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GOODHART: This is a story of low skilled jobs, their declining status, and the 

people who still have to do them - even though many economists and successive 

governments have tried to will them away. 

 

SMITH: When I first started in care, people just said, “Why are you doing this?” 

That’s the attitude that comes across to me - is that anybody can do that job. 

 

SEGUES: 

 

BRAITHWAITE: People put too much value on what you earn. If you don’t earn 

enough, you’re a loser. If you haven’t managed to work your way up, it’s because you 

haven’t tried or you’re lacking rather than you know maybe you don’t want to or you 

know not everybody can. 

 

GOODHART: Back in the early 1990s when I was employment editor of the 

Financial Times, hardly a week would pass without another survey landing on 

my desk declaring the imminent disappearance of low skill jobs. Pretty much 

everyone in the future, these surveys assumed, would be working in a highly 

skilled job in business services or the creative sector or some such. Politicians 

latched on to this story. Here’s Gordon Brown delivering his penultimate Budget 

speech in 2006: 

 

BROWN: (Extract from Budget Speech 2006): A Britain that thinks long-term and 

thinks globally will compete not on low skills but invest in the higher skills. 

 

LLOYD: Starting with New Labour, there was very much the emphasis that we’re 

moving towards a new knowledge economy. 

 

GOODHART: Professor Caroline Lloyd of Cardiff University, an expert on the 

workplace. 

 

LLOYD: We’re going to be competing in high quality services and products, and 

these kind of lower end jobs are just simply going to disappear. 

 

BROWN: (Extract from Budget Speech 2006): Today the British economy has just 

nine million highly skilled jobs. By 2020, it will need 14 million highly skilled 

workers. And of 3.4 million unskilled jobs today, we will need only 600,000 of them by 

2020. 

 

LLOYD: But in fact what we found is that there has been very little change in the 

number of lower end jobs, and in some areas they’ve actually increased. Particularly 

in areas like care work and some of the retail and hospitality, we’ve seen an increase 

in the lower skilled jobs. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

GOODHART: Lloyd estimates there are now 7.5 million low skilled jobs if you 

include cleaning, hotel and bar work, security, labourers, process operators, 

shopworkers, and some call centre staff. That’s about a quarter of the UK 

workforce. Add care work of various kinds and some experts put the figure 

closer to 30 per cent. And these are not only jobs that are often paid at or around 

the minimum wage, but also, for a host of reasons that we will explore in this 

programme, jobs that have low and declining status. The old idea of the dignity 

of labour that any job, however menial, had a purpose and respect attached to it, 

seemed to die with the heavy industry that inspired it. When most people in the 

country were doing pretty basic, low skill work - as was still the case 50 years ago 

– it made no sense to disdain it; when, however, an increasing number of your 

generational peers are going to university or working in better paid and higher 

skilled positions it becomes inevitable, perhaps, that people will start to look 

down on more basic jobs. 

 

BRAITHWAITE: You’re not valued on how necessary your job is; you’re valued on 

how much you’re paid. So footballers and models are esteemed, and cleaners and care 

workers and shopworkers aren’t. 

  

GOODHART: Supermarket cashier in Cornwall and active member of the shop 

workers’ union USDAW, Donna Braithwaite. 

 

BRAITHWAITE: Not everyone who works at Tesco can end up being a store 

manager because you’ve only got one store manager. You’ve got loads of people 

working in the shop, hundreds. And I think often the jobs at the bottom are very 

necessary. They’re the jobs that we need doing, but people don’t respect that. 

 

GOODHART: Also there’s this idea that work itself has to be intrinsically satisfying 

perhaps? 

 

BRAITHWAITE: Oh that. I find the idea that you’re supposed to enjoy your job sort 

of quite bizarre because you know it’s work; it’s not pleasure. I mean any job you can 

find enjoyment somehow - some kind of fulfilment, some kind of satisfaction - but 

you know most people don’t enjoy their work particularly. That’s why people always 

talk about Monday mornings with dread and everyone looks forward to Friday night. 

