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A policy perspective



A ‘what if’ question…

In terms of policy objectives, career 
education & guidance is about:

1. Effective labour market functioning

2. Good education – labour market links; 
lifelong learning

3. Promoting social justice
Watts (2008) 

What if it was also 
about health 
promotion?  



Economic costs to society related to sickness in 
working age population

Workers 

Lost productivity 

- Absenteeism

- ‘Presenteeism’

Economically inactive 

Welfare Benefits

- Disability related benefits for 
working age unemployed

Lost taxes 

Cost of medical & social care 
services



Work and health



Health hazards at work

The quick… And the slow…



Unemployment and health



“There is a strong evidence base showing that work is generally 

good for physical and mental health and well-being. Worklessness

is associated with poorer physical and mental health and well-

being.  Work can be therapeutic and can reverse the adverse health 

effects of unemployment.  That is true for healthy people of 

working age, for many disabled people, for most people with 

common health problems and for social security beneficiaries.” 

(Waddell & Burton, 2006: ix). 



Health inequality 



Socio-economic gradients in health outcomes  

Most at risk are groups in society with: 

- low income

- low status occupations

- low levels of education



Specific groups 1: Young people



Young people and unemployment 

High levels of youth unemployment across Europe

Growing evidence its psycho-social effects are long term/permanent: 

- Economic scarring

- Health scarring

Multiple scarring effects of youth unemployment 



Specific groups 2: Older workers



Older workers

• Living longer and need to work for longer

• Active engagement good for health/maintaining functioning

• Demands of work need to be appropriate/may change 

BBC: 14/9/2016    Stay working to stay healthy

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-37307347


Specific groups 3:  
Marginal workers



Poor quality work 

• Marginal, insecure

• Often low status or servile

• Underemployment  
• pay, qualifications, experience

• temporary, part-time, low hours

• ‘Low pay - no pay’ cycle

Fractured employment 
biographies

Chronic stress

Few of the health benefits of 
good quality work



Future focus 

Identify resources 
(skills/experience/contacts/support) 

Focus on choice & goals

Exploring work identity 

Encourages networking 

offers hope

strengths based 
approach 

promotes sense of 
agency

rebuilding self-concept

builds social capital 



Career education and guidance   
as a public health intervention



“Persistent high levels of the number of young people over 

18 not in employment, education or training is storing up a 

public health time bomb waiting to explode”  

Professor Michael Marmot quoted by BBC, 30th October 2013. 

Public health experts get it…



Conclusions



We know that…

 Work and careers are intimately linked to health; unemployment is associated with health 

detriments.

 Youth unemployment has grown to high levels in Europe since banking crisis.  Unemployed youth 

may be vulnerable to health scarring effects.

 Marginal workers in economically precarious situations are growing as a proportion of  the labour 

force.  Low pay, insecurity and low status may represent a cumulative health threat to those whose 

long-term career patterns are marginal.  

 The population is living longer and extended economic inactivity in retirement is not sustainable.  

The health status of older people may be positively influenced by engagement in work and learning.                           

So…



So we need to rethink career development so 
that it encompasses health and well-being…

As a goal for public policy relating to careers

As a consideration in identifying priority target groups

As an outcome measure in research

As an issue in the training of practitioners
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Thank you...

Any questions or comments?


