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Child Poverty Action Group and Working Families have launched

a new project, ‘Britain works’, looking at in-work poverty and

how work can be improved for families living on a low income.

Here, Jane Mansour sets out the context, examining a range of

evidence on the characteristics of low-paid work in Britain

today, and reports on what employers say about their policies

on and practices towards their low-paid staff.

Britain works

low-paid work.5 Groups disproportionately rep-
resented in the ranks of the low paid are women,
young people, part-time workers, temporary
workers, those in low-skilled work, and people
in the retail, hospitality and care sectors.6

Our experience of working, searching for work,
learning new skills and our aspirations for future
work play a critical part in our lives. The last
decade has seen significant changes both in
the ways in which we work and in the systems
set up to provide support – through social secu-
rity payments, access to skills training, child-
care and trade unions. Employers are facing a
number of competing demands from con-
sumers, their employees, government and the
wider economic impacts of policy, particularly

WORK HAS BEEN the biggest anti-poverty
policy of recent decades, with sup-
port delivered under banners of ‘mak-

ing work pay’, and calls for people to ‘work your
way out of poverty’. However, people living in
poverty are increasingly likely to be working.
Experts predict that both real wages and living
standards will fall over the next 12 months as
prices rise and employers are unable, or unwill-
ing, to offer higher pay.1 Since the 2008 financial
crisis, the wage fall in the UK has been
unmatched by any other large economy.2 This
will be exacerbated by cuts to universal credit
work allowances. Changes in the autumn state-
ment have modified these, but only slightly. For
example, a lone parent earning £15,000 a year
with no housing costs who would have been
£3,170 a year worse off claiming universal cred-
it in 2017 than in 2016, following a series of
cuts, will now be ‘only’ £3,000 a year worse off. 

Whether the focus is on stagnant or falling
wages, rising prices, use of zero-hour, short-
term or temporary contracts, self-employment,
the impact of automation, retailers’ warehous-
es, tax credit cuts or universal credit work
incentives, work has barely been out of the
news in recent years. Political parties have
sought to define and appeal to those at the
sharp end of changes in the labour market –
from ‘alarm-clock Britain’ to the ‘squeezed mid-
dle’ to the current ‘just about managing’.3 Yet,
despite this, sustainable solutions to an
increasing sense of insecurity have remained
out of focus. Indeed, the chasm between the
systems set up to support work and the chang-
ing labour market seems to grow ever wider
with each policy iteration. 

International comparison shows the UK to have
a lot of people in low-paid jobs.4 Just over one
in five (21 per cent, or 5.7 million) people are in



Poverty 156 7

feature
around Brexit. Some sectors are under signifi-
cant pressure from entrants with new ways of
working. Changes in support systems often
appear to have been conceived in a vacuum
that has not understood or engaged with
changes in the labour market. As the gap
between the two grows, so the lives of many
people with a foot on both sides of this chasm
become increasingly precarious. 

Articles, books and commissions on the future
of work abound. The broad argument is that not
since the Industrial Revolution have there been
so many changes in such a short timeframe.
Some researchers and commentators assert
that the speed of change is likely to increase as
technology and data become ever more
embedded; others, that the rise of the robots
has been overstated. These visions of the future
sit alongside analysis of changes in the current
labour market – changes that have seen an
increasing use of temporary contracts, frag-
mentation, an increase in self-employment, and
a rise in in-work poverty resulting in a shift in
child poverty, increasingly now found in house-
holds in which at least one person is in work.

The temporary workforce in the UK is significant
– 1.2 million workers in the UK are on a tempo-
rary contract via an employment agency.7 The
rise in zero-hour contracts has had consider-
able coverage – there are 750,000 more people
on zero-hour contracts than in 2006. Perhaps
one of the most concerning changes is in the
number of workers who could lose jobs at short
notice. This has grown by almost two million in
the past decade, from 5.3 million workers in
2006 to 7.1 million in 2016.8

There has been increasing focus on the demand
for flexible work as the default.9 Initially, the
drive of many campaigns was on the value of
retaining or re-engaging mothers in the labour
market. Interestingly, interviews with employers
undertaken for the ‘Britain works’ project high-
light a pressure from a much wider range of
workers looking for a different balance between
work and their other commitments.10

