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The government’s own 
calculations put the lost 
economic output from this 
inactivity at a minimum of 
£130 billion, a figure which 
does not include welfare 
payments. 

Recommendations
Among the 
recommendations in a 
new report, published 
by the British Chambers 
of Commerce (BCC), 
are calls to:   

	� Provide tax breaks for 
health services that 
businesses provide for 
their workforce 

	� Reform the fit-note 
system so it supports 
both employers and 
employees to manage 
sickness and a return to 
work 

	� Offer support and 
incentives for managers 
in SMEs to access mental 
health and neurodiversity 
training 

	� Introduce a wage 
subsidy scheme to help 
young people with long-
term health conditions to 
get into work. 

Shortages
The report has been 
produced by the BCC’s 
Future of Work challenge 
group, drawing on 
expertise from businesses 
of all sizes, academics and 
think tanks. It highlights a 
workplace health crisis that 
is undermining productivity, 
constraining growth and 
compounding labour 
market shortages.  

The government has set 
a target of becoming the 
fastest growing economy 
in the G7. As part of this 
aim, it wants to achieve an 
80 per cent employment 
rate. This means getting a 
minimum of 1.5 million more 
people into work. However, 
research suggests more 
than 300,000 people are 
leaving the workforce each 
year due to ill-health.  

Formidable
Data from the ONS also 
shows that over 1.35 million 
(53 per cent) of those 
inactive because of long-
term sickness reported that 
they had depression, bad 
nerves or anxiety. 

Against this background, 
it will require a formidable 
effort by both government 
and businesses to turn 
these figures around and 
help more people into work. 

www.britishchambers.org.uk

Long-term 
sickness blighting 
UK economy 

Businesses want to see a major shake-
up of the UK’s approach to ill-health 
which is excluding people from work 
and hobbling the economy. Around 7 
per cent of the UK workforce, almost 
2.8 million people, is currently out 
of work due to long-term sickness, 
whereas the equivalent figure in Japan 
is just 3.5 per cent

GROWTH THROUGH PEOPLE 
MAKING HEALTH WORK

FUTURE OF WORK

As I see it …

Imagine if every 
employee acted like 

an owner. Not due to a 
motivational poster but 
because they are an owner. 
Employee share ownership 
(ESO) schemes – such 
as share option plans, 
direct share purchases, 
or employee ownership 
trusts – enable staff to hold 
a genuine stake in their 
company. 

When people have a real 
stake, some remarkable 
things happen – productivity 
rises, loyalty deepens, and 
innovation flourishes. ESO 
aligns employees’ interests 
with the long-term success of 
the business. The Esop Centre 
spells it out. Overall, employee-
owned businesses outperform 
their peers, weather economic 
storms better, and build 
stronger workplace cultures.

Succession 
For London’s SMEs, ESO can 
also solve a pressing challenge: 
succession. Instead of selling 
out, why not sell in – to the 
team that already knows and 
believes in the business? It’s 
succession planning with soul. 
Yes, it takes a bit of work – 
valuations, legalities, tax, and 
good governance – but it’s 
worth it.

The national social dividend 
of widespread employee 
ownership is powerful. 
Employee ownership 
spreads wealth more evenly, 
narrows the gap between 
the boardroom and the 
watercooler, and strengthens 
communities. In an age of 
widening inequality, ESO 
should be a quiet levelling up – 
ownership with purpose.

Liquidity
One could argue that trendy 
unicorns demonstrate the 
motivational power of ESO. 
In the UK we seem to ignore 
that ESO could ignite SME 
growth too, particularly if 
we make it broader and less 
complicated. PISCES (Private 
Intermittent Securities and 

Capital Exchange System) is 
a new government-backed 
trading platform that allows 
employees and shareholders in 
private companies to buy and 
sell shares on an intermittent 
basis. It aims to create liquidity 
in private company shares. 
The Esop Centre points out 
that recent HMRC guidance 
accepts PISCES transaction 
prices as fair market value, and 
not in conflict with Enterprise 
Management Incentives, 
Company Share Option Plans), 
Save As You Earn, or Share 
Incentive Plans.

