Funding the Future

The true figure for unemployment is much higher than th...
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This_.morning's unemployment data from the Office for National Statistics is a real
curate's egg. Taken at face value there is no issue of concern:
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Unemployment has apparently hardly changed; employment rates are still
exceptionally high, and economic inactivity is apparently low. This is nonsense, of
course: almost all the true data is hidden by the furlough scheme, which the ONS
admits. In that case, what is the true figure for unemployment now?

This is very hard to tell. What is clear is that the number of people on payrolls has fallen
by 730,000 since March. This is despite furlough. Given that this is real-time data this is
a very good indication of the increase in unemployment over that period. It pushes the
likely current figure, excluding disguised unemployment to at least 2 million.

But it's worse than that. For example, there has also been a record decrease in the
number of self-employed people over this period:

Figure 3: Record quarterly decrease for self-employed workers

UK employment percentage growth for employees and self-employed people
(aged 16 years and over), seasonally adjusted, April to June 2020 compared
with April to June 2015
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https://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2020/08/11/the-true-figure-for-unemployment-is-much-higher-than-the-office-for-national-statistics-is-saying-and-was-likely-to-be-at-least-2-2-million-at-the-end-of-june/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/august2020

The actual decline in numbers was 238,000. These people should, then, be added to the
unemployment total, pushing it above 2.2 million.

To compound matters, there are also record numbers of people leaving the
employment market. As the ONS notes:

Looking more closely at the decreases in employment over the quarter by age, those
aged 16 to 24 years decreased by 100,000 to 3.72 million, while those aged 65 years
and over decreased by a record 161,000 to 1.26 million.

Those 161,000 are unemployed and not out of the employment market: we can be sure
they'd be working if they could be. However, | will not adjust for them as they might
already be in existing data.

Those on furlough remain high in number:

Figure 4: There were approximately 7.5 million people temporarily
away from paid work in June 2020

Total number of people temporarily away from paid work, seasonally adjusted,
UK, January to June 2017 to January to June 2020
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The implication is that well over 5 million people were still furloughed in June. No one
can yet know how many of them are going to be unemployed.

And of those at work more are on zero-hours contracts:

Figure 5: Number of people on zero-hours contracts has increased
to over 1 million

People in employment on zero-hours contracts, UK, not seasonally adjusted,

October to December 2000 and April to June 2020
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So what is happening in the totals?

The obvious answer is that the rea;l total for unemployment now comfortably exceeds
2.2 million, but by how much we cannot be sure.

What worries me is that in that case talk of the total likely to be not much more than 3
million represents a failure to plan for what is clearly coming our way. And that's
recklessly irresponsible.
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