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To this point, we have observed that the average completed duration of a spell of unemployment
is quite long, that it has been increasing and that this rise has contributed significantly to increased
unemployment. Such a scenario is not supportive of the search theorists case outlined in our
introduction. Workers are clearly finding it more difficult to obtain jobs as the average spell
of unemployment becomes something less than *‘transitory’’.

Indeed, if we focus upon the contribution of spells of varying length to (a) total spells (wdi /10
% 100) (e.g. in terms of Figure 1, spells of length 5-8 weeks are (sd$/15 x 100) percent of all
spells) and (b) total unemployment (‘-‘%—; x 100) (e.g. in terms of Figure 1, spells of 8-13 weeks
account for (sV4/T, x 100) percent of all unemployment i.e. (C+G+J)/(A+B+C+D+
E+F+G+H+1+J+K+M+N+P+R)), both reported in Table 4, it becomes obvious that,
throughout the period of our study, unemployment spells of a transitory nature have not been
a major contributor to the level of unemployment. While close to half of all unemployment spells
end within 4 weeks, such spells never account for more than 7.5 percent of male unemployment
and 6.3 percent of female unemployment. On the other hand, long spells (of 13 weeks or longer)
generally make up less than one quarter of all spells, yet generate more than 60 percent of male
and female unemployment. Equally apparent in the table, is the increasing importance of longer
spelis — both in terms of their contribution to total spells and their contribution to unemployment.
The inescapable conclusion is that although a majority of spells are of short duration, most
unemployment is explained by long spells.

Once again, because of the absence of data on inflows by age group, we are unable to replicate
this analysis precisely by age. We can, however, calculate the contribution of spells of varying
length to “*significant’” unemployment within the groups
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contribution of spells of varying length for each group to total unemployment

Yo = wVi x100].
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Table 5 reports the results of these computations for spells in excess of 13 weeks
X3 and < Y3

For each group, the contribution of longer spells to the group’s “significant™ unemployment
is high and rising over the period of our enquiry. In no case do spells in excess of 13 weeks account
for less than 70 percent of “significant” unemployment. A number of features with respect to
the contribution of longer spells to “significant” unemployment are apparent. First, it generally
increases with age. Second, values for = X7; are much higher for females than for males in the
younger age groups but, this differential has narrowed considerably over time. This is clearly
associated with the observation that the importance of longer spells for young males has risen
more rapidly than for any other group over the period of our study.

The contribution of longer spells by group to total unemployment i1s perhaps a more
interesting variable upon which to focus. The value for = Y7; has increased over the 3 years for
most of the groups in our study. Of particular significance, are the 1983-4 values of 35.8 percent
for young males and 50.0 percent for young females. If policies were devised which could prevent
longer term unemployment from being experienced by men and women under 25 years of age,
rotal male unemployment would be reduced by one third and roral female unemployment by over
a half. This finding, and those of the previous paragraph, represent insurmountable evidence
against the proposition that youth unemployment is primarily short term in nature, and therefore
not a problem of major policy concern. Clearly, youth unemployment is also concentrated in
spells of long duration, and the longer spells of unemployment experienced by youth account
for an unacceptable level of total unemployment.

Conclusion

In this paper we have extended the analysis of Brosnan and Hicks (1985) to encompass the
duration of unemployment by age and sex. Examination of duration by age i1s of particular
importance because of the often stated claim that the unemployment experience by younger
workers is characterised by short spells and consequently fits neatly into the search explanation
of unemployment. Our findings show that this is not a fair description of the youth experience
in the New Zealand labour market. As is the case for other age groups, young people in New
Zealand have, in recent years, witnessed a substantial increase in the average duration of a spell
of unemployment. This increase has contributed significantly to rising levels of unemployment
— particularly for males — and resulted in a situation in which spells of unemployment in excess




Table 4: Percentage contribution of spells of specified duration to total unemployment and total spells: male and female.
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Males %
1981-2 50.0 7.5 18.4 13.9 13.1 15.7 10.5 21.3 8.0 41.6
1982-3 42.3 2. 18.9 1.9 14.4 14.] 12.3 20.7 12.1 50.7
1983-4 46.4 3.7 14.5 9.7 13.7 14,1 12.9 PN, 12.5 50.2

Females

1981-2 50.2 6.3 17.6 13.3 12.9 15.2 10.4 21.0 8.9 44.2
1982-3 51.4 5.3 15.9 11.7 12.3 14.1 10.5 20.6 9.9 48.1
1983-4 50.8 4.3 13.8 10.1 12.6 14.4 11.9 22.7 10.9 48.5

Source: Computed from Department of Labour (various)
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of 13 weeks account for an excessively high amount of total unemployment.

The universality across groups of the concentration of unemployment in long spells throws
severe doubt on the efficacy of job search theory as an explanation of the unemployment
experience of any group in New Zealand. Such results further highlight the need for policy
initiatives which will produce permanent, meaningful employment rather than just recycle the
unemployed (O’Conner and Endres, 1985).
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