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Without work, all life goes rotten 
—  Albert Camus
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INTRODUCTION

This book examines how it feels to be out of work. It draws on the 
results of a series of interviews with jobless people, focusing on their 
personal circumstances and how they regard them. It looks particu
larly at their job-seeking experiences, the reactions of others to their 
unemployment, changes in their social, emotional and economic 
circumstances, their view of major social institutions, and other re
lated questions.

Essentially, it is a study drawn directly from the experiences of a 
mixed group of unemployed workers. Although it is not a political or 
economic analysis of unemployment, nonetheless, it attempts to re
cognize the political, economic and industrial context that shapes their 
experiences.

Unemployment in Australia has remained at extraordinarily high 
levels for more than half a decade. Nearly a half million workers 
currently find themselves excluded from the workforce. Certain social 
groups -  Aborigines, recently arrived migrants, women and young 
people -  have been disproportionately affected by unemployment. 
As well, there is an unknown and untold level of hidden 
unemployment.

Given current domestic circumstances, world economic events, 
forecasts about general industrial trends, and the rapid development of 
new technologies, it seems likely that unemployment will remain at 
high levels. Because of this, it is of paramount importance that we 
address ourselves to the social, economic and psychological realities 
that confront the unemployed, and develop policies to help relieve 
their plight. To do this adequately requires careful note being taken of 
the experiences and expressed needs of the jobless. It is to this end that 
the present study is directed.
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1 THE LENGTHENING QUEUE

The research on which this book is based was initiated and funded by 
the Brotherhood of St Laurence. The main method of investigation 
was a series of intensive, open-ended interviews with an initial 
sample of thirty-one jobless people. (Details of interviewing 
methods and approaches are contained in the Appendix.)

At the time of each initial interview all people taking part in the 
present study were unemployed, although many of them had prior 
experience in the labour force across a range of skilled and unskilled 
occupations. The older people had frequently been in stable, full-time 
work for several decades before being thrown out of the workforce and 
were keen to recapture an equivalent job status. In contrast, the 
younger people had usually been battling unsuccessfully to break into 
the permanent workforce. They had been forced to take casual ‘fill-in’ 
jobs and to accept a high degree of geographical mobility while 
casting around for a suitable work niche. The short-term or part-time 
work they had been able to obtain had been characterized by its lack 
of intrinsic satisfaction, problems of settling in, low pay (sometimes 
below award rates), absence of union protection and severely re
stricted opportunities for training or advancement. Sometimes high 
job turnover is a response to unsatisfying and boring work; but, with 
increasing unemployment and the denial of unemployment benefits 
to those who ‘voluntarily’ leave their work, this option is less 
available now. More commonly, fringe members of the labour force 
are made redundant again and again, often at the very time they feel 
their employment is secure. The merry-go-round then cranks up 
again -  they cast about for permanent work, do temporary work 
where it is available, and often do not take up their entitlement to 
unemployment benefit in the interim. Accordingly, long bouts of 
involuntary unemployment typify their situation and shape their 
behaviour.

In this study older interviewees generally had a lengthy employ
ment record that had provided them with a clear work role and 
identity. Their work experience had tended to be over a narrow band 
of jobs from which they derived a secure living but, as one man put 
it, ‘not a future’. By way of example, a middle-aged man we spoke 
with had worked as an electrician in the merchant navy from his 
youth to the time of his settling in Australia. Here he worked in a
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gold mine, then as a ship’s steward. For the next seventeen years he 
worked as an electrical mechanic, until a back injury incurred on site 
forced his resignation. After a short while he gained lighter employ
ment as a process worker in an electrical workshop, adjusting televi
sion sets manufactured overseas to suit Australian conditions. He 
became leading hand, but the job was phased out after eighteen 
months and no other light worjc was available. Apart from a temp
orary job lasting two months he had been unemployed for two and a 
half years by the end of our interviews with him. No job prospects 
were in sight and his savings were completely exhausted.

By contrast, younger people had not usually had a chance to settle 
into a groove in the workforce. They had spent more time looking for 
work than being engaged in direct work experience. Most of their 
work experience came by way of short-term, ‘fill-in’ jobs or brief 
stints in what they forlornly hoped would become permanent work. 
Some lied about their age because there were ‘more jobs for 
eighteen-year-olds’. The early work experiences of Matthew, aged 
eighteen when interviewed, resemble those of many other young 
people who have not established a place in the workforce:

• Fruit-picking for three months.
• Unemployed for eight months. Too young to qualify for unemploy

ment benefit.
• Fruit-picking and general farm-work for three months.
• Junior storeman for four months. Couldn’t settle to ‘indoors and 

routine’.
• Couldn’t find work for next six months. Supported by parents. Did 

not claim unemployment benefit.
• Fruit-picking for three months.
• Washing trucks for few months. ‘General lackey and lunch-boy’ and 

there were ‘too many chiefs’ .
• Chief storeman. Sacked after three months when boss discovered he 

had a criminal conviction (shoplifting three years earlier).

Casting around for labour force experience meant grabbing work 
as it became available -  as a bartender, house-cleaner, labourer, 
table-waiter, driver, rates clerk, store worker, or fruit-picker. The 
jobs were rarely satisfactory, did not have ordinary benefits such as 
sick pay and were rarely commensurate with workers’ skills. Being 
desperate for job experience, unemployed people with whom we 
spoke were sometimes vulnerable to financial exploitation. When 
accepting casual work, interviewees were not aware of award rates 
(nor was that their immediate concern); but, when they realised the 
extent of their underpayment, they were understandably angry.

For example, a Lebanese woman obtained work as a ‘mother’s
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help’ to two practising doctors. In return for minding their children 
and doing housework for a minimum of two hours, three mornings a 
week, she was paid $10 weekly. When she discovered the extent of 
her exploitation she requested increased payment. This was refused; 
so, on principle, she left. Some of the other unemployed people we 
spoke with had been rankled by similar experiences, although in a 
climate of high unemployment they were often loath to challenge the 
practices of their employers.

As a function of the dearth of jobs, and the difficulty of settling 
into disagreeable ones, the unemployed people in this study dis
played a high degree of geographical mobility. During the course of 
the study we lost contact with almost a third of the people who had 
been interviewed at the outset, mainly because they were seeking 
jobs interstate. In addition several other people, who remained in the 
sample throughout, at some stage went job-hunting in rural or 
interstate areas.

Their high geographical mobility was forced, upon them by the 
slack labour market, and the high job turnover of some of them arose 
from erratic employer policy as much as it did from employee 
frustration in not being able to find work that was at all related to 
their skills or aspirations. High mobility, sometimes coupled with 
poor job performance, was for some a by-product of the unavailabil
ity of suitable work. Naturally enough, people sought work where 
their talents could be utilised. This study indicated that, when there 
is a clear incongruity between workers’ skills and job characterist
ics, it is superficial and erroneous to conclude that those people who 
chop and change jobs are lazy, shiftless and uncommitted to the 
work ethic. In fact, they are fringe members of the workforce, 
vulnerable to displacement from it and battling against the odds to 
forge a useful role within it. Their problems of settling into jobs are 
not altogether dissimilar to those of anyone else: learning new skills, 
gaining self-confidence, establishing rapport with bosses and fellow 
workers, developing a different daily routine, and so on. Some
times, due to factors such as educational achievement, personality 
clashes, or the intrinsically unsatisfying or noxious elements of the 
job, they are induced to leave and look for greener pastures. This is 
no new phenomenon. Indeed, at times of high unemployment such 
as the present, the rate of job turnover actually declines. What sets 
apart the people we interviewed from other workers is that they are 
not accommodated in the current labour force. The gross shortage of 
jobs keeps them out of work; and, although it is certainly not their 
intention, those who do manage to find work and later leave to seek
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more suitable employment, often find themselves locked out of the 
workforce again.

The overall shortage of jobs intensifies competition for any job, 
let alone the more desirable ones. Only to a limited extent can 
satisfactory relationships with workmates compensate for a lack of 
satisfaction in the work itself. Long periods of unsettled work tradi
tionally .occur for young workers and those for whom high job 
turnover may alleviate the boredom of unskilled, repetitious work. 
But in a context of spiralling unemployment, an increasing number 
of workers are consigned to lengthy spells of enforced idleness. That 
they want to settle in the full-time workforce is clear enough from 
their job seeking patterns, from their reliance (when possible) on 
savings from work rather than unemployment benefit claims, and 
from their statements of intent. But a handful of available jobs 
offering no intrinsic satisfaction, yet competitively sought, does not 
bode well for their work or socio-economic future. As vulnerable 
workers in a depressed labour market their only feasible planning 
objectives are to adjust to alienating work roles or to brace them
selves against the pervasive impact of joblessness.

While work experience in temporary or casual positions occurred 
from time to time, only rarely did it pave the way to permanent 
work -  particularly work that was akin to people’s abilities and 
aspirations. When such work did become available it often arose 
simply by chance. The state of the labour market worked against 
effective planning of one’s employment, and no one reported that 
vocational guidance helped to shape their job future. As fringe 
members of the labour force their typical experience in finding work 
was principally one of catch-as-catch-can. Planning a career was not 
a prerogative they could enjoy. And hopes of building a job future 
were frequently dashed just when they began to feel secure in their 
newly found work. They fell back into the ranks of the unemployed 
more commonly than they were able to climb a promotional rung.

One of the strong impressions to emerge from our study is that 
those young people who had the opportunity to gain full-time work 
experience, but who were later made redundant, found their way 
back into the labour force relatively swiftly. The factors which 
operated to enhance their ability to win jobs more quickly in the 
future are not altogether clear; certainly, no variations in their work 
attitude or level of job seeking were apparent. It seems that the 
crucial factors were an increase in their poise and confidence, or 
simply a more favourable view of them by employers as a result of 
their work experience. This seeming advantage of earlier job experi
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ence did not hold for older workers, in spite of their longer (and often 
stable) work record. When their redundancy sprang from technolog
ical development and coincided with deteriorating health, their job 
future seemed abysmal.

Official figures also indicate a longer duration of unemployment 
for older than younger workers. Yet, in the unemployment debate 
younger unemployed people have attracted more public focus, 
whether it be disdain or sympathy. Perhaps they capture more 
attention because they are perceived as being more carefree and 
irresponsible, or more likely to cause social disruption if their job 
aspirations continue to be unrealised. But, in terms of relative job 
prospects, the position of older, discarded workers is equally, if not 
more, bleak.

WORK OBTAINED
Over the nine to twelve months that the circumstances of the people 
in this study were traced only a handful managed to obtain work that 
held any sense of permanence. Two joined the armed forces, one 
obtained clerical work, one found work in a hotel laundry and one 
other gained work in an advertising agency. Late in the study another 
person obtained assembly line work in a car factory. For most people 
the continuing saga was protracted unemployment punctuated by 
casual and seasonal work. Some of this work was found to be 
especially arduous and beyond people’s capacity for endurance:

I got some casual truck work, some cleaning work in a factory, another 
casual job stirring paint. Then I got some seasonal work as a storeman. 
It nearly ended up putting me in my box. I had high blood pressure. The 
lifting and binding was exhausting and I collapsed at work. After that I 
applied for unemployment benefit, but for some reason or other it 
wasn’t paid. Later on I gave labouring a try. I was too slow though and 
got the sack.

It used to be easy to get casual work at the Railways, but with the 
unemployment situation now it’s much harder. I had a job in a brewery. 
You had to work with a toxic solvent called trichlorethylene. Every 
worker had a weekly urine test. If your reading reached a hundred for 
three consecutive weeks then you got transferred. The work was noisy 
with rotating shift work. When my readings got up to eighty I left.

Any variety of work that occurred was not within the person’s job. 
It was obtained by transfer to another casual job that was equally 
monotonous, but had different functions. Despite this, most people 
with a job that had any semblance of permanence tolerated jiring, 
tedious#work with low pay; submitted to pressuresTor high output;
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and often worked when ill so as to avoid being despatched again to 
the lengthening jobless queue.

At the moment I’ve got a twenty-five hour week job as a waitress. The 
rate’s about $2.50 an hour. W e’re getting under the award, but we can’t 
do anything. W e’d be out the door . . . ’

A teenager, Sally, relayed her experience of poor working condi
tions and a feeling of being trapped.

(2nd interview) I’ve got a job folding boxes at the end of the jam line. 
It’s tiring and very fast. You work standing up and your arms often get 
scratched. A few o f us got hired at the beginning of the jam season for 
three months. Most got sacked after a couple of weeks. The only reason 
I’m still here is because I’m fast. The tomato season’s coming up so I 
hope they’ll keep me on for that. Time passes more quickly than when I 
was out of work and I like the people I work with. I’m glad to have any 
job at all.

(3rd interview) The work is very hard and tiring. With the long travel
ling and work it’s hard to have any social life at all. You have to work 
flat out all the time. The slow ones get laid off pretty smartly. There’s 
nothing in this world I’d like more than going back to clerical work, but 
I daren’t leave here and start looking around. I couldn’t possibly stay 
here for the rest o f my life, though.

From this study, it is apparent that the general unemployment 
situation and the denial of unemployment benefit to people who 
‘voluntarily’ leave their work has locked large numbers of workers 
into jobs from which they derive few rewards and in which they are 
sometimes exploited.

A sound relationship with workmates appears to be one of the 
critical factors in determining whether workers stay put and bear the 
frustrations or (usually in vain) search for a better work alternative. 
Typically, of course, the choice does not lie in their hands since the 
job market has dried up. And even with regard to casual or seasonal 
work, the current over-supply of labour makes job retention unusu
ally difficult. Sally’s employer, for example, took on about a 
hundred and twenty women at the start of the tomato season. At 
Easter (when holiday pay would have been due) twenty were re
trenched. Others were progressively made redundant. Such quick 
‘hire-and-fire’ policies occur in some other seasonal jobs and in 
corners of some large industries (for example, in vehicle man
ufacture, where fluctuating consumer demand largely dictates the 
fortunes of fringe members of the workforce). It almost goes without 
saying that such employment policies and the general shortage of



jobs make it extremely difficult for the unemployed to attain their 
goals.

WORK ASPIRATIONS
Only in exceptional cases were people’s work aspirations not sorely 
disappointed. People’s hopes were significantly lowered over time 
in the wake of their continuing exclusion from the full-time work
force: this was a pervasive finding. Some people clung to hopes that 
had only a remote chance of being realised; others procrastinated, 
intending to undertake a study course or revitalize efforts to gain a 
more desirable job later on. But our overriding finding was that job 
aspirations were diminished at a rapid rate. This is not to suggest that 
people initially held out hopes for anything like a sinecure or a 
springboard to early status and high pay. People entertained ordinary 
hopes for ordinary jobs with ordinary pay. It is those sort of hopes 
that were dashed.

The typical response when hopes for permanent work remained 
unfulfilled was, as outlined earlier, to take ‘fill-in’ jobs as they 
became available. Drifting from one itinerant job to another with 
spells of unemployment in the meantime suited one young man in the 
study, but most people were highly dissatisfied with the circum
stances in which they found themselves. Another young man in
sisted that since he had to ‘suffer being unemployed’ he deserved ‘a 
good job’ eventually. A few other people echoed similar sentiments; 
but these did not persist. For example7"note the changes over time in 
Daryl:

(1st Interview) I want a job with opportunities. Something interesting 
that lets me work at my own pace. I’d prefer not to do gardening work or 
be a storeman because people look down on that. I definitely won’t do 
factory work.

(2nd Interview) I applied for a clerical assistant’s job, but I didn’t get it. 
So I ’ve applied for a storeman’s job.

(3rd Interview) I don’t know if  I’ll get a job at all. I’d still like a clerical 
job, but my ambition at the moment is to be a storeman. I’d do factory 
work as w ell, so long as it’s got some variety. I don’t want to be just a 
process w orker..

(4th Interview) CES have told me that clerical work’s out of the 
question. I’ve been for jobs as a storeman, but employers want'experi
ence or want people seventeen to twenty so they can pay them less. I’d 
really like to be a storeman if I could . . . I can’t predict the future, but I 
think I’ll probably be unemployed for a long time.

The lengthening queue 7



Similarly, John was adamant in his first interview that he would 
do only clerical work -  the type of job from which he had been 
retrenched. By the fourth interview, after unsuccessful applications 
for all manner of jobs, he would ‘take anything I can get. ’ A recently 
arrived refugee with tertiary education was anxious to avoid night 
shifts because it would severely disrupt family life. Also, ‘heavy, 
noisy, factory work would not be a good job for me’. By the next 
interview, he was ‘hoping for factory work’. He eventually obtained 
work on a day-time shift on a noisy factory assembly-line.

Unemployed interviewees were understandably selective about 
some elements of jobs that became available, for example, that they 
be ‘within reasonable travelling distance’, ‘not shift work’, offer 
some security’, or pay a wage that was ‘not below the award’. 
Notwithstanding this, people often took on work that contravened all 
of these requirements. Comments such as, ‘I’ll take any job for 
now’, or, ‘I’ll stick with this until I can find something better’, are 
dotted throughout our records of interview.

In the event, people rarely found ‘something better’. Only in a 
handful of cases did they find any lasting job at all. As people grew 
more aware of the competition for jobs, the degree of selectivity 
most employers currently exercise, and the general decline of job 
prospects, they felt more daunted and desperate. Diminished hopes 
for their long-term future provoked a variety of attendant reactions -  
lowered self-image, more frantic job-seeking for work in line with 
one’s skills and aspirations, decreased initiative linked with frustra
tion of one’s hopes, loss of confidence, opting out of conventional 
society to explore alternatives, depression and increased fluctuation 
about job goals. Gloom about one’s work future -  and all that holds 
for self-concept, personal stability, financial security and life 
satisfaction -  was the principal outcome. The longer the duration of 
unemployment the more shattered the hopes tended to be. Protracted 
unemployment itself adds a new impediment to return to the work
force; the unemployed and, seemingly, employers as well, come to 
regard length of exclusion from the workforce as an indicator of 
employability. Lack of jobs in the first place prolongs many people’s 
unemployment; and their inability to force their way back into the 
labour force alters others’ perceptions about their willingness or 
capability to hold down work. The occurrence of long periods of 
unemployment becomes self-perpetuating; it becomes not merely an 
indicator of poor job prospects, but a cause, as well. As a middle- 
aged man put it:

8 Out o f work, out of sight
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As time goes on I think I’ve got less chance of obtaining work because 
I’ve been out o f work so long.

Recognizing the same perverse phenomenon a teenager remarked:
I’d take any sort o f work. I’d even stick at the most degrading jobs for a 
while. What I’ve learned is that it’s experience that employers want.

The notion of employability changes gradually, but tellingly. 
Experienced workers generally took longer to lower their aspira
tions, initially believing that the kind of jobs they had performed, 
perhaps for decades, would eventually come their way again. Their 
ultimate realization about the future came as a thud -  and as a 
rejection:

Over fifty is a dead issue. All the jobs go to the younger fellows.

For the younger unemployed, aspirations were deflated more 
gradually. Their expectations were generally less crystallized in the 
first instance and though they rarely managed to forge a place in the 
workforce akin to their aspirations, they could somewhat more 
realistically hold out a hope for a satisfying job in the future -  
following further study, for example. Overall, though, while the 
process differed across age groups, for most people the outcome was 
plainly ‘pretty grim’. As one jobless person summed up, ‘If I can’t 
get a job what am I going to do with my life?’ The search for a 
satisfying life, through work, became a painful preoccupation.



2 THE OBSTACLE PATH

Given the terms in which the unemployment debate has been princi
pally cast in Australia it cannot be said too often or too emphatically 
that large-scale unemployment is symptomatic of an economic re
cession in mixed economies, the increasing use of technological 
substitutes for labour and some economic policies pursued at Federal 
level. The degree of equivocation about the basic causes of unem
ployment is quite amazing. But its prevalence is a reality that has 
obscured the core issues, diverted attention away from policy
makers on to the chief victims of the economic situation, and served 
to stifle debate about what social, economic and industrial policies 
need to be devised in order to stem the unemployment tide. In the 
absence of proper debate and considered, comprehensive policies, 
the employment prospects of tens of thousands of Australians remain 
exceedingly bleak.

It must be acknowledged that interviews for this study provided 
occasional examples of personal factors that impede people’s chances 
of employment. But such factors did not cause these individuals to 
be put out of work when boom conditions prevailed and the labour 
supply was not so plentiful. A sequence of events outside the control 
of the unemployed has caused a dramatic decline in the availability 
of work. In such a situation a group of workers previously protected 
from unemployment is now shut out of the workforce. This applies 
especially to Aborigines; young women; recently arrived migrants; 
people with few job skills, low educational qualifications, or poor 
health; those living in rural areas where there is an inadequate 
industrial base -  and so on. The frequent claim that these 
characteristics are the cause of unemployment is erroneous, and 
turns the actual sequence of events on its head. Such factors become 
prominent only because the general labour market situation has 
deteriorated. These people’s characteristics have not changed: what 
has changed is the availability of work.

In discussing personal as well as structural barriers to employment 
it is not assumed that the source of unemployment rests at all with the 
jobless. Rather, unemployment arises from specific economic 
policies pursued by conservative governments which dovetail with 
the main industrial policies of large businesses -  whose goals of 
spending control, capital investment and profitability inevitably 
override considerations of labour retention.
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Any discussion of the jobless runs the danger of focussing on the 
victims of unemployment rather than its basic causes. But if reme
dial social policies are to be devised, in times that are unlikely to 
witness full employment, then it is necessary to identify those who 
are most vulnerable to unemployment so that there may be positive 
discrimination in their favour.

HEALTH
Nearly every unemployed worker forty years and over who was 
interviewed had a physical ailment of one sort or another. Those who 
found work sometimes felt limited to part-time employment; those 
who managed to find temporary, full-time work sometimes worked 
through illness because there was no sick leave or because they had 
been warned that they would be dismissed if they took time off. In 
some cases their physical illness had industrial causes -  for exam
ple, back injuries sustained through heavy work. No one in this 
situation had received workers’ compensation, usually because no 
claim was lodged immediately and because the link between the 
industrial accident and the person’s disability could not be 
satisfactorily established at a later date.

It is important to note that even persistent ailments had not pre
vented full-time workforce participation until the unemployment 
situation worsened considerably. However, as the total number of 
jobs declined, ill health came to act as a barrier to re-employment. 
Healthier workers held a competitive edge in the clamour for jobs. 
Other researchers have made similar observations. O’Brien, for 
example, has reported that:

. . . analysis o f the results indicates that the observed levels o f physical 
and psychological health of the unemployed are not likely to be the 
cause o f their unemployment (except for a relatively small number of 
cases). It is more likely that they are consequences of being 
unemployed.1

This study found that, as time passed, less healthy jobless people 
grew more preoccupied with their ailments and increasingly de
pressed about their personal and work future. Such feelings were 
reinforced by their setbacks while seeking work and by their de
veloping awareness of the limited work options that were open to 
them. Instead of being full-time workers, with incidental physical 
ailments, they were* inclined to see themselves as physically ill, 
ageing people with a ‘ workless ’ future. In some cases this develop
ing view of themselves was buttressed by suggestions that they 
transfer from unemployment benefit to sickness benefit or the in
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valid pension.2 People expressed resistance to such ideas at the 
outset, although they sometimes grudgingly came to accept the 
inevitable over time.

For example, one interviewee, Michael, was advised of his eligi
bility for an invalid pension due to leg damage from a work accident 
several years back. Michael, however, expressed his fierce opposi
tion to the idea, stating that he ‘would much prefer to work to support 
my family’ and did not want to be regarded as a ‘whinger’:

It’s better to be working than sitting and vegetating here all day.

