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In  summary of young people’s labour market disadvantage?  

Some 30-40% of young people are either ‘poorly integrated new 
entrants’  facing barriers in finding stable employment, or ‘ left behind 
youth’ who have accumulated multiple disadvantages.  

 
Typically 

 the last to be hired and the first to be dismissed, 
 jobs that are not stable when they do find work,  
 overrepresented in temporary and part-time work,  
 many holding  formal qualifications above those required by their job 

(underemployment)  
 skills that are not the right ones for their jobs (poorly matched more 

than older workers)  

As disadvantaged youth in Ireland are not alone in the OECD, they are not 
alone in the Irish labour market either. 

Scarpetta et al. (2010), ‘Rising Youth Unemployment During the Crisis: How to Prevent Negative Long-Term 
Consequences on a Generation.  OECD Social, Employment and Migration Papers. No. 106. 



Structure of this presentation 

 
1. Long-standing imbalances 

 
2. Ireland in an internationally comparative context  

 
3. Growing structural threats to the quality of jobs in the OECD 

 
4. Reasons for Ireland being slow to mobilise? 

 
5. Regulation and enforcement 
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  6.1 economic development polices, 
  

6.2 national and regional skills policies 
  
6.3 activation & social protection polices. 

Sweeney, J. (2016)“Job Creation and Job Quality in Ireland: An Exploration of the Policy Issues” (46pp), 
prepared for the NYCI April 2016 



The labour market reflects several sharp economic and social dichotomies in 
Ireland’s economy and society.  Between: 
- ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ economic sectors 
- tertiary educated young and poorly educated older cohorts  
- ambitious, mobile migrants (individuals) and discouraged, immobile indigenous 

households 
- rapidly growing cities and stagnant or declining towns and rural areas. 

1. Long-standing imbalances feed polarisation 

Anecdote and evidence  of different types (earnings, hours, contracts, etc.) point to 
significant pockets of poor job quality:  

e.g. The distribution of income before tax and transfers (“market income”) 
in Ireland is one of the most unequal in the OECD; 
 
e.g. The incidence of low-pay in Ireland (21.6%) is the third highest in the 
Euro Area (17) and, among tertiary educated employees, at 13.2%, is the 
highest level in the bloc ;  etc. 



Example 1: Distribution of Labour Income (PAYE total Earnings 
before tax) - Quintile Shares: 

  1997 2002 2007 2012 

Bottom 20% 3.0 3.1 2.9 2.7 

Top 20% 48.9 48.1 50.2 51.3 

Ratio: Top/Bottom 16 15.5 17.3 19.0 

Ratio: Top/Bottom 

(All market income) 

17.7 18.5 20.8 20.0 

Sean Kennedy et al. (2015), “Taxes, income and economic mobility in Ireland: New evidence from tax 
records data”, OECD Economics Department Working Papers, No. 1269 



  
All employees Tertiary educated 

employees 

% % 

Germany 22.5 6.0 

Greece 21.7 7.8 

Ireland 21.6 13.2 

United Kingdom 21.3 10.3 

Netherlands 18.5 11.9 

Euro area (17) 15.7 5.3 
Austria 14.8 5.6 

Spain 14.6 5.1 

Portugal 12.0 0.9 

Italy 9.4 2.8 

France 8.8 3.6 

Denmark 8.6 2.1 

Finland 5.3 1.6 

Belgium 3.8 0.2 

Sweden 2.6 1.2 

Example 2: Low-wage earners in 2014 - Euro Area and 
Selected Countries 

  



2. Has Ireland a particular problem with job quality?  

 
The OECD Job Quality Framework conceptualises job quality...three dimensions  
 
Earnings quality: the extent to which jobs enable workers and their families 
to have an acceptable standard of living.   
  
Labour market security: the extent to which members of the workforce are 
likely to be in employment and, when they are not, how well social protection 
compensates them for lost  earnings 
  
Quality of the working environment: the non-economic aspects of job 
quality, i.e. ‘strain’ in carrying out work tasks, working-time arrangements and 
workplace relationships.   

