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          As Brexit chaos and political drama continue to dominate the headlines, worsening living 
conditions across society are being left unchecked. It is in this context that the Centre for Labour 
and Social Studies (CLASS) publishes our second Labour Market Realities report. The research 
amplifies workers views to challenge the narrative of record employment and balance the views of 
the business elite.

The reality is the labour market is increasingly looking like other markets - with a fixation on 
profits, disregard for quality, and chronic short-termism. Unlike machines or robots, there 
are immediate human consequences to treating workers purely as factors of production - as 
demonstrated by our mental health crisis. 

Since the late 1970s the share of incomes going to workers has been in steady decline while the 
profit share has grown. The destruction of unions has led to a shift in power towards the bosses 
and capital owners. Today’s labour market is structured to penalise workers and produce income 
inequality. In 2019 FTSE 100 CEO bosses are paid on average 130 times their average employee, 
in 1998 this ratio was 47 times. 

While our current direction on Brexit will make things worse, it is important to note that we are in 
this position despite being in the EU. The EU regulations in place have not prevented UK workers 
from being some of the most overworked and underpaid workers across high-income countries. 
Efforts to mitigate the negative impacts of Brexit have diverted our energy to fighting for the sta-
tus quo rather than demanding more action. 

Foreword
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Now Brexit uncertainty is speeding up the decline of manufacturing as companies decide to go 
elsewhere. Without intervention, current trends show thousands more will move from secure 
well-paid jobs to a precarious service sector, further fueling stress and debt.

There can no longer be any doubt - the UK’s labour market is broken. Work has become hostile to 
workers. Draconian benefit reforms have intensified difficulties in keeping up with the bills, as have
rising housing and transport costs. Brexit threatens to further undermine workers’ rights. We need 
to take action across the board.

It is time we go back to basics. Work should pay enough to allow people to live with dignity. 
Workers should be treated as humans not robots. Workers should have a voice in their work-
places. In the Brexit drama let’s not forget the real wealth creators and backbone of this country 
- the 32 million workers. You can find their vital voices in this report.

Labour Market Realities 2019

Director - CLASS

Dr Faiza Shaheen



Executive Summary

The State of British Workers 2019
The performance of the UK labour market is constantly framed around a narrative of record 
employment. Yet, we also know that there are record levels of workers in poverty and that 
wages today remain lower than they were in 2008. Headline employment statistics are not 
providing a true picture of the lived reality in the labour market. To rectify this, the Centre for 
Labour and Social Studies provides a yearly survey of workers. The findings paint a worrying 
picture. 

Our latest workers confidence survey has found that: 

• Workers are struggling to make ends meet: Over a third of those surveyed struggle to keep up 
with the basic cost of living, with this proportion nearing half for those living in London, those 
earning under £20,000 per annum and the young.

• Workers are stressed and overworked: Nearly 60 per cent of workers find their job stressful 
and nearly half have noted an increase in their workload over the past 12 months. On a daily 
basis, a quarter of workers are working more hours than they wish to just to complete basic 
tasks, and one fifth admit to cancelling plans in order to do so.

• The economy is not working for workers: Merely 3 in 10 think the economy works well for 
them and there is little confidence in this changing. 

• There’s no end in sight: Over half of UK workers deem the economy a threat to their future 
employment and only 3 in 10 workers are expecting an above inflation pay rise in 2019. To put 
it bluntly, over two-thirds of the UK’s working population is expecting to get poorer over the 
coming year.

”“          Brexit has not been mentioned at all. I brought it up with management at a 
meeting; ‘let’s not go there’ was the response.

Trade Union Official
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Brexit
With the UK’s departure from the European Union imminent, very little attention is being paid to 
these vital issues in the UK labour market. When surveyed, workers are pessimistic about the im-
pact of Brexit on their working life: 58 per cent deemed Brexit a threat to their future employment. 
Unsurprisingly, however, deep divisions remain. ‘Remainers’ and ‘Leavers’ are sharply split on the 
impact that Brexit will have on the world of work. Of those we surveyed, 44 per cent of Remainers 
and just 13 per cent of Leavers think Brexit will have a negative impact on their job in 2019.

Not only do these perceptions of the future differ but Remainers and Leavers also differ in whether 
or not problems they are already experiencing – recruiting difficulties, ability to balance the com-
pany books, workplace stress – are attributable to Brexit. 

Speaking to officials and representatives of the trade union movement, however, it is clear that 
the ongoing period of Brexit uncertainty is having a negative impact on the world of work. Lack of 
investment and inability to plan is already harming job prospects and UK competitiveness. While 
much of the analysis of Brexit related uncertainty has been from the perspective of UK business, 
our analysis is a reminder that the trade union movement, as the voice of the UK workers, also 
offers valuable insights into the problems ‘on the ground’.