(Six months later, with no job in sight, he reconsidered his 
position.)

‘I would rather work, ’ another middle-aged man said vehemently. 
But, after his back pain increased and he was prescribed Valium to 
stop his hands shaking and help him sleep, he decided that full-time 
work was out of the question. Whether he would have made such a 
decision in healthier employment times is highly debatable. ‘What 
employer would let me have a few weeks off?’ he asked. He was 
probably right in assuming that very few would while there was a 
surplus of labour.

A couple of other workers had fairly acute emotional problems 
that were aggravated both by the loss of purpose and the pressing 
financial needs that accompanied their unemployment. One woman, 
who was receiving psychiatric treatment, was urged to transfer to 
sickness benefit.

I could have a great time on sickness benefit, getting a cheque and 
spending all day having music therapy. I’ve been told I should really be 
on sickness benefit and it was a very difficult decision to make. But I 
don’t want to see myself as a sick person or to slip into a sick role.

By the next interview the same woman had obtained a temporary 
post as an assistant librarian under a rehabilitation scheme. Although 
her psychiatric treatment continued, she showed that she was able to 
hold down the job. In common with physically ill persons, those 
people needing treatment for emotional difficulties came to see such 
problems as a prominent cause of their exclusion from the work
force. This, of course, generated fresh anxiety and depression and 
set a vicious circle in motion.

Clearly, re-entry to the workforce alleviated mental and financial 
stress. Sometimes, serious mental problems appeared to evaporate 
altogether when full-time employment occurred. For example, one 
man reported high anxiety levels and ‘strain because of the worry of 
my family’. When he reported hearing voices his brother referred 
him to a psychiatrist, who prescribed stelazine tablets. The voices
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continued. A short time later his local doctor gave him a course of 
injections. At about this time he found full-time factory work; three 
months later he reported that the voices had stopped, his marital 
relationship was dramatically improved, and he felt generally better, 
both physically and mentally. It is not easy to comprehend the actual 
causal chain in such instances. But it is quite clear from listening to 
jobless people that there are high stress levels associated with 
unemployment.

LENGTH OF UNEMPLOYMENT
From among the people interviewed in this study approximately 
40 per cent were in work at the end of the survey period. However, 
only a handful of those were in work that appeared to be permanent. 
The majority of interviewees remained unemployed as they had been 
in the first of their four interviews spanning a minimum of nine 
months. As has been explained elsewhere, this does not mean that 
they did not work at all during that time; many of them found 
occasional ‘fill-in’ jobs, but were not successful in finding full-time 
employment. Nor did they always claim unemployment benefit 
during their periods of joblessness. In the initial search for work, 
economic self-reliance was often preferred to registration with the 
Commonwealth Employment Service. Almost invariably, unem
ployment benefit claims ceased during stints of part-time or tempor
ary work. And benefit was sometimes not claimed immediately 
following temporary work or geographical moves in search of 
employment.

Although some people had a series of long bouts of unemploy
ment, lasting six months or So in between jobs, the common experi
ence was one of protracted unemployment with, only short bursts in 
the workforce. Occasionally, people undertook pre-employment 
training programmes or sought language, or other training-courses 
in the interim; but mostly they continued a fruitless and debilitating 
search for permanent work. The length of unemployment was quite 
at odds with their early expectations. Ultimately, its duration came 
to represent ‘unemployability’ in the eyes of potential employers. 
The misfortune of being out of work for a long period created the 
double jeopardy of acting eventually as an additional barrier to 
re-employment.

In regard to length of unemployment* the findings of the study 
suggest that official figures may underestimate the situation. There 
are two reasons for this belief. Firstly, there is doubt about the 
necessity of transferring some interviewees from unemployment



benefit (assumed to be a temporary payment) to the invalid pension 
(permanent entitlement). The likelihood is that such people would 
have remained on unemployment benefit in a more buoyant 
economy. From time to time other researchers have alleged that 
unemployment levels are falsely lowered by such administrative 
transfers. This study provides no evidence to support or dispute such 
a claim about the possible manipulation of statistics. But it would not 
be surprising if the definition of ‘unemployability’ is changing 
subtly as a result of the growing shortage of jobs. One man, in 
particular, remained very keen to undertake light work; heavy work 
was out of the question, due to a back injury. He could not find work 
and his prospects of doing so looked grim. Eventually, he responded 
reluctantly and dilatorily to official encouragement to transfer to the 
invalid pension. His back injury had worsened, but only to the point 
of making physical movement in light work difficult rather than 
impossible. Whether he would have been induced to transfer to an 
invalid pension in the labour market structures of a few years ago 
seems doubtful.

The second indication that official figures on duration of unem
ployment are underestimates stems from an analysis of the job 
patterns of the unemployed. Quite often, unemployed people are 
able to make contact with the workforce only in casual, ‘fill-in’ jobs. 
Accordingly, if asked by a survey interviewer, ‘When was the last 
time you were in full-time work?’ the answer is likely to be in 
relation to the last casual job held, however briefly. Functionally, 
though, the period of unemployment is really much longer. This 
raises the question of whether the length of unemployment should be 
gauged from the last casual or seasonal job held, or from the actual 
time of exclusion from the mainstream of the workforce? Official 
figures reflect the former. From the perspective of the jobless such 
short respites of paid work do not alter their image of themselves as 
unemployed. It goes without saying that their protracted unemploy
ment provokes further depression and a profound sense of 
hopelessness.

EDUCATIONAL LEVEL
Predictably, the common educational characteristic among our un
employed sample was of early school-leaving. The reasons for this 
were varied. Several people expressed a general dislike of the 
structures and atmosphere at school; some had truanted as a result, 
and a couple had been expelled eventually for continuing to run foul 
of the school system.
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At school I always had something to dislike. I wasn’t really an outcast or
a rebel; I was a verbal stirrer.

One could take the view that the general reason for early school
leaving was an individual’s maladaption to school or, conversely, 
the failure of a school’s environment and structures to respond 
appropriately to different pupils’ needs. The unemployed expressed 
no clear attitude on this issue themselves. But what is palpable is that 
their early school-leaving was only very rarely prompted by an 
inability to cope intellectually. Academic performance may not have 
matched intellectual ability, but there are plenty of indications -  
passing school entrance examinations; high marks in favourite 
subjects, or in particular school years; articulateness in interview, 
with flashes of perspicacity -  that the sample group was certainly 
not dull. In several cases earlier failure to realize intellectual poten
tial and thereby gain a meal-ticket into the workforce was partly 
redressed by undertaking part-time study courses, usually at night 
school or at trade school. People noted the difference in atmosphere 
from their earlier experience at day school:

At school they didn’t let you think for yourself. I was much happier at
night school and the people were more mature.

Others tried to overcome the disadvantage of their low educational 
qualifications and their lack of work experience by returning to 
full-time study (for example, adult higher school certificate); or they 
applied, usually in vain, for admission to further training courses. 
For example, an unemployed Arts graduate with a Diploma of 
Education made the following attempts to upgrade her 
qualifications:

• Applied for social studies course. Accepted on essay and references, 
but rejected on interview.

• Applied for National Theatre Drama School. Unsuccessful. In
formed there were 200 applicants for 40 places.

• Inquired about photographic modelling course. Found the initial 
outlay on photographs was very expensive. Also advised profession
ally that she was not sufficiently confident to cope with the ‘hard 
knocks’ in this work.

• Sought emergency teaching, but unemployment among teachers was 
rife and her applications were unsuccessful.

• Applied under the National Employment and Training Scheme to 
train as a welfare worker. Not granted this, but took up offer of 
short-term ‘rehabilitation’ training as a librarian’s assistant.

Having left school early, the opportunities for relevant education 
at a later stage were narrow; and the means of gaining financial
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support while completing them rarely existed.
It has often been contended lately that declining numeracy and 

literacy standards are a major reason for the current difficulties of 
transition from school to work. In a New South Wales survey of 
employers, for example, 89 per cent of those interviewed thought 
that literacy and numeracy standards were declining.3 In fact, the 
hard evidence which does exist indicates that the rate of functional 
literacy and numeracy has increased substantially over the years. A 
recent large-scale survey, for example, showed that the functional 
illiteracy rate was 12 per cent for those educated in the 1920s or 
before and only 2 per cent for those educated in the 1960s and 
1970s.4 In our attempts to understand the roots of high unemploy
ment the educational system has occasionally emerged as a 
scapegoat. Although the level of education among the unemployed 
is lower than the population average, today’s unemployed are much 
more highly educated than those of earlier years and overseas evi
dence suggests that the average educational level of unemployed 
workers now approximates much more closely to the educational 
level of employed workers.5

Commonly, people reported that, although they desired job train
ing, it was not available to them. This was not simply because of the 
general dearth of training opportunities. Often, it occurred because 
people lacked the pre-requisites for training courses:

t tried to be a trainee chef under the NEAT scheme. I did one aptitude 
test and just passed. Then I did another one and failed. It looks like I 
haven’t got the basic educational level that I need for formal training. 
The government doesn’t pay for night school for people like me and I 
can’t afford to go back to school without some kind o f help.

To avail themselves of the training opportunities that existed, the 
jobless sometimes needed some form of pre-training that would lead 
to greater expertise (in use of language, for example), or higher 
formal qualifications so as to be eligible for an apprenticeship. Yet, 
even now, applications for apprenticeships vastly outnumber vacan
cies. One youth wanting to be indentured in telecommunications, for 
example, reported that there were several hundred applicants from 
which only thirty were chosen.

Figures on new indentures for apprenticeships show a sharp rise in 
the year 1973/74, but a mean annual decrease since then. That is, 
during the time that unemployment has grown to extraordinary 
levels there has been a declining rate of apprenticeship intake.6 The 
decline is particularly apparent in the building and printing trades.

On the issue of training in general the Commonwealth Employment
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Service officers continue to act as filtering devices, regularly deciding 
on people’s suitability for training courses about which the unem
ployed themselves often have few, if any, details. Dissemination of 
relevant training information remains entirely inadequate. Pew people 
had sufficient basic information to formulate particular questions 
about their eligibility. Those who were accepted into training courses 
invariably received a lower wage than they had expected. Some 
started in jobs following Commonwealth Employment Service refer
rals without even knowing at the outset that they were subsidised 
labour under a training scheme.

People seldom found educational courses to be within their finan
cial means, especially where family commitments existed. Some 
government-assisted student allowances required a two year qualify
ing period of workforce experience or registration for work. Fees 
and book costs were frequently prohibitive. As well, the Tertiary 
Education Assistance Scheme allowance is less than unemployment 
benefit, despite the latter being below the Poverty Line. And crippl
ing delays in payments commonly occur when transferring from one 
benefit to another.

Some people believed themselves to be too old to undertake 
training or lacked confidence in their ability to succeed:

I sometimes feel very old now. I just want to be able to look after my 
family and have a good routine.

In fact, the only people in this study who received any offers of job 
training were young people. As Daniel observes in another context:

. . .  it is clear from the age variations that where re-training is left to 
employers they will concentrate heavily upon those workers, such as 
younger workers, whom they judge will provide the best return from the 
investment involved. If it is felt desirable for social and individual 
reasons that older workers receive retraining, it must be recognized that 
this is not likely to be provided by employers, if left to themselves.7

Noting the focus of Australian job training programmes for young 
people, the Bureau of Industry Economics makes the following 
point:

. . . that in 1977-1978 there was apparent transference of some part of 
high unemployment from youth, particularly female youth, onto young 
adults. In the-absence o f a  significant overall increase in employment 
oppprtunities the impact o f measures introduced to assist youth has been 
t® largely shift the burdenpnto the next older group.8

This phenomenon is aggravated by the use some employers have 
made of the Special Youth Employment Training programme sub
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sidy to replace with young trainees older staff who leave. This 
practice further dries up job opportunities for older workers.

Doubt that completion of training would result in a job was a 
further deterrent to the unemployed upgrading their skills. Given the 
rather haphazard approach that has been taken to developing training 
schemes that correspond with labour force growth areas, such doubts 
about future employment seem realistically based.

Training needs and aspirations expressed by the unemployed 
people interviewed in this study covered a diverse field. People 
reported their experiences of the Special Youth Employment Train
ing Scheme, their attempts to gain appropriate training under the 
National Employment and Training Scheme, and their need for 
English language classes or adaptation of their work skills to Austra
lian requirements:

There’s a really good scheme in Colling wood that trains mostly Turkish 
women as machinists and tries to find jobs for them. They get taught 
English, too, and how to shop. There ought to be more things like that. 
And the government should make more jobs available for people like 
me who want to work.

As parents they expressed particular concern that their adolescent 
children should receive sufficient training to guarantee their entry 
into the workforce; and as adolescents they related their aspirations 
to get a driving licence (a pre-requisite for much work) and their 
efforts to improve their chances of work by undertaking night school 
courses or a pre-employment programme.9 Some workers attended 
Council of Adult Education classes to upgrade their qualifications; 
others desperately hoped for on-the-job training that would develop 
and diversify their skills and help cement a permanent place for them 
in the workforce:

I’m doing a reading and spelling course with the CAE to help me get a 
job. But there are too many people in the class.

I’m interested in learning things on the job, like how to work the telex, 
so I might be able to go higher at work.

I’ve learnt much more on-the-job -  banking, weekly figures, mail -  
than I was learning at school. I’d like to learn more that helped me in my 
job and gave me a chance to get on.

People frequently found training courses were unavailable to them 
or found no success in securing work as a result of their sporadic 
training. Others worried that the continuing absence of work led to 
loss of their skills, even limited skills:
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I used to be able to type at about thirty words per minute. But I’m sure I 
wouldn’t have that speed now I’ve been out of work for eight months. 
I’m not as competent as I was. I really need the practice. All the jobs 
want experienced people.

Those who sought job training or further educational qualifica
tions did not abandon their search for appropriate avenues, but their 
search sometimes became less focused. Training opportunities were 
rare and admission to appropriate courses was difficult, so the search 
was broadened to encompass any training that reasonably enhanced 
entry into any job opening. People wanted to be active workers and 
sought training that would lead to work or, preferably, appropriate 
training on-the-job or allied to a full-time job:

I’m going to school to help me with the job now. It gives me a better idea 
of what I’m doing. Like, sometimes, before I went to school I was 
sitting at work doing things that I didn’t understand. Now it’s taking a 
lot o f pressure out o f me; it’s easier to work.

The only other job training I’ve had was in a job I got from the CES. I 
didn’t know at first it was a subsidy for six months. All I did was get 
dockets and write invoices -  and answer ’phones. That’s all I did all 
day. I was getting seventy dollars a week and I really didn’t enjoy 
working there. The place was filthy, too. Well, after the six months 
what happened was I walked in there one day . . . and I think my boss 
was very upset that he had to tell me . . . ’cos me and him got on really 
well. He said to me, ‘I have to inform you that I have to give you a 
w eek’s notice. ’ And I said, ‘Fair enough. Why?’ ‘O h,’ he said, ‘they’re 
buying a new truck and cutting down on staff. ’ I was the only person 
sacked. No one else was except me. At first I was going to ring up the 
CES and tell them what happened, but I let it pass. I didn’t want any 
more trouble.

A similar grievance was expressed by a woman who had worked 
temporarily under a rehabilitation scheme when she discovered that 
her reference made mention of that. She was also peeved that her 
gross earnings were seventy dollars a week less than those of first 
grade clerical assistants doing the same work.

All I seem to do is masses o f filing which won’t be a great help in finding 
work in the future.

Naturally enough, workers under government-assisted training 
schemes wanted to be trainees for a full-time job -  not, as is too 
often the case, subsidised labour for a few months before being 
despatched back to the jobless queue.

A sample survey of trainees under the Special Youth Employment



Training Programme10 concluded that most vacancies ‘arose mainly 
due to staff turnover and business expansion. Only two employers 
stated that they created vacancies specifically in response to the 
programme. ’11 Of the trainees who were surveyed 49 per cent comp
leted the six month training period and were still with the same 
employer immediately after the expiration of the subsidy period.

Trainees in this study were often made to feel second-grade 
workers; they felt they were discriminated against and were acutely 
aware of their continuing exclusion from the mainstream of the 
workforce. Like others, they wished to be judged on their work 
performance alone. People wanted thorough training that would 
support their efforts to join the employed population. But the unem
ployed find that little systematic or relevant training to aid entry into 
the workforce is actually available.

TRANSPORT INADEQUACIES
Rural unemployment currently runs much higher than urban unem
ployment. But even in large conurbations travel from one’s home 
district to where a job may be found is often a difficult undertaking. 
Public transport in Australia is generally poor: to get from one 
suburb to another often involves negotiating a circuitous, costly and 
time-consuming route. Employment outside one’s home district 
would be a more viable proposition if transport networks were 
substantially improved. On top of this structural difficulty, those 
who are unemployed, or vulnerable to it, sometimes face other 
transport-related problems th'at jeopardize their employability. Very 
few of the unemployed have their own car. Many are too young to 
drive and those with previous work experience have often not earned 
enough to save for their own vehicle. This makes job seeking 
difficult and acceptance of some jobs impossible. For example, one 
young working mother left home at 5.30 a.m., dropped her daughter 
off at a nearby child-minder, walked to the railway station, took two 
trains, then walked to her workplace. Approximately three and a half 
hours were spent daily in travelling. She was scared walking home 
alone at night from the station. Some people for whom night shift 
work was a possibility could not take the job because they had no car 
and there was no public transport by the time their shift ended.

PERMISSIBLE EARNINGS RATE
Regulations operated through the Department of Social Security 
restrict the permissible earnings of married adults receiving unem

20 Out o f work, out of sight



The obstacle path 21

ployment benefit to six dollars per week.12 Single claimants may also 
earn merely six dollars weekly in addition to their unemployment 
benefit; if they are under eighteen years of age their permissible 
earnings are limited to only three dollars weekly. Permissible earn
ings ratios for unemployment beneficiaries are the lowest of any 
class of pensioner or beneficiary. Although occasional work is often 
ostensibly available to the unemployed, the restrictions on permissi
ble earnings effectively prevent them from obtaining supplementary 
income (thereby keeping them languishing below the Poverty Line), 
and deny them the chance to gain work experience. Such work 
experience would have positive consequences for them both 
economically and psychologically. Moreover, it could sometimes 
help them to enter the mainstream labour force.

The very low thresholds on permissible earnings currently leave 
the unemployed with the choice either of cheating the system to earn 
a few extra dollars over their subsistence income or of relinquishing 
opportunities for small amounts of part-time work. On the one hand 
they are branded as ‘dole-cheats’; on the other hand they are 
castigated as ‘bludgers’. To raise permissible earnings levels would 
suit the needs of employers as well as letting the unemployed escape 
from the double bind in which they now find themselves placed by a 
perverse public policy.

JOB CREATION
Since the demise of the Regional Employment Development Scheme 
in 1975, and in spite of subsequent alarming increases in the level of 
unemployment, the Federal Government has spumed the notion of 
re-introducing job creation schemes. The chief arguments against 
such schemes are that they are too costly, inflationary and too 
unwieldy administratively. On the credit side, it is contended that 
they provide work for the unemployed; relieve their financial plight; 
stimulate demand for goods; replace enforced idleness with fruitful 
activity; provide for an upgrading of community facilities; encour
age an imaginative use of local resources; and make on-the-job 
training opportunities available to the unemployed.

Although none of them had direct experience of the Regional 
Employment Development Scheme, the unemployed people in this 
study expressed favourable attitudes in respect of job creation 
programmes:

The present government have fnade a mess of things. Jobs were easier to
get under the Labor Government. Things were bad then when I was in
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Queensland, but the (Federal) government was providing work on 
special projects for the unemployed. They were known as the ‘Red 
Gang’ and mowed Council median strips and cleaned up the parks and 
so on. The fellows seemed happy enough doing this work. It was better 
than not working at all.

Why do governments give money to people to stay home? They should 
open up work, give a little more money -  not keep man home for 
money. I no’ like it. Like this, nobody happy.

The Federal Government has steadfastly argued for an ‘inflation 
first’ strategy and has claimed that job creation programmes would 
boost inflation. In fact, the ‘revenue clawback’ (the financial benefit 
to the government) in terms of increased taxation and reduced 
incidence of unemployment benefit would reduce the costs of such 
programmes by about 50 per cent. The Federal Opposition has made 
the introduction of job creation schemes a central plank in its 
employment policy, and has branded the government’s refusal to 
implement such programmes as a preference to ‘leave people to rot 
on the dole’ rather than ‘create socially useful programmes’.13 At 
State level in New South Wales public works have been expanded by 
the transfer of monies from idle reserves in statutory authorities. In 
Victoria, an experimental project designed to develop new jobs in 
two local Council areas has recently commenced under the auspices 
of the Brotherhood of St Laurence and the Victorian Employment 
Committee.

Current employer-subsidy schemes sponsored by the Federal 
Government are not successful in developing new jobs. In fact, a 
large number of trainees are discarded by employers once the sub
sidized period has expired. Job creation schemes with a training 
component seem to offer a much needed opportunity for the unem
ployed to gain skills and work experience. If linked with proper 
labour power planning a range of paid work opportunities of a 
permanent nature may be developed through such schemes.

While job creation programmes are shunned for being too costly, 
public revenue that could be used to fund such schemes is being 
directed into investment allowances and other subsidies which help 
to hasten the substitution of labour by capital. As a creative alterna
tive public revenue could be allocated to job creation schemes:

If the findings of economists who have studied labour-surplus 
economies are any guide, it does seem that one of the few -  and, 
perhaps, one of the best -  means of rapidly solving problems of unem
ployment and poverty is to institute a major programme of minor public 
works (in rural areas) . . .  It does seem that in many cases, these
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appraisals invalidate the criticism frequently made that experiments o f , 
this kind cannot be justified on economic grounds.14

Certainly from the point of view of the unemployed, current 
government initiatives are quite inadequate. If job creation pro
grammes are devised that provide an improved income and work 
experience that leads to a stable place in the workforce they will be 
warmly welcomed by those in the job queue.



3 THE HARD GRIND

In spite of the gross shortage of work in Australia one of the enduring 
and irksome features of the unemployment debate has been the 
insistence by some people with jobs that those out of work shun the 
work ethic and do not try hard enough to break into the labour force. 
Such an insistence is unsupported by the findings of the Poverty 
Inquiry or by other research studies. It is also contradicted by the 
experiences of those working in the (un)employment field and, most 
importantly, by the statements and actions of the jobless. In our 
survey, even those who talked -  usually fantastically -  about opt
ing out of the ‘system’ did, in fact, also look for conventional work. 
They were motivated to work for economic and social reasons. But 
escape from boredom or a need to find additional meaning in life 
were more commonly given as reasons for wanting work. For most 
of them there were strange contradictions in being educated (so that, 
among other reasons, they could join the workforce) then being 
denied the opportunity of gainful employment, and being labelled as 
workshy to boot. As one of the interviewers put it after talking with 
an unemployed sixteen year-old:

She gives a strong sense o f being rather bewildered by a lifetime of 
conditioning to the work ethic, then being denied the possibility of 
discharging her ‘obligation,’, whilst simultaneously being criticized for 
not doing so.

Despite the prevalence of the work ethic some people were ambi
valent about joining the labour force. Almost invariably such am
bivalence was related to a lack of self-confidence, or was a reaction 
to the search for work. For example, one sixteen-year-old com
mented that he was ‘a bit slack’ about looking for work when he first 
left school; but once he realized how difficult it was to get a job he 
‘tried much harder’. Although he mentioned that, ‘there’s a bit of me 
that doesn’t want to work’ and knew that unemployment generally 
affects breadwinners (such as his twenty-six-year-old brother with a 
young family to support) more severely, his own job-seeking activ
ity was high. In the face of knock-backs for work he grew increas
ingly angry with policy-makers and with employers for substituting 
capital for labour.