And I think that’s kind of a very false impression actually and it’s not one I grew up 

with. 

 

GOODHART: Why does this matter? Why does it matter if some jobs are 

looked down upon? It matters because if these jobs have a poor image, it 

becomes even harder to recruit people to do them. In a welfare state people can 

choose not to work, even if they’re nearly always better off when they do, yet we 

need people to clean our hospitals, look after our old people in care homes and so 

on. In recent years we have, in part, used immigration to get round the so-called 

“bad jobs” problem - especially in London and the south east. Around 20 per 

cent of all low skill jobs in Britain are taken by people born abroad. But as 

governments try to push immigration back down to more normal levels that 

option is being blocked off and people already here will have to be persuaded to 

do these jobs.  



 

 

Easier said than done. Here’s Professor Caroline Lloyd again who was recently 

involved in a large study of low wage work in five industries in the UK and 

across Europe.  

 

LLOYD: We generally have higher expectations about what we want from a job. 

Young people are always being told to look high, be ambitious; and then faced with a 

labour market where the jobs aren’t very good, then of course there’s a lot of 

dissatisfaction there. The other thing - and I think we found this in our research - was 

that in the last ten, fifteen years, many of these low end jobs, their conditions have 

actually got worse. The pay levels were in relative decline. A lot of the benefits 

associated - like pensions, being paid extra for working on weekends, the kind of 

hours, the work intensity - were all getting worse. 

 

GOODHART: So according to Professor Lloyd, there’s an objective problem in 

that many of these jobs have become both more demanding and relatively less 

well paid; and also a subjective problem in that fewer people see these jobs as 

appropriate for them. 

 

MUMFORD: There has been a view that you know if you can’t do anything else, do 

care. 

 

GOODHART: This is of particular concern in the care sector, where many of 

the 1.5m employees are paid close to the minimum wage. Bill Mumford, chief 

executive of the charity Macintyre, which runs care homes for people with 

disabilities. 

 

MUMFORD: If you’ve got you know academic ability then you’re encouraged to go 

down the college route and go that way and so on and so forth. You know you’re 

almost too good for care, as it were, and I think youngsters are almost told that.  

 

GOODHART: And this translates into severe recruitment problems. 

 

MUMFORD: There is some recently published research by Skills for Care, and there 

is actually currently a turnover of over 20 per cent of staff year on year within social 

care and it’s getting worse. And the same survey is pointing to the requirement of a 

further half a million jobs by the year 2025, and of course that’s because we’re all 

living longer and will need more people to support us in various different ways.  

 

SEGUES: 

 

DENCH: We’ve been doing this research in schools and one of the things that is very 

disheartening is the proportion of boys, in particular, who do seem to think that 

they’re going to be football stars or pop stars or something like that because nothing 

else will do.  

 

GOODHART: That was sociologist Geoff Dench who has been an unheeded 

voice in the wilderness arguing for many years that social mobility has costs as 

well as benefits. 

 

 



 

 

 

DENCH: And I remember being very surprised about twenty years ago when I was 

interviewing some young unemployed men, and they said that they’d had a number of 

jobs offered to them but they’d been forced to turn them down because they didn’t 

lead anywhere and that they weren’t good enough for them. And I think that people’s 

expectations have been raised to an unsustainable and impossible level. 

 

GOODHART: Having persistently devalued the basic jobs, we should not be 

surprised that people don’t want to do them. Of course ambition and aspiration 

should be encouraged, but we must do this without denigrating the ordinary and 

without raising unrealistic expectations. It’s not clear we’ve achieved that 

balance in recent years. Here is Sir Peter Lampl, founder of the Sutton Trust, 

which for the past 15 years has been at the centre of attempts to raise aspiration 

and social mobility in Britain.  

 

LAMPL: I was at a school in Birmingham where we went round the table and one 

boy, he wanted to be a surgeon, another one wanted to be a barrister. And you know 

they don’t have a cat in hell’s chance of getting there from the kind of school they’re 

at, so it is sort of sad, but people do have aspirations. And maybe you’re right, David, 

that that may be a dangerous thing, but I don’t discourage it because we take some 

kids from those backgrounds and we get them right to the top. There’s nothing wrong 

with you know 12, 13 year olds having high aspirations. 

