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Introduction

Social policy reforms have begun to have a measurable impact on increasing employment among beneficiaries, and there is now growing attention to the employment prospects of long-term beneficiaries who may face multiple labour market disadvantages. The purpose of this report is to document the recent international literature on the topic of potential barriers to employment among working-age beneficiaries, with a particular focus on long-term beneficiaries, in order to provide a solid evidence base for policy analysis. The review aims to answer the following questions:

· What are the key barriers to employment for beneficiaries?

· Which employment barriers apply particularly to long-term beneficiaries?

· How do these barriers vary by benefit type?

· How does the international literature on barriers interface with what we know about the barrier profile of long-term beneficiaries in New Zealand?

The literature review focuses on recent, policy-relevant work in the United Kingdom (UK), Australia, the United States (US), Canada and New Zealand. Key academic and research institutes and government agencies that have series of working papers and discussion papers and publications that are available via the web served as the key sources. 

Barriers to Employment

Personal barriers

Poor health and disability
Poor health and disability are significant barriers to employment and may affect larger proportions of the unemployed and lone-parent beneficiary populations than was previously recognised. In some contexts (eg the UK), poor health and childcare are the two most significant barriers. Poor health is one of a host of factors associated with economic disadvantage. 

Mental illness and psychological distress

There is a well-documented association between unemployment and poor mental health but the direction of causation is more complex. Forms of psychological distress (such as low morale, low self-esteem and lack of confidence) may affect a significant proportion of all beneficiaries. Long-term recipients are especially likely to have a psychiatric disorder (such as clinical depression) and may be at greater risk of psychological distress. Contributing contextual factors, such as material hardship, need to be taken into account. In addition, mental illness often coexists with substance use disorders. Clinical depression and other psychiatric disorders are significant barriers among a substantial minority of lone mothers in the US.
Learning disabilities
Few studies examine learning disabilities specifically, although a proportion of the general population of beneficiaries with disabilities is learning disabled. Limited evidence from the US for the lone-parent beneficiary population suggests that levels might be high and that learning disabilities often go undetected, creating a potentially “hidden” barrier.

Substance abuse and dependence

There is a well-documented association between unemployment and substance use disorders, with unemployment increasing the risk of developing drug- and alcohol-related problems. Drug or alcohol dependence and misuse has also been found to affect a small proportion of lone mothers in the US (estimates vary widely) but is a significant barrier when present.
Attitudes
A great deal of evidence suggests that beneficiaries generally want to work for personal (eg autonomy, respect) and financial reasons; thus, it is usually some other barrier or set of barriers keeping the non-employed from working. However, there is evidence that some lone mothers have a commitment to care for the child(ren) that takes precedence over their desire to work, and that a small proportion of beneficiaries may feel apathetic toward work. In addition, discouragement and lack of motivation and confidence may be more significant as barriers among long-term beneficiaries.

Criminal convictions

Surprisingly little research attention has been paid to the effect of having a criminal record on employment probabilities among beneficiaries, but existing research suggests that it can significantly reduce chances of employment.

Transportation problems
Inaccessible public transportation, lack of car ownership or absence of a driver licence can all act as major barriers to a number of situations, eg finding a job, getting to a job every day, getting children or other dependants to arranged care, and dealing with childcare problems or other emergencies while employed. This can operate as a barrier at both an individual level and a community level.

Family barriers

Caring responsibilities for children
Age of children and number of children are consistent predictors of being on-benefit or otherwise not working among lone mothers. Cost, availability and lack of knowledge about childcare, and the uncertainty associated with starting formal or informal childcare arrangements, are all barriers. At least equally important are the attitudes sole parents have about the importance of parental versus non-parental care for their children. The effect is most pronounced when children are young, but parents of teenagers, especially those living in central urban areas, also express concerns about allowing their children to go without parental supervision during work hours. 

Caring for ill, elderly or disabled family members
Caring responsibilities are a major barrier to employment for spouses of people with disabilities and the long-term unemployed. Mature-age unemployed workers may have responsibilities for elderly relatives. In addition, children’s health problems and disabilities lower employment probabilities as much as parents’ own health problems and disabilities. 

