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Over the last two years, young people have been at the sharp end of this government’s auster-
ity programme. From an education system under threat, to ever-increasing housing costs and 
a lack of employment opportunities, the transition to adulthood is becoming more challeng-
ing than at any other time. With the end of the vital Education Maintenance Allowance pro-
gramme, a tripling of university tuition fees, and threats made to housing benefit entitlement 
for under-25s, the government’s mishandling of Britain’s governance and economy has led to 
a crisis in youth unemployment that could scar the lives of many. 
 
Yet even without the choices made by the current Government, this is a generation under 
increasing pressure from social, environmental and economic change as never before. They 
face a world in which we are more connected, and yet more isolated than ever before. A 
world where the changing demographics of society, global financial and economic reforms 
and a host of complex issues from climate change to technological innovation present us with 
conflicting and competing priorities for resources. A world in which more and more citi-
zens demand to be authors of their own destiny, yet so too more and more express sustained 
discontent and disinterest with existing democratic processes for decision making. Without 
action, the contribution of a generation will be lost to Britain. And without leadership from 
progressives on the way forward, only those with the loudest voices and largest wallets will 
survive.
 
This collection of policy proposals from the Young Fabians is a good start thinking about how 
to respond to the challenges ahead. Covering a wide gamut of issues, it brings together ideas 
from Young Fabian members, community groups and young people from across the country. 
It contains many ideas and challenges about how we address inter-generational injustice that 
merit further consideration as well as will no doubt provoke and stimulate debate. 
 
I’d like to thank the Young Fabians for the work they do to involve young people in policy-
making – not just in the process leading to this pamphlet, but across their whole programme 
of work. I look forward to working with the Young Fabians in the run-up to 2015 to continue 
this dialogue. The potential that Britain’s youth have to offer all our futures means they need 
and deserve nothing less. 

FOREWORD
Stella Creasy MP
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Introduction
Claire Leigh, Vice Chair of the Young Fabians 2011-12
Joel Mullan, Chair of the Prosperity Commission

Generation Crisis

2012 saw youth unemployment stay stubbornly above the 1 million mark, the number of young 
people not in education, employment or training rise by 12% and another 500,000 children 
enter poverty, raising the total to 3 million.  Even those of us currently safe from this storm face 
problems our parents never had to contend with. The average age of first home ownership is 
now 39 and applications to university have plummeted 15% on the back of higher tuition fees. 
Pension reform means our generation will work for far longer, contribute far more, and receive 
a lot less in return than previous generations. This is not a phenomenon confined to the UK. 
Commentators in the US have spoken about “Generation Screwed” while Canadian academics 
have called for “a Canada which works for all generations.”

The Government’s economic plan has is failing on two accounts. It is not generating growth and 
employment, and has not cut the deficit in any meaningful sense. There is a growing feeling 
among young people that they have been sold down the river. Social costs and rewards seem to 
have been distributed unfairly between the generations; young people are being forced to pay 
for the mistakes of the past. This is the sorry inheritance that young people, already underem-
ployed, overcharged and disempowered, will receive.

Perhaps more worrying, young people are losing the sense that parliamentary democracy can 
protect or serve their interests. Fewer young people voted in the last general election than at 
any time since the war. The riots in August of last year hinted at a worrying growth in social 
alienation. And, increasingly, protest movements are taking these debates out of political in-
stitutions and onto the streets. An exit from the political process would be disastrous for the 
young, making them more vulnerable than ever to bearing the brunt of other people’s mistakes. 
Ed Miliband has often spoken about ‘Britain’s promise’ to its young people, a promise that says 
they will inherit a better life than their parents. That promise is at risk for the first time in a 
hundred years. 

The Young Fabian Policy Commissions: Harnessing young peoples’ insight 
and ideas
For the last four years, the Young Fabians have run a series of consultative ‘Policy Commissions’ 
in parallel to those run by the Labour Party, in order to bring the unique insights and perspec-
tives of young people into the policy debate. The commissions organise events, webchats and 
activities around a particular policy theme, often with the participation of leading politicians, 
journalists and academics, and are open to all Young Fabians. 
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This year we decided to concentrate on our area of expertise as Young Fabians, focusing on the 
particular and prodigious issues facing young people in Britain today. In the best Fabian tradi-
tion, we see challenges that fall disproportionately across the generations as a matter of social 
justice. 

What answers can young people find themselves to these problems? What are the policies that 
are going to enable young people to live full and empowered lives? These are the questions our 
Policy Commissions have been exploring over the past 6 months, through a rich and varied 
programme of seminars, events and blogs. 

Over the following ten chapters we hope to provide an insight into how young people them-
selves view and understand the challenges facing them. But more importantly, we set out some 
of the best and most exciting ideas emerging from discussions about how to tackle these issues 
in a creative and youth-friendly way. Our members understand the fiscal constraints we are 
under as a nation and have tried as far as possible to propose sustainable and cost-effective 
measures that represent steps in the right direction.

Overview of the chapters

In the first two chapters Tasmia Akkas and Jamie Audsley tackle youth disengagement from the 
political system, undoubtedly one of the reasons why the pain of austerity has fallen upon the 
young. They suggest reforms to the education system and measures to re-engage young people 
in their communities and in political structures.

Community is a topic explored in depth in chapters 3 and 4. Mary Hill outlines the community 
challenges which have been brought around by the economic crisis, and advocates that local 
authorities support community groups by facilitating social media skills exchanges. Tobin By-
ers looks at the housing challenges faced by young people and highlights an innovative ‘home-
share’ scheme being pioneered in north London.

Sarah Shannon and Charlie Samuda take a step back in chapters 5 and 6, horizon scanning for 
the ‘future shocks’ which are likely the face the new generation in the decades to come. They 
advocate changes to the pension system, more opportunities for flexible working and action to 
tackle the consequences of climate change.

Chapter 7 and 8 examine how we might secure greater prosperity in the decades to come. 
Jonny Medland argues that trade unions will be at the heart of this – but need to cultivate a new 
perception of themselves. Joel Mullan calls for more action to tackle low pay and suggests that 
changes in the structure of the labour market means we need to re-examine the adequacy of 
unemployment support provided by the welfare state. 

In the final two chapters, Stephen Farrington looks beyond our borders. He highlights the 
unemployment crisis faced by young people in Europe and beyond – and advocates reduc-
ing restrictions on labour market mobility. He also documents the challenges faced by Britain 
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and the left in engaging with social movements, concluding that progressive groups in the UK 
need to take a more holistic and broad approach to engaging with emerging social movements 
overseas.

Two themes run through all of the chapters. Firstly, we must recognise that the world is chang-
ing around us. We cannot continue blindly down the same path. New thinking and new policy 
responses will be required. 

Secondly, we must look carefully at our education system and consider whether it is prepar-
ing young people for fulfilling lives in the world around them. Two of our policy commissions 
highlight gaps in the current curriculum. There are undoubtedly more.

Conclusion

We hope Generation Crisis represents the beginning of a conversation rather than the end of 
one, and that it will also set the bar higher in terms of including young people in this conver-
sation at the national level. As the following contributions demonstrate, young people are the 
experts when it comes to the problems affecting their own lives. They must be, and deserve to 
be, part of the solution.

