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Defining and finding the unrepresented worker 

 

The majority of workers in the UK are unorganised. There has been a steady 

decline in union membership among those in employment from 29% in 1995 

to 26.2% in 2005 and among employees, from 32.6% to 29% (DTI, 2006). The 

greatest drop was in the private sector, where it fell from 21.5% in 1995 to 

17.2% in 2005, but it also fell in the public sector from 61.5% to 58.6%. The 

only signs of recovery are among women employees, but this is due to a 

greater proportion working in the public sector and not a greater propensity to 

unionise.1 Collective bargaining coverage on pay has been declining 

concomitantly, from 37.2% of employees in 1996 to 35.3% in 2005, in the 

private sector from 23.4% to 20.9%, and in the public sector from 74.7% to 

71%. Between 1998 and 2004, union recognition for bargaining had declined 

from 33% to 27% of workplaces with over ten employees and 53% to 48% 

employees (Kersley et al., 2005: 13).  

 

The downward declined is evident: approximately 70% of employees are not 

unionised, and two thirds have no collective bargaining coverage. Yet very 

little is known about how this majority of workers experience work, or deal with 

problems. This paper is part of a wider study of ‘unrepresented’ workers2 and, 

using data from a survey of 500 such workers in 2004, it focuses on the types 

of action taken over problems at work. The aim was to focus on vulnerable 

workers who had neither collective voice, nor labour market power in terms of 

scarce skills or managerial seniority3. To approximate to this 

conceptualisation, the ‘unrepresented workers’ were defined both in terms of 

non-unionisation, and lower pay. Non-unionisation meant not being in a union 

or, if a member, working where there was no union recognition at the time a 

problem was experienced. Lower pay was defined in terms of earning at, or 

below, the median pay. Selection was thus based on a person’s non-

unionised status, lower pay and having had a problem at work in the previous 

three years.  
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To find a nationally representative sample of such a population required 

methodological innovation. Firstly, there is no sampling frame with the 

required criteria from which to draw a random sample. Second, access is 

problematic. Workplace access was attempted, but prevented by managers 

and would not, in any case, have provided a broad enough sample without the 

resources used for the Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS) 

series. A street survey, as used by various opinion polls, failed to attract 

people. A national house-to-house survey, on the lines of the Labour Force 

Survey, was ruled out on grounds of labour intensiveness and expense. In 

these circumstances, a telephone survey to encompass a nationally 

representative sample of Britain was selected as the best methodology.  

 

The telephone access methodology, including random-digit dialling, phoning 

at different times of day and week, the use of ‘proxy’ household respondents 

to identify potential eligible respondents, and repeat calling to each household 

to exhaust possibilities before moving to a new one, maximised randomness 

and hence robustness of the sample (details Pollert and IFF, 2005). Because 

of the absence of a sample frame, apart from ensuring regional 

representativeness, no quotas were placed to approximate towards the 

Labour Force Survey. A gender quota, for example, would not have allowed 

for the possibility that gender representation for unrepresented workers with 

problems at work may differ from the gender balance in the wider working 

population. However, as the sample profile shows, in general, differences 

from the LFS are consistent with what is known of the non-union population 

the lower paid, although the spread across sectors is broad.  

 

Details of the sample can be found in Appendix 1 and discussion of 

comparison with the Labour Force Survey and low paid, non-unionised 

workers in the labour force can be found in Working Paper 1. The pay 

distribution ranged from £1.97-£4.92 per hour in the bottom band, to £4.93 - 

£5.76 per hour in the next, £5.77-£7.20 per hour in the third band and £7.21-

£12.00 in the top.4 Union ‘never members’ comprised the majority 58% of the 

sample, with previous members taking 34% and members 6%.  
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Identifying problems, action and non-action 

Defining ‘Problems’ 

 
The issues associated with identifying ‘problems’ at work among survey 

respondents is explored fully in CESR Working Paper 2. Cognitive tests 

asking people about ‘problems at work’ found that many people were loath to 

identify experiences as ‘problems’, although probing showed that these were 

in fact ‘problems’ in terms of the questionnaire definitions. To overcome this 

conceptual ambiguity, we used the ‘softer’ language of ‘difficulties, concerns 

or worries’ at the initial screening for the sample, to capture potential 

respondents, and subsequently used prompts to identify those problems we 

were interested in and to exclude what we regarded as trivial issues. Ten 

areas were examined: pay, job security, job opportunities, discrimination, 

taking time off, working hours, workload, health and safety, job 

description/contract and work relations in terms of stress and bullying.5 The 

questionnaire narrowed from examining several problems in any job over 

three years, to one job with problems and then to one main problem.  

 

 

Defining a main problem, action and non-action 

 
When several problems in one main job were explored, pay occurred most 

frequently (dominated either by a concern that pay was less than what others 

in the same type of job earned, or being incorrectly paid), followed by work 

relations (chiefly stress or a sense of management ‘taking advantage or 

bullying’), workload, working hours, job security, contracts and other problems 

(Pollert, 2005 b and c for details). Respondents were asked if they took any 

action on their problems. 6 The two thirds replied that they did, and were 

asked which problem they pushed hardest to solve. Regardless of whether 

they said they took action, all respondents were asked if they took advice, 

after which they were all re-asked whether they took a series of actions. This 

gave those who initially felt they did nothing a second chance to reconsider 

whether they did anything. The process added 21% of the sample who joined 
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the initial 65% who ‘did something’, making a total of 86% trying to solve their 

problem, and only 14% who did nothing. The likely explanation for this change 

is the effect on recall of being asked about advice, which may have reminded 

people of things they did which they had previously discounted as ‘action’.  

 

Among those asked which problem they pushed hardest, most could select 

one, although some could not, and were coded as having ‘multiple problems’. 

Those who had previously stated they had taken no action, but later decided 

that they had, were routed past the pushed hardest question, so they could 

not provide information on their main problem, which means a slight loss of 

detail regarding the relationship of problems to action. Pay, work relations and 

workload as problems pushed hardest were again the most frequently cited 

(Appendix 2, Table 1). However health and safety rose in rank-order from 

seventh to fourth as a main problem and taking time off and opportunities 

problems also rose in importance. By contrast, problems with contracts or job 

descriptions moved down in order of importance as the main problem, 

compared with when they were one of several. Discrimination has a low 

occurrence in both ‘multiple’ and ‘main’ problems.  

 

Table 1 also compares men and women’s identification of the main problem, 

which shows that they had the same prioritisation, but men were more likely 

than women to emphasise pay (18% compared with 14% of women) and 

health and safety. Women were around twice as likely as men to cite 

workload and contract/job description as a main problem (11% and 6% of 

women, 6% and 3% of men).  

 

Table 2 Appendix 2 shows that the problem ‘pushed hardest’ was not 

necessarily the one most likely to be dealt with by action. To ‘push hardest’ 

entailed all effort, including advice, and did not always lead to action. Although 

those with the most common problem of pay were more likely than average to 

take action (91%) those with the next most significant problem of work 

relations – of whom 70% had stress and 55% reported ‘management taking 

advantage or bullying me’ (Pollert, 2005c: 23, Table 5, see also EIRO, 2001, 

Rayner et al., 2002, Gallie, 2005, ‘Hazards’ 2000, TUC, 2005) - were slightly 
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less likely to act (84%) than average. Those with a workload problem, the 

third in importance, also had slightly above average likelihood to act (89%), as 

were those with a working hours problem (88%), but an opportunities problem 

(eighth in importance) also produced above average rates action (88%). 

Interestingly, those who cited contractual and discrimination as the problem 

pushed hardest were fewer in number, but the most likely to act (100% and 

95%), suggesting greater propensity to act here. Of those who initially said 

they did nothing, 73% decided they took action, although, as explained above, 

their problems cannot be disaggregated.  

 

 

Who took action? 

 
There was little difference by employer-type, except for those in the voluntary 

sector, who appeared most prone to action, although small cell size urges 

caution (Table 3 Appendix 2). There was slightly greater propensity to act in 

small workplaces (88% where there were fewer than 25 workers) than in large 

ones (81% where there were 250 or more workers). There was no variation in 

propensity to act in terms of whether workers had formal disciplinary and 

grievance procedures at work, or arrangements for representatives to meet 

with managers, which suggests their presence is neutral in terms of individual 

employees seeking to resolve their problems at work. There was some 

variation in terms of propensity to act according to workers’ sectoral 

background (Table 4 Appendix 2). Those in finance, real estate and other 

business activities, public administration and other services were most likely 

to act (over 90%), while those in hotels and restaurants and transport were 

least likely (79%). 

 

Men and women were equally likely to act. Age had an uneven impact: the 

youngest workers (below 22 years) were the least likely to do anything (74%), 

but those between 22 and 29 years were much more likely, as were those 

over 50 years (90%). Older women (over 40 years) were the most likely, and 

younger women the least likely to take action (89% compared with 82%), 
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while younger men were more likely than older men to act (87% and 84%). 

Segregation in the workplace showed that women working mainly with women 

the more likely to act than women working with mainly men (87% and 79% 

respectively), although this made little difference in the case of men working 

mainly with other men or with other women (85% and 86%) (Table 5 Appendix 

2). Part-time workers and temporary workers were slightly less likely than 

average to do anything (84% and 81%), but tenure made a major difference: 

those working for over a year with the employer were far more likely (91%) to 

take some action than those with less than a year’s service (81%), with those 

working for over 5 years still more likely (93%). Managers and administrative 

workers were the most likely occupational groups to take action (91%) and 

process, plant and machine operators least (72%).  