Domestic violence and abuse
Evidence from the US suggests that domestic violence is a potential barrier to employment among lone-mother beneficiaries, but estimates of its prevalence among the benefit population vary widely. When it does exist, its effects are both direct (eg partners sabotaging the efforts of beneficiaries to gain independence by working) and indirect (eg partners lowering self-esteem, morale and confidence). There has been less research on this topic in the other countries covered.

Social and community barriers

Lack of access to or poorly developed social networks
One of the most successful job search strategies involves the connections of families and relatives, and a person lacking in the right social networks can be disadvantaged in the labour market. In addition, social networks can provide access to employment support, such as childcare and transportation, as well as socio-emotional support.

Geographical location
As discussed in several sections of this report, the place where a beneficiary lives has an impact on access to childcare, public transportation, social networks, social support and employment opportunities. It is worth noting that this one factor can have an impact on many of the barriers discussed in this report. A growing concern in the countries in this review is the increasing geographical concentration of disadvantage. While the exact mechanisms are not well understood, research demonstrates that local areas matter in shaping employment outcomes for low-income individuals, above and beyond the effects of individuals’ characteristics. 

Work-related barriers: individual and structural

Human capital issues
Beneficiaries of all types face distinct disadvantages in the labour market because of a lack of job skills (both basic and job-specific), a lack of work experience and low education levels, all of which are intertwined. Their relative importance depends on the nature of local and national labour market demand. Human capital deficits affect a large proportion of beneficiaries, particularly the long term. This partly reflects a selection effect, such that those with the least favourable human capital characteristics face the greatest barriers in securing and retaining employment. In addition, being on a benefit long term can result in a deterioration of basic job skills, such as literacy and numeracy and further limit the accumulation of work experience.

Labour demand issues
Studies of barriers to employment among beneficiaries often focus rather narrowly on individual- and family-level problems rather than on the structural and contextual factors that also restrict opportunities for employment. One of the most important of these structural factors is the demand for labour, which has both national and local dimensions. Labour demand is reflected in the overall unemployment rate (either nationally or locally), as well as in the general portfolio of skills needed in the economy. Low-skilled beneficiaries are at a disadvantage in the increasingly high-skill labour market. At the same time, a strong economy overall greatly affects the employment prospects of beneficiaries, as was demonstrated in the US in the late 1990s. In addition, institutional features of the labour market mean that some subgroups of the population – young workers, ethnic minorities, older workers – may face additional barriers to employment related to access to social networks, discrimination and job queues.

Actual and perceived discrimination
Evidence suggests that both perceived and actual discrimination in terms of beneficiary status or other characteristics may act to inhibit job search and hiring. A New Zealand study of long-term unemployed identified perceived age discrimination as one of the major barriers.

Ineffective job search

Some evidence exists that beneficiaries may be unaware of the most common job search methods used by local employers, creating a mismatch that inhibits employment.

Benefit system barriers

Financial disincentives to employment
The issue of financial disincentives is complex because of the interaction of wages, taxes and benefits. Aggregate trends in benefit receipt do not clearly follow benefit levels, and several studies show that recipients have very low reservation wages, given their preference for working versus staying on-benefit. However, there is evidence that the transition costs associated with starting employment are inhibitory. Evidence suggests that earnings supplementation (in-work benefits) and other reforms aimed at decreasing marginal tax rates are having an effect on boosting employment levels, even (and, in some cases, especially) among long-term beneficiaries.

Inadequate social service support and case management
Case managers may be particularly ill-prepared for dealing with clients who have complex situations and multiple barriers to employment, which will inhibit clients’ participation in work-related activities.

Lack of awareness 

There is evidence to suggest that beneficiaries are often unaware of their eligibility for employment services, earnings disregards and assistance with transition costs that might otherwise boost their employment levels. 

Key Issues
· Long-term beneficiaries face multiple barriers to employment.
· Employment sustainability is a key problem, particularly among those with multiple barriers.

· Long spells on-benefit may have detrimental effects on beneficiaries’ employability, particularly among those who might otherwise have been employed.