Interestingly, though, in spite of his expressed ambivalence about 
work, by the end of the survey period he had been in a full-time



position for four months; indeed, his ambition and enthusiasm indi
cated that he strongly embraced the work ethic.

JOB SEEKING BEHAVIOUR
The search for work is intense, but job seeking often ebbs after an 
initial burst of fruitless activity. Over time, interviewers noted 
waning confidence among the unemployed that was sometimes re
flected in a lower number of job applications. A recent school-leaver 
commented forlornly:

At first I had high hopes when I applied for jobs, but now I never think 
I’ve got a chance. Sometimes it’s real hard to keep going. I can’t be 
bothered dressing up all the time for interviews when I know I won’t get 
the job.

Typifying the feelings of many unemployed people was the re
mark of a discouraged man in his fifties:

I get sick of going for jobs. You know you’re going to get turned down. 
Most of them are already filled by the time you get there. It just becomes 
a waste of a fare to go and seek out work.

Unemployed teenagers complained that employers always wanted 
experience. Middle-aged jobless persons repeatedly complained of 
an employer preference for young people. Australians sometimes 
felt there was positive discrimination in favour of overseas-bom 
workers. A migrant interviewee felt discriminated against because 
‘they prefer to employ English-speaking people’. Other jobless 
persons carried back injuries as legacies of arduous workforce activ
ity and felt constantly dismissed by employers because their health 
had suffered.

Structural factors are most significant in determining job search 
patterns. Research elsewhere indicates that older people (those aged 
45 years or more) receive fewer job offers.1 The present study 
suggests that older workers’ job applications are originally over a 
narrower band than those of young people. The job search pattern of 
older workers seems to be influenced by their initial expectations 
that the sorts of job previously occupied by them will again become 
available; later, in common with other unemployed people, they 
realize -  through the virtual absence of job offers -  that their 
chances of returning to the workforce at all are grim.

After a wave of unsuccessful job seeking a feeling of hopelessness 
understandably sets in. Those people who had any financial reserves 
tended initially to look for work independently* of the Common
wealth Employment Service. Their discouragement at not being able
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to find work was later aggravated by having to register with the 
Commonwealth Employment Service for unemployment benefit. 
Joining the anonymous thousands in the official dole queue com
pounded their sense of hopelessness. Ironically, the more active the 
search for work the greater was the awareness of the dearth of jobs.

The handful of available jobs tend to require work skills that the 
unemployed do not possess. In the case of low skill jobs there is such 
a surplus of applicants that the majority are destined to be disap
pointed -  yet again. ‘The statement at every interview,’ said one of 
the teenagers, is ‘Don’t ring us, we’ll ring you’.

I’m sick and tired of going for jobs that I won’t get anyway.

One young woman reported the common experience of applying 
for a job for which she felt herself to be eminently suited only to 
discover later that there were over a hundred applicants and that she 
hadn’t even made the short list. Unskilled workers felt consistently 
thwarted. Most advertised jobs were outside their skill range and 
those that fell within it were usually snapped up by very early 
morning.

Several of the young men in the sample contemplated joining the 
‘forces’ when their search for civilian employment seemed hopeless. 
One actually enlisted in the army; another joined the naval ranks.

There weren’t many other jobs around . . . and this is a secure job for at 
least six years.

Their ‘choice’ of the armed services tended to be out of exaspera
tion rather than preference. Others continued their search for a niche 
in the civilian workforce where job seeking was usually vigorous, 
but the odds were loaded against success.
• Sally had been unemployed for a year and recalled that the Com
monwealth Employment Service had referred her (unsuccessfully) 
to a job about once a month. She inquired about jobs on her own 
inititative either by telephone or in person ‘probably every (working) 
day during the year’.
• An unemployed man in his fifties commented that,

I still buy The A g e  every day. It’s not really worth it because they want 
young people or experienced (skilled) men. But I ring up if there’s a 
telephone number.

• A single, twenty year-old whose early attempts to find work were 
quite unrewarding actually compiled an alphabetical list of all the 
companies in his area and hand-delivered job inquiry letters to each 
of them. This effort was also to no avail.
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• Another job aspirant went around to her sister’s house where she 
had use of a telephone.

I got out the ’phone book and rang every hairdresser in town and every 
one over this side. Some said to write, which I did. Some others said 
they’d ring me back. I didn’t hear back from any of them!

• With the encouragement of family or friends, some unemployed 
people in the survey applied for highly desired jobs, but, realisti
cally, they were pessimistic about their chances. For example, one 
person went ahead with an application for an apprenticeship in 
telecommunications realizing (rightly as it turned out) that he had 
only a remote chance of being selected for an interview, let alone the 
apprenticeship.

There are probably thousands of applicants.

Such ‘reaching for the stars’ exercises tended to leave people 
firmly grounded -  and often feeling more pessimistic about their 
chances of getting any job at all.

One young graduate in the survey kept a diary of her job seeking ‘to 
help see where I was going’. Because of what she described as her 
‘emotional problems’ Sophie believed that her efforts to find work 
were a good deal less diligent than those of other unemployed 
workers. Nonetheless, she sifted through the newspaper each day 
and was registered for work at the local Commonwealth Employ
ment Service. Her job diary read as follows:

March 16:

March 17:

March 21: 

March 23:

March 28: 

March 29:

Applied for clerical position with Commonwealth Public 
Service. (Later on during this period she sat a public service 
entrance exam. About 100 others sat simultaneously. Subse
quently, she was advised that her application was 
unsuccessful.)
Applied for job as packer at local bakery. Job already taken. 
Employers said that they might contact her about another job. 
They didn’t.
Checked at Melbourne University for any clerical or library 
jobs. Nothing available.
Registered with private employment agency. Declined to sign a 
contract with them because she was worried about the clause 
referring to the agency’s commission.
Telephoned about sales job in ‘music shop’. Job already filled 
from other newspaper advertisement.
Rang about job as packer in factory. Job already taken. 
Inquired about job as ‘assistant’ at artist’s exhibition. Job 
involved interstate travel and her personal circumstances did 
not permit that.



28 Out of work, out of sight

April 6: 

April 11:

April 14: 

April 17: 

April 18:

April 22: 

April 24:

April 27:

April 28: 
May 4:

May 5:

May 9: 
May 11:

May 15:

May 17: 
May 20:

May 22: 
May 24 
May 29:

Went to Royal Melbourne Institue of Technology to inquire 
about any staff vacancies. No luck.
Inquired about position as ‘course assistant’.
Qualifications not sufficient.
Wrote application for position as library officer. (Not short
listed for interview.)
Went to the Commonwealth Employment Service and re
quested personal interview. No suitable positions available. 
Wrote application for work with the State Public Service. 
(Unable to sit exam due to illness. Arranged future time.) 
Telephoned about work with multi-lingual puppet theatre. (She 
is fluent in five languages.)
Given job interview time.
Interviewed for jobs with puppet theatre. Two trained pup
peteers were given preference.
Requested another interview with the Commonwealth Em
ployment Service. No suitable work available.
Rang about job as telephonist. Already filled. Arranged job 
interview time with private health fund with prospective cleri
cal vacancies.
Attended interview for clerical job with health fund. (Didn’t 
ever hear anything further from them.)
Applied for job as child care worker in a creche.
Telephoned about part-time job selling jewellery. Not 
successful.
Rang Medibank about clerical work but there was none 
available.
Made formal application for position as child care worker. 
(There were 150 applicants and she was among the 149 to be 
declined the job.)
Attended interview for job as a teacher’s aide*
Advised that her application for the teacher’s aide post was 
unsuccessful.
Inquired of sales firm. Work not currently available. 
Telephoned about part-time job distributing newspapers. (Told 
she would be advised of result of her application. She wasn’t.) 
Wrote formal application for job as a postal clerk.
Applied for job as waitress at local restaurant. Not appointed. 
Telephoned about position as waitress advertised in daily news
paper. Job filled between placement of advertisement and its 
publication.
Mailed application for postal clerk’s job.
Applied for sales distribution job. Not successful.
Went to local CES office. Checked noticeboard. Nothing 
suitable.
Applied for part-time work as artist’s model. Offered the job.



‘I’m thinking of backing out though, ’cause I don’t feel right 
about posing nude. ’

May 30: Applied for job as waitress. Already taken.
May 31: Applied for job as clerk. Already taken.
(Postscript: This pattern o f job seeking continued unabated. Later that year, 
Sophie was investigated by a social security field officer. She was in a 
dressing-gown when he visited her. His judgement was that she ‘lacked 
sufficient endeavour to find work’. Her unemployment benefit was therefore 
terminated.)

One of the other persons in the survey decided to keep a record of 
his job applications to give his search more direction. In the space of 
three months he replied unsuccessfully to 85 newspaper advertise
ments, registered with ‘every employment agency in town’ and was 
in the process of systematically door-knocking every firm in the 
inner city. He was also registered with the local Commonwealth 
Employment Service, but had received no job referrals through 
them. In keeping with the findings of earlier studies the incidence of 
self-referrals made by the unemployed for work considerably out
numbered those made on their behalf by the Commonwealth Em
ployment Service.

SOURCES
Those people in our sample who had sought work through 
community-based organizations were rarely more successful in find
ing employment there, as compared with the Commonwealth Em
ployment Service, but they did perceive the former to be more 
congenial and accepting:

The people were very helpful and relaxed. More than at the CES.

It’s really good not to have to stand at counters or talk to officials. They 
give you plenty o f advice . . . It’s good to find people who don’t think 
you’re a freak just because you’re out o f work.

They were sympathetic and gave you a feeling that they were on your 
side.

They were more friendly and seemed as if they wanted to help.

You could tell they thought I wasn’t a ‘bludger’. Before I knew what 
had happened Fbecame a volunteer. I like working there and I can show 
that unemployed people aren’t dumb or lazy. They can think and 
produce things, too.

Although one person thought that the approach of staff at drop-in 
centres was ‘too,casual’ the overriding feeling was that they were 
more carings relaxed and supportive. In general, the informal
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atmosphere and the prospect of having coffee and a chat with other 
unemployed persons at drop-in centres appealed strongly to users 
who contrasted them with fusty and structured Commonwealth Em
ployment Service offices.

Few people sought out private employment agencies. Representa
tives of some private agencies have implied a prevalence of work- 
shy attitudes by complaining publicly that the unemployed make 
little use of them. This has clearly done nothing to enhance their 
reputation among the unemployed. Reservations were expressed 
about private employment agencies because most of their vacancies 
were in professional or semi-professional fields (unlike the unem
ployed) and because they ‘charge a fee’ (commission). Nonetheless, 
one woman with clerical experience ‘called in to every employment 
agency, in sheer desperation’.

People we talked with generally expressed a preference for inde
pendent job-seeking. Apart from this they recognized that the Com
monwealth Employment Service had so few jobs on its books that 
registration for work there was fairly pointless. Although registrants 
frequently held out hopes that a job might be found for them, they 
soon realized the unlikelihood of this and their relationship with the 
Commonwealth Employment Service grew formal and matter-of- 
fact. Echoing the thoughts of many others a retrenched clerical 
worker commented that:

I go there (CES) every fortnight to hand in my income statement. 
They’ve never referred me to a job. I look in the newspapers for work.

On the other hand a small number of unemployed people returned 
to the Commonwealth Employment Service frequently just in case 
there were any jobs.

I go to the CES every day and check the board. Occasionally I see one of 
the staff there and usually they say something like: ‘Look, I’m really 
sorry, but I just can’t help you. I really can’t. There just isn’t a job to 
send you to .’

When the Commonwealth Employment Service w as able to make 
job referrals the unemployed were frequently aggrieved that, by the 
time they got to the job interview, the ‘vacancy filled’ sign had been 
posted.

I reckon they send forty or so people to every job, remarked one 
disgruntled registrant whose job rejections were drawing close to a 
three figure number.

Commonwealth Employment Service registrants invariably 
reported similar experiences. As one of them argued:
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Instead o f sending two or three people out to the same job they should 
send only one. If that person isn’t hired they should find out why not, 
then send the next person.

If employers wanted all-comers applying rather than someone 
suited to the job, then they could simply advertise in newspapers 
instead of registering the vacancy with a job matching service. From 
the point of view of the unemployed it adds insult to injury for the 
Commonwealth Employment Service to continue to follow a 
practice of simultaneous, multiple referrals, whereby several re
gistrants will be needlessly rejected and further deflated. The 
practice is so universally condemned it is surprising that the Com
monwealth Employment Service has not seen fit by now to act with 
more sensitivity in this area.

In their search for work nearly all of the people in this study used a 
variety of methods and resources. Some even placed their own 
advertisements for work in newspapers. If they fell back on just one 
resource, it was the 4job vacancies’ section of newspapers. Typi
cally, though, they sought work through several avenues:

I ’m not old enough to get unemployment benefit, but I go to the CES 
about once a week. They haven’t had any jobs. I look in The A g e  on 
Monday, Wednesday and Saturday and I go around to some of the local 
places sometimes just in case they’ve got a job.

I’ve got my name down at two CES offices and I go to both of them 
twice a week. So far they haven’t sent me to any jobs. I get the paper and 
apply for jobs and I follow up whatever leads I get from friends and 
relatives. I go door-knocking to the big employers around here as well. I 
think the paper is my main hope of getting a job.

Those who found work frequently did so by sheer chance. As one 
jobless school-leaver said:

All my friends who’ve got jobs have just been in the right place at the 
right time.

After a job search lasting about nine months another person re
marked that:

I was out at a party one night and this friend of a friend of a friend 
offered me a job out of the blue. I was really rapt. I took it straight away.

INTERACTIONS WITH EMPLOYERS
Predictably, in applying for work the jobless persons we spoke with 
encountered a wide spread of attitudes and behaviour among em
ployers. The most persistent comment, however, was a complaint that 
employers did not notify applicants of the outcome of their personal or 
telephone interviews. The reasons for this appeared to vary from
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employer inconsiderateness to embarrassment about explaining why 
the applicant was not acceptable. The unemployed people preferred to 
be told frankly of the outcome of their applications and the reasons for 
not appointing them.

There are good and bad interviews. Sometimes they say things like, 
‘You could go far in this job’. You both know it’s not true. One guy was 
drunk when he interviewed me; another one wanted to check up on 
everything. Some say ‘g ’day’ and don’t put you down; others treat you 
like a slave. I like them to be straight with me, put things on the line.

Employers are mostly nice, but I feel bad when they say they’ll ring me 
and let me know and they don’t.

At least half o f the employers I’ve contacted haven’t even bothered to 
reply to me.

They lead you on and give you the impression that you’ve got the job. 
Then you ring back to find out what’s happened and they say you 
haven’t got it.

In the light of the growing slackness in the labour market, em
ployers are able to be more selective than in the past. Accordingly, 
standards they expect among applicants presumably grow more 
exacting.

I just walked into the factory and asked if there was a job. The boss 
nailed me; he gave me a hard time -  wanted to know who told me there 
was a job there . . .  I’d only told him about my best three jobs and he 
was spewing about my work record! Imagine if I’d told him about my 
worst. They never used to hassle and pick on you like that.

I get told I haven’t got enough qualifications. Then I go for a job in a 
florist’s shop and they tell me I’m over-qualified. Another time I went 
for a clerical job and I know they rejected me when I said I was having 
psychiatric treatment. My friends said I was a fool to tell them I was a 
ding-bat. But I thought it was dishonest not to tell them.

Most employers ask me when I’m going to have another child. I get the 
feeling that some of them think I’m pretty unstable because I got 
married and had a child quite young. I get a bit fed up with pointed 
remarks in that direction.
I look in the papers and see people asking for a sixteen-year-old with 
experience. Where do you get a sixteen-year-old with experience? It’s 
weird!

Unemployed persons with health problems, often industrially 
caused, typically faced insurmountable odds in attempting to re
trieve a workforce position among a large pool of contenders:

I’ve had a lot o f job interviews -  too many. I have to be honest and tell
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them about my back injury. When I do the answer is always, ‘Sorry!’ 
They’re frightened to take me on in case something happens again and 
they’ll be up for workers’ comp . . . It’s fair enough thing, although I 
can do light work. I’ve worked hard in the past and I get resentful 
sometimes that I can’t get a job. They usually want younger people and 
it’s a waste of a fare to go for the job.

On occasions, potential employers seem either to be keeping their 
options open to see who else might apply, or they are nonplussed at 
the thought of outlining the reasons for an applicant’s unsuitability. 
In any case, such silence in the face of a job application leaves the 
unemployed in a quandary and is seen to be dishonest.

Most employers don’t seem very interested and some have been pretty 
awful. They always say they’ll ring back but they never do. Never! 
Some of them advertise jobs in windows or in the paper, then when you 
apply they tell you it’s gone. One time I went back later as a customer 
and there were no new people there. Some of my friends have had this 
happen to them, too.
Some employers are O.K. What can they do if there aren’t any jobs? 
But I get annoyed at the ones who say ‘Phone back tomorrow’. Indi
rectly, they give you the brush off.

Occasionally, such discontentment is linked to what is seen as 
misleading advertising.

I was surprised how many applicants there were. I had two interviews, 
then got told that I lacked experience. I was angry about this because the 
advertisement said that no experience was necessary.
Most employers are reasonable, but some aren’t honest about the job. I 
went to one job that I thought was office work. When I got there I found 
out it was for a door-to-door salesman. I didn’t think I’d be able to do 
that sort of job.

The outlook on employers was usually based on a personal judge
ment formed in interviews with them:

Some of them are fair. Others are strict business-type blokes; they put 
on a heavy act because they think they’re ‘it’. I like them if they’re not 
big-headed and talk to you like a person.

Others viewed employers more in terms of their place within the 
economic and political structure.

There are some exceptions, but employers are nearly all the same -  out 
tq rip people off and get as much as they can. They can’t really be 
generous in the work situation. It’s part of capitalism.

Among those who gained employment during the course of this 
survey, the employer’s attitude and degree of responsiveness was
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sometimes the crucial factor in whether the person settled into the job 
or grew disgruntled to the point of wanting to leave. Compare the 
following two examples:

After leaving school Chris eventually obtained clerical work under the 
Special Youth Employment Training Programme. Apart from learning 
the procedure for obtaining dockets and writing invoices, no on-the-job 
training occurred. When the period of the employer subsidy expired, 
Chris was retrenched. Five months later he was appointed to a general 
production assistant’s job in an advertising agency. Chris was 4rapt’ in 
the job and worked enthusiastically. The agency entered a slack period 
over Christmas, but early in the New Year business activity became 
frantic. As the least experienced person in the office Chris felt unable to 
cope in the hectic atmosphere. No one took time out to explain the work 
to him, thus worsening his feelings of helplessness. He felt ‘awful’ 
sitting around doing nothing while everyone else was hyperactive. He 
became very withdrawn, took a day off work and felt like quitting. He 
feared he would be sacked and there were rumours to that effect. 
Finally, the managing director of the firm called Chris into his office to 
discuss what was wrong. The outcome of their discussion was that Chris 
commenced a part-time course of study at the firm’s expense. ‘I work 
much better now’, he remarked. ‘I know what I’m doing and the course 
gives me an added interest in the work. ’

Penny had been out of work for virtually a year since leaving school. 
She then obtained a clerical job in the sales office of a factory. Her 
employment was under the Special Youth Employment Training Prog
ramme. Penny ‘loved’ the job, imagined staying there for a long while 
and saw it as a job with ample opportunity for learning and advance
ment. She was promised that she would be taught how to operate the 
telex, which would broaden her job knowledge and job horizon. In the 
event the job grew more routine and early promises of training were not 
fulfilled. Her relationship with her immediate boss was unsatisfactory 
and deteriorating. Penny came to feel ‘victimized’ without any ways of 
resolving the situation. She became ill at work one day. Her immediate 
boss persuaded her to continue working. Later on another sectional 
head sent her home. She was off work with a medical certificate for a 
week, but received sick pay for only three hours. Training opportunities 
seemed to dry up altogether: ‘I used to ask every day about learning to 
operate the telex machine, but I don’t bother asking at all now .’ 
Resignation or retrenchment seemed imminent.

While employer attitudes and working conditions do not influence 
the total volume of available jobs they are significant determinants 
of employee satisfaction and rate of job turnover.
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TRAVEL
In general, people showed a preparedness to travel far and wide in 
their search for work. Many also sought factory work which required 
early starting times. Thus, when transport services were particularly 
scarce, they were effectively impeded by the inadequacy of such 
public utilities. Young girls, in particular, were loath to travel across 
town, especially in darkness. As well, unemployed youth from 
working class suburbs had no familiarity with the ‘other side of 
town’. It was alien territory:

There’ve been some good jobs, but they were all over the other side of 
town.

I’d be happy to work anywhere in the western suburbs. If I could get a 
lift to and from work I’d go further .

Job seeking also cuts deeply into the limited finances of the 
unemployed. Though fare money to job referrals made by the Com
monwealth Employment Service may be claimed by the unemployed 
the Commonwealth Employment Service does not reveal this provi
sion. Only one person in the survey, who had been highly active in a 
community organization for the unemployed, was aware of this 
‘right’.

I think unemployed people should get normal pensioner concessions on 
public transport. The dole money is lousy and the free tickets to job 
interviews on the other side of the city are not enough.

With the cost of fares, telephone calls and newspapers, it was easy 
for the unemployed to spend as much as a third of their unemploy
ment benefit in job seeking alone.2 Clothes for interview, haircuts 
and so on were additional, usually unmanageable, costs.

One school-leaver whose age disqualified her from claiming un
employment benefit received a small allowance from her grand
mother and mother. But,

Most o f it goes in looking for a job.

Sometimes the search for work was cut back because the as
sociated costs were prohibitive.

My father thinks I should wait for the CES to ring or telegram instead of 
wasting my money on telephone calls and travelling to and from 
interviews.

A South Australian study reveals that among school leavers in 
rural areas merely 10 per cent anticipated staying permanently in 
their home area.3 The high rate of unemployment and the particular 
scarcity of jobs in some rural areas has encouraged a drift from



country to city, especially among young people whose attempts to 
find local employment are thwarted. In turn this has put great 
pressure on emergency accommodation services. The Victorian 
Consultative Committee on Social Development has reported that 
15,000 young people each year require crisis accommodation in that 
State. As with the job situation, need outstrips supply. Poor housing 
and other community amenities for people contemplating a search 
for work away from their depressed local labour market either 
aggravate their social condition or else deter them from moving at 
all, thereby impeding their prospect of gaining full-time or itinerant 
work.

OCCASIONAL WORK
When the attempts to find a full-time place in the workforce proved 
fruitless, a number of people broadened their search to include 
part-time, temporary or casual work. Almost by definition this met 
with no lasting reward. A nineteen-year-old with some experience as 
a driveway attendant and labourer remarked:

I had a go at selling encyclopaedias. But I wasn’t making any money so 
I gave it up after a couple o f days.

An unemployed clerical worker, whose pride and independence 
eventually prevented him from claiming unemployment benefit, 
found a part-time job as a cost clerk.

It’s better than nothing. I’ve had my fill o f being on benefit. I am n ot 
going back on social security again.

Others did ‘odd jobs’ at hourly rates, or unpaid voluntary work. 
Occasional work usually involved serving in cafes or at markets, or 
gardening or cleaning.