 

In terms of ethnic background, Asian workers were more likely than other 

groups to take action (94%) and Black workers less likely (83%), while White 

workers had average propensity (86%) – although the small numbers of 

ethnic minority respondents urges caution. However, workplace ethnic 

composition showed that where there was a majority of ethnic minorities, 

propensity to take action was lower than in a mainly White British workplace, 

suggesting that ethnic minority preponderance decreased likelihood to act, in 

spite of some minority groups having a higher individual likelihood to take 

action among some groups. Low numbers prevented more detailed analysis 

of, for example, different minority ethnic groups working together in these 

situations. Lastly, those with disabilities were slightly more likely to act than 

those without. 

 

A number of other work-relation factors were explored in terms of possible 

association with taking action or not. Whether or not workers worked with 

others, or on their own, made no difference, although working in more than 

one workplace slightly reduced the likelihood to act to 83%. An exploration of 

aspects of ‘sociability’ (Table 6 Appendix 2) showed that those who worked in 

a team but could not talk were more likely to take action than those in a team 

those who could talk (91% compared to 84%), which suggests that further 

analysis is needed as to whether collective work without communication 
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increases the urgency of individual problems occurring, and predisposes to 

action. 

 

Those who did nothing were most likely to be in workplaces of 250-499 

workers (23% compared with the 14% average), in hotels and restaurants and 

transport, part-timers with fewer than 16 hours work per week (24%), those 

with less than a year’s service (19%), and young workers below 22 years 

(26%). The main reasons given for not doing anything were: ‘I didn’t think I 

would be successful’ (12% of non-actors), ‘others at work had the same 

problem, and that made me put up with it’ (12%), ‘I was worried I might lose 

my job’ (11%), ‘It was part of the job/it couldn’t be helped’ (9%), ‘I decided to 

leave’ (7%) and ‘I didn’t want to create tensions/miss out/be ‘black-listed’’ 

(6%). In other words, pessimism, resignation and fear underpinned inactivity. 

 

 

Multiple types of action 

Types of action, types of problem 

 
Analysis of types of actions considers first multiple responses, where 

respondents who took action could cite all the things they did about the one 

problem they ‘pushed hardest’. Table 7 Appendix 2 shows that the vast 

majority attempted to solve their problem with an immediate manager (69%) 

and/or a senior manager (43%). Just 12% used a formal grievance procedure, 

in spite of the fact that two thirds of workers said they had such procedures at 

work (Pollert, 2005c). This supports findings in the Workplace Employment 

Relations Surveys (1998) showing that the majority of workplaces have 

procedures (91%), but only 30% use them (Cully et al., 1999: 74).7 Few went 

outside their workplace for help. More approached a Citizens Advice Bureau 

(CAB) than a trade union (9% and 6% respectively) and only 2% applied to an 

Employment Tribunal. While many approached a friend or family for advice, 

few (8%) used these to resolve the problem.  
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While the dominance of seeking solutions internally with managers is not 

surprising for unrepresented workers, what is astonishing is the high 

proportion who sought an informal collective solution: 24% answered that they 

‘joined with others in their workplace who shared their concerns to get 

together as a group to pursue their claims’. This suggests that despite 

management attempts to individualise the employment relation, collective 

solutions to problems are attempted by a substantial minority – a quarter of 

this sample. 

 

The evidence shows some variation in workplace routes to resolution 

according to the main problem. Those with a pay problem – the largest group 

– were less likely to use the formal complaints procedure (6%), but more likely 

to seek help from a CAB (15%) and to start tribunal proceedings (4%). Those 

with a work-relations problem were less likely to see an immediate manager, 

more likely to seek a senior manager, most likely of all to approach other 

workers responsible for the problem (14%) and to use the formal complaints 

procedure (20%). The formal complaints procedure was most likely to be used 

for a health and safety problem. In addition to being sought for solutions for a 

pay problem, CABx were more likely to be approached with discrimination and 

victimisation problems (21%), job security (16%), working hours (16%) and 

taking time off (13%) difficulties. Trade union advice was more likely than 

average for some issues, with overlaps with the CABx for discrimination 

(21%), job security (13%) and working hours problems (9%) problems. Unions 

received below average appeals for help on pay problems (5%), but were 

used more than CABx for contractual difficulties (13%). While none of these 

strategies were mutually exclusive, there is some suggestion of different 

routes to different problems: thus, it appears that those with work relations 

problems tried various workplace resolution, whereas those with a 

discrimination problem were more prone to seek the formal complaints 

procedure and outside help, including 21% who tried a friend or family 

member to ‘sort it out’ and 11% who began an Employment Tribunal 

application. The least likely to use the formal grievance procedure were those 

with problems with taking time off, working hours, pay and job security (0%, 

3%, and 6% each). 



 10

 

Collective responses were most frequent among those whose main problem 

was over working hours (34%) and workload (33%) and least frequent for 

opportunities (11%), discrimination (16%) and work-relations (21%). Others 

with a problem in pay, job security, taking time off, health and safety and 

‘multiple problems’ had an average 25% propensity to seek group solutions.  

 

How far did a sense of infringement of rights relate to type of action? This 

question encompassed a sense of the severity of the problem both as 

awareness of contravening legal employment rights, and dignity and fairness 

at work. Table 7 demonstrates an association between a perception that the 

main problem was an infringement of rights and the formalisation of action 

and/or resorting to resolution outside the workplace. A higher percentage of 

those who felt their problem a breach of rights (47%) sought a senior manager 

than of those who did not (57% and 39% respectively), suggesting greater 

efforts are made to go up the management hierarchy when a sense of 

injustice is felt.8 Among those who felt the problem an infringement, 13% 

sought the formal complaints procedure compared to 9% of those who did 

not. The greatest contrast among actors who felt their problem violated their 

rights was among those who went to a CAB: compared with the average 9% 

resorting to this help, 14% of those sensing an infringement did so, compared 

with 3% who did not. A similar, though not as extreme, contrast occurred in 

relation to trade union help: 8% of those who felt their rights were flouted 

approached a union compared with only 3% of those who did not think so. 

Contrasts are evident for collective action (26% of those who felt an 

infringement, 22% of those who did not took action). Surprisingly, no great 

contrast was evident for those applying to an Employment Tribunal, but the 

2% who did this makes analysis unreliable  

 

Among the 72 people (14% of the sample) who ‘didn’t do anything’, 63% did 

nothing but stayed in their job, 13% left, and the remainder simply said they 

did nothing.  
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Types of actions, types of workplaces 

 
There was some variation in likelihood to take different forms of action in 

terms of respondents’ employer type (private, public, voluntary, a private 

company contracted to the public sector) and workplace size, although this 

was not as clear as variation by problem-type (Table 8 Appendix 2). Workers 

in the private sector had an average likelihood of taking most forms of action, 

but were slightly less likely to use the formal grievance procedure (10%), 

more likely to approach a CAB (11%) less likely to approach a union (4%), 

and were just below the average rate of trying group solutions (23%). Public 

sector workers also demonstrated average behaviour, were slightly more 

likely to use formal grievance procedures and to approach a trade union (13% 

and 8% respectively) and less likely to approach a CAB (3%) or begin tribunal 

proceedings (1%). Interestingly, they were slightly less likely to try group 

action (20%).  

 

Voluntary sector workers stood out as much more likely to try group action 

(38%) and seek help from a trade union (21%). They were also more active in 

general is pursuing their problem: 88% tried to resolve matters with an 

immediate manager, 25% with ‘other workers responsible for the problem’, 

21% started the formal grievance procedure and 4% began a tribunal 

application. This level of activity adds to the argument that is a growing sector 

for unionisation attempts (Cunningham, 2000).  

 

In some ways workers in private companies working for the public sector were 

a hybrid between the public and private sectors: they resembled private sector 

workers in approaching immediate or senior managers, but public sector 

workers in greater engagement with the formal grievance procedure (14% 

compared with 13% of those in the public sector), and seeking help from a 

union (8%). They were also much more likely to use a friend or family member 

(14%) than other groups. Strikingly, however, they were the most likely to 

attempt a group resolution (31%) apart from voluntary sector workers. This 

suggests another constituency with ‘collectivist’ responses to problems at 

work. 
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Could the collective approach of these two groups be associated with union 

experience? Both groups contained higher than average proportions of past 

members – 46% of voluntary sector workers and 43% of those working for 

subcontractors to the public sector. In fact, past union experience seemed a 

better indicator of group action than current membership. Public sector 

workers were three times more likely to be unionised at the time of their 

problem than average, yet lower than average in engaging in collective 

solutions. Other variables, such as length of service and pay, fail to show any 

regular relationships with voluntary and subcontractor workers – service being 

longer and pay higher in the former, so they are unlikely to shed further light 

regarding propensity to act collectively. Both, however, are feminised: 

compared with the 61% female sample representation, 83% of voluntary 

sector workers and 74% of those working in sub-contractors to the public 

sector were women. Women, as ensuing analysis shows, tend to be more 

collective than men. However, other variables must intervene, such as small 

workplace size (see below), for the public sector proper is also 70% female.  