 

GOODHART: In some ways this concept of the demeaning, low-skill job is quite 

a recent one. Social scientist Geoff Dench is a former collaborator with the late 

Michael Young, who coined the term “meritocracy” but was no fan of it. 

 

DENCH: Back in the early 50s, we had an opposite situation whereby most working 

class people regarded their jobs as much more important than middle class jobs. There 

was a famous survey done by Michael Young and Peter Wilmott which found that 

dockers and small tradesmen regarded their work as infinitely more valuable than the 

work of doctors and bank managers and lawyers because it was real; they actually did 

something for people. 

 

GOODHART: To appreciate how this attitude came to be turned on its head, we 

have to understand an apparently obscure debate in the Labour party 60 years 

ago - one which Geoff Dench and Michael Young were on the losing side of. 

 

DENCH: The Labour Party, which had come in after the war with a very large 

majority, in 1950 only got a small majority and then in 1951 finally lost power. And 

the party decided that it was unreliable to rely on working class support, and so there 

was a switch of tactics towards seeing the intelligentsia as the natural supporters of 

the party. And during the 1960s Harold Wilson pursued a number of reforms which 

were intended to attract the support of this upwardly mobile group and this was by 

dropping the party commitment to families. And the development at the same time of 

higher education, which moved people away from the areas in which they’d grown 

up, was also encouraged in a way that hasn’t happened in other European countries to 

anything like the same extent. 

 

 



 

 

 

GOODHART: Labour, Dench says, lost sight of the private realm and the fact 

that most people still felt that their lives had meaning in so far as they were 

working for families rather than just for themselves. For many men, according 

to Dench, that remains true today.  

 

DENCH: For example, unskilled men are 70 per cent likely to have a job if they have 

a partner. They’re only 35/40 per cent likely to if they don’t have a partner. This 

suggests that traditional family motivations are just as strong now as they ever were; 

it’s just that policymakers don’t understand it. 

 

GOODHART: So in the second half of the 20
th

 century changing attitudes to the 

family and a big expansion of higher education combined to reinforce the 

desirability of individual mobility - of moving up and out. By 1999 this 

culminated in the target of sending 50 per cent of all young adults into higher 

education. But no one seems to have given very much thought to the 

psychological effect of that on the other 50 per cent. This may not have been such 

an issue in countries like Germany where they famously have respected 

vocational alternatives to university - but in Britain where that tradition has 

withered, it seemed like labelling the non-university 50 per cent as second class 

citizens. For Dench this was not just an unfortunate side effect but necessary for 

the new system to work. 

 

DENCH: In order to push people into higher education who would be perfectly 

happy to do the same as their parents, you have to actually have a system that 

denigrates ordinary work. The management of a successful economic system and 

national labour force may require the instilling of motives which almost invariably 

involve denigration of lower status work in order to keep the system ticking over at 

all, and this is a problem that I don’t see any easy way out of. 

  

GOODHART: Good jobs need bad jobs? 

 

DENCH: Yes.  

 

GOODHART: One way out of this is to make what are seen as bad jobs less bad, 

but little thought has been given to the design of low-skilled work - how it can be 

made less tedious. Professor Lloyd: 

 

LLOYD: There has really been no focus on this. The emphasis has really been that 

these are sort of stepping stone jobs; that somebody will move say out of school or 

college and go into one of these jobs and will quickly move on to a higher paying job. 

They don’t seem to recognise or appreciate that many people stay for many years, if 

not all their life, in these low paying jobs. So there’s been very little emphasis apart 

from things like the introduction of the national minimum wage. 

 

SEGUES: 

 

SMITH: (To Michael) Were you having forty winks? Were you? What? This is his 

mobile hoist and his tracking hoist.  

 



 

 

GOODHART: I’ve been to see Roger Smith, a support worker in a residential 

home in Leicester run by the MacIntyre charity. 