A New Path
The decision to leave the European Union should not distract us from tackling the problems we 
already face, and will continue to face, in the world of work. The Prime Minister has supposedly 
committed to enhancing workers’ rights as the UK leaves the EU and while there is much uncer-
tainty about the final deal, proper enforcement of current rights alongside an expansion of others 
remains the only way forward.

It is now clear that the excessive focus on the binary of employment / unemployment is no longer 
suitable for describing the current state of the UK labour market. The government has expressed 
a supposed commitment to placing “equal importance on both quantity and quality of work” and 
it is time that this is honoured. Hiding behind statistics that elevate job quantity over quality only 
serves as a smokescreen to the multitude of pressures facing workers. Our proposed metrics  for 
job quality will offer a more genuine insight into the wellbeing of workers but, on their own, are not 
enough. 

Therefore, CLASS recommends:

• The government to properly measure job quality and worker wellbeing and avoid the use of 
misleading headline employment statistics alone.

• A new Ministry of Labour to bring due attention to workers, strengthening workers’ rights and 
renewing the relationship between government and trade unions.

• The Low Pay Commission to be scrapped and replaced with a Real Living Wage Commission, 
giving workers a say about their pay and reducing their working hours.

Labour Market Realities 2019
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Introduction

Yet, if you scratch beneath the surface, there are a multitude of problems that are facing UK 
workers. With real wages struggling to emerge from the longest period of wage stagnation in 200 
years alongside cuts to working-age benefits and the growth of insecure and precarious work, 
many workers are unable to keep up with the basic cost of living. 

When Philip Alston, United Nations Special Rapporteur on Poverty and Human Rights, visited the 
UK in late 2018 he spoke of a ”striking and almost complete disconnect between what I heard 
from the government and what I consistently heard from the many people, directly across the 
country.”1  He may have been focusing on the UK’s growing problem of poverty, but his words are 
equally applicable to the UK labour market.

In a time of conflicting narratives around the UK labour market, our Labour Market Realities series 
aims to re-root economic debates in the voices of workers themselves.2  We start from the basic 
premise that the public, and in particular workers, are key arbiters of the economy and can offer 
valuable insight into the challenges they face in the workplace. 

With the UK’s exit from the European Union (EU) imminent, uncertainty is still rife. The impact 
of which has been much discussed by government and business leaders but very little time has 
been given to the views of workers themselves. As the voice of the labour movement, trade union 
representatives and officials are well placed to give crucial insight into these trends. We inter-
viewed 10 key stakeholders from the trade union movement to understand how Brexit uncertainty 
had been impacting workers.

Our survey, taken alongside the knowledge of the trade union movement, has shown that as we 
look to exit the European Union, the status quo on workers’ rights and conditions in the labour 
market are insufficient. Given problems of overwork, under-pay, worker stress and a multitude of 
other problems, there is scope to be much more progressive as we leave the European Union.

With Brexit dominating the headlines, there is very little bandwidth in the 
media, government or the public mind to focus on the many other 
problems that the United Kingdom (UK) economy is facing. When we do 
hear about the labour market, we are often confronted with a rosy 
narrative that boasts of record numbers of people in and out of work and 
of an economy that continues to grow.
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Structure of the Report
The rest of the report is as follows: the next section takes the reader through key trends in the 
labour market emanating from our workers confidence survey and a variety of other sources. 
Section 3 tries to isolate the impact of Brexit as perceived by the general public and from the 
findings of our interviews with key stakeholders in the trade union movement. The final section 
discusses policy recommendations along two key fronts - how to adequately report job quality 
and how to improve it.

Why Listen to Workers’ Voices?
Listening to workers’ voices is much more than just intrinsically valuable. Not only are those 
engaged in the everyday economy best placed to shed light on the experience of contemporary 
work, but it is a reminder that the economy needs to be run in their interests. This has not been 
the case over recent decades. Since 1970, the labour share of national income has fallen by 
over 5 per cent in the UK.3 This share was originally safeguarded by trade unions. 

Multiple studies, including those conducted by the OECD4 and the IMF,5 have noted that a key 
contributor to the rise of inequality has been deunionisation and the retraction of collective 
bargaining coverage for large parts of the working population.

The positive benefits of listening and acting in tandem with workers’ voices are not restrict-
ed to better wages and conditions. Recent research has noted that productivity is higher in 
countries where worker voice and influence is stronger. This is the norm across the majority of 
European countries where employee representation at board level is commonplace.6 

As such, ensuring that workers can influence the workplace and the wider economy is not only 
beneficial for employee wellbeing and motivation, but is also associated with superior corpo-
rate governance structure and tangible macroeconomic benefits.7 

For more details of CLASS’s workers confidence survey, see the technical appendix at the end.

Labour Market Realities 2019
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Does the Economy Work?

Much of the mainstream analysis of the labour market is centred around 
the UK’s continuing ‘jobs boom’ – over the past few years, unemployment 
has fallen to a 43 year low and there are record numbers of people in 
work.8  A key feature of this report, however, is that merely focusing on the 
binary of employment / unemployment is no longer sufficient to describe 
the lived reality of the UK labour market.