Flexibility and insecurity are becoming increas-
ingly interwoven as employers, such as Uber
and Deliveroo, defend their on-demand pay-
ment models as facilitating flexible working.
Similar models used in sectors with contracted
workers, notably drivers and carers, have seen
the number of jobs or tasks to be accomplished
in a day leading to a lack of breaks, earnings
below the minimum wage and, in some cases,
to court. Despite the focus on the gig economy,
the evidence shows that the number of people

with multiple jobs is at a record low.11 This may
be because the gig economy is small, but it may
also be indicative of the difficulty of managing
multiple platforms – so, in reality, gig-ers work
for one company, as if employed, but without
any of the protections this would afford.

Indeed, flexibility may be offered in lieu of high-
er pay, although the evidence suggests that, for
the majority of workers, irrespective of age, bet-
ter pay trumps benefits.12 While this holds true
for employees wanting to maintain their posi-
tion, the fear of losing flexibility can hold lower
paid workers back from seeking progression
opportunities. Much employment support tends
to focus on ‘now’ jobs, so few workers benefit
from advice or calculations that look at potential
future financial benefits of using a promotion as
a stepping stone. The evidence shows that the
most effective way to increase earnings is to
move jobs, and this requires confidence in the
social security safety net.13

Lack of information is compounded by a lack of
access to training. The literature shows that
employers are more likely to invest in training
their higher paid, and already high qualified,
staff rather than those in entry-level roles.
People in low-wage jobs who want to improve
their skills in order to support progression are
now expected to take out advanced learner
loans to fund their own training. This ‘risk
swap’, combined with significant cuts to the
further education budget and poor information
from learning institutions on the financial and
labour market returns to the courses they offer,
has seen a fall in the number of adults access-
ing education and training.

The types of jobs people move to from benefits
is important. In the US, the Workforce Innovation
and Opportunity Act 2014 has shown that only
measuring job outcomes above a certain pay
threshold is possible and does have an impact
on programme design. In the UK, there is no
such mechanism to measure job quality (in
terms of pay or permanence) for those entering
employment. While there is significant evidence
of the value of work for both physical and men-
tal wellbeing, the quality of that work is central
to broader positive outcomes. Australian
research has shown the importance:14

Getting a high quality job after being unem-
ployed improved mental health by an average
of 3 points, but getting a poor quality job was
more detrimental to mental health than
remaining unemployed, showing up as a loss
of 5.6 points.
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credit (the minimum amount of assumed self-
employed earnings for the purposes of calculat-
ing awards) is higher than £209 per week,
meaning significant numbers of self-employed
people will miss out on support.

Customers can be seen to be vital in shaping
business decisions. IKEA, Aldi and Lidl have all
recently introduced the living wage, and
describe the benefit in these terms: ‘Happy co-
workers lead to happy customers’.18 In practice,
this means that the roles valued by customers
tend to be better remunerated (even within the
band of low pay), with better conditions, flexi-
bility options and progression paths than those
than are ‘unseen’, such as jobs in warehouses,
facilities or cleaning. This is despite similar
qualification levels required for entry. 

Customers also have an important role in hold-
ing companies to account. It has long been the
argument of some low-paying retailers that low
pay is a necessity to ensure low prices
(although the differentials between frontline and
executive pay point to a certain hollowness in
this framing). Nonetheless, the role of con-
sumerism and expectations regarding prices,
‘free returns’ and immediate delivery are impor-
tant drivers of retail. Similarly, the increasing
cost of social care, the importance of paying
carers well, and the implications for taxpayers is
a subject that struggles to gain traction.

