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Introduction 

You have heard what the UK living wage looks like. Now I want to examine the view of the TUC trade 

unions. 

 First, I will look at how we came to support the living wage, and how it is fitted into our 

tradition of collective bargaining plus supporting measures. 

 Second, I’ll go through how we have increasingly engaged with the UK living wage campaign 

and where we see it fitting into our strategies. 

 Finally, I’ll discuss the current position and climate, which is one where the government is 

committed to rapidly raising the statutory minimum wage, which threw up some obvious 

questions for the voluntary living wage campaign. 

1: UK long-term trade union view – collective bargaining plus supporting measures. 

The need for workers to earn a living wage has long been argued, both within the trade union 

movement. It’s embedded in widely respected standards like the UN declaration of human rights, for 

example, whilst the European Social Charter expresses the concept as “all workers have the right to 

a fair remuneration sufficient for a decent standard of living for themselves and their families.”  

 

UK unions have historically taken the view that negotiating wages is the mainly business of trade 

unions. This view reached its peak in the period 1945 until the early 1970s, when there was a 

consensus between the main political parties that collective bargaining was generally a good way of 

bringing order and fairness to the workplace and trade union membership in the UK reached a 

record level.  

 

This view broke down during the turbulent 1970s The Thatcher government was particularly hostile, 

and the May government has also felt the need to further limit the right to strike. 

 

But even during periods of strong union growth, there has been recognition that collective 

bargaining cannot deal with all the low pay and in-work poverty problems.  

 

Unions supported the introduction of the “Fair Wages Resolution” in 1891 which, until its abolition 

in 1983, ensured that private companies undertaking work for the public sector had to pay fairly, 

which came to be interpreted as the collectively bargained rate. 

 

Also welcome was the creation of the Trade Boards in 1909, which set wages in low paying 

industries and their expansion, as “Wages Councils”, from 1945, covering more than 2.5 million 

workers. . Unions opposed their abolition in 1993, and support the surviving boards that continue to 

set agricultural wages in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

 

Some UK trade unions used to argue against the introduction of a general statutory minimum wage, 

arguing that it would reduce the incentives to join a union. However, by 1985, the TUC had come 

around to supporting a general minimum wage. Unions felt under pressure from a hostile 

government bent on driving down wages in public services through marketization.  



The UK’s statutory minimum wage has been a success, but trade unions argue that the rates should 

be higher, with some arguing that the minimum wage should become a genuine statutory living 

wage. 

The modern living wage campaign – stage one 2001-2011 

The story of the modern living wage campaign really starts in 2001, when The East London 

Community Organisation (now Citizens UK) and the trade unions UNISON and the TGWU (now Unite) 

started the first living wage campaign.  

This campaign started just two years after the introduction of the UK statutory National Minimum 

Wage (NMW). The rationale for the Citizens UK campaign was simply that the NMW was not set high 

enough to provide a living wage and the prescription was that employers should do the right thing 

by paying a living wage.  

Unions focused on the campaign because it was clear that the Government was going to continue to 

instruct the low pay commission to look at what rate the economy could bear without causing job 

losses with caution, and not at all on how much workers needed to live on.  

In addition, the campaign fitted well with the trade union organising philosophy. This was central to 

the broader campaign, which encouraged citizens to come together to try to improve their living and 

working conditions.  

Trade unions were also increasingly focusing on the self-organising agenda, as evidenced by the 

foundation of the trade union organising academy in 1998, and the common practice since then of 

dividing organising and servicing roles between two different groups of officers. Against this 

background, unions saw campaigning for the living wage partly as a recruitment tool. 

By 2002, a number of London-based bank headquarters were already signing up to the living wage 

for their cleaning services. The initial rationale for early adopting employers in the private sector 

appeared to be split between stick and carrot. On the one hand avoiding the frequent campaigns 

and demonstrations taking place outside bank headquarters, for example, and on the other hand, a 

degree of wanting to be better corporate citizens   

In 2005, the Greater London Authority (GLA) established an official London Living Wage (LLW). Note 

that this is not a compulsory rate like the NMW but a voluntary standard. As well as the GLA 

adopting the LLW for all its direct employees and contractors. Successive mayors from both political 

parties have continued to support that standard. 

