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The Reagan-Thatcher revolution 

“And, you know, there is no such thing as 
society. There are individual men and women, 
and there are families. ” 

“The most terrifying words in the 
English language are: I'm from the 
government and I'm here to help.” 







Different choices 

Cuts 

Increases 



"The company has no duty to provide 
you with work.  

Your hours of work are not 
predetermined and will be notified to 
you on a weekly basis as soon as is 
reasonably practicable in advance by 
your store manager.  

The company has the right to require 
you to work varied or extended hours 
from time to time." 





Characteristics that define précarité 

• low skills 
• low wages 
• harsh working conditions 

 
• economic insecurity 
• inadequate housing 
• health problems 
• lack of social networks 

 
Pitrou, 1978 



The Great British Class Survey 

• Economic capital 
• income and assets 

• Cultural capital 
• amount and type of cultural 

interests and activities 

• Social capital 
• quantity and social status of an 

individual’s friends, family, and 
business contacts. 



The new classes 

• Elite 

• Established middle class 

• Technical middle class 

• New affluent workers 

• Traditional working class 

• Emergent service sector 

• Precariat 



“There is something profound going on and all 

of this poses a potential risk to social 
cohesion”   Alan Milburn 





“Par ma foi, il y a plus de quarante 
ans que je dis de la prose, sans 
que j'en susse rien”  



Thinking about precariousness 

• “the spread of greater labour market flexibility, greater job insecurity, a 
greater fragility in relationships and a weakening in the formal provision of 
social welfare” (Nettleton and Burrows) 

• “the concepts of precarious housing and precarious employment make 
direct reference to the marginal position of many households” (Beer et al.) 

• “[precarious] employment…is uncertain, unpredictable, and risky from the 
point of view of the worker” (Kalleberg) 

• “Precariousness (in relation to work) refers to all forms of insecure, 
contingent, flexible work -- from illegalised, casualised and temporary 
employment, to homeworking, piecework and freelancing” (Gill and Pratt)  

 



• “there is a widespread sense of 
precariousness in the world today 
– in livelihoods, in personal 
security, in the environment, and 
in global politics” 





Social resilience 

• “the capacity of individuals or groups to secure favourable outcomes 
under new circumstances and, if need be, by new means”  

      (Hall & Lamont, 2013) 

• “the dynamic ability of individuals, communities and entire societies 
to adapt positively to shocks”  

      (Luthar et al, 2000) 

 





Pre-austerity Austerity 

• Health of all Greeks worsened 
during austerity after 2010 

• However, impact of job loss on 
chance of reporting worse 
health much greater during 
austerity 



National minimum wage and mental health 

• UK government implemented minimum wage legislation in 1999 

• We compared 3 groups: 
• Just below minimum wage, and received a pay rise 

• Stayed just below it (non-enforcement) 

• Stayed just above it 

• Those getting (very small) pay rise saw jump in mental health, 
comparable to the effect of anti-depressants on depressive 
symptoms.  

Reeves A, McKee M, Mackenbach J, Whitehead M, Stuckler D. Introduction of a national minimum wage reduced 
depressive symptoms in low-wage workers: a quasi-natural experiment in the UK. Health Econ 2016: doi: 10.1002/hec.3336 





“All deaths to workers and non-workers, with the exception of 
suicides, must be reported if they arise from a work-related accident” 

 

 

UK Health and Safety legislation 



Percentage point increase in diagnoses of mental 
illness among patients attending primary care in 
Spain:  2006/7 and 2010 



• How did housing payment problems affect health status of home-
owners and renters in 27 EU states? 

• Arrears associated with a significant deterioration in health of renters 
but not owners 

• Effect independent of and greater than the impact of job loss 

 

• Varied across countries 
• largest adverse associations in Belgium, Austria, and Italy. 



Housing benefit and mental health 

• ~ 26,000 people newly experienced depressive symptoms in association 
with cuts to housing benefit 

Reeves A, Clair A, McKee M, Stuckler D. Reductions in housing benefit increases symptoms of depression in low-
income UK households. Am J Epidemiol 2016: 84 :421-9 
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• Why have homelessness claims in England 
risen since 2010? 

• 10% fall in economic activity associated with 
increase of 0.45 homelessness claims per 
1000 households 

• Increasing rates of homelessness strongly 
linked with reductions in welfare spending 

• Greatest protection from social care, housing 
services, discretionary housing payments 
and income support for older persons. 



• Did rising unemployment and declining wages increase food 
insecurity? 

• Did social protection expenditure reduce any impact? 

 

 

    YES 

Prev Med 2016: 89:44-50 
 



The growth of foodbanks 

Source: Loopstra et al BMJ 2015 



Reasons? 

• “not able to manage their finances” (Michael Gove, Education 

Minister) 

• “[Food bank use can] become a habit” (Paul Maynard, Conservative 

MP) 

• “food from a food bank is by definition a free good and there’s 

almost infinite demand” (Lord Freud, Conservative minister) 

• “have more money to spend on alcohol, cigarettes” (Councillor 

Steward (Conservative)) 

• Trussell Trust is “Scaremongering” (Iain Duncan Smith, Work & 

Pensions minister) 



• Factors associated with increased 
foodbanks: 

• Unemployment  

• Cuts in welfare benefits  

• Increased of benefit sanctions 



The story so far 

• The financial crisis and resulting austerity have made the lives of 
many people more precarious 

• People have lost income and homes, and gone without food 

• Risks of adverse events have increased but so have the consequences 
of experiencing them 

• Beyond the data, many live in constant fear of the future 

• Things may be okay now but for how long? 



Precor (Latin): to 
pray, beseech, plead 

St Francis at prayer - Caravaggio 



Unemployment in Hanover, 1930 
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Growth in total vote share for the Nazis in federal 
elections, 1928-1933 

One percentage point increase in fiscal 
consolidation in the long difference 
model was associated with 160,000 
extra votes for the Nazis 

Trends in government spending 



“The Sun's endorsements 
were associated with a 
significant increase in 
readers' support for  
Labour in 1997,  
approximately 525,000 
votes, and its switch back 
was associated with about 
550,000 extra votes for the 
Conservatives in 2010.” 



Conclusion 

• Europe is a remarkable natural 
laboratory 

• Increasing precariousness is not 
inevitable 

• … and it is not good for all of us 

• There is so much that we can learn 
from each other 
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