First, and foremost, while employment has continued to rise, workers have seen very little real 
wage growth since the financial crisis.9  While there is often talk of an economy ‘that continues 
to confound expectations’,10 recent levels of economic growth have not delivered increasing pay 
packets for UK workers. As Figure 1 shows, economic growth per employee has far outstripped 
average weekly earnings since 2010. 
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Figure 1

Source: CLASS calculations using ONS (2019) estimates for GDP, employment and AWE

Economic Growth is Outpacing Wage Growth
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While this divergence between growth and wages may seem abstract, it is akin to an 
unseen cost for workers. If wages had grown at the rate of GDP per employee since 2010, 
CLASS estimates that average weekly earnings would be about £27 a week higher than they 
are today. The cumulative total of foregone increases since 2010 would amount to £521 per 
employee or £16.9 trillion across the entire working population.

The headline stagnation in pay masks a variety of disparities amongst the population. For 
instance, impact of the financial crisis on wages was particularly felt by younger demo-
graphics. Today, workers in their 30s are still receiving pay packets 7 per cent below their 
pre-crisis peak11 and as our survey has consistently found, younger demographics are most 
pessimistic about the state of the economy.

Towards the end of 2018, as real wage growth edged above 1 per cent, chief economist at 
the Bank of England, Andy Haldane had pre-empted a ‘new dawn’ for Britain’s pay packets.13 
It is important to note, that historically, this level of pay growth is well below the pre-crisis 
average. As our survey also goes to show, workers have little faith in their stock improving 
any time soon. Less than a third of workers are expecting an above-inflation pay-rise in 
2019. Female workers, in particular, were far less optimistic about the prospect of a pay-rise 
than their male counterparts. 

Labour Market Realities 2019

Do you Expect a pay-rise in 2019?

4%

22%

28%

46%

31%

14%

Yes (above inflation)

Yes (below inflation)

Yes

No

Neither

Don’t Know

Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 2019)

Figure 2

Atypical Work and Cost of Living 
Furthermore, behind the headline figure of the total number of people in work, recent years have 
seen a sustained increase in the growth of what is known as atypical work. Atypical work is 
defined as those in part-time, temporary or agency work as well as those on zero hours contracts 
and the self-employed. Recent research conducted by the Resolution Foundation has shown that 
two thirds of the growth in employment since 2008 has been in these kinds of atypical roles.13 
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Figure 3
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Do You Expect a Payrise or Promotion in 2019? Full-Time and Part-
Time workers?

There is a wealth of evidence that shows those who are in part-time work are less likely to pro-
gress in the workplace and are often stuck in a cycle of low-pay and low on-the-job training.14 

Unsurprisingly then, and as Figure 3 below shows, those who work part-time are far less confi-
dent about their prospects for a pay-rise or promotion in 2019. 

Recent research has also shown that the rise in employment has coincided with a rise in the 
number of jobs with unstable pay.15 As the Resolution Foundation has shown, 73 per cent of 
employees with a steady job, experience pay volatility on a monthly basis.16 That is, their monthly 
pay decreases or increases by more than 5 per cent for more than 5 months a year.  Such volatile 
monthly earnings can have huge pressure on the ability of household’s to meet their outgoings as 
well as negative repercussions for workers health.17

In fact, when asked, almost a third of workers agreed that “they do not keep up with the basic cost 
of living.” Unsurprisingly, those on lower incomes, those living in London, younger workers and 
female workers are much more likely to agree. Almost half of those earning less than £20,000 
struggle to keep up with basic costs. This surveying chimes with findings from the Joseph Rown-
tree Foundation that show 8 million workers in the UK are now living in poverty.18  

It is impossible to discuss these trends in the workplace without mentioning the simultaneous 
cuts being made to the social safety net. The massive decrease in real working-age and child 
benefits that has occurred since 2011 is forcing people into work and, when they are in work, 
longer hours. Of those claiming benefits in our sample, over one in five had seen the amount they 
received decrease while 41 per cent said that their benefits had remained constant. Unsurpris-
ingly, those who had seen their benefits decrease were most likely to say they were struggling. 
The percentage of those who do not receive benefits who struggle to keep up with the basic cost 
of living was 30 per cent. For those who had seen their state support diminished, the figure was 
almost double. 
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Figure 4
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    24%               26%                                        47%   

      32%                         22%              42%   

     29%                     26%                44%   

        33%            23%                40%   

              41%          24%                                33%               

“I do not earn enough to keep up with the basic cost of living”

As households struggle to keep up with basic costs, many have to turn to private debt. Of those 
who said that they do not earn enough to keep up with the basic cost of living, almost half (45 per 
cent) said that their monthly shortfall was in excess of £100. Common means of plugging this 
monthly shortfall were: credit cards (52 per cent), borrowing from social networks (34 per cent) or 
resorting to payday (15 per cent) or bank loans (17 per cent). 