 

A surprising finding is that workers in small workplaces (below 25 workers) 

were much more likely to attempt collective solutions than those in large ones 

with over 250 workers (29% compared with 13%, Table 8). This required 

further investigation. In other ways, workers behaviour in small workplaces 

was more in keeping with research on CAB usage and small firms: they were 

the most likely of all to approach a CAB (14%), less likely to seek a union 

(4%) or to use formal grievance procedures (9%) - an unsurprising result in 

view of the lower presence of procedures in small workplaces (Kersley et al. 

2005: 23), and in this sample, 49% compared with 62% of all workers (Pollert, 

2005c: 9; ). They were also somewhat more likely than others to make 

tribunal applications (4%), which accords with surveys of tribunal 

applications.9  

 

A further striking finding is the generally lower levels of action to resolve 

problems and low recourse to grievance procedures among workers in large 

(over 250 workers) workplaces. Only 9% tried the latter, in spite of the 74% 
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who reported discipline and grievance procedures at the workplace (ibid., 

2005c: 9). They also had a below-average likelihood of approaching senior 

managers – 36% and were somewhat less likely to approach a CAB (6%), 

begin tribunal application (1%) or seek help from a trade union (4%). The 

lowest percentage of collective action, 7%, occurred in workplaces of between 

250-499 workers.  

 

The finding on collective solutions in small workplaces has major implications 

for union organising attempts: if spontaneous collective response to problems 

is any indication of likelihood to organise, then union efforts to concentrate on 

large workplace units – which may appear the most cost-effective use of 

union resources – may not in fact be the best targeting.  

 

Workers in medium-sized workplaces (50-249) were generally quite active: 

25% attempted group solutions, while individual workplace routes were also 

pursued at quite high rates: 72% approached an immediate manager, 47% a 

senior manager and 16% used formal grievance procedures (70% of such 

workers reporting the existence of such procedures). They were less likely to 

seek advice from a CAB (5%) although they had an above average propensity 

to approach a trade union (7%). Workers in small to medium workplaces (25-

49 workers) were similar, but more likely to approach a union (10%) and less 

so to attempt group solutions (22%) They were almost as likely as those in 

medium establishment to use the formal complaints procedures (15%) - 

although slightly fewer (68%) of such workers reported the existence of such 

institutions. It thus seems that workers in medium sized and smaller (not 

small) workplaces are more likely to seek both individual and collective 

solutions than those in large workplaces, and while less collectivist than those 

in small workplaces, they seem more likely to utilise available formal 

procedures. 

 

As Table 8 indicates, workers who had workplace disciplinary or grievance 

procedures, and management consultation mechanisms at work, were slightly 

more likely than average (72% and 71% respectively compared to an average 

69%) to attempt internal solutions with an immediate manager, and slightly 
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less likely to (67% in both cases) if they did not. So although the existence of 

such procedures made no difference to propensity to act, when action was 

taken, it was associated with a slightly greater tendency to seek immediate 

managers. This pattern differed where senior managers were approached: 

here those who did not have a management consultation mechanism were 

somewhat more likely to approach a senior manager – suggesting lack of 

some form of representative procedure with managers increased the 

likelihood to seek direct access to senior levels. Interestingly, where one 

might expect an association between the existence of disciplinary procedures 

and their use as one form of action, there was none. Furthermore, among 

those who said there was no consultation mechanism, a slightly higher 

percent said they used a formal complaint procedure, than among those who 

said there was one (13% compared with 11%). At the same time, workers 

making Employment Tribunal applications were twice as likely to do so when 

they did not have formal complaints procedures at work than when they did 

(4% and 2%), and four times as likely when there was no regular consultation 

mechanism at work, than when there was one (4% and 1%). Where there was 

no formal complaints procedure at work, workers were twice as likely to go to 

a CAB than when there was one (14% compared to 6%) and there was a 

similar contrast where regular consultation mechanisms were concerned. This 

presents the paradox that the presence of formal institutions is not associated 

with their use, but their absence is associated with higher levels of resort to 

external resolution, whether advisory or legal. Interesting too is the finding that 

those who reported having disciplinary procedures were more likely to try 

collective action than those who did not (27% and 20%), which suggests 

these mechanisms may be associated with other workplaces characteristics, 

such as employer type and sector.  

 

Analysis of types of action by industry sector shows few striking exceptions to 

the general pattern. However, workers in finance workers were most likely to 

approach CABx and start tribunal applications (24% and 12%). And group 

solutions were most likely among transport and storage, and health and social 

workers (46% and 34% respectively), although the former, but not the latter, 

were also more likely to approach a union (17% and 8% respectively). The 
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higher level of trade union experience among these groups is likely to be a 

contributory factor and is discussed below.  

 

Workplace experience was also explored in social interaction according to 

isolation/sociability, number of workplaces in one job and the opportunity to 

talk to colleagues (Table 9 Appendix 2). Those most likely to join with others 

to seek solutions were those who worked in a team and could talk, and those 

with several workplaces who could talk (30% and 31% respectively).  

 

 

Types of actions, worker characteristics 

 
Gender  

 
In general, women were both more informal and collectivist than men (Table 

10 Appendix 2). Men were less likely to attempt informal solutions with 

immediate managers (65% of men compared with 72% of women and more 

likely to use the formal complaints procedures (15% men, 10% women). Men 

were less likely to attempt a collective solution (22% of men and 26% of 

women). 

 

In the key area of pay men were more assertive in attempting more forms of 

individual action (Table 11 Appendix 2): 75% addressed an immediate 

manager (women, 68%); 50% sought a senior manager (women 41%); 14% 

used the formal complaints procedure (no women); 19% approached a CAB 

(women, 11%); and 8% made a tribunal application (no women). Approaches 

to unions were average for both – 6% of men, 5% of women. By contrast 30% 

of women attempted collective approaches compared with 19% of men.  

 

Women with a working-hours problem demonstrated the most collective 

response of all: 47% attempted group action. Although they reported this 

difficulty less frequently than men, those who did cite it as the problem pushed 

hardest were more generally active to resolve it: 84% saw an immediate 
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manager (77% of men), 5% used the complaints procedure and started 

tribunal proceedings but no men did and 26% sought help from a CAB, but no 

men did. Women were also more collective in response to problems of job 

security, job opportunities, discrimination, time-off and especially so on 

workload (34% compared with 27% of men). Men were only more likely to act 

as a group compared with women on health and safety, contract or job 

description and work relations problems. It should be stressed however, that 

at this level of disaggregation by action, gender and specific problem, this 

evidence is only exploratory and can be used to prompt further research.  

 

While types of action varied by individual gender, workplace gender 

composition also showed clear patterns (Table 10). Where the gender mix 

was equal, propensity for each kind of action was close to average, except in 

one area: the likelihood to act in a group. Here, the frequency dropped to 

19%, compared with the 24 % average, echoing earlier qualitative research 

observations of problems of solidarity in mixed-gender dynamics (Nichols and 

Armstrong, 1976: 88, Pollert, 1996: 187). Gender segregated environments 

showed a higher than average propensity for group action. Those in mainly 

female and mainly male workplaces were more likely than average to try 

group action (28% and 27% respectively), but women working mainly with 

other women were more collective than men working mainly with other men 

(29% and 25% respectively). Thus, while single sex environments 

encouraged group action, women appeared the most collectivist in all 

situations.  

 

It appeared that working with a majority of a different sex was associated with 

a more formal route to seeking resolution: 50% of men working mostly with 

other women sought a senior manager, compared with 42% of men working 

with other men, and 45% of women working with other men did so, compared 

with 41% of women working with other women. This ‘opposite sex 

formalisation’ can also be seen in use of the formal complaints procedure. 

While men in general were more likely to use this procedure, they were still 

more likely to do so when working mainly with women (18% compared with 

15% of men working mainly with men), and women were twice as likely to use 
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grievance procedures when working with men (12%) than when working with 

women (6%).  

 

Those in mainly female workplaces were slightly more likely than average to 

seek help from a trade union (8%), while those in a mainly male workplace 

had the average 6% propensity to do so. However, it appears that being in a 

minority by sex was associated with higher rates of seeking help from a union: 

men working with mostly women had an 18% rate (three times the average) 

and women working with men, a 9% rate. But being in a minority sex also 

increased the likelihood of passivity: while an average 9% ‘did nothing but 

stayed in the job’, 15% of women with mostly men and 14% of men with 

mostly women did nothing. Mixed-sex environments seem associated with 

lower rates of collective action; segregated environments with higher rates; 

being in a minority in a segregated environment is associated with greater 

formality, but also, more passivity.  

 

 

Ethnicity 
 

The small number of ethnic minority respondents in this sample makes 

analysis by minority group unreliable: of 501 respondents, 9% (44 people) 

were Non-White, including 10 Mixed, 18 Asian and 12 Black. Non-White 

workers were over twice as likely (23%) as White workers (11%) to use the 

formal complaints procedure (Table 12 Appendix 2), although they were just 

as likely as White workers to seek informal redress with managers. None 

began employment tribunal proceedings. While the survey cannot offer 

explanations for these formal approaches, it can suggest lines of enquiry. One 

might be in the nature of problems experienced by ethnic minority workers. 