To learn more about the Young Fabians, to read about this year’s or previous years’ Policy Com-
missions, or to find out how to become a member, please visit us at www.youngfabians.org.uk .
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Creating Powerful 
Young People

 - The political system -
Jamie Audsley and Tasmia Akkas

The Challenge: our parents’ legacy

With the spread of the economic crisis and the resulting social unrest reaching large parts of the 
world, it’s been young people who have more often than not been at the centre of major political 
events – from the Arab Spring to the Occupy movement and a broad range of student protests.
These movements demonstrate a real desire for change, fairness and social justice among young 
people.  Commenting on Europe, Fabian writer Ivana Bartoletti has stated that the recent move-
ments “seem to be an important place for young people to express their anger about how the 
world is run and to discuss alternative platforms.”1   The paradox however, is that while young 
people are at the fore of trying to create a new politics, they simultaneously lack a seat at the 
table of existing political power.

This lack of political influence is demonstrated by the fact that young people are increasingly 
less likely to vote; unable to do so before 18 and are unlikely to do so afterwards.2  Young people 
are severely underrepresented in politics and, as a smaller cohort than the baby boom genera-
tions, have less collective power than older age groups.3  

It is important not to confuse this lack of participation for apathy - evidence suggests young 
people are interested in and active in politics but are increasingly finding alternative ways to 
express their views and act outside of the mainstream.4  
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As young people attempt to create a new politics, they also have to confront the mess made by 
previous generations. While people of all ages are suffering, it’s young people that have been 
disproportionately hit by the economic crisis, cuts and the political legacy of their parents’ 
cohort.  You know the story well by now – EMA scrapped, tuition fees hiked, scarce housing, 
unemployment and low pay rife. 

It has left young people even less powerful as they become both politically and economically 
excluded, and these two trends are continuing to reinforce each other. Possibly as a conse-
quence of this powerlessness, young people often find themselves being blamed for issues that 
predate them, and of which they are bearing the brunt.

The Priority for Action: developing responsible young leaders

We need urgent solutions to address the imbalance of power across generations.  There is a risk 
that a generation alienated from mainstream politics, scapegoated and forced to pay for others 
mistakes, will turn to less constructive ways to make their frustrations felt. This has been seen 
elsewhere in Europe, and arguably played a role in the riots of 2011.

The alternative? To harness the energy, optimism and ambition of young people and enable 
them to become the responsible and resilient leaders of tomorrow; leaders at all levels who 
will have the courage to address the issues we now face. We therefore see the tools for creating 
powerful young people as the reassertion of democracy, the building of local institutions that 
can develop young people and the reimagining of our existing political system.

Getting Specific

Much has been written about wanting to change the current culture and structures of our po-
litical system. Actual change has proven harder, however, with well over half of us believing we 
have no way of influencing anything in our local areas, let alone beyond.5   We focus our hope 
and our effort on rebuilding a thriving democracy beyond Westminster that is participative, in-
clusive and values young people at its core, not as a tack on or an afterthought. This will require 
giving young people given far more say over the decisions that shape their lives, and enabling 
them to more easily access and shape the democratic institutions that they will one day run.

Recommendations

•	 A Minister for Youth: It is clear that young people need someone at the top table    speak-
ing up on their behalf. Following the lead of most countries in the world, the Labour Party 
should pledge that if it returns to power in 2015 it will create a new position of Minister for 
Youth. 

•	 Civil Society Fund: Endow local authorities with a set budget to form a long term and 
sustainable fund for civil society. This could for example fund community organising and 
a wide range of other local initiatives, without the fear of partisan political manipulation 
or inappropriate involvement from the State. Administered by an independent board of 
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trustees and commissioning criteria determined to address the issues of the area in ques-
tion, this fund could provide the catalyst for the strengthening and stabilising of our vital 
local institutions, the institutions that often provide the development routes for many of our 
young people. The fund would ideally be used as seed money for social enterprises, allow-
ing the fund to become self-replenishing and sustainable in the future.

•	 Parallel youth councils at the local level: The remit of Youth Councils and Young Mayors 
should be expanded to shadow adult politicians and forums in local authority areas, ena-
bling youth participants to publicly comment on major policy and spending decisions. This 
would act as a check and balance to adult decision-makers and signal any key differences 
of interest or opinion between generations.  Records of votes and comments could be pub-
lished on local authority websites. Once piloted locally, this idea could be expanded to the 
national political level.  

•	 Requirement to consult: In tandem, a requirement for politicians to formally consult 
young people on policy changes that affect them should be introduced to support a greater 
connection and understanding between the decision makers of today and those that may 
become the decision makers of tomorrow.

•	 Party supporter status: A new party ‘supporter’ status should be adopted by all political 
parties, not just Labour.  Young people are still establishing their views and are often de-
terred from fully signing up to full party membership. They need graduated entry points 
that allow them to learn more. This could also be good for the quality of debate and broader 
engagement within mainstream parties. We need to develop a politics where there is greater 
disagreement, more asking of awkward questions, less taken for granted.  For political par-
ties to survive, they need to reclaim their status as the broad churches they once were.

•	 Candidate contracts: Political parties should also implement a requirement for their politi-
cal represe ntatives and candidates to run youth leadership and development programmes 
that enable young people to get involved directly with politics and allowing them to develop 
their political skills. The implementation of this will vary from party to party, with Labour’s 
candidate contracts being an example of how candidates could be held to account for this 
work.

1 I Bartoletti, ‘We Need a New Radicalism that Young People Can Trust’ Fresh Thinking, No1 (2012), p. 25 
2 IpsosMori, How Britain voted 2010 
3 D Willets, The Pinch, London: Atlantic (2010)
4  Power Enquiry, (2006)
5 Power Enquiry (2006)
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Introduction

It’s important to explore the reasons why young people do, or do not, participate in political 
activities. Taking a look back at what our parents wrote about as we grew up provides some 
interesting reading.  Richardson (1990), for example, argued it was the parents who were to 
blame with politicians not being interested in the views of young people. Jowell and Park (1998) 
suggested that their lack of participation results from other preoccupations and interests, such 
as finding partners, homes and jobs1, while Marsh argued that broader social changes are un-
dermining the extent to which existing institutions inform young people’s political beliefs and 
actions, claiming deindustrialisation, the demise of trade unions, and social and geographical 
mobility have all had an effect on the traditional political socialisation of young people.2 

Much like the transition to other elements of adult life the children of Thatcher and Blair live in 
a world of greater choice, less stability and widening inequalities. This situation has increased 
the level of risk on those who are more disadvantaged and made it harder to get involved in 
public life and politics for those that aren’t well resourced.3  Take a look at the leaders of our 
political parties and the journeys they’ve taken to get involved - the schooling, support and 
coat tails they’ve been able to climb.  It’s not a personal attack, merely a demonstration of the 
often elite nature of politics, and like many other elements of our society as things have become 
increasingly divided, it’s getting harder to access.4

Creating Powerful 
Young People

 - Political Education -
Jamie Audsley and Tasmia Akkas



 11

Enabling young people to get inspired and involved in politics

The work done in formal education (i.e. schools) and informal education (e.g. youth work ) is 
vital if we’re to be successful in developing a new generation of politically active citizens and 
young leaders in our communities. Success in developing active and politically engaged citizens 
who lead full and meaningful public lives will enable us to hold both the state and the market to 
account and keep on track improvements that are made to the traditional political system.  To 
achieve this we need to revisit the curriculum. Young people need to properly learn about the 
big issues that will affect them and generations to come –climate change, pensions, an ageing 
population and public services. 

