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What’s the problem?





1: Risk on the wrong shoulders…



… including the risk of getting sick



2. A spreading gig economy…



3. Poor enforcement of the law



Is this the solution?



Some historical and geographical perspective…

Source: Assessing the legal and economic implications of the Employment Rights Act 2025

Christine Carter (University of Cambridge) Simon Deakin (University of

Cambridge), Conor McCormack (Department for Business and Trade) and

Kamelia Pourkermani (University of Cambridge)



The good…
A meaningful improvement to 

insecure low-paid jobs:

• Both UK and Northern Ireland 

tackle zero-hour contracts (in 

different ways)

• Day one sick pay (but still at 

measly levels compared with 

European peers)

• Sensible UK compromise on 

unfair dismissal (day one rights 

would have made us 

international outliers)



The good (cont.)…

Fair Pay Agreements (sectoral collective bargaining) are worth a go…

…although New Zealand is a cautionary tale



The good (cont.)…
The Fair Work Agency 

- a single enforcement 

body – makes good 

sense.

Caveats:

• The culture gap 

between GLAA and 

HRMC is vast. 

Integration won’t be 

easy.

• What will really 

matter is resources



The bad…

Removing the cap on unfair dismissal claims:

1) Makes the UK an outlier internationally (France, Spain, Italy, Ireland, 

Sweden, Denmark, Ireland, Switzerland all have caps)

2) Is likely to mostly benefit highly-paid executives (and employment 

lawyers!), since most claimants don’t bump up against the cap 

anyway

3) Threatens to add pressure to the already overwhelmed employment 

tribunal system



The ugly…

In an ideal world, 

you would 

upgrade rights at 

a time of strong 

growth and rising 

demand for 

workers.

This is not an 

ideal world.



The ugly (cont.)…

Other UK government decisions 

(NICs, NMW) have added to the 

cost of employing people, 

especially lower earners and the 

young.

Risks:

• (Further) rises in youth 

joblessness

• Sharper incentives for 

employers to shift to self-

employment gig model



Are we fighting the last war?



A (cheery) dispatch from the future…

Lessons from a swiftly automating 

workplace:

• Workers having a seat at the table is key

• Technology can erode trust, even if 

that’s not the intent

• Done well, co-determination can benefit 

employers in times of technological 

change

• Pro-active safety nets: furlough for 

lifelong learning



Conclusion

• AI is not a “tsunami”

• You can’t legislate for good jobs, but you 

can and should legislate against bad ones

• As for the rest: can unions and employers 

meet the moment?



Thank you (and a quick plug!)

sarah.oconnor@ft.com

www.ft.com/TheAIShift
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