Recent research from the Trades Union Congress found that unsecured household debt (debt 
other than mortgages) had reached record levels in early 2019 and now stands at £15,400 per 
household.19 Amid an ongoing period of wage stagnation and rising costs, household debt now 
stands at new record levels. 

Overwork and Stress 
As the Institute of Employment Rights’ 2016 manifesto rightly states, “British workers work more 
hours per week, more days per year, more years before they retire, after which they receive lower 
levels of pension than most of their European counterparts.”20 The recent explosion of interest in 
proposals for a Four Day Week has at least partly stemmed from the recognition that many people 
in Britain are working to the extent that they endanger their health and/or become unproductive.21

The 2017 Skills and Employment Survey (a government funded study of 3,300 people) conducted 
every five years found that about 55 per cent of women and 47 per cent of men ‘always’ or ‘often’ 
went home from work exhausted.  The government’s own estimates show that work-related 
stress, anxiety or depression accounts for 37 per cent of all work-related health cases and 45 per 
cent of all working days are lost due to poor health.23

Our survey reveals that well over half of UK workers find their job quite or very stressful (59 per 
cent), that overwork is one of the biggest perceived threats to workers’ future employment and 
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48 per cent of workers have noticed an increase in stress and workload over the past 12 months. 
Again, those on lower incomes, young people and those in London reveal much higher levels of 
stress than average UK workers. 
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Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 2019)

Figure 5

Workers who find their job “stressful”

Our survey also revealed that a quarter of respondents have to work more hours than they wish to 
on a daily basis to complete the tasks that come with the job (24 per cent) with one fifth admit-
ting to cancelling plans in order to finish the task at hand.

Yet, while this level of stress and overwork is already bad enough in itself, there are signs that 
many workers want to work even longer hours. Around a third of workers (36 per cent) responded 
that they would like to work more hours than their employer is currently able to offer them. This is 
on top of the fact that many workers are routinely working over their hours on a weekly basis, as 
Figure 6 shows (below). 

Figure 6

Workers Routinely Work Over Their Contracted Hours
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The UK remains pretty much an international outlier in its lack of regulation of overtime24 and the 
Trades Union Congress estimate that UK workers are putting over £33 billion’s worth of unpaid 
overtime on an annual basis.25 Our survey reveals that two thirds of workers do not receive any 
premiums for working unsociable hours, such as late nights or Sundays.

Threats to Employment 
Despite record levels of employment and unemployment, and as the previous subsections have 
gone to show, the labour market is a fraught place for a substantial number of workers. Given the 
little confidence workers have that they will receive any forthcoming pay-rises and the persistent 
culture of overwork on the back of a decade of stagnating wages, it is unsurprising that over half 
of UK workers deem the state of the economy a threat to their future employment.

Again, those on lower incomes, those living in London and younger people are most perturbed 
by the state of the economy. As Figure 7 shows, over 60 per cent of these groups claim that the 
economy is a threat to their future employment.

Yes              NoSource: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 
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Figure 7

Do you deem the state of the economy a threat to your future 
employment?

When primed about specific perceived threats, workers’ concerns are similar to surveying we 
conducted in 2018. The top concerns in 2018 were: company cuts (60 per cent), government cuts 
(54 per cent), low pay (51 per cent), overwork (51 per cent) and automation (40 per cent). Figure 9 
below shows the responses for 2019. 
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Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 2019)
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Figure 8

Threats to Future Employment

Most of these threats have seen slight increases on last year’s numbers. Although Brexit is now 
the second biggest perceived threat, this was not included in last year’s survey so no direct com-
parison can be made. Workers in the public sector deemed all of the above slightly bigger threats 
than those in the private sector, with a particular emphasis on government cuts. 

Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 2019)
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Figure 9

Does the Economy Work for You?

All in all, worker confidence in the economy can be said to be particularly low. Figure 9 above 
shows how less than a third of the overall working population in the UK thinks that the economy 
is working well for them. Our research, along with a number of other sources, has shown real 
wages that are struggling to return to their pre-crisis levels of growth, a labour market where 
workers are overworked, stressed and are on precarious contracts with little hope for a more 
prosperous 2019. This is the reality of the labour market without even considering the impact of 
the UK’s departure from the European Union will have.
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Brexit Uncertainty

The UK’s looming departure from the European Union has been analysed by a number of promi-
nent sources. All of which have reached the conclusion that any economic impact will be signif-
icant and negative.26 However, less is known about the ongoing impact of Brexit on the labour 
market at the moment. There have been attempts by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development to assess Brexit’s impact on the workforce27 as well as the Decision Maker Panel es-
tablished by the Bank of England, Stanford University and the University of Nottingham to monitor 
ongoing uncertainty.28

The following section will briefly outline some of these findings before delving into workers’ per-
ceptions of Brexit which is based on our survey and interviews with key stakeholders in the trade 
union movement.