In the following years unions were involved in campaigns that saw a patchwork of Labour Party 

controlled urban local authorities adopting their own living wage, including Brighton, Glasgow, 

Manchester and Preston.  

By 2010, around 20 local authorities had adopted living wage for their areas, but there were a 

number of different rates. However, it became clear that the existence of a large number of local 

rates was stopping some large employers from adopting the living wage. 



In 2011, the campaign sharply picked up the pace. Citizens UK launched the Living Wage Foundationi 

and Living Wage Employer mark to accredit employers who pay the living wage. The TUC is itself 

accredited as a living wage employer.  

The campaign also helped to establish a single living wage rate for employees outside London – a 

very important step.  

 

2011 onwards - where does the living wage fit into TUC union strategies? 

At the 2011 TUC congress, unions formally adopted the living wage as a target for our pay campaign.  

This has not been completely straightforward. There have been some lively debates within the TUC 

unions about the voluntary nature of the UK living wage, and the TUC also has a separate target of 

raising the national minimum wage to £10 as soon as this can be achieved without significant 

negative side effects.  

There have also been some foreseeable debates about how the living wage meshes with collective 

bargaining. This is particularly the case in the public sector where there has been a 1% cap on pay 

increases since the recession that looks set to continue until 2020. Against such a backdrop, any 

clumsy handling of the living wage creates a zero sum game in which those at the bottom get a pay 

rise ate the expense of those on pay rates just above. 

That said, all the unions who deal with low paid workers now see the living wage as a useful 

standard that they can use in collective bargaining. This is usually the bottom rate in a general pay 

claim in sectors with some low pay. Thus, a claim may say something like “we want a 3 per cent 

increase, but staff on the bottom grade will have their pay increased to the living wage). This 

approach has been used in the local government pay claimii. 

Alternatively, unions might use the living wage as an organising tool, as a campaign to get a group of 

low paid workers paid the living wage, as in a strike by Ritzy cinema workers in Brixton, South 

Londoniii. 

In summary, the campaign for the living wage is now firmly ensconced in the broad hierarchy of 

trade union demands, which run as follows: 

 raise the statutory National Minimum Wage (NMW) as high as possible and strongly enforce 

it; 

 get employers to pay the real Living Wage wherever this can be achieved; and 

 get a strong pay rise for the 80 per cent of union members who earn more than the living 

wage.  People earning £10 or £12 per hour also suffer if their pay is frozen or lags behind 

inflation.  

Naturally the emphasis varies for different unions. Retail is a difficult case. The shop workers union 

USDAW has achieved rates that are close to the living wage in many of their collective bargaining 

deals but no major retail chain has yet formally adopted it.  



At the other end of the scale, professional unions representing medical professionals and teachers 

simply have no members paid below the living wage, but are supportive of campaigns for living 

wages for cleaners in schools and hospitals.  

Understandably, the most interest comes from the large general unions – Unite, UNISON and the 

GMB, who have direct contact with a range of low paid workers and achieve a wide range of bottom 

pay rates in their agreements.  

In addition, the rail union RMT campaigns for the living wage for its members who are cleaners, the 

communication workers union (CWU) campaigns for agency workers in the postal service and other 

groups.  

Arts unions like Equity (actors), BECTU (theatre technicians) also campaign for the living wage. In the 

latter case, they are battling against a strong tendency for employers to want work for no pay at all, 

through unpaid “internships” and bogus “volunteering”. This list of unions is not exhaustive. 

All of these unions have had some successes in winning the living wage for their members. The idea 

of moving up to the living wage is understandably very popular and can be a strong recruiting tool.  

Unions also take part in the Living Wage Foundation’s “Living Wage Week~”, when the new rates are 

announced in November, using the occasion as a spring board both for further grass roots 

campaigning and opportunities for media work.  

