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Fears of a UK economic slowdown in light of Brexit uncertainty may be hitting  
the headlines again, but one area of positivity is the UK job market. 

For UK workers, average earnings are growing 
at their fastest rate since the financial crisis 
of 2008, UK employment is at record levels, 
and unemployment continues to fall.  
And though the business community has 
concerns about the availability of workers  
- particularly in the scenario of a ‘no-deal’  
Brexit - hiring confidence remains high. 

Strong employment figures have, however,  
not resulted in increased productivity. 
Historically, productivity in the UK has 
averaged around 2%. In 2018, UK growth  
was just 1.4%, with that figure set to worsen 
by the end of the year. While much of this  
can be attributed to Brexit uncertainty,  
it is not the only cause. Reduced productivity 
also suggests a UK skills deficiency.

Smart businesses are, however, beginning 
to realise automation technologies requiring 
serious financial investments are not the  
only option when it comes to plugging  
skills gaps. Government schemes such  
as the Apprenticeship Levy can facilitate  
the upskilling of existing staff, while engaging 
older staff - who increasingly want to  
work longer, and more flexibly - can also 
dampen concerns.

2019 has, in many ways, been an 
unpredictable year for businesses. But while 
there’s little doubt a great deal of economic 
uncertainty remains, and skills gaps persist,  
at this halfway stage, the UK job market  
is one area of the economy which appears  
to be going from strength to strength.

Executive summary

UK employment 
is at record levels 
and unemployment  
continues to fall
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Quick snapshot
Estimates for April to June 2019 show that the UK employment was 76.1% (32.81 million people 
aged 16 years and over in employment) - a record high and 1.31% (425,000) more than for a year 
earlier. This was mainly due to more people working full-time (up 262,000 on the year to reach 24.11 
million). Part-time working also showed an increase of 162,000 on the year to reach 8.70 million.

• Employment rate for women was 72.1%, 
the highest on record. The increase in the 
employment rate for women in recent years 
is partly because of changes to the State 
Pension age for women, resulting in fewer 
women retiring between the ages of 60 
and 65 years.

• The UK unemployment rate was estimated 
at 3.9% which is an estimated 1.33 million 
people; marginally lower than a year  
earlier (4.0%).

• The UK economic inactivity rate was 
estimated at 20.7%, a record low.

• Estimated annual growth in average  
weekly earnings for employees increased to 
3.7% for total pay (including bonuses) and 
3.9% for regular pay (excluding bonuses).

• In real terms (after adjusting for inflation), 
total pay is estimated to have increased  
by 1.8% compared with a year earlier,  
and regular pay is estimated to have 
increased by 1.9%.

Trends shaping the UK workforce 

In real terms (after adjusting for 

inflation), total pay is 
estimated to have 
increased by 1.8% 

compared with a year earlier

£

Prev Next 3Work in progress: Mid-year update - September 2019



Prev Next 4Work in progress: Mid-year update - September 2019

Vacancies
The estimated number of vacancies in the UK fell sharply during the recession of 2008 to 2009. 
Since 2012, it has generally increased although it has been falling since early 2019. For May to July 
2019, there were an estimated 820,000 vacancies in the UK, 20,000 fewer than a year earlier  
and 20,000 fewer than for the previous quarter (February to April 2019).

Permanent hiring
42% of employers of permanent (perm) 
staff expressed concern about the sufficient 
availability of appropriate candidates  
for hire. Health & social care, hospitality  
and construction were the sectors  
of most concern.

Looking at the medium term (the next  
4-12 months), 21.5% of employers felt 
confident their perm hiring would increase, 
and 66% felt it would stay the same  
despite uncertainty in the market.

Temporary hiring
At 23%, the proportion of UK employers who 
hire temporary (temp) agency workers who 
expressed concern over their sufficient future 
availability was notably lower than the level 
recorded in January-March 2019 (34%).  
Whilst the proportion fell in the private  
sector from 34% to 19%, the level in the  
public sector remained the same at 33%. 

It’s also worth noting the proportion of 
employers who recruit temporary agency 
workers highlighted the importance of  
a recruitment agency’s geographical  
and/or skills expertise when selecting  
partners increasing from 70% to  
a surprising 92% year-on-year.

(Data taken from Office for National Statistics Vacancy Survey) 
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Underestimated reliance 
of the UK economy  
on EU workers
The Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
recently admitted they had underestimated 
the number of EU migrants in the UK for 
almost a decade, meaning there is a risk  
the UK economy’s reliance on this labour  
has also been underestimated. The ONS  
has now downgraded the validity of  
their figures, which are relied upon by 
government departments, to ‘experimental’. 