Impact Thus Far 
While the political rhetoric around the impact of leaving the European Union has been extremely 
divisive, there have been a number of attempts to look at how the uncertainty sparked by the 
decision to leave the EU and the lack of progress in negotiations has impacted business. The UK 
Trade Policy Observatory noted in a 2018 paper that the share of EU28 Foreign Direct Investment 
(FDI) had fallen from 25 per cent in 2015 to 18 per cent in late 2017. The ongoing downward trend 
in FDI represents the longest since data records began.29

A cursory glance at total UK business investment also tells a similar story. Figure 10 below charts 
the course of total business investment since the first quarter of 2010. The purple line marks 
actual levels of business investment whereas the red line marks where total levels of business 
investment could have been if there had been no divergence since the time of the Brexit vote. The 
divergence between these lines to date equates to about £36 billion worth of investment since the 
referendum. 

Figure 10

UK Business Investment, Pre and Post-Referendum
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The nature of uncertainty represents a unique challenge for many businesses and workers 
because of the protracted length and depth of negotiations and the ongoing political drama. The 
Bank of England’s Decision Maker Panel has consistently noted that Brexit has been an impor-
tant source of uncertainty for around 40 per cent of businesses for most of the period since the 
referendum. Towards the end of 2018, business uncertainty increased even further. 

Figure 11

Brexit as a Source of Business Uncertainty

Source: Bank of England, Decision Making Panel, Quarter 3 2018
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Meanwhile, the CIPD has highlighted  significant pressures among employers in terms of recruit-
ment due to a fall in EU nationals entering the workforce as well as a noted sense of insecurity 
among EU staff in their workforce. They also found that some employers have chosen to dial 
back their development and training programmes since the Brexit vote.29

Workers’ Perceptions of Brexit 
Many of the big trade unions have been surveying and drawing intelligence from their workers and 
reps since the referendum and can offer valuable insights into key trends in the labour market.

In last year’s Labour Market Realities report, we asked workers about the potential impact of 
Brexit, and we found that 28 per cent of workers thought that Brexit would have a negative im-
pact on their job over the next year compared to just 16 per cent who thought the impact would 
be positive.31 This year’s surveying reveals that these proportions remain almost identical, as 
Figure 13 details below. 

Similarly, there appears to be very little change in workers’ perceptions when it comes to areas 
such as workers’ rights, public investment and the level of trade with the EU after Brexit. Here, 
workers think that the impact will be negative by a ratio of about two to one. While, unsurpris-
ingly, over half of UK workers think that leaving the EU will increase the number of companies 
leaving the UK.
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Figure 12

What impact do you think leaving the UK will have on … over the 
coming year?

Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 
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There is, obviously, huge divides within the working population about the impact that Brexit will 
have and has already had on their experience of work. By splitting our sample between those who 
voted to remain and those who voted to leave in the referendum in 2016, we find extremely polar-
ised views. Unsurprisingly, Remainers are much more likely to think that Brexit will have a negative 
impact on their workplace in 2019 than Leavers.

Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January Negative           Neither            Positive            Don’t Know
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Figure 13

Impact of Brexit over the Coming Year, by Remain-Leave vote in 
June 2016
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This holds for specific impacts such as workers’ rights, the level and amount of public investment. 
Leave voters are more likely to think that Brexit will have a positive impact on workers’ rights, the 
amount of public investment and direction of public investment. Remain voters, however, over-
whelmingly think the opposite. These opposing views are depicted in Figure 14 and Figure 15 
(below).

Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 
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Figure 14

Leave and Remain voters who think there will be a positive impact on...

Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 
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Figure 15

Leave and Remain voters who think there will be a negative impact on...
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Interestingly, remain and leave voters also differ in whether or not they attribute the problems they 
are already experiencing in the workplace to Brexit or not. As Figure 16 shows, Remain voters 
are also more likely than leave voters to blame a whole host of problems (recruiting difficulties, 
increased redundancies, workplace stress, lack of employee voice in the workplace, likelihood of a 
pay rise or promotion etc…) on Brexit. 

Leave           RemainSource: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 2019)
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Figure 16

Blaming Brexit

On the graph above, a score of 10 means that the stated problem is entirely due to the UK leaving 
the EU while a score of 0 indicates that the problem is entirely unrelated to the UK leaving the EU. 
For remainers, the majority of the blame for recruiting difficulties, the number of redundancies, a 
lack of workplace investment, difficulty balancing the books and hostility to ethnic minorities is 
attributable to Brexit.

Despite BAME people in the UK numbering more than eight million, their voices and concerns 
have often been marginalised from debates concerning Brexit.32 Over a fifth of workers said they 
had noted an increase in hostility to ethnic minorities over the past 12 months and this was the 
change most attributable to Brexit according to our sample of workers.

