
In brief: Having a good quality job is 
important for wellbeing. But with a squeeze 
in real earnings and the expansion of low 
quality work, employment is no longer 
a guaranteed route out of poverty.

The facts & the fixes: 

Jobs

How can we improve job quality in the UK?

The government boasts about low rates of unemployment. 
But with almost a third of the population of Britain living on 
an inadequate income, work clearly doesn’t pay. We need 
bold action to tackle poor quality employment. Here are 
six policy fixes to get us started.  

1 — A genuine living wage. More and more people in full time employment live 
in poverty. The government needs to increase minimum wage rates to reflect the 
cost of living in the UK. The current national living wage is £7.20/hr – £0.95p/hr 
less than a genuine living wage (£8.45/hr). In London, the living wage would need 
to be £9.75/hr.

2 — Empower workers through sectoral collective bargaining. As rates of 
union membership have fallen, so have average wages as a proportion of GDP, 
and inequality has risen dramatically. Restoring sectoral collective bargaining – 
where wages and conditions are set across industries by employers and unions – 
will help reduce inequality, enhance worker voice in the workplace, raise wages, 
and generally improve the terms and conditions of employment.

3 — Stimulate good job creation across the UK. We need an ambitious national 
industrial strategy to establish a state investment bank with a regional focus. This 
would fund better jobs and training, guarantee full employment, and reform business 
practice to ensure workers have a collective voice and extended bargaining power.

4 — End the public sector pay freeze. Teachers and nurses continue to have 
their pay squeezed in real terms while both inflation and workloads continue 
to rise. Every 1% increase in public sector pay is estimated to generate between 
£710m and £820m for the government in increased income tax.1

5 — Tackle discrimination in the labour market. We can close the gender pay 
gap and tackle racial discrimination in the labour market through equal pay audits, 
tougher sanctions on employers who break the law, and by ending employment 
tribunal fees. We must tackle the motherhood pay penalty by ending pregnancy 
discrimination, improve access to flexible work, create more well paid, high skilled 
part time jobs, and incentivise fathers to share parental leave.

6 — Tighten laws around insecure jobs. We need to overhaul employment 
legislation. We need tougher rules and regulations around self-employment to 
prevent the uberisation of the job market. Exploitative zero hour contracts need 
to be banned, and we need to close loopholes to ensure agency workers get the 
pay and rights of regular employees.
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After inflation, wages are 
still 3% below their pre-
recession peak.3 Workers 
now face another four years 
of income stagnation,4 
making for the longest 
pay squeeze in 70 years.5

One in ten workers are in insecure 
work.6 The number of zero hours 
contracts has increased sixfold from 
143,000 in 2008 to 905,000 in 2017.7

Ethnic minorities are dispropor-
tionately disadvantaged in the 
labour market. The unemployment 
rate for ethnic minorities is 8%, 
twice as high as for white  
British people.14

Disabled people  
face exclusion from the  
labour market. The unemployment 
rate for disabled people stands 
at 9.2% and the rate of economic 
inactivity at 45.3% – both more 
than twice the national average.15 

Self-employment has reached 
4.78m workers, or 15% of the 
workforce – an increase of 1m or 26% 
since 2008, disproportionately in 
low paid sectors.8 Between 2001/02 
and 2015/16, typical self-employed 
earnings fell by £60 a week.9

There is an 18% gender pay gap 
in the UK.11 This means women 
effectively work a fifth of the year 
for free.12 Although progress has been 
made, the gap doubles when women 
reach their thirties.13
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The public sector pay freeze 
means the average pay of public 
sector workers will be £1,700 less 
in 2020 than in 2010.10
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Collective bargaining stood at 27.9% in 
2015,16 less than a third of the level in 
1979 (84%).17 Trade union membership 
has dropped by around half from 
13.2m in 1979 to 6.5m in 2015.18  
De-unionisation is strongly  
linked to inequality.19 

11.7m working days were lost 
due to work related stress  
in 2015–16,20, 21 67 times  
the number lost due 
to strikes (175,000).22
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Work doesn’t pay. With 3.8m workers 
living in poverty in the UK today – 
1m more than a decade ago – working 
poverty has reached record levels.2 
In fact, 55% of people in poverty 
today live in a working family.  