National service

We would like to see an optional national service scheme developed, available up to the age of 
twenty four. This would be a paid year of political, social and personal development in which 
participants would be expected to positively contribute to their local communities on a range of 
social action, community and work related projects. Participants would be paid a Living Wage 
and also be able to access a range of training courses and skills sessions to support their devel-
opment.  This would enable a broader range of young people to transition into contributing to 
public life as they simultaneously negotiate the transition from education to work and adult life. 

In contrast to the Government’s current National Citizen Service and Social Action pro-
grammes this year long programme would enable greater development for the individual and 
greater impact for society. Rather than a “programme” delivered by a range of large providers, 
our proposal for national service would be hosted in local community organisations: schools, 
youth clubs, unions and churches in partnership with a university or local authority.  The ben-
efits would therefore contribute to strengthening civil society and the role of the local state at a 
time of continued budget cuts and reduced capacity. We would fund the year of national citizen 
service through combining money used for the Government’s current programmes – making 
this an option within the funding available to deliver the youth contract. 

Improving teacher training

Teachers should be taught skills of coaching,5 mentoring, participative democracy, and com-
munity organising. They should be encouraged to explore critical pedagogy that examines 
methods and systems of democratic education during their teacher training. The current PCGE 
is insufficient in these areas and such changes would enable us to move to a culture of teachers 
as facilitators and developers of democratic skills amongst the next generation. 

We should also implement a Teacher’s Social Action Secondment programme. Much has 
been made by the current Government about the leadership and professional development 
of teachers, but little is being done to strengthen the vital relationships between schools and 
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their communities. This scheme would provide teachers with a paid term’s secondment to a 
relevant social action organisation, enabling them to build the connections, relationships and 
skills required to broaden the opportunities young people need as they investigate politics and 
contribute to public life.

 

1 A Marsh Political Action in Europe and the USA. London: Macmillan (1989)
2 A Richardson, Talking About Commitment. The Views of Young People on Citizenship and Volunteering. 
London: Social and Community Planning Research (1990)
3 N Pearce et al, Freedom’s Orphan, Institute for Public Policy Research (2006)
4 Independent Reviewer of Social Mobility and Child Poverty, ‘Fair Access to Professional Careers: A 
Progress Report (2012)
5 Coaching develops  a way of managing, treating people, a way of thinking, a way of being, This could see 
teacher as facilitator, as an enablers of learning
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Introduction

Technological, social and economic trends are all conspiring to pose young people in Britain 
today with yet another dilemma; how to maintain and build communities. People have al-
ways maintained multiple communities, and in the past these have centred around a particular 
neighbourhood, place of work or institutions like the church.

Young people have arguably always been more loosely attached to these communities as they 
find their way in life. But trends such as the decline of traditional institutions, the frequency 
with which young people move employers, and the growing need to move geographically for 
employment, higher education, training or to access affordable housing, mean that the tradi-
tional notion of community – of a neighbourhood where people all know each other’s names, 
the family live close by and where different generations socialise together – is becoming less 
relevant to our realities today.  

Young people can therefore struggle to find access points to a local community. If it is not a 
place where you grew up, or where you have friends already, it can be difficult to integrate with 
local life. Many young people have community networks in their locality whilst they are at 
school or university. But once they enter the world of work, particularly when renting a room 
or small flat for any length of time, it is difficult to forge ties with a neighbourhood. 

Building Communities
 - Tackling social alienation -

Mary Hill
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Peter Hall, in an article on social capital in Britain,1  discusses how amongst the middle classes 
involvement in community groups and associations has been on the increase in recent decades. 
However, working class and young people are becoming increasingly marginalised and alien-
ated, with lower levels of social trust than before.  

Labour needs to update its conception of community to embrace these trends, and to ensure 
that young people do not become isolated from the rest of society, but can benefit from the 
social capital that we know is a powerful force across a wide range of outcome areas.

“As a young person, I feel that sometimes it is hard to feel a part of my local community due to the 
wider negative connotations of young people and students. The generic attitude is that young peo-
ple are disengaged and do not care for their local area or community.” 2   Young Fabian Member

What new challenges do young people face as a result of the economic crisis?

Housing: Accommodation options are increasingly excluding young people from certain com-
munities, either due to a lack of available social housing for those in need of support, to rising 
rent levels and house prices. The divide between older generations who own larger homes and 
young people who are forced to stay in the crowded rental market for longer is creating a two-
tier system. We discuss the impact of the housing crisis on young people in more detail in the 
next chapter.  

Public attitudes: The riots of 2012 saw a clash of communities- with young people taking to the 
streets in violence and criminality. The riots were seen as a key example of the widening gaps in 
our society, between the young and old, and the haves and have-nots, as well as a materialistic 
and consumer driven culture that has developed in recent decades. But set against the vandal-
ism was a powerful story of hope, with young people coming together through the medium of 
social media to take ownership of and clean up their streets. 

“The media, and in particular the newspaper portrayal of ‘hoodies’ up to no good hasn’t helped 
the image of young people. But young people need to change this stereotype themselves and engage 
more often with the decision makers.” Chair, British Youth Council 

Unemployment: As discussed above, work can be an important way of establishing commu-
nity ties and building social capital. Having a job binds you to the local community and society. 
In 1983 when youth unemployment peaked at 23% for the under-25 age group, social trust for 
that group also reached a low. As youth unemployment again reaches record levels, with 1.02 
million young people currently unemployed,3  more and more young people are losing access 
to the sense of community that comes from work. 

Does social media offer a solution?

Young people are searching for a community that moves with them, that can be accessed from 
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anywhere in the world, transcending geographical boundaries. Social media has become an 
important means for young people to build and maintain social networks – with old school 
friends, university friends, as well as with work colleagues.

However social networking tools such as Facebook can offer a false sense of community, with 
the ability for users to control their online image, and define how other users see them. Social 
media has also been used in negative ways, for example by ‘trolls’ who go out to harm others 
whose opinions they don’t agree with, or put out malicious content about victims of crime. 
Social media can therefore be a positive force to bring youth communities together, but should 
be seen as a means to an end, rather than an end in itself. 

How should the Left respond?  

In the current economic climate very limited financial resources are available for community 
projects to engage young people. Youth services have been cut and councils are closing local 
services, such as libraries, due to the unprecedented pressure on their budgets. David Cam-
eron’s ‘Big Society’ has rightly faced ridicule, a project doomed to fail for lack of substance and 
overt political spin. 

The Left needs to prioritise supporting young people to reengage with traditional offline com-
munities, providing them with more opportunities to engage if they would like to, to open up 
new communication channels and to keep them informed of local news and events. But we 
should do this by harnessing the power of social media and online access points.