Unsurprisingly, BAME workers in our sample were twice as likely as white workers to say that 
hostility to ethnic minorities had increased over the past 12 months and were also more likely to 
attribute that increase to the impact of Brexit. When the UN Special Rapporteur on racism visited 
the UK in 2018 she concluded, similarly, that there had been a Brexit-related growth in “explicit 
racial, ethnic and religious intolerance.” 33

It is important to realise that while our surveying reveals very little change in workers’ overall opin-
ion  since the Brexit referendum, through the interviews we conducted with trade union officials, it 
is clear the ongoing uncertainty is having an impact on many UK workers.
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Voices from the Trade Union Movement 
As the voice of over 6 million workers in the UK, the trade union movement is well placed to keep 
abreast of trends in the labour market and the impact of Brexit related uncertainty. As part of this 
report, CLASS conducted ten semi-structured interviews with officials and representatives from 
some of the UK’s largest trade unions – Unite the Union, GMB, UNISON and the NEU. Unite the Union 
and the GMB have also conducted their own work on the impact of Brexit-related uncertainty which 
we draw on here. Quotes are taken from interviews with trade union members and/or officials or grey 
literature from within the union movement.

First, and foremost, there seems to be little preparation among employers for a No Deal Brexit. Our 
workers confidence survey found that only 20 per cent of respondents thought their employer had 
made contingency plans for a No Deal Brexit. 

Source: CLASS survey of 2,000 workers (January 2019)
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Figure 17

Has Your Employer Made Any Preparations for a No Deal Brexit?

In a similar 2018 survey, the Institute of Directors similarly found that less than a third of employers 
had carried out Brexit-related contingency planning. While there are inevitably plans workers are not 
privy to, this lack of information is another cause of uncertainty in the lives of workers.  This sense of 
being kept in the dark was adequately summed up by one union representative: 

”“          Brexit has not been mentioned at all. I brought it up with management 
at a meeting; ‘let’s not go there’ was the response.

GMB - Food, Drink & Agriculture

As work from the Institute of Fiscal Studies and others have noted, there are certain sectors of the 
economy that are at particular risk from Brexit-related uncertainty. This manifests itself both directly 
and indirectly. Those that are heavily reliant on EU workers, as Table 1 below details, are susceptible 
to sudden changes in labour supply. 
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List of sectors where share of EU workers is over 8 per cent

Manufacturing  177      10.1      2,434

Accommodation and Food 53      3.0      2,140

Transportation and Storage 77      4.4      1,395

Construction   108      6.2      1,367

Wholesale and Retail Trade 191     11.0      4,702

Sector   2016 GVA       % of Total GVA     Employment 

Table 1

Source: Emmerson, C., Farquharson, C, and Johnson, P. (2018) ‘The IFS Green Budget, October 2018.’ 
London: The Institute for Fiscal Studies.

Of particular note, there has been an increasing number of EU workers in sectors such as social 
care and health,34 which are already under huge financial and demographic pressures. As the 
number of EU nationals living and working in the UK has fallen sharply since the referendum, 
these pressures have exacerbated. 

”“
UNISON35

          The National Health Service faces a shortage of around 350,000 staff 
in a little more than a decade, due in part to restrictive immigration policies 
exacerbated by Brexit.

”

GMB, NHS Hospital and Trust

“          European staff are leaving, which left the trust [with] no other options 
to go to [the] Philippines and India to recruit.

”
“          Staff have experienced racism, it has added to the feeling of being 
undervalued to a lot of staff, some staff have left to go back to their home 
countries or to the US and Australia where they believe pay is better and 
cost of living is lower, and a lot of people have been thinking about it, and it 
just adds to a general feeling of ill ease.

The more direct effect of uncertainty can be felt through a lack of investment which is experi-
enced through foregone recruitment. However, preparations for No Deal have increased over the 
past couple of months, companies are resorting to measures such as stockpiling which may 
eventually be seen as an unnecessary cost.36  Finally, many of our interviewees noted that Brexit 
was proving to be a difficult barrier to circumvent in pay negotiations. Here, once again, uncer-
tainty surrounding employers’ own financial futures is causing hesitancy to commit to pay rises 
and/or bonuses. 
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It is clear, then, that while the overall consensus is that Brexit will hurt UK businesses, the econo-
my and therefore workers, divisions remain fraught among workers themselves. Those who voted 
Leave still overwhelmingly believe the impact will be positive (or certainly less negative) while 
those who voted Remain think the opposite. While uncertainty abounds, the deep-rooted prob-
lems in the labour market remain unattended and risk being exacerbated.

”
“
Unite the Union, Automotive

          We have recently won a big contract to build vehicles for a large 
[foreign] operator. However, due to what they are saying as ‘uncertainty over 
parts supply due to Brexit’, our company is now actively searching for sites 
to build this contract in [somewhere in Europe]. A contract of this magnitude 
should have seen us recruiting many more staff.

”“          I noticed reticence to invest or take on staff we have been moth balled 
for a new production line costing millions. We believe this holding of invest-
ment is down to Brexit outcome.

GMB, Manufacturing

”“          Customers [are] allegedly not committing to new contracts because of 
uncertainty.