The current scene – the governments “national living wage “and the real Living Wage  

Mainstream politicians have generally tended to like the idea of a voluntary living wage. The Labour 

mayor of London was an important figure in pushing the campaign forward and the Labour made 

commitments to support the further development a living wage in both its 2010 and 2015 election 

campaigns.  Former Prime Minister David Cameron also said that the living wage was “an idea whose 

time has come”, extolling the idea at the world economic forum at Davos. 

In 2014/15 the TUC ran a campaign “Britain needs a pay rise. “Even now, average real wages have 

not recovered to 2008 levels, and back in 2014 many commentators were still talking about bearing 

down on inflation, even though the rate was already below the Bank of England 2% target and 

continuing to fall.  

Former Chancellor George Osborne made the following surprise announcement in his July 2015 
budget.   

It’s worth quoting his words so that you can see why the TUC, the CBI, the low pay commission and 
the Living Wage Foundation were all surprised. For the TUC and the LWF, this was partly because our 
language was adopted:  

“Britain deserves a pay rise and Britain is getting a pay rise.”  

“I am today introducing a new National Living Wage. We’ve set it to reach £9 an hour by 2020. The 
new National Living Wage will be compulsory. Working people aged 25 and over will receive it. It will 
start next April, at the rate of £7.20”. 

Such an announcement was made possible by the following conditions: 



 The conservative government had pragmatically come to accept the national minimum 

wage, dropping its initial opposition.  

 They also noted that it was very popular. 

 They wanted to make changes to in work benefits, which would have disadvantaged a 

considerable number of working people. Increasing the minimum wage would at least partly 

counter that effect, whilst shifting the responsibility onto employees 

 The existing minimum wage had a much slacker bite for older workers.  

The new statutory rate has now been successfully introduced and was increased to £7.50 in October 

2016. The government is unlikely to meet the £9 target because of slower than expected earnings 

growth but, barring external economic storms, they are very likely to succeed in raising the national 

minimum wage for over 25s to 60% of median earnings by 2020– perhaps around £8.60 per hour. 

Of course, if a Conservative government says that a  £9 minimum wage is possible, then the 

opposition will want to look for a higher figure, namely £10 per hour, and unions will also want to 

campaign for that figure. However, unions continue to support the living wage and to use this in 

their day to day bargaining, as it is an immediate figure rather than a medium term target. 

Clearly the announcement of the higher statutory rate posed a tangible threat for the real living 

wage campaign. There was some initial confusion over the name, and the government is now very 

careful only to talk about its own statutory target.  

However, the LWF’s voluntary standard went on increase accreditations by 50% last year, with about 

an extra 1,000 employers signing up, including more than a quarter of the FTSE-100 – the UK’s 

biggest companies. Many employers continue to want to avoid being labelled as minimum wage 

payers. 

Conclusion – the living wage is an important bargaining standard for the TUC. 

So, to conclude, the living wage is an important standard for the TUC. It has the moral authority of 

being a rate that reflects the minimum earnings that are needed to live a simple but decent life. 

Many employers want to do the right thing, and we have found that an agreed standard helps them 

to be confident about doing it  

I will finish by quoting some words from the US comedian Chris Rock: 

“You know what that means when someone pays you minimum wage? You know what your boss 

was trying to say? "Hey if I could pay you less, I would, but it's against the law.”  We need the 

minimum wage otherwise some people would end up getting paid in hunks of bread and cheese 

instead of money”. 

 

 

 



i http://www.livingwage.org.uk/ 

ii Joint union campaign for the living wage for local government workers: 

http://www.unitetheunion.org/uploaded/documents/LGLivingWageLeaflet11-13394.pdf 

The local government claim was for a flat rate uplift- “a minimum increase of £1 an 

hour on scale point 5 to achieve the living wage and the same flat rate increase on 

all other scale points.” http://www.unison.org.uk/campaigns/pay-worth-it/njc-14-2 

iii Cinema  staff in the BECTU union strike for living wage: 

https://www.bectu.org.uk/news/2152 
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