“Community groups face a largely ageing and stale population. Young people have the opportunity 
to bring new energy and enthusiasm to groups, enabling them to play a more active role in their 
community.” 4 Young Fabian Member

Recommendation: Social Media Skills Exchange

The Labour Party should advocate for more support to local communities and groups to de-
velop their online presence and social media capacity through partnering them with young 
people from local schools, colleges and universities, who can train them in the skills needed.

Local authorities have a central role to play in delivering more I.T. and social media training 
to local community groups. This could be a cost effective training scheme whereby the local 
authority could facilitate the involvement of local schools, youth clubs, college or university 
students to provide the training. 

The programme would be of mutual benefit, allowing young people and those of a different 
generation to interact and learn about each other. Through teaching and training local groups, 
young people may feel more engaged and welcome in their local communities as a result.  The 
training could involve everything from basic email exchanges, to using platforms such as Twit-
ter and Facebook, setting up a website or learning radio skills. The costs would be limited to 
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a project worker to set up the scheme in each local authority area, and could be sustainable if 
young people recruit new volunteers to replace them as they get older or move away.

A key challenge in setting up a programme of this kind would be overcoming the fear of change 
– for both the young people engaging in a community project for the first time, and for com-
munity groups who are reticent about embracing new media.  

However, ultimately communities can only begin to reengage young people if they embrace 
modern methods of communication and provide more access points for younger generations 
with fast-paced lifestyles to become active participants in local community life.

1 P Hall, Social Capital in Britain, Bertelsmann Stiftnung, British Journal of Politics 29 (1999) pp 417-461
2 Quote from an online qualitative survey of Young Fabians. 
3 Youth Unemployment Figures, House of Commons Library Standard Note (2012) http://www.parlia-
ment.uk/briefing-papers/SN05871 
4 Quote from an online qualitative survey of Young Fabians.
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Introduction

One of the greatest issues faced by young people is that of housing, and deciding for themselves 
where they want to live, rather than having that choice imposed upon them.

Research has shown that the average first-time buyer is now well into their thirties before own-
ing their own home,1 whilst an increasing number of young people are being forced to return 
home to live with their families – a state of affairs which the Conservative Party look set to 
adopt as a future policy, to judge from recent statements.2  

The economic downturn, a lack of cheap credit, the increasing price of a university education 
and a chronic shortage of all types of housing nationally have conspired to create a 'perfect 
storm', where young people in many parts of the UK are increasingly priced out of the market 
and their choice of where to live is taken away from them. This has implications on young 
people themselves, restricting their job prospects and ultimately confining them to live within 
a particular community. However it also has far wider ramifications. 

Firstly, it creates communities lacking in diversity. To provide one stark example, Winchester 
City Council’s own statistics for natural population change predicts that between 2001 and 
2031 the percentage of 16-44 year-olds living in Winchester will fall by 13 percentage points, 
whilst the percentage of the population aged 65 and older will rise in the same period from 17 
per cent to 25 per cent by 8 percentage points.3  The percentage of 45-65 year-olds will also rise 

Building Communities
 - Improving access to housing -

Tobin Byers
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by 5 percentage points over the same period. This is not a healthy, integrated and diverse com-
munity, but an ageing one. 

Secondly, it creates an environment where younger people are disinclined to play an active part 
in their communities, as the rented accommodation sector is viewed as short-term. Many of 
the young people spoken to during research for this commission said that they did not feel as 
though they were part of their community because they rented their home, so they did not feel 
like a stakeholder in that community. 

The policy challenge

There is clearly a supply-side problem in housing – put simply we need to build more homes. 
There are also problems with the financial market – with young people and first-time buyers in 
particular are struggling to access the finance they need to buy. 

The importance of getting housing policy right has been recognised by successive governments 
– and some steps have been taken to address these problems.
 
Nevertheless, until the supply is radically increased, in the short term prices will continue to 
rise. For younger people in particular, the market will remain very difficult to enter as a first-
time buyer. In February 2012, UK house prices had increased 0.3 per cent on the previous year. 
House prices for first-time buyers had increased 1.3 per cent in the same time frame.4  Recent 
reforms will take time to have an impact. Our policy commission concluded that a shorter-
term solution was required. A priority for action therefore needs to be creating a means for 
credit-constrained young people to live within their chosen communities.

Recommendations

Young people need greater stability than the private rented sector often provides them with 
– currently short-term tenancy agreements mean the risk of rents being increased or tenants 
being evicted is never far away.  Indeed, as explained above security of tenure is also vital from 
a community integration perspective. 

Although the Montague Report (the Coalition sponsored review of the private rented sector) 
might go some way in shifting our housing market towards a more European-model of more 
secure tenancies, a recent report from Shelter goes further, suggesting that a ‘Stable Rent Con-
tract’ should be introduced which would provide renters with a five-year tenancy during which 
they could not be evicted without good reason, among other recommendations.5  This would 
undoubtedly help.

Another excellent scheme brought to our attention was the Crossroads Homeshare scheme in 
North London. This project matches young people requiring a place to live with older people 
requiring support. Older people, whose homes are often under-occupied, and those with dis-
abilities, pay a nominal fee to be matched with a younger person, who then provides compan-
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ionship and 10 hours a week of support through activities such as cleaning, food shopping or 
cooking.6 

The young person is provided with their own room and pays no rent, but shares the paying of 
the bills with the householder. The scheme provides low paid workers or young people with an 
affordable living option, as well as giving them more disposable income or providing them with 
an opportunity to save towards a deposit. The scheme can also prevent older people moving 
into residential care, providing them with extra support around the house as well as company. 
The north London scheme works across eight London Boroughs and costs £100,000 per-year 
to run, paying for a co-ordinator and a small administration team which currently supports 40 
pairings. Users must pay £1,000 up front towards the cost of administering and monitoring the 
scheme.7

 
It would cost relatively little to set up additional regional offices, which could be targeted ini-
tially in the south east, south west and London, where property prices are particularly high. 
Regional offices could be established in south London and the broader south-east and south-
west of England. An additional budget could be set aside to subsidise those who could not af-
ford the initial fee, and a further budget for advertising the existence of the scheme to a broader 
audience.  Aside from directly subsidising the scheme, additional incentives could be offered 
to encourage take-up, such as discounted council tax rates, ensuring older people did not lose 
their single-occupancy discount by allowing a younger person to move in.

This is a scheme that could be rolled it immediately. The recommendations being considered 
by the Government will take time to be legislated for before they can even begin to have an 
impact, but Labour councils across the country could initiate a scheme such as Homeshare 
immediately. 

 
1 The precise figure varies depending on the source that is used, ranging from early 30s up to 43 for a 
first-time buyer in London.
2 ‘Housing benefits cuts may force young jobless to live with parents’, Telegraph, 7 October 2012
3 http://www.community-blueprint.co.uk/parish/
4 ONS Statistical Bulletin, House Price Index, February 2012
5 R de Santos, A better deal - towards more stable private renting, Shelter (2012) 
  http://www.camdencrossroads.myzen.co.uk/what-we-offer/homeshare/ 
6 N Valios, “Homeshare: Good for service users and council budgets”, Community Care 21 Febuary 2011
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Introduction 

The aim of the ‘Future Shocks’ Policy Commission was to look beyond the immediate policy 
environment of 2012 (and indeed beyond the next election in 2015) and instead to try to iden-
tify the major political issues that this generation will face when they stop being ‘young’. What 
are the slow-burning challenges that could shape our politics into 2030 or 2050? What chal-
lenges will the Left have to respond to when debates about the deficit, Lords reform or Scottish 
independence referendum are a distant memory? 