GMB, Security

Finally, many of those who we interviewed who had members in the public sector spoke of Brexit 
as a huge opportunity cost. In that Brexit had been a distraction from dealing with more pressing 
issues in their sectors. This was particularly pertinent in education where interviewees comment-
ed on increasing cost of supplies which were putting further pressure on already strained budgets 
due to years of austerity measures. 

”“
National Education Union

          [Even without Brexit], we are already really down to basics in many 
places. And really, more than that.
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Recommendations

”“          The government must step out from behind the smokescreen of 
‘record employment’ and challenge a culture of low pay, overwork and 
stress and almost non-existent representation in the labour market.

As this report has outlined, much of the rhetoric surrounding the labour market is predicated on 
forcing more and more people into work. Headlines are written and television soundbites abound 
that focus on the quantity of jobs while a whole host of other issues are simply side-lined.

If this is to change, a number of key steps need to be taken. Firstly, the government must step 
out from behind the smokescreen of ‘record employment’ and challenge a culture of low pay, 
overwork and stress and almost non-existent representation in the labour market. As part of the 
Government’s Industrial Strategy, the ‘Good Work Plan’ committed to placing equal importance on 
both quantity and quality of work. There is little evidence of this being put into practice thus far. 
Elevating job quality metrics to equal importance as employment figures should remain a priority. 

Secondly, beyond simply reporting job quality metrics there needs to a drastic change in policy 
and practice to alleviate pressures that many workers are facing on a day-to-day basis. The ‘Good 
Work Plan’ also states the commitment of the Government to enhance workers’ rights upon leav-
ing the European Union, not simply maintaining them. Again, however, there is very little blueprint 
for what this means. The following recommendations aim to rectify this.

Measuring Job Quality 
There has been an increasing interest in the quality of work over recent years and much research 
has been dedicated to properly defining it. The UK’s Good Work Plan focuses on the concept of 
‘fair and decent work’ and the recently established Industrial Strategy Council is said to be consid-
ering the recommendations for job quality made by the Carnegie UK Trust and the Royal Society 
of Arts (RSA) which they published in 2018.38

The Industrial Strategy Council has only one representative from the trade union movement 
among twenty members.  Secondly, while there are a number of good recommendations in the 
Carnegie Trust and RSA work, their recommendations for job quality are not as strong as other 
indices. For instance, the European Trade Union Institute has developed a Job Quality Index 
that, we believe, not only has better indices that reflect the quality of work but also will allow for 
comparisons to be made across countries.40  
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While there are dimensions missing from the above (namely those around volatile earnings), 
the inclusion of collective bargaining coverage and working hours fitting with family and social 
commitments as well as its international comparability make this index a suitable barometer. 
The latest ETUI analysis, for instance, has shown that UK job quality declined from 2010 to 2015 
across the vast majority of indicators shown.41 It is exactly this kind of discussion and analysis 
that has been sorely missed from mainstream debates on employment.

We recommend that this index is to be considered by the Industrial Strategy Council. Yet, in the 
meantime, the government should be forced to report on other indicators of personal and eco-
nomic wellbeing that they already compile. For instance, data from the ONS has shown that there 
has been a general worsening of the public’s perception of their own financial situation and that of 
the overall economy (just as our own surveying has shown).42 If the government is to truly place 
equal importance on the quantity and quality of work, these statistics must take centre-stage 
alongside regular employment figures.

Dimensions of the Job Quality Index, developed by the ETUI

Table 2

Wages    Average net monthly earnings from main paid job

Forms of employment and job Temporary employment as a share of total employees 

security     (main reason that they could not find a permanent job)

    Part-time employment as a share of total number of employees  

    (main reason that they could not find a full time job)

    “I might lose my job in the next six months”

Working time & work-life balance Share of workers working more than 48 hours

    Average of share of workers on shift work

    “Working hours fit with family/social commitments”

Working conditions   Work intensity

    Work autonomy

    Physical work factors

Skills and development   Share of population participating in education/training over last 4  
    weeks

    My job offers good prospects for career advancement

Collective interest representation  Collective bargaining coverage

    Trade union density

    Employee representation in the company/organisation

Sub  - Indices   Indicators
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Enhancing Workers Rights 
It is clear that throughout the current Brexit debate workers’ rights have been an after-thought 
and any promise to ‘maintain’ or ‘enhance’ them have been used as bargaining chips for key votes 
in parliament. Given that we currently have a situation where UK workers are overworked, un-
der-paid, struggle to maintain a work-life balance and keep up with the basic cost of living, there is 
a strong argument to be made that the status quo on workers’ rights is not enough. 

Any Brexit deal should not be signed without a clear commitment to ‘a common rulebook’ that 
keeps UK employment rights in line with current and future EU standards.43 A non-binding com-
mitment to safeguard current rights is not enough; future EU standards should be the minimum.

However there is scope to be much more progressive. The following set of proposals would ena-
ble the UK to transition from being a rule taker with regard to employment rights to being a world 
leader. 