 

SMITH: I start at 7 o’clock in the morning. I give the guys their medication. I get 

them up and then they have a shower, a shave, teeth cleaned, dressed. Then they have 

their breakfast - give them their breakfast. (fades under)  

 

GOODHART: The work is physical, demanding and low paid. But Roger, who’s 

in his fifties, has been doing it for more than a decade. He earns just £13,000 a 

year, but - as Professor Lloyd notes about many people doing low paid work - he 

isn’t looking to move on and up. (to Smith) You’ve had opportunities to move up 

a rung and become a local manager, but you’d rather stick to the shop floor as it 

were. 

 

SMITH: Yeah I have. Yeah, I’ve been asked several times to go up to a senior. It’s 

not me. I prefer what I do. I prefer to be hands-on caring for the guys. So there’s no 

way I’d move up the ladder. 

 

GOODHART: Roger gets meaning and satisfaction from his job and chooses not 

to move up. There are many more for whom career progression is simply not an 

option, but they would still like less monotony in their working lives. Donna 

Braithwaite, the supermarket worker in Cornwall, is one of them. 

 

BRAITHWAITE: If you’re just stuck on a checkout, you don’t really know how 

stock control works or price integrity, and you don’t always understand the need for 

certain things and often people won’t tell you what the need is. You’re just supposed 

to, yeah whatever, and do it. (little laugh) 

 

GOODHART: Employers should take note. Workplace expert Caroline Lloyd 

says there’s a business case for giving more thought to job design - evidence 

suggests it improves retention of staff and raises productivity. In Germany many 

of the jobs we regard as low status - such as working in a shop - are still covered 

by proper three year apprenticeships in which you get a more rounded 

appreciation of the business you’re working in. 

  

LLOYD: I had this experience last week when I was trying to sort out my car 

insurance and I call a call centre and I have to speak to three different departments, 

three different people in order to get an answer to the question that I have. So each 

group of people only know about one particular topic. And we found this in the water 

industry. If you phone up your water company someone will deal with bills, someone 

will deal with leaks, someone will deal with changes of address.  

 

GOODHART: We’re back to Adam Smith and the pin-makers, aren’t we?  

 

LLOYD: Exactly, it’s a very Taylorist division of labour. What you find in Germany 

is that on the whole they would be able to answer everything. They have the 

knowledge, they have the training in order to answer all those aspects of a call. So it 

makes their job more interesting. It’s also better for the customer.  

 

GOODHART: Some big British employers do get these things right. Iceland, the 



 

 

supermarket chain, has just won a prize for employee well-being. (Supermarket 

Fx) I’ve been down to one of their branches in south London to see how they do 

it. Josie Zerafa and Tracey Vella are both part-time cashiers and, like the other 

staff I met there, seem to get a lot of satisfaction from their work. (Supermarket 

Fx) 

  

ZERAFA: I’ve been in the job for 24 years. Essentially I stuck at the job because I 

feel that it’s what I do best. I think that the way for me to get the best out of the job is 

that I’m a people person. 

 

GOODHART: So when people think of a cashier job in a supermarket as quite a low 

status, almost meaningless thing, you think they’re wrong?  

 

ZERAFA: Well in a way they are. 

 

SEGUES: 

  

VELLA: I think just customers, if they’re having a bad day you kind of make them 

leave the shop with a smiley face. Helping them put the shopping into the trolley 

makes me feel good for the rest of the day - that I’ve put a smile on someone’s face. 

 

GOODHART: Working in small teams and having regular contact with other 

people can give meaning to even the most mundane job. And Iceland has 

recognised Professor Lloyd’s point that a degree of job rotation to reduce the 

specialisation can improve job satisfaction. Here’s store manager Sandra 

McNamara:  

 

McNAMARA: There may be some parts that are quite mundane, but the key for me 

is those people understand how important they are; and if they don’t fulfil those duties 

everyone else in the store is not going to be able to fulfil part of theirs. But also it 

brings a bit of freshness to them when they learn a new skill, like it would with 

anybody in any job. So all of our colleagues that work on the sales floor are also able 

to operate checkouts, so they can fully cover any part of the store, and any colleague 

that works on the checkout can also operate on the sales floor.  