The ecommerce model has also created a
geography that sees a city-based head office,
with well-paid, highly skilled staff supported by
warehouses and logistics businesses some-
times in very different parts of the country
where land is cheaper.19 This disconnect is
deepened when warehouse and transport staff
are not employed directly by the head compa-
ny, but by agencies that offer very different
terms and conditions. Tesco has a staff of 6,000
working in its warehouses – 35-40 per cent of
these are agency workers.20

Customer service expectations have meant that
business costs are pushed down at every
opportunity. Items that have become standard,
such as free returns, are a significant expense,
and only viable when sales are made at scale.
The creation of such norms has formed a sig-
nificant barrier to entry for those retailers with-
out control of their logistics. From product
endorsement to bloggers, vloggers and
Instagram, understanding the rules of social
media has become essential in some sectors. It
is also changing and challenging job roles,
career paths and blurring the gap between work
and home life. In roles where working hours are

Poor health has a high cost to individuals and to
their families. Millions have been spent on
active labour market programmes and there is a
large international evidence base on their
effects. However, the analysis has focused on
the short-term outcomes of getting people into
jobs, rather than examining the types of jobs
people take and their impact on poverty.15

It was telling that, for many of the employers
interviewed for our research, those employees
working under the poorest terms and conditions
did not work for them directly. They were either
part of an outsourced team (often connected to
the building), working for an agency (for some
employers it was the norm to use agency staff
for all positions that were for less than two
years), or part of an acquired business with
adopted contracts. All employers were unaware
of the details of the employment of those 
working in their supply chains. Little strategic
thought was put into their lower paid workforce,
focusing much more on the higher skilled and
harder to recruit positions. 

Replicating good practice in the supply chains
of organisations is critical in order to have an
impact on the most precarious workers. When
this is achieved, the wins can be significant.
This can be seen in the adoption of the living
wage by Transport for London and also by all its
sub-contractors in London. 

The rise in self-employment has garnered con-
siderable attention. While the numbers are still
relatively small (15 per cent of total jobs), self-
employment alone accounts for 40 per cent of
the increase in work in the last year.16 There is an
important division between those who enjoy
contracting and those who are reluctantly self-
employed. The Association of Independent
Professionals and the Self-Employed describe
the self-employed ‘world’ as divided between
two million ‘knowledge workers’ and three mil-
lion ‘precariat’, requiring different approaches. 

There is a significant financial incentive, deliv-
ered through the tax system (in the form of
national insurance contributions), for employers
to use self-employed contractors. Some self-
employed workers may be particularly vulnera-
ble because they earn little and are not
protected by minimum wage laws or other
employment rights protection. Union member-
ship is falling, and less than 10 per cent of the
lowest paid are union members.17 The median
income for self-employed people is £209 per
week – £175 less (or only 54 per cent) of the
median weekly wage of someone in employ-
ment. The ‘minimum income floor’ in universal
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flexible, the division between private and public
lives can be complex.

Increasing outsourcing and automation are
potential threats to jobs in the UK. Again, there
is a difference between jobs where personal
interaction is valued and the use of technology
‘behind the scenes’ – for example, in warehouses
where an increase in automation was perceived
to be likely to lead to a reduction in jobs. Some
academics argue that automation will not
decrease jobs, but change them. This interpreta-
tion raises the question of which jobs, and where. 

While technology and contracting out are
enabling more people to work remotely, this is
also leading to more atomised and potentially
isolated working lives. The traditional workplace
with a canteen or tea room does not exist for
many low-paid workers, especially those deliv-
ering care services to people in their homes or
cleaning empty offices. This has an impact on
social capital, on the ability to network – both
for fun and to progress/find out about new job
opportunities. For workers in tech, solutions
have opened up in the form of shared office and
networking spaces. The scope to develop
shared spaces for those delivering care servic-
es (for example, childminding and adult social
care) to meet, learn, work and network is
reduced as children’s centres and libraries are
closing. The challenge is to develop new ways
to deliver.

Work is changing, and with it there is a shift that
moves power even further from low-paid work-
ers. Traditional support systems, including
social security, advice services and unions,
have been cut or show falling membership.
Effective, sustainable support for low-paid
workers needs a broad focus – on pay, on ben-
efits, on skills, on childcare,21 on shared spaces.
The challenge is to build a coalition of workers,
employers and policymakers to design and
deliver it.  ■

Jane Mansour is an independent policy consultant,
specialising in work, progression, adult skills and active
labour market programmes.   
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