With a topics as vast as ‘the future’ to cover we decided to make the scope of our commission 
a little more manageable by focusing on three specific long-term issues; Rising economic in-
equality, climate change and an ageing demographic. While each are related, the issue of demo-
graphics and pension reform will be addressed in this chapter, while the first two issues will be 
covered in the next chapter.

The demographic challenge

We shouldn't assume future shocks have to be bad:  advances in healthcare will mean that we 
will live and be physically able for longer than any generation previously.  But we are under-
going a seismic shift in demographics that will have huge consequences.  In little over twenty 
years, one in four Britons will be aged 65 or more.  This exposes the risk of an unsustainable 
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burden on public finances.  
For the previous generation, occupational pensions succeeded in lifting a significant number of 
pensioners out of poverty.  However, rising longevity, falling interest rates and weak stock mar-
ket performance have made occupational pensions unaffordable, so such that by 2011 fewer 
than 16% of private sector final salary schemes remained open to new members. A huge 51% 
of people are not making adequate provision for their retirement, and 20% are not saving at 
all. Pensioner poverty could mean that the quality of life for our generation in old age doesn’t 
match that of our parents and grandparents.  

Our generation needs to ensure that we save sufficiently for retirement. Despite all the disad-
vantages that have befallen our generation, the advantage we have if we act now, is time.  Im-
plementing the following simple and affordable policy ideas could make a substantial impact 
on the quality of life our generation has in old age. 

Changes to the pensions system

It is not surprising so few people have pensions given the UK’s pension system is hugely confus-
ing and expensive:  there are thousands of options to choose from and pension savers can lose 
huge amounts of their pension due to costs and charges.  To help navigate this system, savers 
should be provided with the relevant information on costs and charges in a clear, simple format 
so that they can easily know how much they will pay in charges and how much they will receive 
at retirement, allowing for easy comparisons across different options.

Auto-enrolment has started to come into effect this year, meaning that for the first time all 
workers earning above a certain pay level will be required to save a portion of their earnings 
towards a pension for their retirement.  This scheme relies on the insights into behavioural 
economics in the well-known book by Thaler and Sunstein, Nudge.  The idea behind auto-
enrolment is to change the default option in order to make it easier for people to save.  Auto-en-
rolment is a great change but we need to ensure that auto-enrolment works effectively, through 
ensuring that contribution levels are sufficient and that the system is flexible enough to meet 
the needs of people who may have several jobs in a lifetime.  

If you ask many young people, they will probably say they cannot afford to save into a pension.  
Paying down student debt, high deposits for buying a house, or high rents, mean that those 
young people lucky enough to have a job can feel their incomes squeezed.  That’s why the auto-
enrolment scheme should go further.  It could adopt a “Save more tomorrow” scheme - another 
brainchild of Thaler and Sunstein.  People would be asked to commit in advance to allocate 
a portion of their future salary increases towards retirement savings, the idea being that this 
will increase people's contributions in a painless way, before people become used to the extra 
money.1   This is great for young people, whose incomes may be low in the near term but which 
may increase over time.    

The Institute for Fiscal Studies concluded that auto-enrolment will leave people better off.  But 
what do we do if huge numbers of people opt-out of auto-enrolment, as some doomsayers 
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have claimed will happen?  Some argue that the burden on the state from those that don’t save 
is argument enough to make savings compulsory, as is the case in Australia.  This would be a 
definite step away from “nudging” to something more like “shoving”, and it is difficult to see 
that compulsory saving would be a politically palatable solution.  If many people choose to opt 
out because their incomes are so squeezed as to make saving unaffordable, it is this squeeze on 
income that needs to be addressed before we look to implement compulsory pensions.  

Financial education

We should be enabling people to make better financial choices, perhaps more along the lines of 
“nudge nudge, think think.” 2  Research shows that increasing financial capability has a positive 
effect on saving behaviour: a more financially capable person is more likely to start, and less 
likely to stop saving compared to an otherwise similar individual with low financial capability.3

People should be equipped with the right skills in order to make informed financial choices.  
Financial education in schools would go some way to achieving this.  Improved financial lit-
eracy would help people not just with their pensions, but also in other important financial life 
choices - such as with mortgages, credit cards, and payday loans - where improved understand-
ing would help people to better understand the risks and make better choices.

Pensions (and other financial products) are complicated and simplification can only go so far 
- even Albert Einstein is supposed to have marvelled at the wonder that is compound interest.  
This stuff isn't easy.  Whilst costing little, this policy could have a significant impact on people's 
lives, particularly for those who are less well-off who are less likely to seek financial advice.

Flexible working

Raising the state pension age higher and higher is, for many, an unattractive prospect, whilst 
for others it is outright unviable, perhaps due to the physical nature of their job or due to health 
problems from old age.  Fewer people may object to continuing to work to an older age but for 
fewer hours.  Flexible working would enable older employees to continue working for more 
years, and with growing evidence around the benefits of continuing to stay active and engaged 
at later ages, this suggests that such a move would be widely beneficial.

More flexible working conditions would also be a boon for our generation before we reach 
retirement: polls frequently show that workers in the UK would like to work fewer hours.  Mak-
ing a drive now towards more flexible working conditions for all will make this option more 
likely to be a reality when our generation reaches retirement, whilst benefiting workers of all 
ages to lead more balanced and fulfilling lives.  

Today, many young people are struggling to find employment.  Our generation will be lum-
bered with huge student debt.  High rents and saving for the large deposit needed to buy a 
house eats into our income.  On top of this, individuals face the most sustained period of in-
come stagnation for almost 50 years.  Clearly, action is needed in a wide ranging set of policy 
areas to allow young people the space to save for their futures. 
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1 R Thaler and S Benartzi, "Save More Tomorrow: Using Behavioural Economics to Increase Employee 
Savings," Journal of Political Economy 112(2004): S164-S187
2 P John et al, “Nudge, Nudge, Think, Think: Experimenting with Ways to Change Civic Behaviour”, 
Bloomsbury Academic (2011) 
3 Money Advice Service, “Financial Capability and Saving”(2010)
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Future Shocks
 - Building a more equal and sustainable economy -

Charlie Samuda

Young people are facing a more unequal future

The challenges of growing inequality and climate change – whilst at first glance largely unre-
lated – present an interdependent challenge (and opportunity) for the Left. Both are part of the 
answer to the same question that many of today’s young adults might reasonably ask; “as I grow 
older and progress through education and into my working life, maybe starting a family along 
the way, what is the material quality of life that I can expect?”

Though surveys show that young people are optimistic about the future in general terms, when 
pressed for specifics on expectations for their material circumstances, Britain’s youth tends to 
see the glass as half empty. 83% of young people expect to find it harder to buy a home than 
their parents’ generation, and 72% think that it will be harder to find a good job.1  

Set against the expectation of low long-run economic growth, these challenges seem starker. 
Even a return to growth over the following decades looks set, without action, to result in grow-
ing inequality in an expanding economy. Such uneven growth would serve to reinforce young 
people’s concerns that a decent job, a house and a decent quality of life are not open to all those 
who work for it, but only a select few. 