Details of each area of problem are examined in Working Paper 4 (Pollert, 

2005c), which analysed everybody’s multiple problems in one job. Ethnic 

minority workers were more likely to have pay problems than White workers 

(41% compared to 36% - the average for the sample), and within this area, 

were more prone to report being paid less than comparable workers, pay 

being incorrect (44% compared with 41% in each case), pay being unclear 
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(28% compared with 20% of White workers) and not receiving sick pay (22% 

against 17% of White workers). While having an average 34% likelihood of 

‘work relations’ problems, they were more likely to report ‘management taking 

advantage’ (73% compared with 53% of White workers). Minority ethnic 

workers were also almost twice as likely to report justiciable discrimination 

problems than White workers (18% compared to 9%). It is thus possible that 

these types of problems - especially those likely to be with immediate 

managers, such as ‘taking advantage’ or discrimination – would be dealt with 

at more formal workplace levels. It appears that even where justiciable 

discrimination problems occur for minority ethnic workers, where they are one 

of several, they are not necessarily acted upon, since none went to tribunal. 

None used a CAB, while 16% used a friend or family member, compared with 

7% of White workers, which suggests community support was more popular 

than the CABx. However, slightly more, 9%, of Non-White workers 

approached a trade union than the 6% of White workers. 

 

Ethnic composition was examined only in terms of ‘mostly White’ or ‘mostly 

ethnic minority’, or ‘Mixed’. This is problematic, since it does not address inter-

ethnic relations, but was unavoidable in view of small sample size. Those in 

‘mostly ethnic minority’ workplaces were more likely to approach an 

immediate manager (75% compared with 69% mostly white), while all groups 

in an ‘even mix’ workplace were slightly more likely to approach a senior 

manager (47%). Those in ‘mostly ethnic minority’ workplaces were twice as 

likely to use the formal complaints procedure (22%) as those in ‘mostly White’ 

workplaces (11%) and almost three times as likely to use a friend or family 

member (19%) as the 7% in ‘mainly white British’ workplaces. Formal 

procedure, then, and family or personal support seem more important to 

ethnic minority workers when explored both individually and in terms of 

workplace composition. Collective action was as likely in evenly mixed as in 

mostly White British workplaces, but less likely in mostly ethnic minority 

workplaces, but, since the exact ethnic composition of the latter is unknown, 

no explanations can be suggested.  
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Age 
 
There was an upward trend in activity with age, as might be expected. The 

youngest workers (below 22 years) were the most likely to ask a friend or 

family member to sort out the problem (17%), to remain passive (17%), and 

least likely to use the formal complaints procedure (2%), to approach a CAB 

or union (6% and 2%), or to get together as a group (15%) (Table 13 

Appendix 2). The 22 –39 age range was most active, the younger of these (up 

to 29 years) most likely to approach an immediate manager (76%) and to 

approach a CAB (13%), the older (30-39 years) most likely to use the formal 

complaints procedure (17%) and to approach a union (10%). Those over 40 

years generally showed average propensities in most actions and the over 

50s above average (along with 22-29 year olds) in joining others as a group. 

The low general activity rate among the youngest, especially in terms of group 

action, is unsurprising in view of their high ‘never-membership’ of unions.  

 

There were age/gender differences which broadly reflected the finding of 

women’s greater informality and collectivity at the upper age levels. Among 

the ‘young’ (defined here more broadly as below 40 years) there was a 

surprisingly greater dependence of men than women on friends and family 

(13% and 7% respectively). Yet these were also far more likely than young 

women to use the formal complaints procedure (20% and 8%) – an interesting 

contrast between informal and highly institutional approaches. Young women 

were much more likely to try to resolve a problem with workers responsible 

than their male counterparts (7% and 4%) and do nothing and stay in the job 

(12% and 8%). Older women were the most collective: 29% joined others as a 

groups compared to 20% of older males, 22% of younger females, and 24% 

of younger males.  
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Pay 
 
Bearing in mind that women were over-represented among the low paid, it is 

noticeable that those in the lowest pay quartile had the highest propensity to 

try group action (30%), and this rose to 43% when the problem itself was 

about pay. Those in the lowest two pay bands also showed greater propensity 

to ask friends or family to resolve their problem. Group action was above 

average for those in the second to top quartile (28%) and also for the top one 

when the problem was about pay (29%), although well below average when 

the problem was in another area (18%). Yet if the lowest paid were the most 

collective, they were least likely to start tribunal proceedings but the most 

likely to approach a CAB (14%). There were no variations in seeking union 

help. 

 

 

Union experience 
 
Union members at the time of their problem were far more likely to approach a 

union for help (34%) than ‘never members’ (2%) or previous members (7%) 

(Table 14 Appendix 2). The low union recourse of previous union members 

suggests at best a neutral experience, since their proclivity was not vastly 

greater than that of ‘never members’. The above-average 38% of union 

members trying group solutions suggests their membership was associated 

with some sense of collectivity, even though they could not formally use this 

since the union lacked recognition. Previous members were also more likely 

than ‘never-members’ to attempt collective solutions (27% and 21% 

respectively). Union experience does, therefore, seem to increase proclivity to 

group response to workplace problems.  

 

However, union membership also increased general activity at an individual 

level. Members were more likely to seek a senior manager (59%), to try to 

solve things with workers responsible for the problem (16% against an 

average 5%), to use the formal complains procedure (25% against the 

average 12%) and to begin tribunal proceedings (6%).  
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‘Never members’ were slightly more likely to seek an immediate manager or 

approach a CAB (71% and 11%), and slightly less prone to approach senior 

managers or use the formal complaints procedure (41% and 10%). They were 

also more inclined than others to do nothing (11% compared to 6% of 

previous members). Previous members were less likely to approach an 

immediate manager (66%) and differed little from ‘never members’ in other 

forms of action.  

 

Differences between ‘never members’ and previous members did, however, 

emerge on some problems (Table 15 Appendix 2). On both pay and job 

security problems, union members had the highest propensity to use the 

grievance procedure. This, and the more general finding that union members 

reported a far higher rate of using formal procedures, is supported by wide 

evidence that unionised workplaces are the most likely to use formal 

procedures at work (Kersley et al., 2005: 24 and DTI, 2001: 1410). Different 

problems showed that union experience did not, however, have a uniform 

association with collective response: with pay difficulties, only 18% of previous 

members were likely to join others in a group, while 26% of never members 

did so. It will be recalled that there was a clear gender association with 

respect to this problem – men adopting more individual strategies than 

women. With job security, however, 40% of previous members joined others, 

but only 7% of ‘never members’ did so.  

 

Table 16 Appendix 2 shows union membership by sector. Those in transport 

and storage had the highest previous union membership rate (54% compared 

with the average 34%) and when they acted, were the most likely to approach 

a trade union when they did (17%) and to combine with other workers (46%). 

Health and social workers had the highest current union membership at the 

time of their problem (14%) and an above-average 34% tried a group 

responses. At the same time, workers in the wholesale and retail sector, who 

had a very high never-membership rate (68% - higher than the 58% average 

and the 65% of private sector workers overall) had an above average 

propensity for group action (27% compared with 24%) – although 
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occupational analysis shows that sales/customer service workers had only a 

23% frequency for collective action, which suggests that other occupations 

within the sector, with a higher propensity for collective action (see below), 

were responsible for the higher rates.  

 

 

Occupation 

 

Occupational analysis shows an association between union membership 

either during the problem or previously and collective action. Group action 

was most frequent among managers, associate professionals, the skilled 

trades and personal services (33%, 33%, 32% and 31% respectively). 

Managers were slightly above average in previous membership (39%) 

although the others were at or below the average 34%, while union 

membership during the problem was only 6% among managers, but high 

among associate professionals (15%) and above average among skilled trade 

and personal service workers (8% and 10% respectively).  

 

The earlier observation that those with some union experience were more 

active both collectively and individually comes through with occupational 

analysis of managers, professional workers associate professional and 

technical workers and the skilled trades - although there are, of course, 

differences in the forms of action taken. However, three groups do not fit this 

pattern of higher levels of both kinds of activity. Personal service workers had 

a high level of collective activity, but did not also pursue individual strategies 

at above average rates. These could arguably be termed the most collective, 

and had higher union membership during the problem. Two groups, process, 

plant and machine operative and administrative workers, had the highest level 

of previous union membership (45% and 43%) but unexceptional collective 

activity (23% and 20%) and no areas of unusually high individual action. 

These are arguably groups for whom previous union membership has no 

association with higher propensity to act.  
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Most important action taken 

 
The discussion has so far explored all forms of action taken. We also tried to 

evaluate what the key action was to each person, by reading out all the 

actions taken and then asking, ‘Of these, which was the most important thing 

you ended up doing to try to resolve the issue?’ This is important both in 

identifying the final resort, but also how far other strategies have been tried 

and abandoned.  

 

Table 17 Appendix 2 shows the most important action and compares this to 

actions where several were cited. The results show a similar order of 

importance, but declines in percentages for each action, since multiple 

responses are replaced by single one. The overwhelming majority - three 

fifths - ended up trying to resolve matters with their managers: 37% with their 

immediate manager, 22% with a senior manager. Around half of those who 

tried to resolve their problem with an immediate or senior manager as one 

among several means of redress, did so as their most important action.  

 

Other strategies attempted declined far more from multiple responses to most 

important action. The sharpest was that for use of the formal complaints 

procedure, which dropped to just a sixth of its former frequency from 12% to 

just 2%. There is no indication that this decline was due to exhausting formal 

procedure and going on to Employment Tribunal application, since the 

percentage of those ending up with this action remained unchanged at 2%. 