 

GOODHART: So, observing what good employers actually do and talking to 

academics who study these things, it seems that getting satisfaction from a basic 

job is not a pipedream: it requires recognition and respect of employees, a 

degree of autonomy, reducing the monotony as far as possible, offering some 

sense of progression at least to those who want it. And it turns out that despite 

the poor public image of basic jobs, the people who do them often rather like 

them. Warwick University professor of economics Andrew Oswald: 

 

OSWALD: In British data there’s almost no statistical connection between the level 

of your education and how satisfied you say you are with your job. There’s almost no 

relationship. Pay certainly matters. It’s perhaps number four or number five on the 

list. It’s crucial though to understand that it’s people’s relative pay, it’s how they’re 

doing compared to the peer group actual or perceived - that’s what matters to 

individuals. And this is partly what explains why job satisfaction levels can be just as 

high, indeed they are, in many, many low-skilled occupations with low levels of 



 

 

education as in very high paid £200,000 a year kinds of jobs where people have 

advanced degrees. 

  

GOODHART: Professional success and happiness at work are not the same 

things. Yet talking to employers in areas like social care and hospitality it is clear 

there remains a huge perception problem for these basic jobs, especially for 

younger people raised in a “you can be whatever you want” culture. 

 

 

 

LAMPL: I think the thrust has been right to try and get 50 per cent of young people 

to at some point you know go to higher education. And that has been the thrust and 

we’ve been part of that and I totally support that.  

 

GOODHART: This is the crux of the argument. Sir Peter Lampl of the Sutton 

Trust, who you just heard there, does not apologise for the important role he has 

played in promoting social mobility - and nor should he. But, there does seem to 

be the beginning of a recognition at the top of politics that we may have got the 

balance wrong here. (to Lampl) Do you think that one of the unintended 

consequences of this relentless pressure on upskilling and sending 50 per cent of 

the age group to university and so on has led to, as it were, an even greater 

decline in the status of the very basic jobs that we still require a lot of people to 

do? Have we contributed in some ways to further lowering the status of those 

jobs? 

 

LAMPL: I think you’re right - one of the unintended consequences has been what 

about the people that don’t go to university? And obviously Ed Miliband has thrown 

out this challenge: what do we do about the bottom 50 per cent? We got £135 million 

from the government to try and do something for kids on free school meals in the 

most challenging schools, and that is really to try and improve their attainment, so 

they are qualified to get a job. So that’s one tack. And then on the status thing, which 

is something we’re doing through the Sutton Trust, we’re trying to learn from other 

countries. If you look at Singapore, it’s a country where they have done an excellent 

job in the last twenty or thirty years to improve their training and development for low  

middle-skilled jobs. 

  

GOODHART: So in a way this is almost the opposite of social mobility. It’s saying 

to people this is also a decent and honourable thing to be doing, working in a care 

home or whatever? 

 

LAMPL: Yeah, no I think that’s right. Well the bottom end of social mobility is 

people don’t have any jobs, so what we’re looking at is getting people skilled up to be 

able to do some kind of job. 

 

GOODHART: When you go into a school, can you imagine yourself saying to a 

child, “Well you know you should consider a job as a care worker or a cleaner or 

working in retailing. These are also decent jobs”? 

 

LAMPL: Yeah, I think we … Yeah, I mean the kind of age that we’re talking to the 

kids, we still want them to aim as high as they can. Kids 12 and 13, I’d like them to 



 

 

have aspirations at that age and maybe they’ll realise them. But, you’re right, at some 

point that isn’t going to be realistic. 