Apart from the actual shortage of part-time and temporary work 
the social security provisions in this area are a major disincentive to 
work. For every dollar over six dollars earned weekly by the unem
ployed their benefit level is reduced by a dollar.4 For jobless persons 
under eighteen years of age, the permissible earnings level is a 
ridiculously low three dollars per week and any earnings above the 
permissible level result in a marginal tax rate of 100 per cent. Not 
even extremely affluent citizens are faced with a marginal tax rate 
approaching such a level. Yet the unemployed, who usually have no 
savings and depend on subsistence benefit levels, have their efforts 
for supplementary income severely penalized. The current search for 
work is difficult enough without the persistence of such structural 
deterrents to occasional work where it may be found.

36 Out o f work, out of sight
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Arising out of the low levels of unemployment benefit and, 
particularly, the 100 per cent marginal tax rate mentioned above, 
income earned on a part-time, temporary basis was not always 
declared. Given administrative delays in reapplying for benefit, 
declaration of small amounts of earnings effectively left the unem
ployed more financially vulnerable than usual.

By way of example:
I got a full-time night shift job in a factory for four weeks. After that, the 
firm was moving to Sydney. I rang the CES to tell them the job had 
finished. But they didn’t send me any money because they thought I’d 
left the job. (Note: ‘Voluntary’ resignation leads to suspension of 
unemployment benefit for a period ranging from six to twelve weeks.) 
It got sorted out after a couple of weeks. But there was no income in the 
meantime.

At times of full employment it was well-known that casual work 
could be obtained with organizations such as the Railways. Nowa
days, competition even in those traditional areas of casual work is a 
good deal more fierce.

To get a casual labouring job you go down to the Victorian Railways 
depot around a quarter to eight in the morning. There are a lot of people, 
but mainly old drifters. They used to be able to get casual labouring, but 
with unemployment like it is now VicRail don’t want people who are 
going to drift. This means that the alcoholics or any of the drifters who 
are recognized don’t get a job. People get picked out by a man who 
points who he wants. He calls the old men ‘boys’ and talks down to 
people. It’s a really humiliating experience.

* * *

For the unemployed their job-seeking is often the pivot of their 
lives. While it continues there remains some purpose and focus for 
them. But there is a limit to anyone’s tolerance of setbacks. And the 
absence of available work guarantees plenty of slaps in the face for 
the jobless.

I’m just worn out and sick and tired of looking for work. I really feel like 
giving up.
You hear all the time that if you’re really desperate fpr a job you can get 
one. It’s not true.
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4 THE JOBLESS LIFE

The majority of unemployed people have either not been able to 
enter the full-time workforce and earn a wage since leaving school 
or, prior to the onset of their unemployment, have been in jobs that 
command only a low wage. Few, therefore, have any economic 
buffer against unemployment and those with savings usually exhaust 
them within a couple of weeks of being out of work. Despite the 
relatively low level of their workforce wage the income drop en
countered in going on to unemployment benefit is substantial. Since 
unemployment benefit is below austere Poverty Line estimates the 
jobless are consigned to a frugal existence, without the opportunity 
to make forward plans.

A minority of unemployed people seem to be protected against 
poverty through living with their parents and paying a small amount 
in board. However, many of these young people have been forced to ; 
leave school prematurely to help support family finances and their 
continuing economic dependence irks them and imposes a financial f 
drain on their parents. Many young unemployed people, of course, j
live independently and fend for themselves. And among them, even ;
those sharing household expenses are extremely hard put to survive 
on the meagre unemployment benefit they receive. Most of the 
jobless are adults, often with family commitments. Like the rest of I 
us they have planned their expenditure on the basis of their expected 
weekly income. When that income is sharply eroded they are readily 
cast into indebtedness and turmoil. Housing security is jeopardized, I 
social life is cut right back, boredom and depression frequently 
ensue, job seeking becomes difficult and financial independence is 
surrendered, spawning anxiety and humiliation. *

The pride that accompanied economic self-reliance was often I 
clung to desperately. Unemployed people showed resistance to bor- !
rowing from welfare agencies or friends. They felt discomfort about t
their economic dependence and were reluctant to acknowledge their 1 
joblessness; they did not want charity and their friends were often no 
better off than them financially in any case. Nonetheless, welfare i 
agencies have felt strongly the impact of unemployment in an in
creasing number of requests for clothing, furniture and emergency 1 
relief. The unemployed frequently indicated that they had no choice 
but to seek loans from family or friends. j

i
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In interviews with the jobless it sometimes took a while before 
expressed pride about coping independently gave way to revelations 
about the actual state of personal finances. Sometimes, initial pride 
was tempered by growing financial woes. For example, one unem
ployed man in his fifties with extensive clerical experience agreed 
with his friends’ perception that he was a ‘financial wizard’. Al
though he was with his family in an expensive, ‘rotten’ flat his rent 
was up to date and there were no outstanding bills on gas, electricity 
or telephone. He also supplemented his daughter’s student allow
ance. He refused to contemplate having his wife work and join the 
‘rat race’. Although he owed $800 on bank credit, he was undeniably 
proud of his financial management.

By the second discussion the interviewer noted that the man was a 
little more in debt and ‘perhaps a little brittle’. He was $1,300 
overdrawn on bank credit and he didn’t have the money to pay $81 
owed on electricity and telephone expenses. He was haggling over 
the electricity bill, claiming it was too high due to 
faulty wiring, and he had successfully argued against the impos
ition of a rent increase on the grounds of there being persistent 
maintenance problems in the flat.

By a subsequent interview the electricity account had been brought 
up to date, but $20 was owed on gas and an extension of the due 
date for payment was being negotiated. He had also refused to pay 
rent in advance since the rent was ‘saved’ from one month to the 
next. He had no idea how he was going to pay $400 owed for dental 
treatment. His wife was exercising as much thrift as possible and had 
started to keep a particularly keen eye on supermarket ‘specials’. In 
stark contrast to the initial projection of himself as a financial wizard 
he said he felt ‘depressed, bored and not useful -  and no money 
makes it worse’. It was difficult to manage on the ‘small money’ and 
‘the bills are horrible’.

Sometimes, economic decline so greatly jeopardized people’s 
livelihood that the interviews over time indicated the transformation 
of unemployed individuals. For example, a single man in his fifties 
with a debilitating back condition was unable to find work after 
having been made redundant. Initially, he lived solely off his own 
savings; but, after a few weeks of unsuccessful job hunting, he 
decided to apply for unemployment benefit. Financial strains led 
him to move from his flat to a cheaper bed-sitting room. Of necessity 
he budgeted carefully. Nonetheless, he reported that he ‘could not 
manage just on the unemployment benefit. I couldn’t look for work, 
either’. Commenting that he had ‘to do something’ to relieve the
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monotony, he indicated that, since becoming unemployed, he was 
smoking and drinking twice as much. He was perturbed to see his 
bank savings eroded, along with the money he had invested follow
ing a workers’ compensation payment (that yielded approximately 
$33 weekly).

During the period of interviews with him his finances were in
vestigated by the Department of Social Security and, later, by the 
Taxation Department. Subsequently, his unemployment benefit was 
reduced to $13 weekly and he was ordered to pay $500 in provisional 
tax. He protested to the Department of Social Security that he could 
not survive on his reduced income. He also appealed against the 
decrease in his benefit only to receive a letter cloaked in ‘terms no 
layman could understand’. When he went to the Commonwealth 
Employment Service for clarification he was told his appeal had 
been ‘heard, understood and dismissed’. He then lodged a second 
appeal. ‘How in the hell can I live in the meantime?’ Meanwhile, he 
could not budget properly as cheques for reduced, but varying, 
amounts occasionally arrived. He was encouraged by Social Secur
ity officials to apply for an invalid pension, but was reluctant to 
abandon his status as a ‘worker’. Because he had no money to pay the 
provisional tax required by the Taxation Department he sought the 
assistance of a tax consultant. The amount of provisional tax was 
reduced to $ 105. In paying that and a $25 fee to the tax consultant his 
bank account was emptied.

He was embittered that he was financially penalized because he 
had wisely invested his workers’ compensation money. He also felt 
threatened by the intrusions into his private financial affairs. ‘It 
would have been better to blow it all’, he said. ‘Don’t they want me 
to help myself? They are forcing me to live on the breadline while the 
Fat Cats get thousands of dollars a year. ’ By the final interview he 
had had to change his accommodation yet again, because of a rent 
increase in his bed-sitting room. In the newly acquired flat he paid 
rent of $25 weekly -  about a half of what his full unemployment 
benefit cheque would have been. The flat was in an area not well 
known to him, away from his friends and usual haunts. He had no 
transport of his own and was finding it increasingly difficult to 
‘spend a fortune on fares looking for a job’. He turned the heating off 
during the day to save money, so the place was cold in winter. The 
move to cheaper accommodation cost $120 in bond money, $50 for 
two weeks’ rent in advance and $45 for removal expenses.

Since he had used up all his capital he reluctantly borrowed the 
money from friends and gave them I.O.U.s that he had counter-
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signed at the bank. He calculated that by the time his next unemploy
ment benefit payment arrived he would owe about $250 in mis
cellaneous debts. As the interviewer remarked, ‘He has invested 
compensation money wisely and paid taxes for twenty-eight years, 
yet has come to this invidious position’. Naturally enough his 
economic collapse was accompanied by immense personal distress 
and foreboding: ‘I’ve paid my taxes. I’m not wasting any money. 
But I still have to eat. What will I do? Live like a dog?’

In general terms, living on unemployment benefit caused severely 
restricted expenditure and provoked considerable anxiety. In 
particular instances, people we spoke with felt trapped in un
satisfactory accommodation or domestic situations because they did 
not have the economic freedom to move. Some felt a tendency to 
crime; others indicated profound depression associated with their 
poverty. People sometimes managed with the help of family or 
friends; but, commonly, such support offered no permanent relief 
from more intense economic hardship. Those who managed to cope 
financially in the early days of their unemployment typically found 
that a bill of one kind or another became ‘the straw that broke the 
camel’s back’.

Unemployed people reduced their expenditure where they could, 
but, as a British study confirms:

There was a decline in the proportion o f men with families who cut 
down after a year on benefit, and this can be explained in terms o f an 
inability to economize further.1

For example, Sophie managed reasonably well on unemployment 
benefit for a while. But then bills for health care arrived and she was 
plunged into debt. She borrowed money from friends to meet those 
bills. The two friends with whom she shared a house decided to move 
to better quarters. Sophie couldn’t afford the increased rent. Nor 
could she risk staying put and advertising for new house-mates for 
she could not afford to foot the rent bill if the other rooms were not 
immediately rented out. So she moved house for the fourth time that 
year. After having described herself as a ‘coper’ on unemployment 
benefit, she reported that ‘I’m desperately short of money, can’t 
afford any new winter clothes and have to think twice before buying 
a cup of coffee.’ The interviewer noted that, when offered the usual 
five dollars at the conclusion of the interview, as a gesture of 
appreciation of her help, Sophie originally accepted this most re
luctantly. Six months later, ‘She almost grabbed the envelope from 
me and opened it as if to check that it ti^s the correct amount’. Other



42 Out of work, out of sight

interviewers observed a similar initial diffidence about accepting 
payment but, later, a grasping at it.

Although reliance on unemployment benefit forced some unem
ployed people to move, it more often caused jobless people to feel 
trapped in their surroundings because moving costs were prohibi
tive. Monica, for example, commented that there was a ‘bad scene’ 
in her shared house. ‘Housing is more of a problem when you’re out 
of work. I had to knock back moving into a house with two women I 
really liked because I didn’t have the bond. ’ Yet, ironically, on some 
earlier occasions she had no option but to move -  toeheaper accom
modation (where others had already paid the bond money).

Terry proudly told how he managed to help support his estranged 
family, although he had no choice but to stay in ‘this dump’. He had 
also sold or had re-possessed a kitchen setting, freezer and beds. As 
well, he lost what he had paid into two insurance policies for the 
children when he was forced to relinquish the policies. Economic 
stringency also plummeted some people into grave difficulties meet
ing mortgage repayments on their house. When Sam tried to have such 
payments deferred he discovered that there would be a 
steep increase in interest. So he emptied his bank account and sold 
some of his furniture. Later on he was obliged to sell more of his 
furniture, and calculated that he would soon have to part with his 
stereogram. He was averse to do this: ‘Who knows if I could ever 
have them again?’ By this time he felt ‘failed and broken 
down . . . If I starved and collapsed in the street would anyone help 
me then? Perhaps I should go to the nearest police station and ask 
them to charge me as being without means’. This came from a man 
whom the interviewer originally described as having ‘a quiet, confi
dent manner and a good sense of humour’ -  although she had added 
the caveat, ‘considering his present situation’.

Dieter actually w as  charged with vagrancy. His loss of job and 
confidence led him to seek psychiatric help as an in-patient. When he 
discharged himself from the hospital he could still not find work and 
was homeless. He ‘lived out of rubbish tins and broke into homes.’ 
Eventually, he found a deserted house and squatted there until he 
was arrested on five charges including vagrancy, and was sent to jail 
for two weeks -  ‘an education in crime that taught me how to be 
more successful if I need to break and enter again. ’

Acute accommodation problems emerged often as a symptom of 
unemployment. Sergio and his wife were among the rare group of 
unemployed people who lived in their own home. In fact, their 
situation was especially unique in that they had actually paid off their
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suburban house. But, even so, they were not immune from accom
modation and related problems. As his wife said:

I like him out, going to work. Before I could do what I wanted to. But 
now I can’t. I can’t buy anything or do what I want. Before things were 
happy, things looked rich. But now I can just keep things clean; I feel 
poor and can’t buy nothing. When we both had jobs we used to talk 
about work, make plans, discuss renovations . . . Now we can’t even 
pay to fix up the broken door. It is very hard to go shopping, but I try and 
put on a good face. But (weeping) when I need money and we haven’t 
got any I get upset and I don’t like nobody.

Even though she knew her husband was out of work through no 
fault of his own and that he actively sought fresh employment, at 
times of financial stress she was unable to resist blaming him for 
their plight. Anxiety over their poverty seemed to reach a peak 
around festive times, such as Christmas and the wedding of one of 
their daughters. As proud parents, formerly quite self-sufficient 
economically, they were immensely embarrassed that they had to 
borrow money from another daughter to cover expenses for the 
wedding. Previously, their daughters had paid minimal board so 
they would have a chance to build a bank balance. But, following the 
onset of unemployment, Sergio had no choice other than to borrow 
money from them to pdy household bills and rates:

I feel more happy when I give than the other way around. If a bill arrives 
we get upset and just have to try and pay it before we worry about the 
food. It’s not nice to have threats to cut off the light and things. I got to 
pay this, I got to pay that. I worry all the time about money.

Those without their own home had to contend with the additional 
anxiety of keeping a roof over their head. Rent increases often made 
current accommodation untenable; but, as one man said, ‘The trou
ble with finding cheaper accommodation is the rent might be 
cheaper, but they always expect bond money of $150 or so.’ This 
man and his family had been offered public housing in the past, but 
rejected it then because they had no money to buy furniture or pay 
rent in advance. During the series of interviews such housing was 
again offered, and they were able to move into it. The drop in their 
rent from private, market rent enabled them to ‘eat better and do 
everything better all round’. But in Australia at present it is es
timated that more than 100,000 people are on the waiting list for 
public houses,2 many of them no doubt being families affected by 
unemployment. For the bulk of unemployed people in privately 
rented accommodation there was constant uncertainty about housing 
security. Others were forced to remain in tense and unsatisfactory
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domestic situations because they could not afford to move 
elsewhere.

Some young people, living at home, craved for their independ
ence. But without work it was unattainable. Brian was especially 
keen to move away from home. His parents were ‘unhappily mar
ried’ and ‘unsympathetic’ about his unemployment. He found his 
father ‘cool’ and his mother ‘critical and inflexible’. Altogether it 
was an extremely tense situation. Independence and reduced 
psychological pressure could be attained only by securing one of 
those elusive jobs.

Sally lived with her husband and infant daughter. The marital 
relationship was fraught with tension. Even though she recognized 
that she could not extricate herself from the relationship without 
independent means of support she was unable to find work for five 
months. In the interim, the marriage was breaking down irretriev
ably. When Sally did eventually find work she immediately 
abandoned the marriage. As a working mother, however, she en
countered problems in arranging child-minding. Working and 
mothering necessitated waking the baby at 4.00 a.m., taking her to a 
child-minder and then catching a train to start work by just after 
seven o’clock. Despite strenuous efforts, she could not maintain this 
routine and finally capitulated to the child’s paternal grandmother, 
who took over its care. Sally was not aware that she could have 
received a supporting parent’s pension. When she discovered her 
eligibility for such a pension she applied for it instantly, and 
simultaneously resumed the care of her daughter.

Being without work provoked a variety of serious emotional and 
social problems, many of which apparently stemmed from the sheer 
lack of money. Sometimes these were aggravated by delays in 
receiving unemployment benefit cheques, or by anomalous 
bureaucratic decisions to withdraw the benefit or reduce its amount. 
For example, one twenty-year-old man had been unemployed for 
nine weeks in Western Australia. Since he had some financial 
support from his parents, and expected to get a job quickly, he did 
not apply for unemployment benefit. He also commented that he 
thought there was a real stigma in being on unemployment benefit in 
his home town and, on top of this, he was worried that receiving 
benefit might make him lazy. When unexpectedly, he could not find 
work he decided to move east. Away from home he needed unem
ployment benefit urgently; but it was seven weeks before his first 
cheque arrived. In the meantime he lived in a doss house for al
coholic men.
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An older family man could never work out the amount of his 
unemployment benefit entitlement, since each time a cheque arrived 
it was for a different amount. When he discovered that tax was being 
deducted from his meagre benefit he applied to the appropriate 
authorities to be reassessed. Meanwhile, the family attempted to 
squeeze its belt even tighter to stave off debt.

The absence of a stable wage or savings, combined with austere 
unemployment benefit levels and certain anomalies in their pay
ment, left most unemployed people struggling economically, and 
languishing personally and socially. The totally inadequate level of 
unemployment benefit underlay boredom, depression, anxiety and 
humiliation. It jeopardized housing security and retention of 
personal belongings, and caused financial dependence on others. As 
well, it actually impeded job-seeking.

Unemployment benefits have always been officially thought of as 
a form of short-term, temporary relief while people are between 
jobs. But the rate of unemployment has increased about seven-fold 
from earlier times of ‘full employment’, that is, around one per cent 
unemployment, and the average duration of unemployment is now 
six months. Thus, the notion of unemployment benefit as simply a 
short-term relief payment is quite outmoded. The new victims of 
economic downturn (and, increasingly, of structural unemploy
ment) have to endure lengthy unemployment on pitifully low benefit 
levels. This places severe financial constraints upon them, and 
aggravates their personal and social dislocation. The woeful experi
ences reported by the unemployed are, at least for them, clearly 
sufficient grounds for raising payments to at least the equivalent of 
the Poverty Line.

Interviewers frequently reported that the unemployed were just 
surviving financially. As pointed out earlier, those young people 
living at home were more cushioned against the financial impact of 
unemployment; but where their independence was stifled or they 
were prevented from moving away from a tense situation there were 
other costs of unemployment -  housing problems, difficulty of 
holding on to possessions, stress and social isolation. The severely 
restricted social outlets available to those on unemployment benefit 
impose an additional burden on the unemployed. Relief from their 
depressing preoccupations is scarce; and personal growth, espe
cially o f  young people, is hindered.

For one thing* girls won’f  go out with you when you’re unemployed. 
But then you haven-1 got the money to take them out anyway. Anyway, 
if  their parents know you’re unemployed they’d disapprove,
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too . . . There’s a wall between the bloke who’s working and the bloke 
w ho’s not. He might have a car; you haven’t. He has things you’d like. 
Even if you wouldn’t want those things, just knowing you can’t have 
them makes you feel angry.

Another unemployed teenager, remarking on his monotonous 
life-style commented:

About the only thing I can do is ride my bike around a lot. I can’t go out 
anywhere. The thought o f one to two years straight with no money is 
just awful.

Expectations diminish, such that one young person claimed that he 
‘got used to reducing everything to the barest minimum’. But most 
people clearly found such a life-style tedious and painful. They were 
bereft of entertainment at a time when they desperately needed 
companionship and distraction from their plight. Bills mounted and 
basic needs often went unmet. Boredom and dejection issued from 
their poverty. The paucity of unemployment benefit levels even 
hampered job-seeking activity. Fares often assumed a daunting 
proportion of weekly income, and worn shoes and clothing could not 
be replaced in order to help people look more ‘presentable’ at job 
interviews. As well, informal social networks which are important 
for discovering job information, especially among the unskilled, 
could not be properly maintained.

One of the telling indicators of the relative grief caused by living 
on unemployment benefit lay in the elation reported by those who 
were lucky enough to find permanent work. The lifting of an 
economic shroud seemed to give rise to a new lease of life. People 
initially kicked up their heels a bit, bought essential household goods 
or long sought-after ‘luxuries’ for their leisure, and then put their 
minds to concerted saving -  to buy a car, or simply to have some
thing in reserve should there be a recurrence of unemployment. 
Those young people who had escaped serious debt during their 
unemployment suddenly seemed to bloom as social beings, finding 
new friends, interests and vitality. One of them commented:

Every time I have money I think of the unemployed. I’m happy now. I 
just can’t find the words to say what I feel. It’s not just a job; it’s a new 
life.

By contrast, those who remained unemployed typically eked out a 
frugal existence within a gloomy shadow cast by economic 
insufficiency.

All of the people interviewed in this study shared the experience of 
unemployment. But, in bringing their own unique personality and
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history to bear upon that situation, reactions to unemployment were 
not entirely uniform. Nonetheless, certain effects of unemployment 
were repeated across the sample group. People’s pattern of re
sponses to unemployment showed a good deal of conformity and 
closely resembled the pattern observed in earlier studies of 
unemployment.3

Generally speaking, people were shocked that they should be 
rendered jobless or that it should take them so long to complete 
successfully the transition from school to work. Vigorous job
seeking eventually gave way to dejection and a sense of hopeless
ness. A temporary display of bravado in the midst of this pattern was 
often evident. There were also intermittent periods of creative use of 
one’s time and formulation of new plans. But, as job hopes grew 
dim, so boredom and aimlessness became more salient. In the case 
of protracted unemployment, quite alarming social psychological 
repercussions were often noted. Although some people grew angry 
about the cause of their situation, despair and depression were much 
more common symptoms. Fear about their own (and their chil
dren’s) future, without work, often reached acute levels.

A shock reaction to unemployment, or one’s inability to carve out 
a niche in the workforce after leaving school, has been observed by 
several writers. Objectively, the unemployed generally recognized 
that factors such as lack of work skills or experience, low educa
tional levels, or some other disadvantage such as poor health, left 
them vulnerable to unemployment when the economy turned down. 
However, subjectively, they were stunned by their exclusion from 
the labour force. Such shock gained expression in a variety of ways; 
but often there was an accompanying defensive reaction that tended 
to subside over time. For example, there appeared to be pretence by 
some people of coping well in the face of unemployment, despite 
contradictory objective events. Several people indicated by acts or 
statements of bravado that they were really unaffected by unemploy
ment. Others talked of being without work as if it were entirely 
incidental.