This suggests that 10% of the sample approached the formal procedure and 

abandoned it. Further survey and qualitative research on the operation of 

disciplinary and complaints procedures would illuminate if this occurs on a 

wide basis, and if so why.  

 

Other types of action dropped, but not so much: a third of those who originally 

sought a trade union or a CAB ended up doing so as their most important 

action. A key decline was in group-action. This also declined to below a third 

of its previous level, from 24% to just 7% of the sample. However although 
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this is a major decline, it is not as great as that for formal complaints, and 

leaves collective response as the largest single kind of main action after 

seeking management resolution. Subsequent questioning showed that when 

group action was part of multiple responses, the majority did no more than 

talk to each other (79%), although almost a fifth (19%) went as a group to 

management, and a further 13% arranged a group meeting. Exactly what the 

7% who took group action as their most important activity did will be outlined 

in further analysis.  

 

 

Most important action and problem 

 
Within this overall pattern, main actions showed some variation by type of 

problem. Those with discrimination problems ended up with more formal 

routes to resolution, as before: 11% used the formal complaints procedure 

compared to a 2% average and 11% sought help from a trade union, also 

compared to the average 2%. However, use of a CAB, previously above 

average as one of several strategies, was now below the average 9% at 5%. 

Recourse to friends or family remained above average (11% against 3% 

average). None with a discrimination problem, however, applied to an 

Employment Tribunal.  

 

Greater formality (approaching a senior manager) also remained more 

common than average for contractual problems (33%) and work relations 

difficulties, such as stress and bullying (28%). The latter also prompted an 

above average use of the formal complaints procedure (4%). The percentage 

of tribunal applicants as a main action dropped slightly from 2.4%,as one of 

several actions, to 1.6% (12 to 8 people), because one person abandoned 

proceedings and three reached agreement before the hearing. Pay, job 

security and work relations were the disputes involved. 

 

Seeking help from a CAB was now used by just 3% of the sample. It remained 

highest for problems with taking time off and working-hours, although it had 
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lost importance for job security, which was now elicited an above average rate 

of seeking help from a trade union (6% compared with the 2% average). And 

while collective action had been most common as part of multiple actions for a 

problem with working hours and workload, now a problem with job security 

prompted the highest level of collective response (13%).  

 

 

Most important action and workplace 

 
Workplace size is no longer a significant variable when it comes to most 

important action. Workers in small workplaces, while previously more prone to 

try collective solutions (29%), were now barely so (8%). Those in large ones 

also had just average propensity, although when this is disaggregated, the 

largest workplaces (over 500 workers) had a 10%, propensity, whereas those 

in the 250-499 range had only a 3% likelihood.11 There were now few 

differences by workplace size in terms of use of grievance procedures, 

although this was slightly higher (4%) in medium-sized workplaces (50-249 

workers).  

 

Employer type retains some importance, but less than before. The most likely 

to try collective action remained voluntary sector workers (17%), followed by 

public sector workers, but the latter were barely above average with 8%. 

Private sector and public sector contract workers followed (6% and 5%). 

Thus, while voluntary sector workers remained the most collective, the second 

most likely group to try collective solutions, those in companies contracted to 

the public sector, were now similar to others regarding acting as a group.  

 

Our results showed sectoral variation, although disaggregation led to small 

cell sizes (Table 18). Workers from hotels and catering and retail were the 

most likely to end up trying to solve things with immediate managers (50% 

and 44%) and those in business/real estate most likely to seek a senior 

manager (38%). Resort to grievance procedure was above average among 

those in other service activities (10%) and in public administration (7%). As 
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with several actions, seeking trade union help was above average in 

transport, public administration and finance, and CAB use was highest among 

finance workers, as before. Employment Tribunal applications remained most 

likely in finance and real estate and business services. 

 

Collective action demonstrated both continuity and change. It remained most 

likely in transport and communication (17%), health and social work (11%), 

but workers in wholesale and retail, who had previously shown an above-

average tendency to try group solutions now showed a below-average 

propensity of 4%. There thus seem to be certain sectors in which group action 

is maintained and others where it is not. 

 

In many ways patterns of main action remained the same as for multiple 

actions, but changed for some groups, most noticeably in collective action and 

use of formal grievance procedures. 

 

 

Most important action and worker characteristics 

 
Gender 
Turning to personal characteristics, a first question is whether gender has a 

similar association with the most important action, as with several actions 

(Table 20 Appendix 2). In most respects, the same patterns holds: men were 

less likely than women to seek an immediate manager (30% compared with 

41%), and slightly more likely to approach a senior manager (23% and 21%), 

to use the formal complaints procedure (4% men, 1% women) and to start 

tribunal application (3% and 1%) (c.f. this can be compared to men making 

three fifths of applicants to tribunals nationally in 2003, Hayward et al., 2004: 

17). They also remained more prone than women to get a friend or family 

member sort things out (5% and 1%). Men and women had similar 

propensities to seek CAB or union help.  
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One change is that, while women were 4 percentage points more likely to try 

group action as one of several strategies, by the time it came to the main 

action, their propensity was the same 7% as men’s. It thus appears that more 

women tried, but then gave up. There was no gender difference in the 14% 

likelihood of doing nothing. The association of different gender workplace 

gender composition with main action now also declined. There was now little 

difference from average propensity to try collective action by workplace 

gender composition. An equal gender mix again slightly increased the 

propensity to seek an immediate manager (40%) (Table 20). More detailed 

analysis (for example, men with mainly men or women, or women with mainly 

men or women) makes cell sizes too small to comment (Table 21 Appendix 

2).  

 

 

Ethnicity 
 
The pattern in terms of ethnic background also remained similar to before. 

Slightly fewer Non-White than White workers sought an immediate manager 

(34% compared to 37%), but a much higher proportion of Asian workers did 

so (50%). We lack information on the ethnicity of the employer. A different 

pattern emerges for seeking a senior manager: 21% of White workers did so, 

17% of Asian, but 30% of Mixed and 33% of Black workers did so. Asian 

workers were the most likely to use the formal complaints procedure (17% 

compared with 2% of White workers), but only White workers began 

Employment Tribunal applications (2%) – which suggests a low ethnic 

minority usage (cf. 90% of applicants to employment tribunal applicants were 

White in 2003, Hayward et al., 2004: 17). No minority ethnic workers 

approached a trade union or a CAB as the most important action, but family or 

community support was used by 8% of Black workers, no other minorities 

cited this as a main action, although 3% of White workers did.  

 

 

Age 
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Main and multiple actions showed greater continuity by age than the 

preceding workplace and demographic variables. The youngest still had the 

highest propensity to ask a friend or family member to sort out the problem, 

but not significantly so (4% compared with average 3%), and were now more 

likely than others to try solutions with immediate or senior managers (43% 

compared to 37% average). None used the complaints procedure, applied to 

an Employment Tribunal, or sought union help and only 4% attempted group 

action. They were the most likely to do nothing (26% compared to a 14% 

average) and remained the least assertive of the sample.  

 

As with multiple actions, those between 22 –39 years were more active, the 

younger of these (up to 29 years) again being most likely to approach an 

immediate manager (43%) and to approach a CAB (5%) but now as likely to 

use the complaints procedure as the older group (30-39 years) (5% and 4% 

respectively). The latter, however, were still most likely to approach a union 

(4% compared to the 2% average). Those over 40 years generally showed 

average propensities in most actions and were most likely to join others as a 

group.  

 

Young males (under 40 years) remained the most likely to resort to the formal 

complaints procedure (7% compared with the 2% average) and to ask a friend 

or family to try to sort out the problem (6% compared to 3%) – no six times the 

rate of their female counterparts (1%). Young women were still the most likely 

to seek a CAB (4%) or do nothing (18%) but were now less likely to resolve 

the problem with workers responsible than before (2%) – a process now more 

likely among older women (4% against the 3% average). And older women 

were still the most collective (11% joined others as a groups compared to 8% 

of older males, 2% of younger females, 6% of younger males and the 7% 

average).  
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Pay 
 
Whereas before, those in the lowest pay quartile had the highest propensity to 

group action, now they had the lowest (4%), the highest being among those in 

the second to top (third) quartile (10%) and the top quartile (8%). This 

suggests sustained group action was more likely among the higher paid. 

Those in the bottom two bands were most likely to do nothing (the lowest, 

17%, the next, 14%). This suggests intuitively that the lowest-paid workers 

were the most likely initially to get together as a group, but that higher paid 

workers were more likely to use it as a main action.  

 

 

Union experience 
 
Union experience shows a similar pattern of association with main action as 

with several actions (Table 22 Appendix 2). Union members were the most 

likely to end up seeking help from a union (13% against 2%), to use the formal 

complains procedure (6% compared with 2%), to begin tribunal procedures 

and to try collective action (13% compared with 7%). However, the question of 

whether higher pay and union membership were associated (the latter going 

some way to explaining the above finding that higher aid workers tended to be 

more collective) is only partially supported: union members at the time of the 

problems were most likely to be in the second to top pay quartile (38%), but 

not in the top quartile (19%), and previous members had just above average 

representation in the top two quartiles (26% each). 