  

GOODHART: I’ll take that as a “NO” then. And aren’t we here confusing the 

idea of upward social mobility with a fulfilled life. But it appears there is at least 

some sort of reassessment going on in British public policy away from the drive 

to push more and more people on to university courses. And there are some 

grounds for optimism here. Talking to the experts who have looked at the history 

of the workplace it is clear that the way we perceive different jobs, and whether 

they are suitable for us, can change very quickly. Status follows the money to 

some extent, but pay is not the only and sometimes not even the most important 

factor. One example of how attitudes can change in only a generation or so is the 

gender image of jobs. Many of the bottom rung jobs today are called personal 

services jobs, and it’s a big growth area - serving people by looking after them or 

their elderly parents or young children in a domestic setting. Historically many 

of these jobs have been considered servile - associated with Downton Abbey style 

class relations - and that is one reason perhaps why the hospitality sector still 

attracts so few British staff. But these jobs have also been considered too female 

for men to feel comfortable doing them. And on that there has been a 

remarkably swift change. Economist Andrew Oswald: 

 

OSWALD: I think we may have a problem in the very short-run with fitting into jobs 

that might be called female, the rather low-skill males, but I don’t see that as a 

long-run problem. We’ve seen incredible flexibility in the way society and the labour 

market works. If you go back to when I was a young man, males were expected much 

more than now to use their strength to make a living. That’s almost completely gone 

now. I’ve seen male jobs change dramatically through my lifetime. I think that’s a 

very natural process. It will continue. 

 

GOODHART: When describing the basic thesis of this programme to people 

over the past few weeks I have used a slightly flip shorthand. I tried it out on Bill 

Mumford of the charity MacIntyre. (to Mumford) I mean how do you in the care 

sector appeal to you know the disaffected hoodie young male? How can you 

make that person feel there’s something decent and honourable about working 

in social care? 

 

MUMFORD: I think that young male would have a tremendous amount to offer 

actually because often that disaffection with whatever it is you know at school all 

their life can actually be translated into something which is extremely present and 

engaging in my field. I mean it’s difficult because you know part of it is how do you 

reach the individual in the first place, you know what are the role models?  

 

GOODHART: And there’s one large group that seems to need special attention. 

Sir Peter Lampl: 

 

LAMPL: We’ve done a lot of work on identifying who we’re trying to help. It’s 

basically white working class boys. They are the big issue. Immigrant communities 

are not that big an issue for us. They tend to be aspirational. 

 

 



 

 

 

GOODHART: For Geoff Dench when one person’s higher status creates another 

person’s lower status, there is something almost inevitable about white working 

class failure. This is surely too pessimistic but he and Michael Young and the 

meritocracy sceptics have been proved rather too uncomfortably right about 

some aspects of the modern world. So much so that even the arch meritocrat Sir 

Peter Lampl is worrying about the unintended consequences of his social 

mobility project. So where does this leave us? I asked Geoff Dench. (to Dench) So 

the trick in a way is you know how can society both honour the clever and the 

ambitious and at the same time give dignity and purpose and esteem to the 

ordinary? 

 

 

DENCH: Yes and I think that we’ve had it very easy in this country because of 

immigration levels over the last few decades, which have recruited people to the 

bottom jobs while the indigenous population and the children of immigrants who’ve 

been educated here have been able to concentrate on the interesting jobs that provide 

self-realisation. I think that we’ve had a very easy period and it’s unlikely to be as 

easy in the future. 

 

GOODHART: Perhaps that scouser Old Etonian, the great Liberal prime 

minister William Gladstone, had the right instinct on this - while he applauded 

aspiration, he warned against too much obsession with upward mobility. In the 

rather archaic language of the late 19
th

 century English class structure, he said 

this at a college prize-giving in 1875: ‘Be not eager to raise your children out of 

the working class but be desirous that they should remain in that class and 

elevate the work of it.’ Of course it is right that talented people, regardless of 

background, should rise as far as they can. But Gladstone was surely correct to 

challenge the Sir Peter Lampl’s of his day with their one size fits all idea of a 

fulfilled life designed around the template of their own success. If all are led to 

believe that they are destined for a top job, we will create a huge gulf between 

expectation and reality - one of the greatest causes of human unhappiness. That 

is bad psychology and bad economics. 