By way of illustration, some unemployed interviewees were in
itially described as ‘wary and defensive’ in discussing feelings about 
unemployment and were keen to present a picture of themselves as 
‘copers’ with sound job prospects. The central problem was not 
unemployment, but ‘finding my way around a new city’ or ‘getting 
motivated to find work’. Yet the reason for changing address had 
been to relieve unemployment, and several job applications had been 
made, but met with rebuffs. ‘Sometimes I think anyone will get a job
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if they just keep trying’, quipped another jobless teenager. ‘You just 
hope for the best’, she added, denying any grief or disappointment 
arising out of her unemployment. ‘There could be lots of cases worse 
than mine.’ Yet, the extent of her job-seeking used up ‘most of my 
allowance’ (she was ineligible for unemployment benefit) and her 
sophisticated veneer faded over time, revealing a confused young 
person who sought considerable support from a relevant community 
group to help cope with the impact of unemployment.

Another teenager boasted that unemployment left him more time 
to play billiards, speed in cars and get drunk. But in the same 
interview he indicated feelings of intellectual inferiority and com
pared himself unfavourably with his brothers and peers. As well ‘the 
dole’s not enough to do anything with’, and he got ‘bored during the 
day’.

While bravado was more common among young people it was not 
confined to them. One middle-aged father claimed that unemploy
ment provided him with ‘a marvellous time. It’s like a paid holiday’. 
He claimed it had no detrimental effect on him. Later, however, it 
emerged that he was in considerable debt due to losing his job.

People said they were shocked to be out of work but often demon
strated an initial inclination not to confront the problems head-on. 
They withdrew socially; one man went so far as to hide his unem
ployment from his family and friends until it was inadvertently 
discovered. Perhaps the tendency to deny the impact of unemploy
ment was best expressed by Sergio, who felt Tow and not good’ 
without a job, but ‘sometimes I think too much about it’. People 
indicated that they were stunned to be out of work; but, initially, they 
frequently downplayed manifest emotional and financial problems.

The shock that return to the workforce was to be, at the very least, 
no easy matter, was often accompanied by feelings of embarrass
ment and a jolt to one’s confidence and self-identity. Unemployed 
people defended their integrity and work motivation:

I want to work. They can’t say I’m a ‘bludger’ because I’ve worked for 
eleven years.

I like working and want to work, but I can’t get a job. I’ve always 
worked.

Moreover, they sought to re-establish their self-identity by trying 
to find work. Since work is at the very essence of self-identity and 
public image, it is predictable that unemployed people were ‘feeling 
quite shattered’. Status and life-style are closely tied to work roles. 
Naturally, loss of that essential role has a highly corrosive personal 
effect. Loss of confidence and reduced social mixing were universal
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expressions of identity erosion arising out of joblessness.
If people know that I’m unemployed I feel out of their circle. I’m no 
longer on an equal basis with my friends . . .  my morale is 
depressed . . . I’m not proud any more.
The people in the last flat didn’t know I was out of work for so long and 
on benefit. Here they know I’m unemployed. But we never discuss 
those sort of things or the work they’re doing.
If I was still employed I’d probably have a girl-friend and a flat by now. 
As it is I can barely afford to live, let alone go out at night. I don’t mix 
much socially; I don’t like people to know I’m unemployed . . . Most 
people who are unemployed are so ground into the dirt that it’s not 
funny.
When I was working I had a real sense of belonging and contributing.
It’s really lonely at home during the day. But some of my friends are 
unemployed, too, so we go to each, others’ houses. We don’t like to 
spend much time with our friends who’ve got jobs. Some of them brag 
about their jobs and make you feel kind of inferior. You feel left out and 
as if no one cares . . .You wonder what will happen in the end.

As well as corroding self-identity, unemployment removes the 
main time structures of daily existence. The active search for work 
was sometimes explicitly seen by the unemployed as both an attempt 
to recapture an acceptable identity and to impose a time frame on the 
day:

I’ve got a sort of daily routine. In the morning I get up, have breakfast, 
read the paper, do the housework and sometimes go shopping. In the 
afternoon I usually go and meet some friends, and have a few drinks 
with them. I think I’m smoking and drinking twice as much as when I 
was working. But you’ve got to do something. I have to get out of here. 
Some days I just look for work. That gives me something to focus on. 
But I’m sick and tired of looking for work. I just feel like giving up. 
Every second Tuesday I go to the CES office. Monday, Wednesday and 
Saturdays I look for jobs in the Age and if anything looks likely I go 
and apply for it. Looking for work gives me my main purpose.

Yet in spite of his concerted efforts to find work and develop a 
structure to his living, this man described himself as ‘drifting’, 
‘aimless’ ‘just filling in time’. As his period of unemployment grew 
longer so, too, did he pore longer over daily chores. The flat was 
always presentable, but he spent increasingly more time cleaning it 
so as to order his day.

Without work, the task of structuring one’s time is daunting and 
provides little meaning, anyway. But, for a while, job-seeking can 
provide some structure for the unemployed and keep alive hopes of
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restoring a daily routine within which identity and status may also be 
resurrected.

Family members also pined for a return to the old routine:
I liked him to be at home, but it’s for too long. I want him to get work. I 
make a sandwich, make him dinner like before. Family more happy.

One young man actually gave his ‘need for structure’ as the 
principal reason for joining the army. Unemployment denoted a 
disturbing loss of routine and time perspective.

Writers in this field have sometimes noted that periods of active 
job seeking are accompanied by creative use of one’s spare time. 
The present study provides a few examples of people doing 
woodwork, riding trail bikes, training greyhounds, practising guitar 
and other musical instruments, painting and attending educational 
courses. But persistence with such social pursuits was extremely 
rare. As Marie Jahoda has noted,4

Our study (published in 1933) showed that being unemployed is very 
different from having leisure time. The unemployed decreased their 
attendance at clubs and voluntary organizations, their use of the free 
library, their reading habits. Their sense of time disintegrated. Having 
nothing to do meant that they became less able to be punctual for meals 
or other arrangements. Budgeting, though so much more necessary 
than before, was progressively abandoned. Family relations continued 
in established patterns longer than other activities; but there was some 
evidence that they, too, deteriorated and family quarrels increased.

People in this study reported that economic constraints and their 
own despondency arising out of joblessness left them idle, without 
the capacity for constructive initiatives:

If I had enough money for a good guitar I might be able to give lessons.

I feel stunted in growth now. I just can’t afford to buy art materials or to 
attend courses.

I used to be able to keep myself occupied drawing and doing craft work. 
But I’ve lost interest. I think I’ve just lost confidence in myself.

Spare time for hobbies eventually came to be viewed as ‘marking 
time’ while waiting for a workforce opportunity. Without work, 
leisure pursuits grew to be less of a relief or a supplement to core 
activity; rather they became a reminder of one’s drifting.

It gets you down, just sitting around.

It really got me down, not being able to find a job. It really stunned 
me . . . The two weeks I was without money I was really in another 
world. It’s just terrible being out of work. I just hate doing 
nothing . . . It’s rubbish that you can get a job if you want one.
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I get lethargic. One day is just like another.

Life gets monotonous and ridiculous. With no money it’s pretty 
boring . . . I guess things can’t get any worse.

As unemployment continued people grew more bored and aim
less. Their behaviour also reflected other effects of joblessness: 
frustration, pessimism, dependence, isolation, insecurity, restless
ness existing alongside malaise, and anger alongside depression. 
Boredom was the feeling that was most commonly articulated:

It drives you mad. You die of boredom.

The irony for the unemployed is that as boredom and aimlessness 
become more acute there is increasing likelihood that their behaviour 
will be misconstrued as wilful indolence. Thus, at the time of 
needing extra support and understanding, they are more vulnerable 
to criticism. This process is reflected not only in community at
titudes to the unemployed, but sometimes within the immediate 
family of the jobless, as well, who confuse boredom and stolidity 
with malingering.

It’s lousy being without work. My parents think I’m a bum, just doing 
nothing. They get angry with me every now and then.

It makes me upset when he doesn’t do anything. Sometimes we don’t 
talk for two or three days. I like him out, going to work . . .  I love him, 
but I want him to find a job.

Mum and my sister have been pushing me to get a job. They don’t 
realize how hard it is for someone without experience. I help out at 
home when I’m not out looking for a job. But I feel rotten. Mum’s really 
inconsistent; she pushes me one minute, then sticks up for me the next.

It’s especially bad for kids with migrant parents. They think I’m lazy. 
They don’t understand that there just aren’t any jobs.

H e’s always prided himself on being able to support the family. There 
was another little blow to him a few weeks ago when he had to go and 
get a food voucher. H e’s gone downhill in himself more since then. He 
hardly ever goes out and spends most o f the day just sitting and watching 
television. I get very angry with him and feel like packing my suitcase 
and leaving home. But then I feel sorry for him again.

Just as domestic tension was a frequent concomitant of boredom 
so, also, were depression and insomnia. The unemployed were less 
fatigued in not working a full day; and they were often too tense 
about their joblessness to sleep easily:

I’m on Valium now to help me sleep. During the day I spend a lot of 
time just standing at the window, staring out. I sleep on the couch 
sometimes during the day. But I often can’t get to sleep at night.
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When you’re unemployed you go insane. You have a lot of fantasies, a 
lot o f depressions . . .  I can’t go to sleep. I sit on the bed for hours on 
end, going mad.

As the period of unemployment lengthened some people, espe
cially those without young children to get ready for school, reported 
that they dozed until late morning. Often they couldn’t get to sleep at 
night and, with an unsuccessful job search behind them, the new day 
held few hopes and little cause for fresh incentive. Other Australian 
research has also found aimlessness and relative social inactivity 
among unemployed people:

They go to movies less often than their employed peers, read the papers 
less, play less sport and go out less often with their friends. They do, 
however, sleep more in the daytime and spend more time ‘doing 
nothing’.5

Although anger was expressed, particularly about government 
‘uncaring’, depression was invariably the more pervasive feeling. 
This focused the attention of the unemployed on themselves and 
subdued (or redirected) their anger. They felt anger over unemploy
ment and economic policy, but, naturally enough, they were pre
occupied with their own survival.

I feel quite shattered, especially since I can’t even get a temporary 
job . . . It’s due to the economy; a change of government might help 
that.

The politicians with power and money on their side are cutting down on 
the small people. The other day I saw a newspaper report about a cut 
down on welfare and an increase in politicians’ salaries. Most people 
don’t have to worry and don’t seem to care . . . When I was working I 
enjoyed it. Now I’m depressed because I get nowhere.

Being unemployed has turned me from a theoretical to a practical 
enemy o f the State . . .  I guess I spend most of my time wandering 
around trying to find a job and somewhere to live where I hardly have to 
pay anything. When I’ve got food and an address I think I’ve got a better 
chance of getting a job.

I think jobs are harder with Fraser . . . People over fifty should retire 
early to give young people a go at working. Otherwise I’ll be an old 
woman before I get a job . . .  I get really down being without a job or 
money.

Things are getting hard. The capitalist system is breaking down, caus
ing economic constraints . . . I haven’t got any money myself. Perhaps 
through marriage I could lift myself out. But I’m not prepared to do 
that.
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There were indications that those people who were more poli
tically aware may not have had their confidence so savaged by 
unemployment — at least in its early days. But politicisation cer
tainly provided no permanent bulwark against depression, not to 
mention penury.

Those who were forced to seek financial relief in order to supple
ment their inadequate unemployment benefit always felt cowed and 
shame-faced. As well, they were angry that they should lose their 
financial independence and have to submit to ‘charity’. It was a 
painful reminder of their loss of control over their situation that 
further lowered self-esteem:

I tried to get a grant from the Court Poor-Box last week. I don’t have any 
pride any more. I ’ll take anything for nothing. Tread on them first or 
they’ll tread on you.

The poverty caused by unemployment was borne by those close to 
the jobless as well. Tension caused by unemployment carried over 
into social relationships and economic insufficiency completed the 
vicious circle. Extra ‘worry’ because ‘there is not enough money’ 
was an habitual finding:

I feel down all the time. There’s no money for anything. It’s really awful.

Sometimes, the unemployed were forced to stand by, while other 
family members worked under unusual strain to make ends meet:

I feel bad that I’ve been out of work for so long. It’s been a lot of strain 
for my wife working so much and having family responsibilities.

It’s very difficult for us now I’m not working. My son can’t find a job 
either. But now he’s on unemployment benefit the money helps a bit. 
Luckily my husband still has his job. But he’s struggling to work 
overtime even though he has not properly recovered from his operation. 
H e’s working ten hours a day . . .  I’d like a job and that would help 
take some o f the strain o ff him, too.

Clearly, the austere level of unemployment benefit imposes a 
considerable financial and psychological burden on the unem
ployed. Seemingly, only a few young people at home are cushioned 
against grim poverty. And even there, the enforced economic de
pendence often evokes tension and stifles personal growth. The 
impoverishment caused by unemployment was seen to contribute to 
personal anxiety, severely restrict social outlet?, produce housing 
insecurity, make job hunting difficult, impose serious socio- 
economic burdens on the immediate family of the unemployed and, 
seemingly, manifest itself in, physical ill-health associated with 
emotional stress.
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Among the unemployed people in this study there was a high 
incidence of illness, a good deal of which seemed somehow linked 
with the unease that attends joblessness. Brenner’s research in this 
area indicates a positive relationship between economic downturns 
and rates of hospitalization for mental illness from the mid
nineteenth century.6 Fluctuations in the economy were the single 
most important determinant of mental hospitalization rates.

Correlations have also been observed by others between unemploy
ment and divorce rates,7 crime rates,8 child abuse,9 physical ill 
health,10 (such as heart disease and peptic ulcers) and suicide rates.11

A South Australian study12 reports that stress among unemployed 
workers was positively correlated with time spent looking for work. 
That is, the longer the period of unemployment, the worse the 
emotional problems. There is no doubt from this study that unem
ployment exacerbated any existing emotional problems, at times it 
also seemed that growing anxiety gave rise to psychosomatic illness
es, and, although hedonism and escapism were not the rule, the 
experience of unemployment did invite some drug-taking and heavy 
cigarette-smoking. In some people it constituted such unease as to 
threaten suicide:

I’m prone to depression anyway. At present I just stay in bed listening to 
records. I don’t wash or care for myself much and I’ve become a 
compulsive eater. I’ve had a lot of aches and pains; but when I went to 
the local Health Centre they said there was nothing wrong with me, 
physically.

My father pressures me, but the more he pressures me the more I go 
against society. That’s why I got on drugs -  not hard drugs, though 
. . . Kids become young alcoholics and bust into places . . .  At one 

stage I wanted to commit suicide. I couldn’t handle it—people pressur
ing me, calling me a ‘bludger’ . . . When you’re unemployed you’ve 
got a stamp and you just can’t get rid of it. It’s like a disease that grows 
all over your body until you just die. You don’t think about the future 
because there is none . . .Y ou  think suicide is your only hope.

Mental stress reported during periods of unemployment often 
seemed to disappear altogether if full-time work was found. This 
suggests a causal link between unemployment and psychological 
disturbance.

To a large extent debate about causal relationships versus correla
tions is merely of academic interest. It is an irresistible conclusion 
from the present findings, however, that unemployment sets in 
motion events which are a severe financial and psychological detri
ment to the unemployed. Perhaps financial insecurity, social isola
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tion or community neglect are the critical variables. But the correla
tion between unemployment and mental and physical ill-health is a 
disturbing one that demands considerable effort to develop ap
propriate social policy that will relieve both the severe costs to the 
unemployed and the ensuing costs to society.

Along with mental stress, crime rates have also been said to be 
linked inextricably to unemployment. Some interviewees in this 
study reported a temptation to resort to crime while they were 
aimless and penniless:

I don’t think I’ve got any chance o f a real job. I’ve just been getting up 
late and walking the city. At night I look for fun with my mates . . . I ’m 
up on 53 charges for theft and breaking and entering now. I really need 
a job before the court appearance, but I can’t see that happening. (A job 
was not found and wardship resulted.)

As Keith Windschuttle notes, the victims of unemployment are 
also the most likely to be victims of crime.

It is a simple fact that working-class people have a vested interest in 
genuine social order . . . Working-class people suffer most from the 
more common types o f major crimes -  assault, murder, theft and 
sexual abuse. This type of criminal activity may well be provoked by 
the depredations o f the capitalist environment on the individual, but 
most working-class people have a stake in it being controlled.13

Whether there is a causal relationship between unemployment and 
crime is equivocal. In fact, the direction of any such relationship is 
also in doubt. Just as poverty and a lack of purpose that attends 
unemployment may cause people to drift into crime, there are 
equally as many indications that in a slack labour market employers 
frequently refuse jobs to applicants who have a criminal record of 
any kind. While the unemployed may be driven to crime, past 
criminal activity also drives unemployed people to the end of the job 
queue.

In the case of protracted unemployment there is a sense of im
mense despair and foreboding. Despair sometimes seemed to peak 
around the end of the school year when the scramble for jobs was at 
its worse. Often it was accompanied by resignation and a profound 
identity shift. As Dennis Marsden found,

. . . among those we saw were people who had suffered longer spells 
of unemployment, and whose experiences of searching for work had 
been more discouraging, so that they now seemed to regard as blocked 
the avenues into any sort o f work they would like. Their urgency in 
looking for work seemed to have passed the peak . . . and they had 
begun to feel that their whole identity was changing.14
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Over the course of this study, interviewers regularly noted the 
inexorable development of depression, hopelessness, loss of confi
dence, boredom, frustration, aimlessness, lowered motivation and 
expectations, social isolation, financial insecurity and powerless
ness. The transformation in some unemployed people and their 
profound sense of despair were startling findings. Some people were 
mere shadows of their former selves, having lost confidence and 
morale, in addition to being penniless. Some proved more resilient, 
placid or controlled in their reactions than others. But, generally 
speaking, even among those who initially appeared extremely stable 
and confident, the experience of unemployment took a heavy toll.

What’s it like to be unemployed? It’s boring, depressing. You don’t 
know where to turn next. You don’t know what’s going to happen to 
you. How long can you hit your head against a brick wall?

Look, there’s reality and there’s my world -  which is nothing!

A couple of people in this study contemplated opting out and 
adopting alternative life-styles ‘doing worthwhile work in a com
munity *. Without the realistic option of more conventional work any 
decisions to opt out of mainstream society are not as free as might be 
thought. Most people, anyway, wanted a job and a wage like their 
social counterparts.

Among those who managed to find full-time work depression and 
tension dissipated and a renewed sense of social connectedness 
emerged. Confidence soared and life became more purposeful and 
satisfying. Just as they had earlier been stunned by their continuing 
unemployment the eventual offer of a job often met with bewilder
ment and incredulity:

When the lady at the office who interviewed me said that she would take 
me on I didn’t believe it. I didn’t want to get my hopes up; I’ve been 
disappointed that many times. When I rang up and they told me to start 
on Monday I just couldn’t believe it. I just about cried. My parents were 
thrilled, too. We all went out and celebrated.

I was rapt. It feels strange, but good, to be working. My friends stirred 
me a bit; we joked around, you know, about how I’d last working. My 
parents were v e ry  pleased. Dad didn’t know what had hit him at first.

Those who gained work sometimes reflected their new status and 
pride in a markedly changed personal appearance. Several in
terviewers reported being struck by their fresh appearance and more 
mature demeanour. Whereas interviewees often stressed the finan
cial rewards to be found in work, the relative emphasis after they had 
gained work was on the social aspects of work. A regular income



above Poverty Line estimates did, however, free them to develop 
new friends and new social outlets:

The job has made me happier and given me more confidence. That’s 
made it easier to make new friends. I’ve got a boy-friend now and I’ve 
got more money than before so I can buy new clothes and go out without 
asking my parents for money.

Employed respondents reported fewer health problems and greater 
psychological comfort. Psychosomatic illness and emotional prob
lems either disappeared altogether or were significantly reduced. 
The prevalence of work seemed to be important in maintaining an 
equability within themselves and their families that had not been 
present during unemployment. In short, the acquisition of work 
seemed to cause the reversal of any previous trends towards 
psychological disturbance:

Having a job has given me a sense of belonging and experience in 
coping with.people again. I ’m getting less and less depressed now. I’m 
not taking any tablets and the psychiatrist has told me I don’t need to 
have any more treatment.

Work provided no immunity from depression, but it did remove 
social stigma, generate financial security and worthwhile occupa
tion. Poise and self-assurance seemed to emerge, too.

Several of the people who gained work found it quite disagreeable 
to reflect on jobless times. Over time their awareness of the impact of 
unemployment on them often waned, causing them to feel increas
ingly distinct from, and unsympathetic to, those who remained out 
of work. They did not wish to recall their disconcerting, aimless 
period of unemployment and gradually lost a good deal of whatever 
identification they had with the jobless.

It was just terrible being out o f work. I was depressed, sick of going for 
jobs, on the verge o f giving up . . .

By the next interview, however, those ‘terrible’ times had been 
substantially suppressed:

I never, never think about when I was on the dole. So it doesn’t worry 
me.

In the final interview the emotional impact of unemployment was 
barely recalled, though some of the rewards of work shone through:

It didn’t make much difference-beipg unemployed, except I go to more 
expensive places now, I go, to discos and I don’t think I could have 
afforded the clothes I need for discos before. I couldn’t buy something 
every week like I do now . . . I used to be shy when f  was at school and
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unemployed and that. I wouldn’t talk to anyone; but I’m not a bit shy 
now. Working gives you confidence. I’ve got confidence in myself now 
through meeting people at work and answering the ’phones and going 
round the factory.

If there was a common presentiment among those who had at
tained work it was that they might be made redundant in the future. 
Although the bad memories of unemployment were generally 
erased, the prospect of redundancy was instantly recognized to be 
appalling:

Unemployed people are harassed a lot. They are lost in society. People 
should help them to keep up their confidence and respect, their values, 
morals and dignity. Unemployed people want attention and don’t get it. 
They feel no one wants them. Unemployment is not just a political 
matter; it hits people really hard . . .

(Later interview)

. . . The job is like the pot o f gold at the end of the rainbow. I’m rapt. 
My friends are impressed and they treat me with respect. And I’m 
getting on really well with my father now. Sometimes I want to sleep all 
day, like before, but that gradually passes . . .  I lived like a pauper, but 
there was nothing much I could do about it. There wasn’t much point 
caring about it: if I thought about it too much I’d just kill myself. I used 
to sit around pretty much all of the time and go out of my head; I’m 
cutting down on the dope now, too . . .There’s another thing too. I 
don’t know if I can explain it. Once you’ve been unemployed it stays 
with you; you can’t forget it. I’ve got a terrible fear of unemployment. I 
feel if it happened again I just couldn’t stand it. I’d just split open and 
die. When I look back I just can’t believe all that misery is gone. I just 
can’t believe it.

For nearly a half a million Australians the misery of unemploy
ment persists. The personal and social costs are incalculable; but 
there can be no doubt that they are immense.
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PRESS
Comments by the unemployed about the way the Press reports their 
situation were overwhelmingly unfavourable. The ratio in the nega
tive direction was five to one. A couple of people thought that

Reporters really speak out . . . they outline the employment situation 
as it is . . . sometimes they slam big business!

But the majority believed that the Press inaccurately represented 
their situation and, if not fickle -  blaming unemployed people one 
minute and unions the next for the unemployment situation -  was 
downright antagonistic to the jobless:

The Press helps the government by talking of ‘dole-bludgers’ and 
getting the wrong idea across.

I gave up reading newspapers long ago. I was angry with the misrepre
sentation, lies and bias. I call newspapers ‘the daily rage’.

The Press ignores the human aspects -  concentrates too much on fig
ures and plays down the problem as much as possible.

I ’m very against the papers and media generally. The media is very 
powerful and they’re the ones that created the ‘dole-bludger’ image.

