* Unemployment is a public health pandemic

Dr Peter Mcllveen spoke to the 2016 Symposium about how career
practitioners can and do change the perspectives of individuals and
communities for their personal and shared benefits. In this article he urges a
paradigm shift in how civil society, government, and industry, understand, react
to, and prevent unemployment for those who are in need of decent work.

Unemployment is a form of trauma associated with physical illness, mental illness, and
suicidality; unemployment is a public health pandemic (Mcllveen, 2016). When considered
metaphorically as a problem of public health, and that those who suffer unemployment trauma
are in need of rehabilitation and those at risk of unemployment—all of us—are in need of
primary health care, then the seriousness of the problem takes on new meaning. This
medicalizing discourse is questionable from a critical perspective (e.g., Foucault, 1973);
however, there should be a significant paradigm shift in how civil society, government, and
industry, understands, reacts to, and prevents unemployment for those who are in need of
decent work. Although this medical discourse is one of power and may further stigmatize
(Kossen & Hammer, 2010), it sets up a framework for acknowledging that iliness, both
physical and mental, are symptoms of unemployment.

Rehabilitation from unemployment trauma should be directed to those who suffer.
Nonetheless, additional critical observations are warranted because such interventions may
not go far enough to elucidate the power of economic constraints and social class on the lives
of individuals who are without sufficient resources to protect themselves: Children.

There is a pressing need to investigate the cognitive development of children in poverty
(Dickerson & Popli, 2016; Heberle & Carter, 2015). Unemployment and poverty are practically
synonymous in the lived experience of those without decent work, and their children are at
risk of serious complications. If it is the case that intractable poverty diminishes children’s
cognitive and social development then the long-term trajectory for effects on later adult
development are frightful (Kalil, Duncan, & Ziol-Guest, 2016). Furthermore, consider the
evidence that low socio-economic status leads to diminished aspirations (Flouri, Tsivrikos,
Akhtar, & Midouhas, 2015). With respect to identity development, youngsters’ perceptions of
their social class, as being different from their peers, carries a negative psychological effect
(Odgers, 2015). Research into adults’ recollections of their childhood perceptions of their
lower social class is suggestive of a predictive relation between class perception and mental
disorder (Lyons & Edwards, 2016). Even the ostensibly innocent world of childhood fantasy
may be perturbingly distorted to maintain social structures whereby social class can be
portrayed—cynically—as benign in children’s G-rated films (Streib, Ayala, & Wixted, 2016).
The preponderance of evidence is that poverty has pernicious effects that curb the healthy
development of children.

What are we to do? For a start, we should rethink how we understand unemployment and
poverty as economic phenomena. The discourse of economics seems somehow
disconnected from the everyday experiences of those who are in need of decent work. We
may be satisfied by “healthy” economic indicators, such as 5% unemployment, but for the
many who make up that number their everyday lives are not so satisfying and healthy. What
would happen if we began to understand and talk about unemployment as a public health
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problem, all the while realizing that doing so may further marginalize those who are in need of
decent work? What would happen if we began to take action on the evidence that
unemployment causes illness, dysfunctional cognitive development, and suicide?
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