 

Never members were most likely to try informal solutions with immediate 

managers (42%) and least likely to try collective action. Previous members 

differed little from the average, but were less likely to use immediate 

managers, and slightly more likely to try collective action. 
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Occupation 
 

There were both continuities and changes from the patterns demonstrated for 

several actions in relation to occupation (Table 19 Appendix 2). Associated 

professional and technical workers, and personal service workers12 still 

showed the highest levels of collective action (15% and 10% respectively 

compared to the 7% average), but managers no did longer so, and remained 

the most likely to seek an immediate manager (47% compared with the 37% 

average). Associate professionals had previously also tried many other forms 

of individual strategy, but now were among the least likely to use immediate or 

senior managers (31% and 15%), although they continued more likely to use 

the complaints procedure than all others except for administrative workers 

(5%), so that their collectivism now stands out more than before. Personal 

service workers, while still collectivist, were now more evenly spread between 

individual and collective strategies, a shift which suggests that many 

attempting group solutions later gravitated towards individual strategies. The 

skilled trades, formerly both more collective and prone to seek senior 

managers and use the complaints procedure, were now average in most 

areas of action except in recourse to a CAB, where they were over-

represented (8%).  

 

Thus, associate professionals ended up the most collective, personal service 

workers both collective and individual, and skilled manual workers had 

relinquished using the upper tiers of the organisation and ended most likely to 

use a CABx. Union experience, either previous or during the problem, among 

these groups was thus no longer clearly associated with final action. This is 

reinforced by the observation of others, who had considerable union 

experience but behaved individualistically in their most important action. 

Professional workers, 15% of whom were union members at the time of their 

problem (over twice he average), had shown a proclivity for many types of 

individual action, including seeking union help, where multiple action was 

investigated. Their most important action remained individual, and was 

concentrated in two areas: approaching a senior manager (35% - the highest 

of any group) and seeking union help (5% - the highest frequency). 
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Administrative workers had a high level of previous membership (43% 

compared to a 34% average), and were almost as likely as managers to try to 

solve the problem with an immediate manager (43%) or use the grievance 

procedure (5%), and not especially likely to try collective action (5%).  

 

Process workers are another ambiguous group, with the highest level of 

previous union membership (45%). Yet this group demonstrated both the 

highest level of passivity – 28% saying they did nothing (twice the average) – 

and a higher than average rate of seeking help from a union (4% - the same 

as personal service workers). They were also second only to managers in 

applying to an Employment Tribunal (6% and 4%). This latter finding is 

consistent with the findings of applicants to employment tribunals (Hayward et 

al., 2004: 19), but these occupations are at opposite extremes of the 

organisational hierarchy and the reasons need investigating.  

 

This descriptive exercise suggests union experience has limited predictive 

value. It also shows that a combination of multiple actions is only partly a 

good indicator of final action.  

 

 

Tenure and working hours  

 

It might be expected that length of service might be associated with some 

kinds of action. This was indeed the case: while below the 7% average of 

workers with less than a year’s tenure tried joining others (5%), this was 8% 

for those working over a year, and 9% for over 2 years (although this may not 

be significant). In other ways, however, years of service had no consistent 

associations. It is not clear, why, for instance, 8% of those with 3-5 years’ 

service sought union help, but others remained close to or below average. 

Nor does an explanation suggest itself as to why those in the 3-6 months 

group were as likely to approach a senior manager as those with over 3 years 

service (28%), but only 18% of those with less than 3 months service, or 6-12 

months did so. The 3-6 months group were also the most likely to use the 
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formal complaints procedure (8%), compared with 1% of those with less than 

3 months, or the average 2% for those with over a year.  

 

Finally, did working hours have any association with types of main action – for 

example did part time workers, or those with long hours, behave differently 

from others? Part-time workers with very short hours (below 16) were more 

likely to try to solve things with an immediate manager (41%), while those 

working longer - between 16 and 35 hours - were more likely to approach a 

senior manager (27%). Those working longer tended to approach an 

immediate manager (48%), but also to use the complaints procedure. The 

pattern changes for those working over 48 hours, who were less likely to 

approach an immediate manager (29%) and had the highest propensity to 

apply to an Employment Tribunal (6%), which could be an indication of the 

severity of problems for those working very long working hours. The only 

other striking variation from the norm by working hours regards ‘doing 

nothing’: part-time workers with fewer than 16 hours were over-represented 

(24% compared with 14%). It thus seems that extremes of working time were 

associated with greater likelihood of either passivity (very short hours) or use 

of statutory rights (very long hours). 

 

 

Outcomes and satisfaction with outcomes 

 
The evidence so far indicates that the vast majority of people tried to resolve 

their problems – 86% - and most of these regarded internal resolution with 

management as their most important action.  

 

Did these efforts lead to any conclusion? The question asked, referring to the 

‘most important action taken’, was, ‘Did this action lead to any conclusion with 

the employer?’ The question was thus much wider than about a resolution to 

the problem: it was about anything at all happening as a result of action taken. 

For almost half – 47% - it did not. This is very similar to other studies of those 

taking action to pursue their rights.13 Thirty eight percent reported that there 
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had been a result and 12% that negotiations were ongoing (15% of women 

and 8% of men) (Table 23 Appendix 2).14 A non-result was even higher for 

some: 59% of those working in other service activities, 57% of those in 

construction, 53% in transport and storage, 51% of those the wholesale and 

retail trades, 51% of those working for contractors to the public sector, 51% in 

workplaces with below 25 workers, and 65% among those in workplaces with 

over 500 employees had no outcome. Younger workers (below 40 years) 

were more likely to have no outcome (53%), especially those under 22 years 

(60%); the lowest paid (Band 1) and those with less than a year’s service 

were also more likely to end up with nothing: (55% and 51% respectively). 

‘Never members’ of unions were far more likely than members at the time of 

their problem (49%, 41% respectively) to achieve no result. There was no 

gender difference in non-result, but women were more likely than men to have 

ongoing negotiations (15% compared with 8%) and less likely to say that they 

had a result (34% compared 43% of men). While White and Non-White 

workers demonstrated no major difference in ‘non conclusions’ at aggregate 

level, Asian workers were over-represented (65%). The worst problem for ‘no 

outcome’ was discrimination/victimisation (78%), even though this difficulty, 

while rarely cited, attracted the highest percent of ‘actors’ when it occurred. 

Over two thirds saw no result for opportunities problems either, and over half 

of those with working hours and multiple problems had no outcome.  

 

The main problems over which action led to a result were in work relations 

(58%), pay (49%), job security (41%) and taking time off (40%). Those whose 

main action was approaching a senior manager were more likely to say they 

had a conclusion than those who tried resolution with an immediate manager 

(42% compared to 33%). The numbers using other means as their main 

action are too small to comment upon, other than qualitatively, but it can be 

noted that only 3 out of the 12 (25%) of those who used the formal complaint 

or grievance procedure as their main action had any conclusion. By contrast, 

there was more success with collective action: of the 34 who did this as their 

main action, 41% has a conclusion. 
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Among the minority 38% who had some conclusion to their actions, 49% were 

satisfied. However this amounted to 80 people, or 16% of the 501 people with 

problems at work and 18.6% of the 419 people who took some action. A 

further 23% of those with outcomes were dissatisfied, and another 33% were 

neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (Table 24 Appendix 2). Women were more 

satisfied than men (58% and 38%), but this was out of a smaller proportion 

with conclusions (34% compared with 43% of men).  

 

Pay was the main problem that received a favourable verdict, but although 

69% of pay problems with an outcome sounds considerable, this amounted to 

25 people out of the 80 people for whom pay was their main problem (only 

31%) (see Table 1, Appendix). Among work-relations problems with a result, 

54% were satisfied – but this amounts to only 20 people (26%) out of the 76 

who had this as the main problem they ‘pushed hardest’. The most 

unsatisfactory results were for contract or job description problems, where two 

thirds were dissatisfied, health and safety, where half were dissatisfied, and 

job security problems, where 45% were dissatisfied. Workers in companies 

working for the public sector, and either small (under 25 workers) or large 

(over 500) were more likely to be satisfied (65%, 57% and 56% respectively) 

with their conclusions. However, this must be set in context: far fewer than 

average of workers in these categories obtained results in the first place. 

Sales workers and managers were also more satisfied than the average 

(67%, 62%), but this is in the context of most sales workers (61%) having no 

conclusion. Associated professionals were the most likely to get an outcome 

(62%) but were largely unhappy with this (38% were dissatisfied). 

Professionals and plant/process workers, with average propensity for some 

outcome, were even more dissatisfied (43% and 42% respectively).  

 

These figures indicate a high level of potential dissatisfaction, frustration and 

social exclusion in the workplace. Lack of independent voice, and reliance on 

management to resolve problems, resulted in a majority of workers with 

problems expending effort with no results.  
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Discussion  
 
While statistical testing on significance has not yet been conducted, the 

simple frequency results reported here already provide important findings. 

One is the surprisingly large numbers who are not passive in the face of their 

problems: a total of 86% tried to do something to resolve their difficulty. Thus, 

while one might intuitively expect that the response of unrepresented workers 

to problems at work would be exit, this research shows that most try to 

resolve their problems. There were a number of predicable variations in 

propensity to act, and in type of actions. For example, young workers, those 

with few years of service, and part-time workers with few hours of work per 

week, were among the least active. 

