. ‘Higher grade or equivalent’ includes GSVQ advanced, RSA advanced diploma, SVQ level 3, and time served apprenticeships. ‘Higher Education qualification’ includes HND, HNC, SVQ 4 and professional qualifications.





5 The average age of pre-six months duration respondents was 38.0 years, compared to 40.0 years for six months plus respondents.





6 For example, Wick is situated 105 miles north of the Highlands main administrative centre, Inverness, and 260 miles from Scotland’s capital, Edinburgh.





7 For example 33% of pre-six months duration job seekers and 28% of the long-term unemployed could not drive and wanted to learn to drive.
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