· Barriers are often the result of an accumulation of negative life events, starting in childhood.

· A comprehensive understanding of the employment barriers faced by long-term beneficiaries requires attention to personal, family, community and institutional factors, as well as their interactions. A comprehensive approach to addressing these barriers requires a mix of services and individualised case management.

The New Zealand Evidence
The long-term beneficiary population

Administrative data on benefit receipt and registered job seekers have allowed New Zealand researchers to quantify the extent and, to a lesser degree, nature of long-term benefit receipt in New Zealand. Long-term beneficiaries are characterised mainly by repeated spells of benefit receipt that lead to a lengthy amount of time on‑benefit over a given time period. A smaller proportion experience long continuous spells. Those with many shorter spells tend to be young and without dependants, whereas those with long first spells or a lengthy total duration are more likely to have children.

Individual barriers to sustainable employment among beneficiaries

The finding that long-term benefit receipt is most often characterised by repeated spells on-benefit highlights the importance of employment sustainability, and not just the employment transition, for New Zealand policy makers. What are the barriers to sustainable employment among beneficiaries in New Zealand? 

Lone parents
New Zealand research suggests that childcare is a key barrier to employment among lone parents. This includes preferences for parental care for children, the cost of childcare, difficulties in combining non-standard work hours and childcare, childcare availability, and transportation problems. Financial disincentives for working part-time as a result of the benefit abatement rate have also been identified. Other barriers to employment among lone-parent beneficiaries documented include: a lack of effective case management; the transition costs of moving into work; debt and material hardship; low skills and qualifications; lack of access to “family friendly” employers; lack of information about employment assistance; perceived employer discrimination; and anxiety and lack of confidence. Recent reforms in New Zealand have attempted to address a range of these issues.

The unemployed
Younger and older recipients are most likely to be unemployed and on-benefit in the long term. Mäori are more likely than Päkehä to have long total duration, and these ethnic differences are particularly pronounced for those under 30. More generally, mature workers (over 50) are more likely to have a long single spell of registered unemployment. Individuals with no formal qualifications were more likely to have long single spells or multiple spells, and to spend the greatest total time registered unemployed. 

A survey of very long-term job seekers (over 52 weeks of continuous registration) suggests that limited mobility (problems with both private and public transport), perceived age discrimination and a lack of qualifications were the three main barriers to employment. Mäori were particularly likely to report mobility problems of all types. The uncertainty of taking up employment and potential income instability if employment did not work out were also identified as significant barriers.

People with disabilities
Research is needed on employment barriers among people with disabilities who are long-term beneficiaries in New Zealand.

Missing evidence
Some of the individual barriers found in the international literature have not yet been identified in the New Zealand context (presumably either because they are not a problem or because they have not yet been measured properly). More research is needed on: health and mental health issues, substance dependence, domestic violence, social networks, social support, and local labour market conditions (for beneficiaries specifically). In addition, more research is needed on people with disabilities, discouraged workers (those who are not employed and not registered as job seekers), and long-term recipients of the Domestic Purposes Benefit (DPB).

Multiple barriers among long-term beneficiaries in New Zealand

Evidence on multiple barriers to employment among beneficiaries is most prominently missing from the New Zealand knowledge base. The international literature review suggests that long-term beneficiaries are characterised by facing multiple barriers to employment, possibly at various contextual levels. One New Zealand study suggests that, at least for some of the most disadvantaged beneficiaries, the clustering of multiple barriers is a process that takes hold in childhood. The cumulative effect of these negative life events can result in multiple and compounding disadvantages as the adult life course proceeds. More research is needed to understand this process. Both retrospective and prospective approaches could be taken by, in the first instance, surveying long-term beneficiaries to understand the opportunities and constraints they have faced along the life course, and, in the second, using panel data to predict spells of long-term receipt based on prior history. 

Finally, more research is needed to understand the interplay of both barriers and “bridges” to employment. What personal and contextual factors facilitate employment, even in the presence of multiple barriers? The wide variation in work behaviour found among “at-risk” individuals is likely to reflect such differences. This is an area that deserves further research, not only in New Zealand but also in the other countries reviewed here.
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