 

A second finding is the shift in perceptions of what constitutes ‘action’. This 

occurred among a third of interviewees and demonstrates how volatile recall 

and definition may be, particularly in this area of problematic workplace 

experience. Perceptions of ‘what counts’ as doing something are fluid, and 

there is a tendency to under-estimate and under-report it, just as there is 

difficulty in identifying experiences as ‘problems’. 

 

A third finding is the surprisingly large percentage of respondents who 

attempted some form of collective solution to their problem. Women, those in 

feminised workplaces, those in small workplaces, those in the voluntary sector 

and in companies subcontracted to the public sector emerged as important in 

the first phase of analysis of multiple actions. Union experience, either during 

or previous to the problem, also emerged as relevant both to consulting 

unions and to collective action. However, it is clear that the variables are 

complex. In a sector such as distribution, a surprisingly high proportion 

attempted group action, although this was a sector with a very high 

percentage of ‘never’ members’. Further examination is needed of the 

meaning of the shift from multiple actions to most important action, for here, 

many variations between actors and workplaces receded, and while some 

continuities remained with previously observed patterns, they also broke 

down.  
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Lastly, it comes as little surprise that despite their efforts, few workers had 

satisfactory results to their problems. No more than 16% of the sample 

reported a satisfactory conclusion to their problem. This, together with the low 

usage of formal procedures, must give pause for thought to government 

policy-makers determined to press ahead with confining individual 

employment problems to internal workplace resolution, without simplifying 

access to independent and free information and advice on rights at work, and 

providing further support for policies which encourage and facilitate 

procedures for unrepresented workers to organise collective representation 

and gain union recognition. 
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Appendix 1 

Profile of the sample 
Comparison of the characteristics of Low-Paid Unrepresented workers who 
had Problems with All Low Paid, Unrepresented workers and the Workforce 
as a whole (comparisons for 2004, Labour Force Survey). 
 
 Unrepresented 

workers survey 
Low paid, 
unrepresented 
workers (LFS) 

All 
workers 
(LFS) 

Individual characteristics    
Male 39.12 42.14 53.77*** 
Female 60.88 57.86 46.23*** 
Age    
<25 16.53 29.71*** 14.27** 
25 - 34 20.36 19.63 21.83 
35 - 44 23.79 20.1 26.32 
45 - 54 24.4 15.89*** 21.91 
55+ 14.92 14.86 15.67 
Highest educational 
qualification1 

   

None 14.11 14.84 10.13 
NVQ level 1 equivalent 5.44 19.69 13.88 
GCSE/ NVQ level 2 
equivalent 

31.05 20.87 15.36 

A level/ NVQ level 3 
equivalent 

24.19 22.72 22.24 

Higher education 21.77 13.34 30.25 
Other  3.23 - 9.14 
Ethnicity    
Non-white ethnic 
minorities 

8.78 6.42*** 7.07** 

White 91.22 93.58*** 92.93** 
Job characteristics    
Sector2    
Public sector 17.67 15.87 24.19*** 
Private sector 82.33 84.13 75.81*** 
Industry    
Agriculture, Forestry 
and Fishing 

1.44 1.61 1.34 

Manufacturing 14.43 13.42 13.57 
Construction 3.3 6.9*** 8.07*** 
Retail, wholesale and 
distribution 

18.76 25.69*** 13.45** 

Hotels and restaurants 7.01 8.75 4.35*** 
Transport and 
communications 

4.95 5.27 6.75 

Financial 
intermediation 

3.51 2.7 4.18 
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 Unrepresented 
workers survey 

Low paid, 
unrepresented 
workers (LFS) 

All 
workers 
(LFS) 

Individual characteristics    
Public administration 5.98 3.34*** 7.04 
Education 8.04 6.42 9.09 
Health and social 
services 

17.11 11.38*** 12.09*** 

Other community 
services 

6.39 6.52 5.6 

Workplace size     
<10 employees 21.76 29.87*** 19.01** 
10 - 24 employees 20.39 18.23 12.63*** 
25 – 49 employees 14.87 15.25 12.66* 
50 – 249 employees 28.72 21.22*** 21.48*** 
250 – 499 employees 6.11 6.3 7.11 
>499 employees 8.15 8.31 15.75*** 
Occupation    
Managers and senior 
professionals 

6.68 5.8 14.95*** 

Professionals 4.05 2.22** 12.41*** 
Associate professional 
and technical 
occupations 

7.89 5.92* 13.79*** 

Administrative and 
secretarial 
occupations  

18.42 17.53 12.62*** 

Skilled manual 
occupations 

7.49 9.94 11.55*** 

Personal services 
occupations 

16.40 11.4*** 7.61*** 

Sales and customer 
services occupations 

12.96 16.17 7.85*** 

Semi-skilled 
occupations 

9.51 8.69 7.48* 

Un-skilled occupations 16.60 22.3*** 11.67*** 
Full-time job 78.34 61.97*** 76.11 
Part-time job 21.66 38.03*** 23.89 
Non-standard 
employment contract 

11.45 7.77*** 5.27*** 

Job tenure##    
6 months or less 37.55   
6 months – 1 year 10.84   
1 – 2 years 15.86   
3 – 5 years 20.08   
6 – 10 years 8.63   
11+ years 7.03   
 
# n.b. ‘Low-paid’ defined as earning below the median pay level in 2004; 
‘Unrepresented’ means non-union members. The LFS pay comparison with 



 39

the Unrepresented Worker Survey is not perfect, since the pay calculation for 
the latter referred to any job in the 3 years previous to the survey. The 
screening pay levels were calculated for London and Rest of Country on the 
average of the medians for the 3 years 2002, 2003 and 2004. Nevertheless, 
the differences with the LFS figures are small. 
##  Comparison with LFS not possible since the URWS asks about length of 
time in post when problems occurred, whereas the LFS asks length of service 
in current job. 
 
1. Responses here are not strictly comparable as the LFS asks a much more 
detailed set of questions about qualifications. Because of these differences, 
no significance tests were performed on these variables 
 
2.  Differences between the URWS and LFS here may arise from differences 
in the questions. The URWS asks if workers work for private contractors in the 
public sector, respondents who are categorised as being in the private sector. 
In the LFS workers in these jobs may classify themselves as working in the 
public sector. 
 
* - Difference compared to the unrepresented workers sample is statistically 
significant at the 10% level or better. 
 
** - Difference compared to the unrepresented workers sample is statistically 
significant at the 5% level or better. 
 
*** - Difference compared to the unrepresented workers sample is statistically 
significant at the 1% level or better. 
 
Results are based on Chi2 tests. 
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Appendix 2 

Tables  
 
Table 1: All problems and main problem experienced in one job 
 
 Several 

Problems in 1 
job numbers 
reporting, 
(multiple 
response) 

Rank 
order 

% with  
this 
problem in  
One Job 

Main Problem 
‘pushed hardest’, 
numbers 
reporting (single 
response) 

Rank 
order 

Main  Problem 
as % of All 
Problem (All)  

Main problem 
as % of All 
Problems, 
Men 

Main problem 
as % of All 
Problems, 
Women 

Total Sample 501 Add up to
more than

100%.

501 100% 196 305

Pay  (1) 181 1 36.1% 80 1 16.0% 18.0% 14.0%
Work relations, 
such as stress or 
bullying 

172 2 34.3% 76 2 15.2% 15% 15%

Workload  143 3 28.5% 46 3 9.2% 6% 11%
Working hours  127 4 25.3% 32 5 6.4% 7% 6%
Job Security  124 5 24.8% 32 6 6.4% 8% 6%
Contract/job 
description  

114 6 22.8% 24 9 4.8% 3% 6%

Health and Safety 109 7 21.8% 42 4 8.4% 11% 7%
Taking time-off  109 8 21.8% 30 7 6.0% 5% 7%
Opportunities  102 9 20.4% 27 8 5.4% 6% 5%
Discrimination (2) 76 10 15.2% 19 10 3.8% 4% 4%
Several problems 
(initially said no 
action). 