Though a couple of unemployed interviewees thought that the 
Press sometimes played a helpful role, for example, in allowing 
unemployed people to advertise for work, the consensus was that the 
media was unsympathetic to their dilemmas and its fostering of the 
‘bludger’ image had made life more difficult for them:1

The Press don’t like the unemployed. They think we don’t try.

The Press don’t talk enough about the real situation . . . How should 
they know what it’s like. They’ve all got jobs. The papers should 
arrange big meetings in town o f unemployed people and talk to them 
about what it’s really like.

TRADE UNIONS
Above all, the reference of unemployed people to the role of trade 
unions underlined the alienation they felt from the mainstream of the 
workforce. Few of the jobless people who were, interviewed had 
experienced any direct contact with trade unions or, for that matter, 
been involved in any large organization. Even those with work



experience had not often been unionised. The views of the jobless 
spanned the range of opinions held within the general community 
about the role and impact of trade unions. But the majority held a 
negative perception. Such negativism arose either out of an ideologi
cal position that did not support organized labour or out of a practical 
realization that the trade unions were not sufficiently powerful to 
protect their jobs in the face of employers’ decisions to retrench. 
Generally speaking, the unemployed people interviewed expressed 
views that mirrored conflicting social attitudes about trade unions. 
They ranged from

Unemployment is caused by people striking for higher wages. The 
unions are stuffing things up. They fight over nothing and want to take 
over Australia.
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to,

I’m really pro-unions. They battle the government to change the 
system, so it looks after people’s needs better. But they don’t do 
anything about unemployment.

The unions are really trying to help. We really need them. W e’d get 
walked over even more if we didn’t have them.

Just as society entertains diverse views about unions and the nexus 
between wage increases and unemployment, so, too, do the unem
ployed. By and large, however, the unemployed believed that the 
trade union movement had not done enough to support or defend 
them. They perceived the unions as uninvolved, uninterested, or 
impotent in the face of government and big business decisions.

COMMONWEALTH EMPLOYMENT SERVICE
During the course of this study the Commonwealth Employment 
Service was responsible for finding jobs for a handful of the survey 
sample. But several other people received no job referrals at all 
during the study period. Said one unemployed teenager:

They ’ ve never got any real jobs -  just selling programmes at the footy!

Throughout the survey period the ratio of jobless persons reg
istered with the Commonwealth Employment Service compared 
with registered job vacancies was in excess of 20:1. In a number of 
geographical areas and within some work-skill categories the ratio 
stood at around 70:1. In the light of the general dearth of jobs the 
Commonwealth Employment Service is bound to fail in its primary 
task of finding suitable work for the unemployed. Yet, in spite of 
the job shortage and an expressed preference for independent job
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seeking by the unemployed, all of the people in the study had some 
contact with the Commonwealth Employment Service. It is the 
major institution in the community concerned with job placement; 
applications for unemployment benefit are lodged there; those in 
receipt of benefit must personally lodge their fortnightly income 
statement with the Commonwealth Employment Service; and 
scrutiny of persons’ continuing eligibility for unemployment benefit 
is.increasingly falling into the hands of the Commonwealth Employ
ment Service. For those in receipt of unemployment benefit contact 
with the Commonwealth Employment Service is necessarily inten
sive. But even those job-seekers not claiming unemployment benefit 
usually have recourse to that official agency, if only to make an 
independent check of the job vacancy noticeboard.

While there are several issues concerning the Commonwealth 
Employment Service on which the unemployed are divided, opinion 
about some of its functions is unanimous. When notified of a new job 
vacancy the Commonwealth Employment Service commonly tele
graphs a number of registrants advising them of the job location and 
an interview time. The unemployed are as one in condemning this 
practice. From their point of view the policy of multiple job referral 
is an indication of Commonwealth Employment Service insensitiv
ity in that by the time they get to.the work location the job has already 
been taken.. It is the responsibility of the Commonwealth Employ
ment Service to match people to jobs; if this were done with dili
gence it would not be necessary, as one unemployed person put it, 
‘to send out telegrams by the dray load’. If employers are dissatisfied 
with the choice of applicant made the Commonwealth Employment 
Service they could then have extra referrals made until they en
counter a suitable applicant. That way employers could still exercise 
a choice and the unemployed would not be subjected to the constant 
frustration and humiliation of responding to telegrams only to find, 
yet again, that by the time they reach their destination there is no job 
offering.

As some unemployed remarked:
The CES must have sent me job telegrams about twenty times. But I 
think they must let about five hundred people know about the same job. 
By the time you get there the job’s gone.

If I was working at the CES I’d sort out die names o f unemployed people 
and try mid match them to what vacancies there are. The CES staff don’t 
seem to bother doing that.

Last time they offered me a job I didn’t even follow it up. It was raining 
and I wasn’t going to walk up there, get wet and get the ’flu when I knew



62 Out of work, out of sight

they’d already told lots o f other kids about the job.

I think CES refer about ten or fifteen people -  maybe more -  to every 
interview. It’s a big waste of time going in.

In actively combining a job-matching function with a policing 
function the Commonwealth Employment Service is really at odds 
with itself. Its contradictory roles encourage it to attempt administra
tive efficiency by testing the willingness of claimants to accept work 
at one fell swoop, thereby abandoning its job-matching role and 
sending large numbers of unemployed people after a single job 
vacancy. The principal effect of such a policy is to depress and 
alienate the unemployed further.

For people shut out of the workforce and living below defined 
Poverty Line estimates, the cost of attending the Commonwealth 
Employment Service and job interviews represents a substantial 
proportion of their income. Unless there remains some hope that 
such attendance will bear fruit, then, naturally enough, interest in 
attending interviews wanes. Alternatively, the unemployed adopt a 
detached attitude to the Commonwealth Employment Service, using 
it merely as a repository for their income statements (if they are in 
receipt of benefit) or as a community resource that just might turn up 
a job. Attendance at the Commonwealth Employment Service often 
became more of a routine function than part of an active job search. 
Over time its inability to locate work for registrants dampened their 
enthusiasm about using it as an employment agency. As it became 
clearer to the unemployed that the Commonwealth Employment 
Service could not meet their primary need of job attainment, resent
ment about its policing functions came to occupy a more prominent 
place in their minds:

It’s inefficient and encourages dependence. They keep you on a string 
and it’s barely possible to survive on the benefit . . . The CES is just 
part o f the apparatus of the State.

One of the interviewers noted that
Olaf dislikes going to the CES office. His money is running out and 
going there involves a bus fare. When he gets there he often waits for 
long periods before being attended to. He resents being a recipient of 
unemployment benefits and thinks that having to fill in forms every 
fortnight indicates lack of trust by the CES of all unemployed people. 
He still uses the CES as a possible means of finding work, but would be 
more inclined to put up with their official requirements if they looked 
like being able to find a job.

The prevailing ethos in some Commonwealth Employment
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Service offices clearly denoted dismissive and judgemental attitudes 
to the unemployed; in other offices there was much more assistance 
and empathy. One woman reported having been ‘told off’ by Com
monwealth Employment Service staff for coming to the office too 
often in search of work.

Some unemployed people made purely personal judgements about 
Commonwealth Employment Service staff:

The CES people often don’t work hard and often can’t tell you what you 
need to know. I get really angry and shaky when they’re just chatting 
behind the counter and others are waiting in the queue to be served.

They’re a pack o f ‘bludgers’.

Others perceived a change in Commonwealth Employment 
Service staff behaviour over time. As unemployment levels rose at a 
far more dramatic rate than Commonwealth Employment Service 
staff ceilings, the quality of relationships between user and service- 
deliverer was noted to decline accordingly:

I go to the same CES office all the time so they get to know you. The 
staff used to come up to you and have a bit o f a chat if they saw you 
looking at the board. Now all they’ve got time for is doing what they 
absolutely have to do.

The perceptions of the unemployed regarding the attitudes of 
Commonwealth Employment Service workers were as mixed as 
their feelings about the functions of the Service.

Up in the country they were really understanding and tried to help. But 
the city CES office I go to now is too big and impersonal. The staff are 
lazy and don’t care. I don’t expect to get a job through the CES and I 
only go there now when I have to.

They don’t show any interest in you. If they do have a job they send 
twenty people to it so you’ve got no hope of getting it. When you go in to 
CES all they do is stamp your form at the counter.

A study by Alan Jordan2 found that while the unemployed and 
those who interviewed them gave as the main reason for continuing 
unemployment the seemingly obvious fact that there was a shortage 
of vacancies in their locality, Commonwealth Employment Service 
staff gave greater weight to the alleged Tack of motivation’ of the 
unemployed. If it is still on the basis of such a judgement that 
Commonwealth Employment Service staff deal with the unem
ployed then strain across the counter is inevitable.

It is clear that the Commonwealth Employment Service often 
places employers’ needs above those of the unemployed, and some 
individual officers do adopt repugnant attitudes to the unemployed;
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however, in recent times, Commonwealth Employment Service ;
l staff, like the unemployed, have tended to become victims of the f

unemployment situation. The dearth of jobs and imposition of un
realistic staff ceilings have promoted a view of them as uncaring and ' 
inefficient. In fairness, though, it must be said that many Common- 

i wealth Employment Service staff no doubt commonly share unem-
loyed people’s feelings of frustration about being unable to find 

l suitable jobs.
j Just as certain politicians and sections of the media have fostered j
j notions of the unemployed as ‘bludgers’, so, too, have government j

decisions to limit Commonwealth Employment Service resources 
encouraged the unemployed to scapegoat staff. Such a process -  of j 

j the community blaming the unemployed and the unemployed blam
ing the Commonwealth Employment Service -  suits admirably s 
those who wish to divert attention from the failure of economic t 
policies to reduce unemployment. Structural relationships are more I 
difficult to understand than individual behaviour is to observe, or 1 
misrepresent. While the core elements in causing unemployment are 
not understood the jobless and, to a lesser extent, the Common- 

j wealth Employment Service staff, will remain prime candidates for J
| scapegoating. j
| FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

i
The ‘fight inflation first’ strategy of the present Federal Government j

j has been steadfastly pursued against a backdrop of rising unemploy- j
1 ment. As part of its economic policies to restrict money supply and !
; limit public sector spending, unemployment benefit levels have been :

pegged for the young and single unemployed; job training schemes 
l have been limited in scope; and work creation schemes have been
I spurned altogether. As well, fiscal policies have shifted the balance

of resources in favour of the well-to-do, and investment allowances |
to industry have helped to hasten the substitution of labour with 1
capital. Putting the kindest interpretation on the situation would be 

1 to say that Federal Government policies have not been successful in
; slowing the growth in unemployment. Other observers of govera-
j ment strategy argue more bluntly that current policies are designed to
! redistribute power and wealth away from the poor to the rich, and

that creation of a large pool of unemployed people is an expected 
by-product of such policies.

j The overwhelming response of the unemployed people inter-
1 viewed was that the Federal Government was uncaring and indifferent

about the problems caused by their unemployment. The sentiment j

i— ”  :
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was expressed through a variety of words, but almost without excep
tion they clearly felt victims of an unemployment situation beyond 
their control, about which the political incumbents in Canberra were 
essentially indifferent.

Their policies produce lots o f unemployment. But they haven’t got any 
sympathy for the unemployed.

Politicians are liars and manipulators. They get their kicks out o f 
controlling people and saving face themselves . . .  I think the govern
ment’s interests are served by unemployment . . . It’s true that nobody 
loves you when you’re down and out.

The job situation is getting worse but the government do nothing about 
it. They don’t care much.

The government is lousy. They don’t go out of their way to help. 
They’re all talk and no action. But they’re not the only ones to blame; 
there’s a lot o f crap in the papers too.

There’s a lot o f people on the dole, but the government doesn’t care 
much about them. I took more notice o f the government and thought 
about it more when I was unemployed myself.

They see all unemployed people as ‘bludgers’. They don’t want to help 
and just don’t care.

Some unemployed people made specific suggestions for gov
ernment intervention: create jobs through local councils or through 
public service expansion; increase unemployment benefit levels; 
halt migration; hold genuine discussions with trade unions and 
unemployed people; make reduction of unemployment rather than 
fighting inflation the first priority; regard the unemployed as job 
seekers, not job shirkers; keep electoral promises about meeting the 
needs of the unemployed. Nonetheless, interviewees levelled criti
cism at both major political parties’ performance on the unemploy
ment issue and viewed politicians as remote and generally unin
terested. Overall, interviewees thought that the Australian Labor 
Party was more caring about the plight of the jobless and would show 
greater determination to reduce the level of unemployment. Several 
viewed the Liberal and National Country Parties as preoccupied with 
the needs of big business and the affluent.

They clamp down on jthe poor and look after themselves. Fat cats! 
They’re all right ...They spend millions on overseas trips and so on while 
people in hardship aren’t receiving enough help.

It’s okay for him (Prime Minister). He doesn’t care about the working 
people.
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I don’t like the present government. They’re too concerned with big 
industry and not the people that work there. They don’t really know how 
big the problem (of being unemployed) is.

Others saw the Federal Government as deliberately denigrating the 
unemployed through occasional allegations of ‘bludging’. And, 
through the use of public institutions to test people’s willingness to 
work, the government was viewed as provocative and insulting. The 
responsibility for high unemployment was seen to rest partially with 
employers (pursuing profit levels and sometimes replacing labour 
with machines) and trade unions (making wage demands). But, 
principally, blame rested with the Federal Government. One unem
ployed person saw the government simply as a pawn, removed from 
economic responsibility.

The government is trying to get jobs for the unemployed, but it’s hard 
because of the economic situation.

However, others were more blunt and disdainful of the govern
ment’s failure to reverse an unemployment trend that it was instru
mental in causing.

They got us into this mess; they should get us out!

Such anger with government inertia about unemployment and 
indifference to its victims was the most usual response. The unem
ployed have not yet discovered a proper vehicle for the expression of 
such feelings. They have lots to say about their unemployment, but 
perceive political authorities as turning a deaf ear to their problems 
while casting aspersions on their integrity.

WORK-TESTING AUTHORITIES
The willingness of the unemployed to undertake available work is 
under consistent and close scrutiny through what is known as the 
‘work-test’. Benefit may be denied under the Social Services Act or 
according to internal policy guide-lines for a whole range of reasons. 
These include: refusal of suitable work; failure to report to the 
Commonwealth Employment Service as required; misconduct as a 
worker; failure to lodge income statements by the due date; ‘volun
tary’ unemployment; living in what is deemed to be a de facto 
relationship; or lacking sufficient work endeavour. Two government 
instrumentalities -  the Commonwealth Employment Service and 
the Department of Social Security -  share the responsibility for 
checking the work motivation of the unemployed and their eligibility 
for Unemployment Benefit. Despite recommendations to the
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contrary,3 the responsibility for operating the ‘work-test’ is falling 
increasingly into the hands of the Commonwealth Employment 
Service. Functionally, Commonwealth Employment Service and 
Department of Social Security field officers decide upon claimants’ 
continuing eligibility for benefit according to whether they show 
willingness to undertake suitable work. Officers charged with imple
menting the ‘work-test’ show growing signs of unease about their 
role. This is reflected most of all in the sporadic bans that the 
Administrative and Clerical Officers’ Association has placed on the 
execution of the latest ‘work-test’ rules. These rules include provis- 
sion for a twelve week suspension of benefit for persons who are 
deemed to have left their work ‘voluntarily’. In the case of a couple 
with two children this amounts to a financial penalty in the vicinity of 
$1 ,600 - a fine that exceeds the penalty meted out in the vast 
majority of community offences brought before the criminal courts.

The enthusiasm to ferret out ‘bludgers’ combined with vague 
work-test guidelines has caused tens of thousands of unemployed 
persons to have their benefit refused, suspended or terminated. The 
work-test is often applied arbitrarily; over a half of those unem
ployed people who appeal against work-test decisions are found to 
have been unjustly denied benefit. Frequently, the unemployed are 
uncertain about why their only source of income has been denied 
them, and are hesitant about pressing their claim for justice when 
faced with a large bureaucracy and a vacuum of relevant 
information.4

During the course of the present study almost a half of the in
terviewees had their unemployment benefit denied or reduced. Often 
they could only guess at the reasons for action against them. And 
sometimes benefit payments resumed as mysteriously as they had 
stopped. Matthew, for example, had recently left school and was 
looking for an apprenticeship. He was referred by the Commonwealth 
Employment Service to a job as an apprentice painter. However, upon 
interview, he discovered that the job was not an apprenticeship and 
virtually no training was involved. He declined the position in favour 
of continuing a full-time search for an apprenticeship. Simulta
neously, a Commonwalth Employment Service officer told him to 
smarten up his appearance. Matthew’s unemployment benefit was 
stopped without notice, then resumed a few weeks later without any 
forewarning. Matthew considered the local Commonwealth Employ
ment Service staff to be ‘a pack of bastards’ who ‘don’t trust you’, so 
he avoided them during his suspension of benefit and scrounged 
pocket-money from his father and friends.
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By contrast, Dieter found his local Commonwealth Employment 

Service staff ‘agreeable’, and when his unemployment benefit sud- ! 
denly stopped he made official inquiries about the reasons. After 
local inquiries and four visits to the Department of Social Security he 
was none the wiser. He asked to speak to a ‘supervisor’ to have the 
reasons for his denial of benefit explained. He was refused permis
sion to see a supervisor and eventually ‘gave up’. A few weeks later 
he made a fresh application for unemployment benefit, which was 
granted. j

Tony filled in the appropriate forms at the local Commonwealth I
Employment Service office, but then received no money or word for :
nearly three months. By this time he realised that the delay for benefit j
was longer than normal. Only upon returning to the Commonwealth !
Employment Service office was he told that he was deemed to have t
left his last job voluntarily and that he would have to make a fresh j
application for benefit. i

In other cases the reasons for termination were somewhat more !
clear-cut, although not necessarily any more justifiable. Sophie 
applied for many jobs over a four-month period. Constant rejections 
from employers eventually slowed her level of job-seeking and, on 
the morning of her visit by a Social Security field officers, she was j 
still in bed. A short time afterwards her benefit was terminated and 
she was sent a note saying that she had ‘not made sufficient effort to 
find work’. It was ‘the greatest shock of her life’ to have her f 
economic security swept away altogether. i

Jean was late in submitting her fortnightly income statement to the ;
Commonwealth Employment Service and her benefit ceased. She t
had been loath to discuss her pressing family problems with Com- j
monwealth Employment Service officers, but eventually appealed j 
successfully to the Social Security Appeals Tribunal. j

Sometimes benefit was wrongly terminated because no communi- j
cation took place between the Commonwealth Employment Service, 
employers and the Department of Social Security. For example, j
Monica was referred by the Commonwealth Employment Service to | 
a job as a domestic worker. At the conclusion of a brief interview, 
conducted in a laundry cupboard, she was told that she would be 
telegraphed if her job application was successful. On her next visit to 
the Commonwealth Employment Service she was bemused when , 
told that she had failed the work test. She went immediately to the I
Department of Social Security to protest and was told there that her 1 
benefit had not been rescinded.

Olaf, also, could never fathom the reasons for changes in his
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benefit payments. After investigation by a Department of Social 
Security field officer and a further visit from a taxation official, he 
received a letter stating that his unemployment benefit would be 
reduced by twenty-six dollars fortnightly. Olaf wrote back saying 
that he could not survive on less than fifty dollars weekly. Concur
rently, he was required to pay five hundred dollars in provisional tax 
because he had invested the money he* had received from workers’ 
compensation. His bank account was fast running dry. He was 
extremely resentful about the reduction in his benefit payment and 
appealed against the decision. Olaf went to the Department of Social 
Security, but got no satisfaction. He sought to speak with senior 
officers, but they were always ‘busy’ or ‘out’. At the conclusion of 
our interviews with him he was bitter and confused. He was attempt
ing to mount a second appeal.

Increased zealous activity to scrutinize the eligibility of the unem
ployed for benefit has resulted in their rights and dignity being 
trampled upon frequently. Greater emphasis has been placed on 
tracking down the handful of ‘dole-cheats’ than on up-grading the 
welfare rights of the unemployed. Similarly, questions of abuse of 
benefit have commanded greater public attention than the more 
significant prbblem of unemployed people not taking up their entitle
ment to benefit -  whether through stigma, ignorance or for other 
reasons. As with earlier studies, a high incidence was found here of 
people delaying registration for benefit -  seeking jobs and using up 
any savings in the meantime -  or not pursuing claims in the face of 
withdrawal of benefit or requests for documentary evidence about 
their illness or identity. For example, Monica wanted to visit her 
chronically ill mother who lived interstate. She did not want to 
re-register for unemployment benefit in her mother’s home town 
because, for personal reasons, her visit needed to be brief. The 
Commonwealth Employment Service informed her that benefit 
would be retained only if she were to re-register and produce a 
medical certificate to verify that her mother was ill. Monica decided 
to visit her mother as she had planned. Her benefit was terminated. 
Shortly after her return from Queensland she was able to find a 
part-time job as a waitress, so she made no appeal against the 
termination.

At the conclusion of his training period Matthew needed to trans
fer back to unemployment benefit. Although it was officially known 
that the training scheme was ending, he was expected to re-apply 
formally for benefit., Matthew didn’t realize this. When his benefit 
did not arrive for three weeks he inquired at the Commonwealth
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Employment Service, re-registered for benefit and received a cheque 
three weeks later. He was not back-paid. On another occasion he 
forgot to hand in his income statement on time and was cut off 
benefit. He ‘couldn’t be bothered appealing’ on either occasion 
because ‘they just keep stuffing you around’.

Similarly, following cancellation of his benefit for late lodgement 
of his income statement, Daryl decided he ‘couldn’t be bothered’ 
appealing because there’s ‘too much red tape. You could spend all 
day in government offices and wouldn’t get anywhere. It’s hard to 
prove anything because they’re shifting people round all the time, so 
you can’t chase anyone up’.

Due to the frequent failure of authorities to notify the full reasons 
for termination of benefit, unemployed people find it difficult to 
mount an appeal. Some are not aware of their right to make an 
appeal; and, when they are, often decide against such action because 
of lack of confidence or uncertainty about the internal machinations 
of the bureaucracy.

A review of the appeals system is currently underway. As the 
system stands now it does not inspire confidence about the prospect 
of a fair hearing. If an initial review of the decision by an officer of 
the investigating authority -  the Department of Social Security -  is 
unfavourable to the claimant, the appeal then proceeds to the Social 
Security Appeals Tribunal. This panel of three includes a lawyer, a 
welfare worker and a person on secondment from the Department of 
Social Security. Should the tribunal recommend in favour of the 
appellant the Director-General of Social Security may exercise his 
power of veto over the recommendation. Such a system is anathema 
to the carriage of justice. Yet, the unemployed remain burdened with 
it. It is not surprising that authorities operating the ‘work-test’ are 
held in such low esteem by the unemployed.



6 INFORMAL RELATIONS

The public debate about unemployment has focused substantially on 
issues of individual worker motivation. Discussion of the unemploy
ment problem does increasingly give weight to structural factors such 
as the gross shortage of jobs, job loss through technological develop
ment and the Federal government’s continuing pursuit of an ‘inflation- 
first’ strategy; but there remains a tendency to view the unemployed 
themselves as the problem. If only they wore less denim, or were 
better at sums, or looked harder for work the problem of unemploy
ment would go away! Although it is a statement of the obvious in the 
light of still prevailing myths about unemployment, it does need to be 
said categorically that unemployment exists because there are not 
enough jobs. Increased education may enable some of the unem
ployed to force their way into the workforce, but others will be dis
placed and the queue for jobs will not be any shorter; all the individual 
motivation in the world will not find jobs that don’t exist. Seemingly, 
the problem of unemployment in Australia will disappear only in the 
unlikely event of policies of employers and government being 
changed to create openings for some half a million people who are 
currently shut out of the workforce. The misplaced and, often, sinister 
focus on the attitudes and attributes of the unemployed has caused 
considerable social stigma to be attached to that group and has com
plicated the nature of their relationships with peers, parents and 
others -  many of whom also share in the phenomenon of blaming the 
victim. Usually, the web of relationships involving the unemployed 
people proved to be an uneasy blend of malevolence and support.