 Establish a Ministry of Labour

As the Institute of Employment Rights have argued, the fact that there is no real rep-
resentation for the UK’s 32 million workers in the heart of government is an indictment in 
itself. A new ministry can easily be established by government (the recently established 
Department for Exiting the EU is a perfect example) and the task of the Ministry of La-
bour would be a radical revision of labour law in the UK.

Unfortunately, it is increasingly necessary that a Ministry of Labour is responsible for 
safeguarding the rights that workers are already supposed to have. The International La-
bour Organisation suggests that countries should have one labour inspectorate for every 
10,000 workers. The UK has about half this number and based on current figures, an 
employer in the UK can expect to receive a minimum wage inspection every 500 years. 
The Low Pay Commission estimates that between 13 and 20 per cent of low-paid over 
25 year olds were receiving less than the minimum wage. Properly funding and expand-
ing HMRC and the Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority remain prerequisites for 
any enhancement of workers’ rights.44

Beyond this, the Ministry of Labour would include the responsibility to promote and 
expand collective bargaining coverage and repeal the draconian restrictions placed on 
trade unions, namely the Trade Union Act 2016. There is a whole host of evidence that 
trade unions and sectoral collective bargaining are fundamental in suppressing wage in-
equality and, as the OECD has recently argued, associated with a whole range of in-work 
benefits such as increased worker wellbeing, job progression and productivity.45 Trade 
union density, which stood at 23.2 per cent in 2017, is at a record low and only around 
one quarter of workers are covered by a collective bargaining agreement.47 Ultimately, 
any motion to ‘enhance’ workers’ rights will be futile without the active involvement of 
trade unions and the proliferation of collective bargaining agreements.

Restoring Work-Life Balance

Our research, alongside a whole host of other publications, has noted that the labour 
market is a hot bed for employee stress and overwork. 60 per cent of workers find their 
job stressful, over half have noted an increase in stress over the past year and a quarter 
are regularly cancelling plans to complete day to day tasks at work. Autonomy’s recent 
report with the Four Day Week Campaign is an important starting point and the Ministry 
of Labour should also be responsible for a new ‘UK Working Time Directive’ that aims to 
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reduce the number of hours worked across the UK economy.48 As Autonomy suggested, 
a new All Party Parliamentary Group would also be a suitable vehicle for such discus-
sions. In the meantime, employees should be able to request future pay increases and 
bonuses to be claimed through a reduction of working hours. If workers so choose, this 
is effectively an increase in workers’ hourly rate alongside an increase in their free time. 
Overtime should also be remunerated properly and at an elevated rate.

Crucially, however, there are those that cannot afford to reduce their working hours be-
cause they are stuck in jobs with extremely poor wages. Therefore, a number of meas-
ures should be implemented alongside this stated aim of reducing work time. Firstly, 
raising the minimum wage to the real Living Wage (as set by the Living Wage Founda-
tion) should be seen as a priority and facilitated by rebranding the Low Pay Commission 
as a ‘Living Wage Commission.’ 

Secondly, workers should have a right to guaranteed hours. The current proposal by the 
government’s Good Work Plan of a ‘right to request’ is wholly insufficient. Given the host 
of evidence that stable hours is good for worker wellbeing as well as the fact that those 
on zero hours contracts face a substantial pay penalty, guaranteed weekly hours should 
be the norm. Naturally, this will require an abolition of zero-hours contracts as well as 
introducing pay premia for those working flexible hours.

Promote Economic Democracy

As the debate around Brexit and employment has shown, the voices of workers and their 
representatives are often deliberately excluded and marginalised. On the ground, just 20 
per cent of workers thought that their employers had made contingency plans for a No 
Deal Brexit while in important decision-making arenas trade unions are side-lined.  There 
was no involvement of trade unions in the process of negotiating the withdrawal agree-
ment for the best part of two years.

Naturally, restoring trade union rights and collective bargaining would alleviate some of 
these concerns. Yet, there needs to be a transition to an economy where workers can, 
at the very least, actively participate and influence the world of work. At a minimum, this 
should involve workers on boards, so that workers have a say in important decisions that 
influence their workplace. However, worker ownership should be encouraged through 
institutions such as co-operatives and employee stock ownership plans.48
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Technical Appendix

The data in this report is based on a survey of carried out on behalf of CLASS by Survation at the end of 
January. The sample consists of 2,000 working adults (aged 18+, conducted via an online panel) and is 
weighted to be representative of all working adults aged 18+ by age, sex, region and working status. All 
analysis was carried out by the author and any errors remain his responsibility. In some instances, numbers 
may not add exactly due to rounding.

The ten semi structured interviews took place in December 2018 and January 2019 either over the phone 
or in-person with the response. In some instances, sensitive information has been removed to maintain 
anonymity. 

Finally, supplementary data has been taken from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) which is Crown 
Copyright. The use of ONS data does not imply endorsement on their behalf of the statistical analysis or 
interpretation in this report.
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