Growing household income disparity (and crucially declining rates of social mobility since the 
1990s) has seen the UK return to levels of economic inequality not seen since the Second World 
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War.2  The highest paid employees in the labour market have continued to pull away from the 
rest since the 1970s with no equivalent increase in productivity.3  If allowed to go unchecked 
this increasing inequality would lead not just to a widening gap between the top 10% of earners 
and the rest, but also a breakaway 1%.

We will bear the brunt of climate change

Economic inequality matters not just for its own sake, but relates to the second massive chal-
lenge facing this generation in the future; climate change. This is because it has been shown that 
greater inequality drives increased consumption.4  It is here that the issues of social justice and 
environmental sustainability come together. As has been so well articulated in The Spirit Level, 
a society that causes some to feel so much materially worse-off than others actually pushes us 
all into unsustainable consumptions patterns. But there is a crucial addendum to the sentence 
at the beginning of this paragraph; economic inequality drives consumption at a rate the planet 
cannot sustain.

The shocks that our environment, energy system and economy are likely to experience as a re-
sult of anthropogenic climate change are both caused by these unsustainable levels of consump-
tions and will in turn exacerbate rising inequality if left unchecked. A doubling of the global 
population by 2050, a 40% increase in the demand for freshwater use in the next 20 years and 
a shift to a world where 75% of us live in cities will create a heavy squeeze on the availability of 
natural resources.5  Inevitably this hits those on lower incomes hardest. 

So what should the left do about it?

The problem of climate change is itself poorly understood from a policy perspective. We would 
all like to assume that the growth of renewables in the energy mix of relatively ‘progressive’ en-
vironmental performers such as the UK and Nordic economies is leading the charge in decreas-
ing aggregate global greenhouse emissions. But whilst the increase in renewables is undoubt-
edly a good thing, the world’s energy system simply sees each additional unit of green energy 
in one economy push a unit of ‘dirty’ energy into another. 

So for example whilst it is good news that the US is using less coal those resources are simply 
being used elsewhere in the world economy.6  The left needs to not only be far more assertive in 
pushing for greater global investment in renewables, but also for the creation of a global policy 
regime that financially incentivizes countries to keep more of their hydrocarbons in the ground 
and less burnt as fuel.

In practical policy terms the required resilience against the twin shocks of rising inequality and 
climate change could be built into the economy by incentivizing the more efficient allocation 
of scarce resources in a way that preserves social welfare. Targeted wealth taxes would help ad-
dress economic imbalances, along with some sort of pay-ratio. The case for a living wage – to 
ensure that work pays and to end the situation of working households ending up in poverty – 
becomes even more compelling as we gaze into the future.
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The first step is to create a stronger system of carbon pricing, not just for industry but at the 
consumer level. Our consumption should reflect the broader negative externalities of CO2 
emissions and should incentivise more environmentally friendly consumer choices. A smart 
policy that took the longer view would also incorporate water pricing as another precious and 
scarce resource. 

But this in itself isn’t enough. ‘Fair pricing of carbon and water’ is another way of making some 
things (food, foreign holidays, energy bills) potentially more expensive in the short term. That 
is why, as the second step, we need creative policies to tackle income inequality, in order to 
protect the poorest from higher prices. A tax on land as proposed by Professor Danny Dorling, 
for example, would make a smart use of a scarce resource with an impact that could ameliorate 
rising inequality. 

Yes, there are shocks to come for this generation. These will come in the form of both slow-
burners, like rising inequality, but also acute crises like rapidly changing weather patterns with 
their social impacts. But there are ways to build social resilience against these shocks. Pay ra-
tions, targeted taxes on wealth and land rather than just income, and a smart system of carbon 
pricing would be a good start. 

This generation can’t afford for policy makers to hang about. Their actions today determine the 
choices of our generation tomorrow.

1 YouGov, ‘Young People and the Future’  (2012). Concerns about finding a decent job and being able to 
afford to either buy or rent a home top the list of young people’s concerns by some margin according to 
the survey.
2 Prof. Danny Dorling, Beveridge Memorial Lecture, Royal Statistical Society (2012)
3 D Dorling, The Case for Austerity Amongst the Rich, Institute for Public Policy Research (2012)
4 Ten Reasons to Care About Inequality, New Economics Foundation (2011)
5 Shell Energy Scenarios ‘An Era of Volatile Transitions’ (2011)
6 Reuters, US Coal Exports to China May Double in 2012, April 2012
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Introduction

The last two years have seen a wide range of themes suddenly rise to the top of the centre-left 
policy agenda. The squeezed middle. Responsible capitalism. Most recently ‘predistribution’; an 
idea which has the rare characteristic of causing more discussion of its name than its content. 
None, however, has generated more column inches than the need for an ‘industrial strategy’. 
Ever since December 2008, when Peter Mandelson delivered a lecture on the topic, there has 
been an ever-deeper consensus on the left that Britain needs a new industrial strategy, with 
senior Tories such as Michael Heseltine recently adding their voices to the chorus. The debate, 
insofar as there has been one, has been on what form such a strategy should take. 

One big item has been missing from this debate. A consensus has quickly formed that indus-
trial strategy involves a partnership between key economic sectors and government. The role of 
workers & trade unions in this settlement has barely been mentioned. 

Unions and young people

Meanwhile, unions are facing a demographic challenge – with young people today far less 
likely to be union members. Despite having lower levels of job security, and being more likely 
to be low-paid, employees aged 16-24 make up only 4.9% of total trade union membership.1 

Similarly, 35% of agency workers, whose jobs frequently offer uncertain hours and inadequate 
wages, are under 24 years old. Young people should be precisely the people to whom the safety 
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net of trade union membership appeals. The opposite is currently the case. 
What can be done about this? An obvious answer is for trade unions to put greater emphasis on 
areas of the labour market where many young people work, particularly job agencies and the 
service industry. This is easier said than done; these industries are often hostile to trade unions 
and, to put it bluntly, there’s little evidence that young people in these industries are currently 
looking to be more actively involved in trade unions. 

An additional approach is needed, one which alters the image and role of trade unions so that 
they are more appealing to young people. Research by Unions 21 has found that young people 
either know little about trade unions, or associate them with conflict and industrial action.2  It 
is unlikely that any ‘awareness-raising’ campaign by unions can change this given the current 
political climate. Instead the Labour Party needs to step up and set out a more positive role for 
trade unions in the modern British economy. 

A new perception of unions in the economy

Germany has a current model of industrial relations which appears unthinkable in the UK. 
German workers have had the right to elect nearly half the supervisory board of directors in 
large firms for nearly forty years. For firms between 500 and 2,000 employees, workers get to 
elect a third of the board. In the UK we’re still arguing over whether there should be a workers’ 
representative on remuneration committees. It would clearly be absurd to say that the German 
economy is strong solely because of their sharply different attitude to the role that workers can 
play in the economy. But at the very least Germany, notwithstanding its different economic 
makeup, shows that you can have workers shaping businesses while remaining eminently eco-
nomically competitive. 