PEERS
In their relationships with peers the most commonly stated problem by 
the unemployed was their financial embarrassment. They could rarely 
afford to go out where their friends chose or buy any clothing for social 
outings. And they did not have spare cash for spontaneous social 
activity.

Accordingly, their relationships fell away or they were forced to 
borrow money (where possible) from parents or be subsidised by their 
friends. Borrowing from friends was said to be particularly embarrass
ing. Over the course of the interviews it became clear that there was a 
common tendency by the unemployed to withdraw from social rela-
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tionships, although this was not so evident in the first interview.
But during the study those people who gained employment reported 

a significant upturn in leisure activity and association with friends. 
They were more articulate in retrospect about the financial and social 
embarrassment of unemployment and the depressing impact it had on 
their leisure. Once in employment people were able to see clearly the 
differences in their social life and recognize the relative social isola
tion into which unemployment had plunged them.

The social isolation among the unemployed arose out of the stigma 
they bore and from their financial plight. For example, as Paul 
remarked:

I feel awkward with my friends who are working because they’ve got 
money and I haven’t. They help out when I’m with them. I get embarrass
ed by that, but I can’t afford to go nowhere like the city . . .  I don’t go out 
much because they might think I’m using them. I’ve used up all my 
savings now . . . But that way you could go places and know that your 
mates aren’t going to have to carry you.

Other unemployed people reported uneasiness with their peers 
because they were not always able to contribute to their share of 
household expenses.

On occasions the stigma of being unemployed was so powerful that 
people withdrew altogether from social contact. For several weeks 
after the onset of Kerry’s unemployment he continued to leave home 
early in the morning and to pretend that there was still a job to attend. 
Only after a chance meeting with his mother in the street during 
working hours did his unemployment become known. Even later, 
after six months of unsuccessful job seeking, only his immediate 
family and close friends knew that he was out of work. If visitors 
called during the day he hid in his room so that they did not learn of his 
unemployment.

Others had the impression that their employed friends felt ‘smug’ 
and ‘make me feel depressed by telling me I should be trying harder to 
get a job’. Another unemployed teenager felt, along with others, that 
his friends ‘look down on me because they’re students or working and 
I’m doing nothing’.

Economic and social factors combined to thwart leisure activity 
with friends. Unemployed persons’ relationships with friends were 
spoiled by lack of money and their low self-esteem. Friends with work 
could define themselves as useful, but the unemployed felt worthless 
and ostracised.
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FAMILY
The attitude towards unemployed people seemed as diverse within 
their own families as in the broad community. While the attitude of 
some families could be polarised as supportive or blaming, it was 
more usual for their responses to unemployed family members to 
mirror society’s contradictory attitude to the jobless -  victims of the 
economic times but responsible for their continuing unemployment.

My mother knows it’s really hard to geta  job, but then she says I’m not 
trying hard enough. She says I sleep and do nothing. I’m bored at home 
and with ringing up for jobs that I don’t get.

My parents are sometimes sympathetic, sometimes not. I can’t really tell; 
most o f the time they don’t say anything about me being unemployed. 
They keep it quiet from their friends.

My parents try and help by asking around for jobs. But my brother gives it 
to me rough and makes out being unemployed is my fault.

Understanding was always tinged by cajoling to find work. Where 
parents were seen by the interviewees to display an entirely consistent 
attitude, it was always negative:

My father is self-employed and thinks that unemployment’s the fault of 
the individual. He thinks that if I’m not going to work then I should get 
married.

It’s especially bad for migrants. They think I’m lazy; they don’t under
stand that there just aren’t any jobs . . . My father has worked very hard 
in his life and doesn’t like to see his own son ‘bludge’ . . . The more he 
pressures me the more I go against society.

Family attitudes towards the unemployed softened for two major 
reasons: either families came to realize the extent of the job shortage 
through watching a relative’s job search at close quarters, or their own 
employment security became threatened.

My parents don’t nag me now that they know I’ve been looking for work. 
They try and help me find a job now.

My family used to get stuck into me about not working. But my brother 
hasn’t been able to get a job since he left university and my father got 
retrenched. They’re a lot more sympathetic now.

For some others, though, ‘snide’ remarks about being responsible 
for their unemployment continued unabated, even from their im
mediate family. Inevitably, social criticism1 was incorporated at least 
to some extent by the families of the unemployed. And in spite of an
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active job search the unemployed sometimes blamed themselves for 
their plight. For example:

(2nd Interview with Cathy): I’ve been for lots of jobs, mainly typing. It’s 
always ‘don’t ring us, w e’ll ring you’. I’m sick and tired of going for jobs 
that I won’t get anyway.

(3rd Interview by which time Cathy was in work): My parents don’t nag 
me now. Sometimes I was a ‘bludger’. Sometimes I couldn’t be bothered 
to look for jobs, it made me sick.

The process of self-labelling is complex and insidious. On occa
sions, unemployed people introduced themselves as‘bludgers\ as if 
defending themselves against potential attack. In ascribing to 
themselves a damning social label they were, perhaps, protected from 
the same remark coming more hurtfully from others. At other times 
self-labelling emerged in response to others’ allegations and claims of 
personal causes of unemployment. When probed about the accuracy 
of the labels they applied to themselves the unemployed always 
disavowed them; but, in spite of this and objective evidence through 
their level of job-seeking of a strong motivation to work, damaging 
self-labelling did occur. Frequently for the young unemployed, this 
tendency to personal disparagement was, at least partially, reinforced 
by parents. Spouses were generally more supportive of unemployed 
partners, although tension arising out of boredom, lowered self-image 
and economic difficulties was common nonetheless.

In particular, young people reported unease about their continuing 
financial dependence on their parents. At a time when they were 
thinking of spreading their wings, they had them clipped by the 
absence of sufficient independent means.

My parents don’t mind me not paying board, but I don’t like to ‘bludge’ 
off them any more.

In other situations parents worried that they could do nothing to 
counter the feelings of aimlessness, isolation and self-degradation 
that develop as a result of prolonged unemployment.

My parents worry about me being alone at home all day. My father 
jokes about me being a ‘dole-bludger’, but my mother won’t joke about 
it. She had a fight with someone at her work who made out I was 
‘bludging’. She knows that when I hear people talking about ‘bludgers’ 
I feel inferior and just terrible.

Parents sometimes advocated an extension of education as a 
bridge to employment and independence. Given that the school 
experience of the young unemployed was often unsatisfying, they 
were rarely enthusiastic about continuing education. And, as discus-
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sion elsewhere shows, there is a dearth of suitable educational and 
training facilities for the unemployed anyhow.

In those cases where unemployed teenager^ actually managed to 
find work there was such a degree of relief all round that parental 
pressure and familial conflict seemed to dissipate rapidly.

They’re just rapt. They think I’ll have a chance to be someone now.

I didn’t want to get my hopes up (at the interview). I’d been disap
pointed that many times . . . When I rang them and they told me to start 
on Monday, I couldn’t believe it. I just about cried. My parents were 
thrilled, too. I bought a bottle o f champagne for the neighbour who told 
me where the job was. We all went out and celebrated. I feel really 
proud and confident now, not having to depend on mum and being able 
to meet lots o f people.

Although the issue was not explored with parents, their relation
ship with children who are unable to find work is possibly com
plicated in some way by their own confusion as to whether they have 
been right to let them leave school before job guarantees existed or 
whether they should have supervised schooling and the search for 
work more rigorously. But when censures fly around about ‘blud- 
gers\ presumably those close to the unemployed also bear some of 
the stigma and manifest it in their relationships.

COMMUNITY GROUPS
In the wake of the disturbing rise in unemployment a major policy 
response by the current Federal Government has been to fund com
munity support groups. Such schemes may help the jobless cope 
with, or adjust to, the symptoms of unemployment. But as they do 
not attempt to create jobs, the basic problem of being without work is 
left untouched. For that reason community support groups were 
regarded by the unemployed with mixed feelings.

Workers in these schemes do not all perceive their role identically. 
Commonly, however, they take a remedial social work approach, 
helping the unemployed cope with their boredom and alienation by 
providing group activities and occasional counselling. Community 
Youth Support Schemes have been conceived as social support 
mechanisms and have a popular image of helping the unemployed 
adjust to their plight. One social worker, for example, in making a 
referral to such a group, categorically told the jobless person con
cerned that they ‘provide therapy for unemployed people and 
pensioners’. Although jobs are what the unemployed want, craft- 
work and social support is what they are frequently offered. Such 
diversions from the problems of unemployment ‘break the bore-
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dom, ’ but the unemployed are not deluded into believing that they do 
| anything more than that. Nevertheless, the companionship and sup

port are sometimes appreciated.
I heard about the house from some mates who were going there. I j
usually spend some o f the day there playing billiards or table tennis. I ;

! used to have to pay twenty cents every time I went there, but I haven’t f
done that in a while . . . I enjoy the company there; sometimes we just 
sit and watch TV.

\ I go to the Centre every day. It helps keep guys out of trouble and off the j
1 streets. And the police can’t touch them there. John there is a really '
: good guy. You can talk real easy about your problems and you know
, he’ll keep it to himself. f

1 I really like it. There are a lot of craft activities and you can make things
* like moccasins and sell them. j

Congregations of unemployed people have, only on rare occa
sions, led to any political activity. Indeed, official policy statements 

! about Community Youth Support Schemes stress support rather than
J organization. This lends weight to those who argue that Community I

Youth Support Schemes have been funded in order to temper the |
, unemployed, to defuse their anger about the unavailability of jobs by j
1 providing social diversions. Groups that engage in political activity
; are, of course, biting the hand that feeds them thereby jeopardizing

their existence. On top of this, the unemployed have no tradition of j
| organization, especially the young unemployed at whom such pro- f
j grammes are directed. The attempt by the Unemployed Workers’ j
! Union to raise the political consciousness of the unemployed (and j
; the wider community) and to provide the means by which they may j

defend and extend their rights has met with considerable ire from the j
j Federal Government. Publicly funded project workers know the j
j riskiness of ostensible political activity. Although they sometimes ;
j help the unemployed get through the maze of the Department of
; Social Security, on the whole they shy away from overt political j
3 involvement.* # *
! While the community support groups do break the monotony for
| some unemployed persons, they are diversionary by nature and
I narrow in focus. They provide access only to young unemployed

people and, by their charter, are not able to act as job-finding agents.
As one young unemployed teenager summed up:

j I don’t like places where you just muck around all day. I’d rather be out
! looking for a job.
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IDENTIFICATION WITH OTHER UNEMPLOYED
Perhaps naively, it was expected at the outset of this study that 
unemployed people would show very considerable, even absolute, 
affinity with other victims of the job shortage. That a sense of 
identification with fellow unemployed people was rare proved to be 
one of the most alarming findings of the study. While typically defend
ing themselves vigorously against any charge of being work-shy, the 
unemployed people we spoke with asserted, without any supportive 
evidence, that others probably were not trying hard enough to get 
work. It is as if the pernicious campaign to denigrate the jobless and 
accuse thefn of responsibility for their own sorry state has been so 
pervasive in its effects that even the unemployed are infected by 
it -  they unreasonably admonish themselves sometimes, and other 
unemployed persons more frequently.

Only one unemployed person showed unequivocal identification 
with the struggle and plight of his fellows. While excluded from the 
labour force he did voluntary work with a community organization, 
developing welfare rights information for the unemployed. After 
obtaining full-time work he recalled vividly the seeming hopeless
ness of job seeking and the debilitating nature of the whole unem
ployment experience, and fully sympathised with those who remained 
out of work. By contrast, though, most jobless people distinguished 
between their own high motivation to seek work and the (supposedly 
more) lackadaisical approach of some of the other unemployed. 
People generally understood the structural barriers to their own unem
ployment, but virtually never viewed these as a backdrop to the 
job seeking of others. Such has been the focus on individuals in the 
unemployment debate and the vilification of the jobless that even they 
have occasionally succumbed to the illusion that sufficient personal 
effort by others will magically produce jobs. Their own experiences 
show the lie to this; but there is no indication that they are able to 
generalize from their own circumstances to that of others, despite the 
resemblance between them.

Those remaining unemployed strongly resent the condemnation 
of others:

My friends have all got jobs now. They get a bit smug and tell me I 
should be trying harder to get a job. I get really depressed when they talk 
like that.

I really resent the label, ‘dole-bludger’. I reckon anyone who says that 
should pack their job in and try -to get another one . . .

Notwithstanding this,
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. . . There are probably some people who do ‘bludge’ on unemploy
ment benefit, though.

Similarly:
I get really angry when the papers talk about ‘dole-bludgers’. I’ve never 
been called that, but I’d smack anyone in the face if they did . . .

My son-in-law’s been unemployed for over a year. I don’t think he’s 
really trying to find work.

The identification of unemployed people with each other appeared 
very slight; and, once some of them gained full-time work, their 
memory of their earlier frustrations often faded. In particular, there 
was a perceptible increase in their aspersions on those unlucky 
enough still to be in the job queue. Several interviewers expressed 
astonishment at the speed and extent of such attitude change. It is not 
clear whether these shifts are caused by social influence in the work 
place or are a defensive reaction to their earlier unemployment by an 
identification with ‘work’ colleagues. There does, however, appear 
to be little identification by the unemployed with each other. The 
allegations of ‘bludging’ have divided many employed workers from 
unemployed workers; they have also cut deeply -  into the ranks of 
the jobless themselves.
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7 ATTITUDE SURVEYS

As an adjunct to this longitudinal research study a series of attitudes 
about unemployment were explored with a separate group of thirty- 
three young unemployed people and a further group of forty-seven 
students nearing school-leaving age. These attitude probes consisted 
of sentence completion tests and a number of attitude scales. A 
profile of the two samples is discussed in the methodology section.

Attitudes about unemployment were investigated by the use of 
two instruments: a semantic differential (attitude scale) and a series 
of sentence completion tests. The attitude scales (using seven points 
ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’) and the sen
tence completion tests were initially piloted with a small group of 
young unemployed people. Some simplification of language re
sulted from these pilot runs and a couple of additional attitude probes 
were included. Since not all of the attitude probes were relevant to 
both the unemployed and student groups, the latter group received 
fewer probes due to its lack of job seeking or any work experience. 
The results of these sample surveys with unemployed people and 
secondary school students are discussed below, along with the find
ings of several public attitude polls concerned with unemployment.

UNEMPLOYED PEOPLE’S AND STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES
On the issue of job expectations both the unemployed and student 
sample were fairly pessimistic, although the expectations of the 
unemployed group had been relatively higher as they approached 
school-leaving age. The student group was more convinced that it 
would be difficult to find work immediately upon leaving school. 
Presumably, the growth in aggregate unemployment and the known 
experiences of unemployed peers have by now further depressed the 
job hopes of young people nearing the end of their schooling. 
However, when asked whether they thought they would have ‘a good 
job’ in their twenties the student sample was considerably less 
pessimistic than the unemployed group. Neither group was very 
hopeful, but unemployed people were especially despairing. Al
though, overall, unemployed people expressed mild regret about 
leaving school when they did (usually at an early age) their views 
about this were polarised. By contrast, the students were adamant 
that they would stay on at school for as long as possible in order to
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enhance their probability of finding agreeable work. Even though 
the unemployed generally recalled their school days as ‘boring me 
stupid’ there were still common memories that ‘I was better off’ 
then.

Both sample groups were probed about their attitude to the work 
motivation of unemployed people. There was a shared overall belief 
that the unemployed ‘really want to work’. This was expressed 
marginally more strongly by the unemployed. But both groups 
recorded a large number of responses, around the mid-point of the 
scale, indicating weak identification among the unemployed 
themselves and some degree of uncertainty about others’ work 
motivation. Unemployed people staunchly defend their own job 
motivation in word and deed. But, along with the student sample, 
they were not altogether sure about the intent of others. Given the 
history of unfounded allegations of widespread ‘bludging’ this level 
of uncertainty becomes more understandable. Unemployed people 
were adamant that their own work motivation was solid and unaf
fected by the availability of unemployment benefit. But when asked 
about public attitudes to jobless persons they perceived themselves 
as maligned and scapegoated.

With regard to economic and community resources available to 
the unemployed there was a general feeling from unemployed people 
and students alike that needs were not properly met. Both groups 
strongly agreed that unemployment benefit was not enough for basic 
living needs. The Commonwealth Employment Service was viewed 
by unemployed people as being quite unhelpful. Most of them saw 
the Commonwealth Employment Service staff as treating claimants 
inconsiderately. The antagonism expressed towards the Common
wealth Employment Service was much more common than that 
reported by earlier studies. Presumably, dissatisfaction with the role 
of the Commonwealth Employment Service is likely to continue to 
climb while rises in its number of registrants remain incommensu
rate with increases in staff levels. In such circumstances there is little 
chance of the unemployed having their means to primary need 
fulfilment -  work -  satisfied and there is less time for staff to attend 
to their individual needs. The Commonwealth Employment Service 
is less able to help and the Federal Government is seen as not trying 
to help. The unemployed and students firmly held the view that the 
Australian Government is uninterested in helping the jobless. 
Moreover, when unemployed people were asked if they blamed the 
government for unemployment the majority answered affirmatively, 
nearly a half of them attributing blame unequivocally to the 
government.
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In response to questions about job conditions the unemployed 
expressed strongly the view that most factory jobs -  their most 
likely place of employment -  have terrible working conditions. The 
unemployed believed, also, that employers were not, on the whole, 
understanding or helpful. Perhaps, partly as compensation for these 
factors, most young unemployed people expected a gross weekly 
wage of upwards of a hundred dollars.

The level of understanding the unemployed believed their families 
possessed over their problems in attaining a job varied markedly. 
Responses tended to concentrate around the extremes of the scale, 
indicating strong support in some families and pronounced conflict 
in others. Asked to project about how understanding of employment 
problems their families would be, the student sample expressed 
marginally more confidence that their families would be 
sympathetic.

Jobless people were divided over whether unemployment en
couraged people to turn to crime. Opposite, but firmly held, views 
were expressed. The students were less certain in their views on this 
issue but, overall, held that unemployment would induce criminal 
activity. The proposition that unemployed people drink more heav
ily than people with jobs was put to our jobless sample and vehe
mently rejected.

When asked to rate their attitude to joblessness lasting a month or 
more unemployed people demonstrated a wide diversion of views. 
Overall, people rated the experience as terrible, but not with the near 
unanimity that would have been hypothesised from the interview 
material. A breakdown of respondents’ length of unemployment, 
however, cast light on the reasons for the discrepant views. Those 
who had been unemployed for only a week or two were relatively 
mild-mannered in their response. But those with a long taste of 
unemployment viewed the experience as unremittingly terrible. This 
is in keeping with data from interviews conducted for this study and 
findings from earlier research that indicate a shock response to 
unemployment followed by a brief period of creative use of one’s 
time; however, as unemployment persists the picture grows more 
bleak, without redeeming features.

In order to probe further people’s attitudes about (and responses 
to) unemployment a series of half completed sentences were given to 
both the unemployed group and the student group. Respondents 
were asked to write down- whatever sentence completions occurred 
to them. Since some probes were not relevant to the student sample 
that group completed a smaller number of sentences; but the students
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were invited to project themselves into the situation of an unem
ployed person across a narrow range of issues.

Responding to a probe about their level of job satisfaction in work 
that they had held in the past, unemployed people expressed over
whelmingly negative feelings. Past jobs were generally thought to 
have been ‘tedious’, ‘low waged’, ‘not challenging enough’ or even 
‘cretinous’ and working conditions were held to be generally 
disagreeable.

The degree of negativism of comments about employers proved to 
be quite astonishing. Some of the interview material indicated com
plex dynamics within the framework of authority relationships. But 
from the point of view of the jobless, employers are ‘arrogant’, ‘not 
understanding’, ‘pushy’, ‘grumpy’, ‘money hungry’, ‘slave driv
ers’. The data indicate that these views were formed as a result of 
interactions with employers, for students were quite divided in their 
expectations of bosses. Generally speaking, they expected strict
ness, but understanding. In common with the unemployed, though, 
they expressed low expectations of job satisfaction. They recoiled at 
the prospect of routine, unenjoy able work -  ‘the prospect of 
mundane activities’, ‘smelling of factories’, ‘pollution’. For the 
unemployed the worst aspect of permanent work would be the 
routine, as well. But direct experience of poor conditions and op
pressive authority rendered them marginally more vociferous in 
complaining about some aspects of work. By the same token the 
unemployed viewed their employed friends as ‘happier’ and ‘living a 
better life’. There was an impression generated by the jobless, too, 
that their employed friends were to be regarded as ‘good kids’, 
somewhat more worthy than they.

Their experience of unemployment shook what self-confidence 
they possessed and left them riddled with doubt about themselves 
and their future. Although ‘trying my best’ at job interviews unem
ployed people often ‘go to pieces’, feel self-blaming -  ‘intimidated 
because of my long term of unemployment’ -  and ‘just hope for the 
best’. Frequently, they feel weighed down because there are 
‘another hundred or so’ applicants. While students forecast that they 
will look for work mainly by ‘asking around’, the unemployed have 
usually canvassed personal contacts widely and unsuccessfully. 
Hence their major source of job applications is via newspapers. Both 
sample groups indicated a pronounced emphasis on self-help. Less 
than a fifth of either group regarded the Commonwealth Employ
ment Service as their major avenue into the workforce. The unem
ployed invariably get around to registering with the Commonwealth
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Employment Service, but clearly prefer independent job seeking.
The representative remark about the Commonwealth Employment 

Service was that it ‘treats you like a statistic, a number to be 
juggled’. The official forms invite a range of negative comments 
from their complexity to their irrelevance. The environment and 
staff are regarded as impersonal; not willing, or not able, to respond 
to registrants’ needs. Given the imposition of unrealistic staff ceil
ings at a time of rising unemployment it is not surprising to find that 
the Commonwealth Employment Service has come to be regarded so 
disdainfully by the unemployed.

Though comments offered about the Commonwealth Employ
ment Service were negative, they do not compare with the venom 
directed by the unemployed at the government. Not a single unem
ployed person nor student completed the sentence ‘The government 
thinks the unemployed . . . ’ with anything approaching a favour
able remark. Bitter responses, mainly along the lines of the govern
ment viewing the unemployed as ‘bludgers to be exploited’, were 
typical. But more extreme statements indicating their perceived 
dismissal by government as ‘low-class persons’, ‘dogs’, ‘lazy young 
people from working class families’ and ‘worthless’ were regularly 
volunteered. Similar feelings of having been maligned by newspaper 
reporting were made by the unemployed and endorsed by the student 
group. ‘Dole-bludgers’ who are ‘just figures’ was the typical response. 
A handful thought that the newspapers treated the unemployed as 
‘victims of circumstance’, but an overwhelming proportion believed 
that they lined up with the government in a mud-slinging exercise 
that vilified those who were out of work.