Support
To unlock ESO’s potential,  
co-ordinated support in four 
areas is essential:

	� Education – raising 
awareness among 
employees, management, 
and advisors

	� Tax incentives – structuring 
simple, favourable reliefs and 
regimes

	� Legislation – simplifying 
regulatory environments and 
removing barriers

	� Research – gathering 
longitudinal evidence and 
benchmarking best practice.

Roadmap
LCCI does its bit, but I’d 
call on others, particularly 
government, to lean in more 
strongly. The policy roadmap 
is clear: educate, incentivise, 
simplify, and support. 

So, here’s the takeaway for 
London’s business leaders: 
employee ownership isn’t a 
fringe idea, it’s a competitive 
advantage. When employees 
own a share of the business, 
they don’t just turn up for 
work – they show up for mutual 
success.

Professor Michael Mainelli 
served as Lord Mayor of 
London 2023-24 and remains 
an international ambassador 
for the City. He is chair of Z/
Yen, the City of London’s 
leading commercial think-tank, 
known for its work in economics 
and finance, and science & 
technology.

by Michael Mainelli, 
LCCI president

The smartest investment: 
selling your firm to the 
right people

Being a forward-thinking tech company we, unsurprisingly, talk a lot about AI. Whether at events, with 
clients or on panels, it is a topic that generates questions, opinions and, at times, concern; but we take a 
different approach.

Our focus is not to add to the 
hype, nor be an antagonist 
towards AI, but instead offer 
measured discussion about 
how organisations can 
drown out the propaganda, 
look at AI strategically, 
and adopt it effectively – 
all while considering the 
ethics associated with the 
technology. 

Whilst the #GenAI revolution 
has made AI products 
cheaper and therefore more 
accessible, organisations 
must ask themselves: 
“What is our appetite for 
innovation?” “Are we doing 
the simple things right?”, 
and the age old “How good 
actually is our data?”. 
Ultimately, we don’t want 
organisations to use AI as 
a really expensive way of 
finding out their data is 
useless. 

Instead, we advocate that 
any implementation of 
AI must be aligned to an 
organisation’s strategic 
goals, with the purpose 
of empowering staff and 
customers, whilst delivering 
a better experience. 
Implementing AI for the sake 

of it, or the fear of missing 
out, won’t work - don’t be 
driven by the technology, 
start with your strategy and 
consider how AI might help 
you deliver on it.

When we discuss potential 
use cases, most involve 
taking the vast amount of 
data organisations already 
have but using AI to collate 
it and give a holistic view, 
such as improving efficiency 
through AI query bots for 
contact centres rather than 
the stereotypical multiple 
windows, screens and 
clicks to locate information 
whilst on a call – ultimately 

delivering a better 
experience. 

A recent poll suggested 
81% of customers wanted 
a ‘faster’ service; not 
suggesting something 
technology focused, but 
instead efficiency – and 
faster in today’s world often 
means better. 

Again, how can we use 
AI in the right way as 
businesses? Rather than 
potentially frustrating AI 
chatbots, which often 
ultimately lead to a phone 
call, why not a contact 
centre armed with AI 
query bots to speed up the 
process of finding accurate 
information? This is why 
understanding the problem 
you are trying to solve 
rather than jumping to the 
technology first is vital.

But what about other 
considerations that need 
to be made when adopting 
AI - largely the ethical 
implications of the solution? 
If the solution is making 
recommendations or 
decisions about people, how 
can you ensure it is doing 
so in an ethical way? What 
checks and balances need 
to be in place? How are 
these audited? 

What about data 
security? Do the people 
in your organisation 
have the knowledge and 
understanding to review 
these sorts of things? What 

training or investment might 
be needed so that they can?

Many organisations are 
keen to adopt AI but 
to truly get the value, 
it’s likely they’ll need to 
mature their approach to 
data management and 
governance, so the solution 
meets expectations. There 
isn’t a silver bullet to this 
and, depending on where 
an organisation is, there 
might be a large amount of 
prework required.

If you’re wanting to explore 
AI, look at collaboration and 
learn from others further 
along the journey; try 
small but scalable proof of 
concepts and always align it 
to your strategy. For now, at 
least, AI should only be seen 
to augment and complement 
human work, not replace it.

If you want to learn more 
about AI, discuss anything 
in this article, or share your 
views, I would love to hear 
them so please get in touch – 
ai@waterstons.com  

AI - navigating the hype

Mike Dent 
Head of Digital Solutions  at 
Waterstons