By setting out a different vision of the role of trade unions in the British economy, Labour could 
start fulfilling several key objectives. Firstly, we could help reshape the image of unions in the 
UK. Rather than the caricature beloved of much of the press, we could move in a direction 
where unions are involved as partners in corporate decision-making, rather than as an obstacle. 

Secondly, this new role for unions could give them an entirely new image. Instead of being 
seen by young people as either mysterious or associated with threats of industrial action, they 
could be seen as a crucial way of securing better working conditions through partnership, not 
by conflict. 

British unions currently seem willing to fight for a conservative settlement; that of a fundamen-
tally traditional model of industrial relations. The scale of Britain’s economic problem cries out 
for more radicalism. By outlining what role trade unions should play in the British economy, 
and by making clear that this role is not about confrontation, Labour can start reshaping the 
image of trade unions in a way that appeals to young people. To do so will be hard. But the 
alternative – a labour movement which appears less and less relevant to people entering the 
workforce, right at the time when they need unions – is not one we should be prepared to 
countenance.
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1 N Brownlie, ‘Trade Union Membership 2011’, Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (2011)
2 R Lopeta, ‘Unions, young people and recruitment’, Unions 21 (2011)
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Young People’s                  
Prosperity

 - Adapting to the changing labour market -
Joel Mullan

Introduction

Work is an important part of life in 21st century Britain. Securing sustainable employment, 
which pays enough to get by on, underpins the rest of our lives. But technological innovation, 
globalisation, and the growing interconnectedness of world economies are changing our labour 
markets and the nature of work. The labour market in which Generation Crisis competes now 
and in the future will be very different from that of their parents. 

This chapter looks at the impact of two major changes in the world of work: polarisation of 
the labour market and greater turbulence in employment, and suggests policy responses that a 
future Labour government should adopt. 

Polarisation in the labour market

We are seeing a polarisation of work. Medium-skilled jobs are being hollowed out of our econ-
omy through automation and off-shorting. Whilst there will be greater numbers of well-paid 
high-skill jobs at the top-end of the labour market, there will also be a greater number of low-
paid jobs in the service sector.1 This is likely to increase further over time – as developments in 
technology lead to automation of skilled manual jobs in the manufacturing sector. 



 31

Labour needs a policy offer for those working in low-paid service sector jobs. One of these 
might be an emphasis on creating routes out of low paid-work, through access to education and 
training, and through incentivising employers to offer expansive, high-quality, fulfilling work 
which will give employees the experience needed to progress. Equally  important, however, is 
action on the issue of low pay itself. 

A sizeable number of service sector jobs pay the National Minimum Wage (NMW), which 
at £6.19 per hour means a take-home income of £10,596 per year. By comparison, the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation estimates that a single person in the UK needs a take-home income of 
at least £13,640 per year in order to afford a minimum acceptable standard of living.2  With 
energy bills and the cost of supermarket basics soaring, we are facing a cost- of- living crisis. 

This needs to change. We have a situation where people  are doing the right thing and are not 
being adequately rewarded. Low pay also has longer- term consequences:  the implications of 
being in a low-paid job at the age of 30 reverberate throughout the life-cycle – impacting on 
the ability to save for old age, the ability to enter the housing market and the ability to react to 
economic shocks such as redundancy or health problems. 

The concept of a living wage has shot up the political agenda in the last five years – but the vol-
untary living wage advocated by groups like London Citizens has its limits.  The next Labour 
government should direct the Low Pay Commission to increase the National Minimum Wage 
so that it reaches the minimum income standard. 

There is a concern that such a policy will increase unemployment. Yet a large number of NMW 
jobs are in sectors which could afford to absorb a rising wage bill.3  Many  are also customer-
facing posts which cannot be outsourced. While there is a risk that unemployment might in-
crease slightly in the short-term, we could minimise this by looking at how best to support 
SMEs in dealing with the transition. 

An increase in the NMW should be seen as a part of our welfare policy, in that it creates greater 
incentives to work, and as a necessary step to improve the UK’s competitiveness through en-
couraging innovation in business practice. 

More unstable employment

The critical factor  is that the structure of the firms providing jobs in the labour market has 
changed. Those entering the labour market for the first time now are unlikely to enter the jobs 
for life enjoyed by their parents and grandparents. Our labour markets are more flexible – peo-
ple are more likely to be employed on shorter, non-permanent contracts.  One of the conse-
quences of this shift is that the members of Generation Crisis are more likely to have gaps in 
employment as they transition between jobs. 

For most, an immediate drop in income to a Jobseeker’s Allowance of £71 per week (or £56.25 
for those under 25) will cause huge difficulties, particularly for those entitled to no or little stat-
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utory redundancy pay.  People’s finances are more fragile than in the past; many will be locked 
into financial commitments such as rental agreements and mobile phone contracts.4 Savings 
will be important, but recent research has shown that very few young people have adequate 
savings to get through such a period.5 There is a risk that people will have to resort to exploitive 
sources of finance, such as payday loans, to get by.  

We need to acknowledge that this lack of a financial safety net multiplies the impact of tempo-
rary unemployment – and actually makes it harder to return to work. We need to rethink what 
support the welfare state provides in such a scenario – and look to provide stabilisers to help 
people through and the minimise the impacts. The income protection provided by the UK is 
low in comparison to the rest of the EU: we replace just 62% of income, in contrast to the 82% 
replaced by Belgium.6 

A future Labour government should introduce a system of income protection insurance to 
provide time-limited, income-contingent loans to the recently unemployed, in order to top-up 
the basic Jobseeker’s Allowance. The UK must move further towards a system of flexicurity, 
which combines the labour market flexibility we already have with greater security of income 
for workers. 

1 M Goos & A Manning, Lousy and Lovely Jobs: the Rising Polarization of Work in Britain, Centre for 
Economic Performance, LSE (2003)
2 A Davis et al, A Minimum Income Standard for the UK: Keeping up in Hard Times, Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation (2012)
3 A good sectoral overview of low-paid work can be found in M Pennycook & M Whittaker, Low Pay 
Britain 2012, Resolution Foundation (2012)
4 S Evans et al, Angloflexicurity: A safety net for UK workers, Social Market Foundation (2008)
5 L Bradley, Young People and Savings, Institute for Public Policy Research (2012)
6 F Figari et al, Economic downturn and stress testing European welfare systems, Institute for Social and 
Economic Research, University of Essex (2010)



 33

Introduction

Globally – even in affluent, democratic countries – young people are struggling with one issue 
more than anything else: unemployment. In the developed and developing world, youth un-
employment exceeds 50 per cent. Across Europe, over 30 per cent of young people have been 
unemployed for over a year.

This is leaving a large number of young people without any stake in society or independent 
means. It is in turn a driver of instability, as young people disengage from mainstream politics 
and turn to more radical ways to vent their frustration.

Significantly, global responses to the economic crisis have focused on those with capital – such 
as savers and financial institutions – rather than those seeking to enter the labour market. 
While savings accounts have been guaranteed, jobs guarantees have been abandoned; liquidity 
support has been pumped into financial markets while education and skills support has been 
reduced. Policies designed to protect those with a stake in the system are effectively locking out 
those with none. 