Overall finding?   Ireland is a ‘moderate’ performer 



3. Growing  structural threats to the quality of jobs 
 
Across the ‘developed world’, deep secular trends  are threatening the quality of 
jobs and the inclusiveness of labour markets 
 

 Artificial intelligence and automation  
 
 The economy that does not sleep 
 
  Deepening global supply chains 
 
 Rising migratory pressures 
 
 Polarisation in the quality of jobs (the ‘hour glass economy’) 

‘i.e., the share of total employment attributable to middle-
skill/middle-pay jobs has declined while the shares of both 
high- and low-skill jobs have increased ... Widespread ...About 
one-third can be attributed to tertarisation ...two-thirds to 
rising polarisation within industries’ (OECD Employment 
Outlook 2017] 



 

‘Houston, we have a problem’ 
 

‘The OECD is launched on a ‘process of reassessing....which choices labour 
market policy makers have got more or less right and which they have got wrong’ 
....’whether labour market policy choices – including those consistent with OECD 
policy advice – have inadvertently contributed to a growth model that has 

disproportionately benefitted] already high-income segments of the population’   
   
(Stefano Scarpetta, editorial, OECD Employment Outlook 2017) 

The threats can be powerfully mediated at the national level. ...Much hinges on 
the degree of shared values and common purpose among national actors and 
the effectiveness of the national institutions and procedures through which they 
work together  (OECD Employment Outlook 2017) 



4. Reasons for Ireland being slow to mobilise?  
 
 Reasons in Ireland – some more soundly based than others - to see little 

relevance or usefulness in doing so 

i. Weakening the imperative and focus  to create new jobs  
ii. the generally high quality of job creation in advanced sectors 
iii. to not dilute our FDI message that ‘young Europeans’ in large numbers 

stand ready to work in our economy 
iv. the belief that most poor quality jobs are in traditional sectors, suit 

older workers (low skilled equilibria) and are, anyway, in secular 
decline 

v. the absence of lights flashing red -  no evidence of a precariat/ 
‘globalisation’s losers’/ those ‘left behind’ by technological and change 
assuming numbers and finding a political voice 

vi. it’s an inherently thorny issue anyway on which stakeholder discussion 
typically produces more heat than light 

‘We need to talk about’ job quality! 



The ‘national economic dialogue’ must extend to embedding job quality 
as an issue, capable of definition, measurement, monitoring and 
correction 
 

‘The key objective in a successful employment regulatory framework is striking the 

right balance between protecting the quality of the working life for individual 
workers while at the same time ensuring optimum labour market responsiveness 
and flexibility, the fruits of which can create a virtuous cycle for both employers 
and workers‘ (Enterprise 2025: 62)  

Kemmy Business School, UL (2015), A Study on the Prevalence of Zero Hours 
Contracts among Irish Employers and their Impact on Employees.  
 
14 recommendations. ’ ‘What happens to such a report is a good test of the 
priority that is currently accorded the protection of job quality in Ireland’  

5. Regulation and enforcement to protect job quality 



Government and public policy exercise their greatest influence on job quality, 
and for a much greater number of people,  when job quality is embedded as 
an objective and effectively pursued in three core areas – 
 

i. national and regional economic development strategies,  
ii. skills development, and  
iii. activation and social protection policies.  

6. Protecting job quality: from the bottom up 

In the current strategies covering each area, there are important insights and 
commitments on which to build 



6.1  National and regional economic development strategies 
(Enterprise 2025, Action Plan for Jobs, etc.) 
 
 The link between productivity and job quality –– jobs that ‘pay’ for 

employers and workers, without subsidy to either - avoiding the ‘UK disease’  
 
 The weight and pivotal  role of the employment-intensive domestic sectors 

and locally traded services  
 
 The emphases on dynamic regions, the contribution of  ‘place making’,  more 

tailored (‘effective’ ) regional development models, the avoidance of low 
skilled equilibria 



6.2  Skills strategies (National Skills Strategy 2025, FET Strategy 
2014-2019,  etc.) 
 
 Skills that boost productivity and pay on the lower rungs of the job 

ladder as well as more high skills  
 

 Routes to quality employment for young people not choosing third level, 
and upskilling of those in-work - recognition and embrace of the FET 
sector 
 

 Regional Skills Fora for employers and providers to design and deliver 
the skills that boost their regions – on the front line where  low pay, 
uncertain hours, etc. are concerned 
 

 Skills for unemployed jobseekers to ‘find the best possible jobs’  
 



6.3  Activation and social protection strategies (Pathways to Work 
2016-2020, etc.) 

 
 The opportunity lower unemployment provides to focus on the quality 

rather than the scale of ALMPs 
 
 Commitment to make more transparent ‘what works’ – evaluation as a 

tool of improvement 
 
 Commitment to learn from reforms to the PES (Intreo) and from the 

new diversity of employment services providers  
 
 Re-appreciation of the role social welfare transfers plays in protection 

during downturns and in supporting good job matches during upturns 
 



The level of ambition that is held across these three  sets of policies...for the 

productivity and quality of employment in the labour intensive domestic 

sectors and locally traded services  of the economy... and how well  policies in 

the three  areas are aligned and effective in supporting each other ...will 

achieve more, and for a greater number, than new legislation and regulation 

directly targeting job quality. 

My ‘bottom line‘ ? 

Thank you 