With a potential ‘no-deal’ Brexit on 31st 
October 2019, the impact on UK businesses 
of this underestimation is likely to be 
significantly larger than previously thought. 
This became increasingly important with the 
UK government’s initial proposal (which has 
since been revoked) to end the free flow of  
EU nationals to Britain after the UK leaves  
the EU, significantly earlier than proposals 
under the previous Theresa May-led 
government. With only one million EU 
nationals having applied for settled status 
via the EU settlement scheme set up by the 
government, there are estimated to be over 
two million EU workers who will not have  
the proof of their legal status in the UK 
required to gain or maintain employment.  
This poses a serious risk for UK businesses. 

UK employment rate 
remains resilient despite 
Brexit uncertainty
The British Chambers of Commerce (BCC) 
survey found that businesses increased their 
hiring of workers in the three months to  
June despite rising uncertainty over Brexit  
and the economy. 

The survey also found that 60% of UK  
firms tried to recruit new staff in the  
second quarter of 2019 compared with  
53% in the first quarter. Much of the growth 
in employment has also been in areas such 
as self-employment, zero-hours contracts 
and agency work, raising concerns that 
employment is becoming more precarious.

The survey also showed 79% of hotel  
and catering businesses tried to hire people, 
with strong demand for seasonal workers,  
but more than three-quarters of the jobs  
were part-time. Demand for transport  
and distribution jobs was strong at 72% but 
recruitment was lower for retailers at 50%. 

Analysis

Businesses increased their hiring 
of workers in the three months 
to June despite rising uncertainty 
over Brexit and the economy
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Older workers  
are the future
Changes in the State Pension age and 
improved health conditions mean that  
people remain in work longer. The over-50s 
now fill 30% of all hours worked in the UK 
- this is a trend that cannot be ignored by 
employers. Older workers could help fill the 
current skills shortage and an age-friendly 
workplace needs to be a business necessity 
rather than a ’nice-to-have’. Like millennials, 
older workers value flexibility and career 
development. Through age-friendly working 
practices, employers can demonstrate they 
are interested in the issues that matter to 
their older workers, helping to retain existing 
workers longer and improve recruitment rates. 

Despite the clear importance for UK 
businesses of older workers, and an aging 
overall workforce, recent research by Deloitte 
found that 20% of HR leaders view older 
workers as a competitive disadvantage.  
This understanding of older workers signals an 
alarming view, but it also represents a bigger 
opportunity for businesses to capitalise, 
creating a competitive differentiator in the 
labour market, by having an inclusive and 
open hiring strategy for both permanent and 
temporary labour. Whilst the majority of older 
workers want to continue working in a full-
time capacity, one in five over-50’s are open 
to freelance work. Including these workers 
as a target group within a wider contingent 
workforce strategy will allow businesses  
to leverage the substantial knowledge 
and expertise that older workers can offer. 

Increasing business 
growth through 
apprenticeships 
In April 2017, the HMRC introduced the 
Apprenticeship Levy, a reform for how 
apprenticeships are funded. UK employers, 
with a wage bill in excess of £3 million, 
currently pay a 0.5% apprenticeship levy.  
With UK employment rates at record highs, 
and businesses reporting persistent challenges 
relating to access to the skills and talent they 
require for growth, apprenticeships represent 
another potential solution for businesses, 
allowing workers to either re-train or upskill. 

The evidence suggests that well-managed 
apprenticeships help to deliver increases 
in productivity for businesses as well 
as increasing the earning potential of 
apprentices. The REC has also reported 
workers across key sectors are increasingly 
affirming that training would help them 
to progress. Despite these clear benefits, 
apprenticeships are still underutilised within 
the UK economy. In 2019, businesses that  
are able to capitalise on apprenticeship 
schemes by further expanding their use  
will see benefits throughout their workforce, 
reducing employee attrition, improving the 
skills and knowledge that current employees 
have, and increasing business growth. 
Businesses that continue to not offer 
apprenticeships, or fail to fully utilise these 
schemes, are risking their future growth,  
as well as missing the opportunity  
to bridge skills gap in their workforce. 
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BBC: EU migration to UK ‘underestimated’ by 
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City University of London: Boris Johnson’s 
dramatic immigration u-turn
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promise to end free movement after  
Brexit
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olds have made the largest contribution to 
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REC: Jobs outlook
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despite Brexit uncertainty 
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value on older workers
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guidantglobal.com

Globally connecting  
you to great people

Guidant Global
Empowering you with a better, more  
forward-thinking and people-driven approach, 
we are the new global leaders in workforce 
solutions. Uniting Bartech with Guidant  
Group across the globe, we are committed  
to collaborating, thinking creatively  
and delivering new and better solutions  
for the workplace of today. For clients.  
For suppliers. For individuals. For everyone.

Everything we do is about doing things  
better. We listen, understand and advise.  
We partner. Our belief in a collaborative, 
people-centric approach builds relationships 
based on trust. Our workforce strategies 
enable you to source, assess and implement 
complex talent solutions that truly  
fit your business.

To find out more about our recruitment solutions delivered  
with strategic insight please visit our website.
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