This dynamic in part reflects the power structures of the global economy. Since the 1980s, capi-
tal restrictions have fallen away without the same liberalisation of labour markets. Within the 
broader EU, labour markets remain disjointed and domestically rooted, in stark contrast to the 
common capital markets enabled by the Eurozone. 

Global Youth Challenge
 - Labour mobility and migration-
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The need for labour market mobility

Tackling remaining restrictions on the movement of labour would strengthen the position of 
labour within countries by creating the prospect of ‘labour flight’. This would rebalance capital 
and labour, reducing the undue influence of capital over domestic and international policy, and 
empowering workers internationally. In particular, it would strengthen the position of younger 
workers, who are typically more able to move between countries than their older peers, giving 
labour mobility policies particular appeal as a response to youth unemployment.

More simply, enhanced labour mobility would also address unemployment. If workers in areas 
of high unemployment could move more readily to areas where their skills are in demand, un-
employment would fall and the utilisation of labour would improve.

Despite the theoretical free movement of labour within the EU, labour mobility remains low. 
Only four per cent of EU workers have ever moved to another member state, and less than two 
per cent currently work in another member state. This is due to a range of factors not addressed 
by removing formal restrictions on migration. These include, inter alia, the need to harmonise 
pension arrangements, agree common validation of qualifications, support platforms for the 
international advertisement of jobs and enhance language training, which is a particular bar-
rier for British youth. 

EU member states could even offer resettlement bonds for young entrepreneurs and put in 
place exchange programmes (similar to the student exchange programme Erasmus) between 
member states to offer young people opportunities to experience working abroad before mi-
grating. Member states with remaining migration restrictions within the EU could implement 
reciprocal working holiday schemes, relaxing requirements for 2–3 years for workers under 30.

A grand bargain with Europe’s voters

However, the politics of migration are challenging. There remains no appetite for overall in-
creases in migration; across Europe, anti-immigration parties and narratives continue to gain 
traction as economies struggle.

To make liberalisation politically palatable, labour mobility would need to form part of a ‘grand 
bargain’ with the electorate, with the guarantee that all will benefit from the proceeds of liberali-
sation. In particular, this would include older workers and retired people –  who are less willing 
to migrate than younger workers due to the growth of families, accumulation of property and 
decreasing number of working years to benefit from working abroad  –  and unskilled workers, 
who may suffer slight reductions in wages. These two groups can be specifically compensated 
via additional policy measures that go beyond the overall economic benefits of labour mobility. 

Assistance for older workers can be delivered by using the proceeds of economic growth to 
improve the sustainability of funding for state pensions and social care. Support and protection 
for lower-skilled workers could be provided through greater investment in retraining and other 
transition support. Both these measures can be funded from the increased tax receipts linked 



 35

to greater labour mobility. Simultaneously, the remit of the European Globalisation Adjustment 
Fund can be extended to workers losing out due to free movement of labour across Europe, 
to support re-training and employment assistance. Such a package would need to be imple-
mented across Europe. The left – alongside its trade union allies – would need to co-ordinate 
its national efforts on a Europe-wide basis to ensure this new labour market compact is adopted 
Europe-wide.

This deal – liberalisation of labour markets together with support for those disadvantaged by 
it – has the potential to support greater employment opportunities for young people and drive 
growth across Europe. It may also go some way to healing the growing rift between young peo-
ple and mainstream politics across Europe, and so provide a greater chance of global stability 
and cohesion into the future.
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Global Youth Challenge
 - Engaging with social movements-

Stephen Farrington

Introduction

Globally, there are specific issues affecting young people in ways that differ from older gen-
erations. Young people are more likely to be powerless – unemployed, locked out of political 
systems, lacking financial assets, and weaker in the face of entrenched interests – than older, 
established citizens. Increasingly the interests of younger people differ from, and often appear 
opposed to, those of older generations.

Against this challenge, traditional party philosophies and policies struggle. Old ideas of con-
servatism, liberalism and socialism have limited relevance when no single movement is able to 
adequately address the manifold problems facing young people. Worldwide, young people are 
disengaging from mainstream politics and increasingly using unconventional means to realise 
their goals: this has been seen from the Occupy movement to the Arab spring. 

This not only challenges our old networks and assumptions, but also the stability and pre-
dictability of international relations. Youth movements can be inherently destabilising, as they 
emerge from outside established political orders and are composed largely of new political ac-
tors. With young people turning to alternative movements, divorced from the traditional left 
and right, and with volatility being driven by youth unemployment and demographic pressure, 
the world is becoming less predictable and secure. This pattern could get worse as young people 
continue to be locked out of political and economic structures.
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How should the left respond?

In response to this, it will not simply be enough for the left to support the traditional socialist 
youth movement in its struggle. Global social movements are no longer clearly aligned with 
political ideologies, or led by single organisations with clear leaders, and with few consistent or 
coherent political demands. Instead, progressive groups in the UK need to take a more holistic 
and broad approach to engaging with emerging social movements overseas, offering support 
on issues that align with our beliefs, forging new transnational progressive alliances between a 
wider range of groups and movements.

There are practical ways for groups like the Young Fabians to help. Progressive youth move-
ments in the UK could organise exchanges with a broad range of youth movements abroad, of-
fer virtual exchanges of financial and advisory services based on our experiences, and publicise 
the experiences and struggles of foreign youth movements alongside our own policy publica-
tions.

How should the FCO respond?

The FCO was established in an era where the primary focus of our international engagement 
was with formal state actors. But times have changed and as non-state actors have become more 
important, the Foreign Office has been slow to catch up. 

The Arab Spring demonstrated the inadequacy of the FCO’s engagement with global social 
movements in particular. During the Arab spring, our approach and policy was limited by a 
lack of knowledge about the movements leading to the overthrow of Arab dictators. We have 
found it difficult to know, for example, whether moderate Islamists are more progressive than 
unreconstructed socialists; whether mainstream parties will inherit control or whether a new 
movement will overthrow the old order; or whether these movements will mutate in govern-
ment into something less progressive. 

To improve our national capacity to respond to the growing role of youth movements in world 
politics, and to support the right response to situations of revolution, we need to change how 
we make our foreign policy. This requires us to enhance our country knowledge, build flexibil-
ity into our policy, and learn to fail and take greater risks.

The FCO must enhance its in-country knowledge and ability to respond proactively to so-
cial movements abroad. It can do this by providing specific training for its staff; by investing 
in additional overseas postings for staff and additional local recruitment; by lengthening the 
minimum tour in fragile countries from six months to a year; and by requiring deeper language 
skills and expertise as a basis for progression. 

In addition, the FCO must deepen our links with young people in countries by, in co-ordina-
tion with the British Council, investing in additional scholarships and offering financial and 
advisory support to a wide range of youth organisations. Engagement with youth movements 
needs to be broad - covering the range of civil, political and religious organisations that young 
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people organise around – in order to provide the right contacts when a specific movement rises 
to prominence.

Such a shift in approach would have seen us engaging with a broad range of young moderate 
Islamists, social democrats and liberals across the Middle East throughout the 90s and nough-
ties, and given us the opportunity to shape policy and share expertise when these movements 
began to exert themselves. It would have allowed us, for example, to better unpick the com-
plexities of anti-Assad rebels in Syria, allowing us to focus our support in a more constructive 
and progressive manner. 
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