On the question of ‘what the government cares about’ the over
whelming response of both sample groups was to charge the govern
ment with protecting narrow interests and preserving its own 
position. A probe beginning,‘I reckon the government should . . . ’ 
drew a number of derisive remarks such as ‘be kicked in the rear’ or 
‘be sacked by the Governor-General’. The students’ comments were 
scattered widely, but a clear majority of the unemployed responded 
in terms of placing an onus on the government to spend more time 
and effort trying to relieve the unemployment situation and that of its 
victims. The student sample exhorted the unemployed to greater 
action to defend their interests. The jobless themselves also thought 
that they should undertake more lobbying on their own behalf, 
especially ‘since no one else stands up for us’.

There was a recognition of some support through job training 
schemes. But applause for them was muted by the knowledge that
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they ‘leave a lot of room for exploitation’ by unscrupulous em
ployers and, in any case, they are ‘sort of scarce’, ‘available to too 
few’. The student group tended to confuse job training schemes with 
work experience programmes whose proliferation they endorse.

While they were virulent in their condemnation of government the 
unemployed were also severely critical of trade unions. Several 
thought the unions should ‘buzz off’; some believed they should ‘be 
tougher’. But the general mood was that the unions should en
deavour to find more ways to support the unemployed. The jobless 
felt scorned by government and unsupported by unions. Their level 
of social and industrial alienation is patently profound. Society 
‘ stinks’, said one unemployed person. Only two unemployed people 
(and the same number of students) had anything positive to say about 
the social condition.

Clearly, alienation from mainstream social values is not confined 
to the jobless. But, justifiably, they feel more deeply victimized by 
society. Whether their feelings ultimately find expression in anti
social behaviour or in personal moroseness and worthlessness remains 
somewhat equivocal. For the moment the response tends to personal 
damage rather than tangible, social protest. This may be important in 
understanding why the community has been aroused so little by 
massive unemployment; while the community remains relatively 
complacent about unemployment the jobless are painfully aware of 
its impact.

In commenting upon the personal and social consequences of 
unemployment the jobless indicate a strong proclivity to suffer 
personally from the experience, rather than to act it out against 
society. They report increasing reflection and questioning of 
themselves. They become lethargic and ‘suffer with life’, having 
‘nothing to do but sit around’. Although some do report anger and 
bitterness, the incidence of depression and self-doubt is much more 
common. The tedium of ‘worklessness’ and its attendant malaise 
and purposelessness are often misinterpreted as simply endemic 
laziness and shiftlessness. This is evident in community attitudes to 
the unemployed; and, in the eyes of the jobless, often among their 
friends and their own families, too. A majority of the unemployed 
thought that their friends perceived them as ‘bludgers’. Even people 
generally well disposed to the unemployed are not seen as supportive 
or understanding in helping them cope with the consequences of 
unemployment. As well, among the unemployed themselves there is 
very little mutual support or identification with each other. Expres
sions of mistrust of fellow unemployed people are more common 
than any sense of solidarity with them.

i
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Unsurprisingly, the unemployed report a huge preponderance of 
negative feelings about themselves. They feel ‘lousy’, ‘useless’, 
‘depressed’, ‘embarrassed’ and ‘lazy’, too. Others frequently re
spond to them as simply lazy, as ‘bludgers’, since personal re
sponses by the unemployed to their situation are rarely viewed in 
their dynamic context. Thus, the unemployed often rightly feel 
misunderstood. While some of them did report that being out of 
work allowed for free time to follow personal interests, a greater 
number could identify no benefits from unemployment at all. It was 
a negative experience absolutely without any redeeming features.

Students familiar with unemployed people overwhelmingly view
ed them as bored and miserable. But when invited to project about 
their own response to possible employment they were strangely 
optimistic. What the student sample identified enviously and 
fantastically as ‘all that time to do nothing’ while ‘not having to 
work,’ the unemployed saw as unrelieved monotony and creeping 
worthlessness. The spare time of the unemployed is characterized 
not by creative leisure, but by acute boredom and aimlessness.

In response to a probe about one’s general state of mind, 85 per 
cent of the unemployed group reported negative feelings; by com
parison 39 per cent of the students -  also from working class back
grounds -  felt predominantly negative about themselves. Negative 
feelings among the unemployed were reinforced by ‘getting turned 
down for jobs’, by not being able to ‘go out and do things because 
I ’ve got no money’ and by people ‘knocking the unemployed’. 
Rejection and social stigma aggravate their self-image; penury un
derpins it.

Given that unemployment benefit levels are below austere Pov
erty Line estimates, it is self-evident that the economic condition of 
the jobless compounds their social/psychological response to unem
ployment. What is less self-evident is the degree to which their 
poverty actually determines their behaviour. The unemployed are 
expectedly agreed that the current unemployment benefit ‘pittance’ 
is ‘an insult’ and that it ‘should be of a more realistic amount’.1 
Living on unemployment benefit is akin to ‘living like a tramp 
without money’ and ‘having no hope of fun’. The vehemence of 
remarks about benefit levels varied, but they all pointed in the one 
direction. As one unemployed person commented, trying to eke out 
a reasonable existence on unemployment benefit is ‘like trying to get 
blood from a stone’. If not a reality, debt is at least an imminent 
prospect. Several of the unemployed remarked simply that this is a 
‘worry’, but a significant minority indicated that indebtedness may 
well drive them to crime or even suicide. Some saidthat they would
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‘shoot through’, or ‘sell off my valuables’ or ‘try to get a loan’. 
Others felt desperate enough to ‘steal because I got to’ or to ‘worry’ 
and maybe ‘kill myself’.

When asked what was the worst thing about being unemployed a 
range of answers ranging from ‘stigma’ to ‘the great deal of free 
time’ (read boredom) and mental stagnation were offered. But lack 
of finance to meet basic needs was identified by approximately 
two-thirds of the unemployed as the worst aspect of being without 
work. ‘Boredom’, which is linked to spending capacity, was the next 
most common factor identified. But the fundamental grievance 
among the unemployed was that their primary needs were not fulfil
led. The ‘pittance’ they received while excluded from the workforce 
left some ‘going hungry’ and caused others to lead a ‘restrictive’, 
‘worrying’ life. When prompted about what they would do if they 
ran out of money the student sample stated quite blithely that it 
would depend on parents or, more commonly, ‘begin to work’. 
Some of the unemployed replied that they would ‘sponge again’, but 
many others foresaw further self-denial and ‘panic’, perhaps with 
alarming personal or social consequences. Clearly, economic state 
has a major impact on human behaviour. Since unemployment 
benefit ‘doesn’t supply much physically, and takes mentally’, the 
personal and social costs that flow eventually from current economic 
and social policy may prove to be immense.

Gaining work would relieve the financial woes of the unem
ployed. A number of people remarked that with a job they ‘would 
feel so much better all found’. But practically everyone would use 
the income from work to ‘save’, usually for a car. As one person 
remarked, typifying the sentiments of many others, having a job and 
a wage would mean being ‘able to save, feel more confident and 
interesting when talking to people, live better’. Without work people 
felt aimless; they had no future orientation. Work, they believed, 
would give shape and meaning to their lives and help define their 
future. Like the unemployed the student group drew a firm nexus 
between work, income availability and ability to plan purposefully. 
Both groups also expressed an extremely strong preference for work 
rather than idleness. Work was perceived as a key to economic and 
social stability.

Since most of the unemployed will not have jobs outside the 
unskilled or semi-skilled areas available to them there is a realistic 
expectation that they will find work tough and demanding, certainly 
at the outset anyhow. There was also a lurking fear -  no doubt held 
by some employed people as well -  that firms would take re
dundancy decisions that threatened their security. But since it would
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provide more financial support, at least for a while, and ‘lift my 
spirits and make me more occupied’ the disagreeable features of the 
work potentially available to them did not deter jobless people from 
actively seeking entry into the labour force. Naturally enough, they 
hoped for ‘a good job’. Their overwhelming response to a probe 
about what would be the best thing about working was simply ‘the 
money’. That of course, is the means for fulfilling primary needs. 
But when probed further with another half-completed sentence that 
examined their hopes about the particular job they sought people 
stressed social aspects. One person replied that he wanted a job 
where the ‘pay is big’ but most others stressed factors such as social 
relationships and a sense of autonomy over their immediate work. 
On these matters the student group concurred. It differed from the 
unemployed group over future job chances.

When the unemployed left school they believed ‘I’d be able to get 
a fairly good job’ and ‘my future would be rosy’. It goes without 
saying that their hopes have been sorely dashed. In defiance of the 
probable reality, the student group showed very high expectations of 
eventually succeeding with their job ambitions. Projecting 
themselves five years hence they believed, at a ratio of six to one, 
that they would be well on the way to carving out a successful and 
rewarding job career. Time will tell. Several of the unemployed 
believed they would be in a ‘steady job’; but the majority believed ‘it 
won’t be any better’. Some portrayed themselves as being totally 
broken people by then. Given current trends and findings from the 
interviews it is difficult not to share their pessimism and alarm.

PUBLIC ATTITUDES
The response of the public to the unemployment problem has been 
much more complacent than one would expect on the basis of the 
figures. No doubt public opinion has been influenced by some 
sensationalist and misleading media reporting of unemployment 
issues, fuelled by certain politicians with a vested interest in making 
the problem seem insignificant and in shifting the focus from the 
failure of government policy on to the motivation of the unem
ployed. So successful has been the campaign to obfuscate the issues 
and blame the victims of unemployment that a poll commissioned in 
1975 2 discovered that some people thought the unemployment 
problem was due to the work motivation of the unemployed rather 
than the actual shortage of jobs. Later polls have, however, shown a 
strengthening view that there are not enough apprenticeship 
positions,3 extra training programmes are required 4 and that the 
depressed economy causes unemployment.5
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Since November, 1975, there has been a steadfast Federal Gov
ernment policy that inflation must be tackled first; only when infla
tion is substantially reduced will there occur a fall in aggregate 
unemployment. The ethics and economic wisdom of this position 
continue to be matters of conjecture. But public opinion polls indi
cate that unemployment is now edging ahead of inflation as the 
major political issue and the government’s policies are seen to be 
inadequate and even misconceived. In 1974, a gallup poll6 revealed 
divergent views over what percentage of unemployment should be 
tolerated in order to reduce inflation to a low  level. But a majority of 
respondents thought that a ‘tolerable’ level of unemployment was 
less than the prevailing jobless rate. Another national poll7 showed 
that as many as 78 per cent of respondents disagreed that govern
ments should allow a relatively high unemployment level in order to 
brin g  dow n  the inflation rate. Public opinion that the government 
should not introduce anti-inflationary policies that are likely to 
increase unemployment is also reflected in the findings of a social 
survey conducted by Monash University sociology students in 
1976.8 Other polls 9 indicate that the public believes the Federal 
Government is not doing enough to control either inflation or 
unemployment.

While the public views unemployment as the main national 
problem,10 is generally opposed to the introduction of labour-saving 
machinery, and is disgruntled over the policy responses of the 
Federal Government to unemployment, it demonstrates little 
sympathy for the jobless. Although the unemployed report a 
perpetual struggle merely to survive on their unemployment bene
fits, a majority of people still think that benefit levels are ‘too high’ .u

And despite the frequent tightening of the work-test, whereby 
people’s eligibility for unemployment benefit is now scrutinized 
regularly according to arbitrary and unjust criteria, a majority of 
people think that unemployment benefits are ‘too easy to obtain’.12 
In addition, there is strong popular support for making the unem
ployed work for their benefit.13 People should be made to work even 
though the core problem is the dearth of available work!

Psephologists may have a field day in working out why the public 
condemns government inaction over the unemployment situation 
without either being influenced in its voting behaviour or showing 
much sympathy for the jobless. No doubt the answer lies partly in the 
success of some deliberate attempts to blame the victims. Attitudes 
towards the unemployed have hardened at the very time that the job 
situation is worsening. Perhaps this paradox is partly attributable to



Attitude surveys 89

the preoccupation of employed workers with the fall in their own 
living standards. Probably, also, the public is largely unaware of the 
dimensions of the unemployment problem or of its impact on the 
jobless. In this light Lansbury and Guy report that:

Only a minority of people surveyed had an accurate knowledge of the 
current level of unemployment, the rate of inflation and the value of 
weekly unemployment benefits . . .  In general respondents tended to 
overestimate the rate of inflation and to underestimate the level of 
unemployment. This could have influenced them to be less generous in 
their attitude towards the unemployed.14

Certainly, there are a number of areas where public attitudes are at 
odds with the experiences of the unemployed -  especially the quest
ion of adequacy of benefit levels and level of work motivation. Two 
polls in 1977 15 indicated equally divided public opinion as to 
whether the unemployed are ‘dole-bludgers’ or unsuccessful job 
hunters. Liberal voters strongly favoured the ‘bludger’ stereotype. 
At the time registered unemployed already outnumbered registered 
job vacancies by well over 300,000; and the public was predicting 
accurately that aggregate unemployment would continue to 
worsen.16 Although spending cutbacks designed to curb inflation 
were thought to have gone too far, 23 per cent of respondents 
nonetheless believed that there had not been enough cutbacks in 
unemployment benefit.17

Public attitudes surrounding unemployment constitute an im
broglio that is not easily unravelled. The Federal Government’s 
response to the unemployment problem is thought to be inadequate 
and, perhaps, misdirected. Meanwhile, unemployment is emerging 
in the public mind as the major political issue.18 Although the kindest 
slant that could be put on the public’s view of the Federal Govern
ment’s handling of the unemployment problem is that it is dragging 
its feet there are no indications of a change in voting intention 
resulting from this. Presumably this reflects a public view that the 
Federal Opposition would not be significantly more effective in 
stemming the unemployment tide.

Meanwhile, the unemployed victims of the crisis do not attract 
public sympathy. Their meagre benefit levels are thought to be 
overly generous and widespread suspicion continues to be held about 
their level of work motivation. In short, unemployment remains at 
extraordinarily high levels and the government is (at best) tardy in 
its response; but it is thought that the unemployed should be control
led socially and held down economically.

The unemployed are at odds with public attitudes and acutely
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aware of the unjust opprobrium which is heaped upon them. Since 
theirs is among the most muffled of voices it is not altogether 
surprising that understanding of their plight is not reflected in current 
public policy or public attitudes. Removing unemployment requires 
considerably more fundamental measures than attitude change; but 
without a shift in public attitudes there is little pressure on govern
ment to formulate new policies that will alleviate the extent of 
unemployment and the anguish of its victims.



8 CONCLUSION

Drawing directly on the experiences and views of unemployed 
people this study is an attempt to inform readers of the range of 
consequences of unemployment and to provide essential social in
formation as a basis for policy development.

At present, nearly a half a million Australians plus their de
pendants are victims of unemployment. The overall shortage of jobs, 
especially for those without skills, remains immense. In addition to 
being without meaningful representation in society they are often 
treated contemptuously and forced to subsist below austere Poverty 
Line estimates. Little wonder that the impact of unemployment on 
them is so dire. Yet policies for the unemployed continue to be 
piecemeal and inadequate. Labour power planning is haphazard and 
incomprehensive; job creation programmes are shunned; job train
ing programmes are limited in scope and not locked into any overall 
strategy for labour force growth; benefit levels are inadequate and 
confirm poverty upon the unemployed. Holding unemployment bene
fit levels below Poverty Line estimates is seemingly false economy 
which imposes a considerable personal and economic burden on the 
unemployed.

Social support schemes are available to many young unemployed 
people; but in not providing work or a desired status they fail to meet 
the principal need. Helping youth adjust to their unemployment 
underscores their jobless status and defines unemployment as essen
tially a welfare issue. Public attempts to blame the victims of unem
ployment and cast aspersions on their integrity and motivation serve 
the same end. Those who are unemployed frequently require help in 
exercising those welfare rights they possess, or in obtaining 
emergency relief to supplement their inadequate income. Providing 
them with jobs, however, would sweep aside such ‘welfare prob
lems’. The solution to unemployment lies not in trying to prop up its 
chief victims, but in developing political and industrial means for its 
eradication. Where current institutions and practices foment unem
ployment new institutional arrangements need to bp explored if its re
moval is to be made a top priority. Telling reasons emerge from the 
present research for policy reform aimed at eliminating unemploy
ment. High levels of unemployment need not be inevitable; their 
removal requires a firm political and economic will and the introduc
tion of comprehensive, integrated policies.
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While unemployment persists so does the plight of tens of 
thousands of unemployed workers and their families. Their personal 

i anguish is considerable, spawning incalculable social costs and,
potentially, social disorganization. Clearly, fresh and comprehen
sive policies need to be devised in job creation and job training areas 

I if massive unemployment and personal suffering are to be averted.
\ The extent of job retraining in Australia has never approached

minimum levels set by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
j and Development as necessary for keeping pace with new skill

demands wrought by technological developments. Over recent years 
a variety of training schemes and educational subsidies have been 

j instituted in Australia, but these have been narrow in vision and not
I linked to any effective labour power planning. Public works that

reduce unemployment, stimulate demand and growth in other areas,
, and benefit the community are necessary, also. Though obviously
; not a panacea for unemployment, job creation programmes do hold
* the potential of serving jointly the interests of the community and the
, unemployed by developing jobs in labour-intensive industries,
! perhaps particularly in the service sectors where growth and genera-
i tion of employment opportunities seem feasible. Especially now that

the halcyon times of full employment are behind us the traditional 
policy of government being the employer only of last resort seems 

! totally inappropriate. The present levels of unemployment clearly
justify greater government initiative in the employment field to 
create work. Government revenue should be re-allocated to fund 

! such initiatives; additional revenue may be raised through wealth
and capital gains tax from which Australians are unusually exempt. 
Where feasible the economy needs to be moved in a labour-intensive 
direction. Further technological development may be allowed to 

: continue unchecked, simply destroying jobs, or be harnessed and
used to distribute wealth and leisure more evenly across the com- 

: munity. Currently, Australians face the paradox of increasing pro
ductivity alongside increasing unemployment and poverty.

I Public attitudes and policies need to be transformed in the direc-
* tion of fairness so that those who are currently excluded from work
i are not confronted with the numbing prospect of continuing to bear
* the considerable burden of our economic condition. It is hand in 

hand rather than on the backs of our fellows that we should look to
* the future.
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APPENDIX

It has been explained in the text of this book that the research on which 
it is based was initiated and funded by the Brotherhood of St Laurence. 
When the idea of the study was conceived, in early 1977, an approach 
was made for an allocation of research funds held by the Productivity 
and Promotion Council of Australia (PPCA), operating under the 
Department of Productivity. The nature of the study fell within the 
guidelines of the PPCA, and the amount sought ($3,600) represented 
only a small proportion of the PPCA’s total available funds. Although 
both the Chairman of the PPCA and the Department of Productivity 
representative who was approached expressed verbal interest in the 
study, and endorsed it as an important research enterprise, funding 
was not forthcoming. In fact, no official response has ever been 
received by the Brotherhood of St Laurence from the Productivity and 
Promotion Council of Australia in response to the research 
submission.

After discussions at the Brotherhood of St Laurence it was decided 
that the study should proceed, although economic considerations led 
to a reduction of the proposed sample size. Accordingly, a sample of 
thirty-one people was gradually recruited. At the time the Brother
hood of St Laurence was also binding an experimental job-matching 
project -  the King Street Job Centre. It was through this source that 
the bulk of the sample was drawn. Other unemployed people were, 
however, also approached through community projects in which they 
participated and through informal networks.

This is a qualitative study, concerned with the development of 
detailed information about the range of factors that confront the 
unemployed and their impact over time, rather than with the develop
ment of frequency measures based on a large random sample. 
Nonetheless, an attempt has been made to sample across the unemp
loyed so that different age, sex and ethnic groups with differing living 
arrangements, home areas, unemployment duration and work skills 
would be represented. The sample is not representative of the unemp
loyed in any strict methodological sense, but it does contain a broad 
cross-section of people. The only common characteristic is that each 
of them was unemployed at the time they were includedjn the survey 
sample.

The principal method of investigation was open-ended interview.



To carry out this task a team of eleven interviewers with relevant 
training and experience was recruited. Unemployed people were 
assigned to the same interviewer for the course of the study so as to 
allow rapport to develop. Interviewers were briefed by the writer 
about broad areas that should be covered; but the overriding instruc
tion was that they should probe issues that the unemployed themselves 
identified as being salient. In spite of their unique characteristics and 
interactions, respondents shared in common the burden of unem
ployment and showed some resemblance in their reactions to it. This 
inevitable degree of overlap in the experiences of the unemployed led 
to the development of some themes in people’s stories. Interviewers 
pursued those themes while simultaneously exploring the uniqueness 
of people’s experiences and interactions.

It was intended that there be four interviews with each of the 
thirty-one people recruited for the study and that these interviews be 
scheduled every three months. Hence the dynamic situation of a 
small group of unemployed people could be studied intensively. 
Unavoidably, the time schedule was not as precise as planned, but 
almost invariably each series of interviews lasted between nine and 
twelve months. Although three interviews were taped, the usual 
pattern was for interviewers to take notes during the discussion and 
to write a record of interview soon after its conclusion. The writer 
then scrutinized the record of interview and made suggestions for 
specific follow-up in subsequent interviews. Interviewers were en
couraged to quote directly from the unemployed.

So as to forestall any tendency among interviewers to drift into a 
counselling role, each interviewer was supplied with a list of resource 
persons in the community to whom unemployed people could be 
referred for help with accommodation, credit problems, welfare rights 
information and so on. In the event interviewers only rarely had cause 
to make a referral elsewhere. Some outside referrals were, however, 
made following the fourth and final interview, perhaps indicating that 
interviewers acted as a minor bulwark for some of the unemployed 
during the series of interviews. As a gesture of appreciation of their 
help unemployed people were each paid five dollars per interview.

The first interviews took place in the second half of 1977. The 
survey sample was developed gradually to allow for the inclusion of a 
cross-section of unemployed people with differing backgrounds: re
cent school-leavers and long-term unemployed people; recently ar
rived and established migrants; unskilled and professional workers; 
older retrenched workers; married women wanting to rejoin the work
force, and others, were all represented in the sample. No one who was 
approached about the study declined to take part in it.
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Given the extended nature of the study, the recruitment of the 
sample over time, and unavoidable breaks in some people’s series of 
interviews, the period of interviews extended into the middle of 
1979. The known geographical mobility of unemployed people and 
limited resources for follow-up in such instances led to the anticipa
tion (correctly, as it turned out) that there would be an attrition rate in 
the sample in the order of 30 per cent. Although a few people found 
jobs that took them to remote places most of those who dropped out 
of the study did so because they went to rural areas or interstate in 
search of work. In the event, thirty-one people were interviewed on 
at least one occasion and twenty people were each interviewed on 
four occasions.

During 1979 additional supplementary data was gathered through 
a separate sample survey of a group of thirty-three young unem
ployed people and a group of forty-seven students nearing school
leaving age. These two groups were matched on sex and social class 
factors. Their educational attainment was parallel and their marital 
status also virtually coincided (all but two of the unemployed people 
being single). The unemployed sample was four years older on 
average (19.7 years, compared with 15.9) and slightly more were 
Australian-born.

Each group was given a series of sentence completion tests related 
to unemployment issues and a seven-point semantic differential 
designed to probe further attitudinal questions. The attitude survey 
results are reported in a separate chapter that discusses public opin
ion regarding unemployment issues. This is a study of unemploy
ment in its own right which uses different research tools and a larger 
sample of people in order to build a composite picture of the impact 
of unemployment on its victims.

Essentially, this attitude survey material is designed to supple
ment the qualitative experiential data derived through the case 
studies. It is this qualitative material that forms the basis of the 
present research into the broad circumstances of the unemployed and 
their changes over time. Fundamentally the research is an attempt to 
inform people of the situation of the jobless and to provide a founda
tion for appropriate social, economic and industrial policy 
formulation.
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