86 Not 
applicable

17.2% 15% 18%

Several problems 
treated same way 

7 Not 
applicable

1.4% 2% 1%

 
 
Table 2: Whether took action on main problem 
 
Action     Main Problem (prob3) 
 

Total 
 Pay   

Job 
security 

 
Opportunities 

 

Discrimination 
(inc. 

victimisation) 
 

Taking 
time 
off   

Working 
hours   

Workload 
 

Health 
& 

safety 
 

Contract / 
job 

description 
 

Work 
relations 

  

Multiple 
problems 

 
                                                 
Total 501   80   32   27   19   30   32   46   42   24   76    93   
                                                 
Yes 429   73   27   24   18   25   28   41   35   24   64    70   
 86% 91% 84% 89% 95% 83% 88% 89% 83% 100% 84% 75%
                                                 
No 72   7   5   3   1   5   4   5   7   -   12    23   
 14% 9% 16% 11% 5% 17% 13% 11% 17% -% 16% 25%
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Table 3: Taking action by employer type, establishment size and 
management procedures 
 
Taking 
Action 

    Employer type Establishment size 

Formal 
disciplinary/grievance 

procedures  

Regular 
consultation 

with 
management

 

Total 
  

Company 
working 

for 
public 

sector   
Private 

  
Public 

 
Voluntary

 

Fewer 
than 
25   

25 -
49   

50 -
249 

 

250 
-

499 
 

500 
or 

more 
 
Unsure 

 

250 
or 

more 
 Yes   No    yes    No   

                                                      
Total 501 

  65   321    88   24   207   73   
141 

 30   40   10   70   309   168    299    186   
                                                      
Yes 429 

  57   272    76   22   182   63   
117 

 23   34   10   57   269   144    256    159   
 86% 88% 85% 86% 92% 88%86%83%77% 85% 100% 81% 87% 86% 86% 85%
                                                      
No 72    8   49    12   2   25   10   24   7   6   -   13   40   24    43    27   
 14% 12% 15% 14% 8% 12%14%17%23% 15% -% 19% 13% 14% 14% 15%

 
 
Table 4: Taking action by sector 
 

     Industry 
Action 

Total 
  

Agriculture, 
hunting & 
forestry   

Manufacturing 
 
Construction 

  

Wholesale 
& retail 
trade   

Hotels & 
restaurants 

 

Transport, 
storage & 

communication 
 

Financial 
intermediation 

 

Real 
estate, 

renting, 
business 
activities 

 

Public 
admin 

etc    
Education 

 

Health 
& 

social 
work 

 

Other 
service 

activities 
 
Other 

 
Unclassified 

 
                                                             
Total 

501 
  7   70   16    91   34   24   17   44   29    39   83   31   1   15   

                                                 
Yes 429 

  7   58   14    78   27   19   16   40   27    33   69   29   1   11   
 86% 100% 83% 88% 86% 79% 79% 94% 91% 93% 85% 83% 94%100% 73%
                                                 
No 72    -   12   2    13   7   5   1   4   2    6   14   2   -   4   
 14% -% 17% 13% 14% 21% 21% 6% 9% 7% 15% 17% 6% -% 27%

 
 
Table 5: Taking action by workplace gender and ethnic balance 
 
Action  Gender Balance Ethnic balance 
 

Total    

Men with
mostly men

 

Women with
mostly 

women   
Women with 
mostly men   

Men with 
mostly 

women   

Mostly 
white 

British   
Mostly ethnic 

minorities    
Even 
mix   

                           
Total 501    110   159   33   22   361   32    99   
                           
Yes 429    94   139   26   19   313   26    81   
 86% 85% 87% 79% 86% 87% 81% 82%
                           
No 72    16   20   7   3   48   6    18   
 14% 15% 13% 21% 14% 13% 19% 18%
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Table 6: Taking any action by ‘sociability’ 
 
Action     Sociability 1  Sociability 2 
 

Total    

Work in 
team, can 
talk    

Work in 
team, 
cannot talk 
  

Work 
alone, can 
talk    

Work 
alone, 
cannot talk 
   

1 
workplace, 
can talk    

1 
workplace, 
cannot talk 
  

Multi 
workplaces, 
can talk    

Multi 
workplaces, 
cannot talk  
  

                            
Total 501   264   47   107   68   294   79   84   39   
                            
Yes 429   222   43   94   56   250   72   72   30   
 86% 84% 91% 88% 82% 85% 91% 86% 77%
                            
No 72   42   4   13   12   44   7   12   9   
 14% 16% 9% 12% 18% 15% 9% 14% 23%
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Table 7: All types of action taken on main problem 
 
 

    Main Problem (prob3)  

Whether 
feel MAIN 

problem was 
infringement 

of rights 
 

Total 
 

Pay 
  

Job 
security 

 
Opportunities 

  

Discrimination
(inc. 

victimisation)
 

Taking 
time 
off   

Working 
hours   

Workload 
 

Health 
& 

safety 
 

Contract / 
job 

description 
 

Work 
relations 

 

Multiple 
problems 

   Yes   No   
                                                          
Total 501 

 80    32   27    19   30   32   46   42   24   76   93    253   210   
Saw 
immediate 
manager 

347 
 57    23   20    14   22   26   35   29   22   47   52    176   148   

 69%71% 72% 74% 74% 73% 81% 76% 69% 92% 62% 56% 70% 70%
Approached 
a senior 
manager  

214 
 36    15   13    7   13   13   22   16   13   41   25    119   82   

 43%45% 47% 48% 37% 43% 41% 48% 38% 54% 54% 27% 47% 39%
Approached 
other 
workers 
responsible 
for the 
problem 26   1    1   -    4   1   3   2   2   1   11   -    16   7   
 5% 1% 3% -% 21% 3% 9% 4% 5% 4% 14% -% 6% 3%
Used formal 
complaint 
procedures  58   5    2   2    6   -   1   7   9   2   15   9    33   18   
 12% 6% 6% 7% 32% -% 3% 15% 21% 8% 20% 10% 13% 9%
Sought help 
from the 
Citizens 
Advice 
Bureau 46   12    5   2    4   4   5   4   1   1   3   5    35   7   
 9%15% 16% 7% 21% 13% 16% 9% 2% 4% 4% 5% 14% 3%
Began 
Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 12   3    2   -    2   -   1   1   -   -   2   1    8   3   
 2% 4% 6% -% 11% -% 3% 2% -% -% 3% 1% 3% 1%
Sought help 
from a trade 
union 30   4    4   1    4   -   3   2   2   3   4   3    20   7   
 6% 5% 13% 4% 21% -% 9% 4% 5% 13% 5% 3% 8% 3%
Had a friend 
or family 
member to 
sort it out  40   7    2   2    4   4   3   3   -   2   6   7    24   14   
 8% 9% 6% 7% 21% 13% 9% 7% -% 8% 8% 8% 9% 7%
Joined 
others in 
workplace s 

121 
 20    8   3    3   7   11   15   10   7   16   21    66   47   

 24%25% 25% 11% 16% 23% 34% 33% 24% 29% 21% 23% 26% 22%
Did not do 
anything, and 
stayed in job 46   6    4   -    -   3   4   4   3   -   6   16     21   17   
 9% 8% 13% -% -% 10% 13% 9% 7% -% 8% 17%  8% 8%
Did not do 
anything, but 
then left  9   -    -   1    1   -   -   -   -   -   3   4     8   -   
 2% -% -% 4% 5% -% -% -% -% -% 4% 4%  3% -%
Not 
specified/none 17 1 1 2 - - 2 1 4 - 3 3  8 7
 3% 1% 3% 7% -% -%- 7% 2% 10% -% 4% 3%  3% 3%
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Table 8: All types of action taken by employer type and by existence of 
management procedures 
 
 

    Employer type Establishment size 

Formal 
disciplinary 
procedures  

Regular 
consultation 

with 
management 

 

Total 
   

Company 
working 

for 
public 

sector   
Private 

  
Public 

  
Voluntary 

 

Fewer 
than 
25   

25 -
49   

50 -
249   

250 -
499   

500 or 
more   

Unsure 
 

250 or 
more   Yes   No     yes    No   

                                                                     

Total 501 
   65   321    88    24   207   73   141   30   40   10   70   309   168     299    186   

                                                                     

Tried to solve 
problem  with 
your immediate 
manager 

347 
   45   217    62    21   140   50   101   20   28   8   48   224   113     212    124   

 69%  69% 68% 70% 88% 68% 68% 72% 67% 70% 80% 69% 72% 67%  71% 67%
                                                                     

Approached a 
senior manager  

214 
   26   136    40    11   90   29   66   10   15   4   25   135   73     121    86   

 43%  40% 42% 45% 46% 43% 40% 47% 33% 38% 40% 36% 44% 43%  40% 46%
                                                                     

Tried to solve 
the problem by 
approaching the 
other workers 
responsible for 
the problem 26     1   13    6    6   8   7   8   1   2   -   3   15   9     12    11   
 5%  2% 4% 7% 25% 4% 10% 6% 3% 5% -% 4% 5% 5%  4% 6%
                                                                     

Used formal 
complaint or  58     9   33    11    5   19   11   22   2   4   -   6   37   20     32    25   
 12%  14% 10% 13% 21% 9% 15% 16% 7% 10% -% 9% 12% 12%  11% 13%
                                                                     

Sought help 
from the 
Citizens Advice 
Bureau 46     6   36    3    -   29   5   7   1   3   1   4   19   24     15    28   
 9%  9% 11% 3% -% 14% 7% 5% 3% 8% 10% 6% 6% 14%  5% 15%
                                                                     

Began 
Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 12     2   8    1    1   9   1   1   1   -   -   1   5   6     4    8   
 2%  3% 2% 1% 4% 4% 1% 1% 3% -% -% 1% 2% 4%  1% 4%
Sought help 
from a trade 
union 30     5   12    7    5   9   7   10   1   2   1   3   23   6     21    9   
 6%  8% 4% 8% 21% 4% 10% 7% 3% 5% 10% 4% 7% 4%  7% 5%
                                                                     

Had a friend or 
family member 
to sort it  40     9   25    4    2   20   6   10   1   2   1   3   23   17     19    20   
 8%  14% 8% 5% 8% 10% 8% 7% 3% 5% 10% 4% 7% 10%  6% 11%
                                                                     

Joined with 
others in your 
workplace as 
group to pursue 
your claims 

121 
   20   73    18    9   59   16   35   2   7   2   9   84   34     71    47   

 24%  31% 23% 20% 38% 29% 22% 25% 7% 18% 20% 13% 27% 20%  24% 25%
                                                                     

Did you not do 
anything, and 
stay in the job 46     6   30    7    2   16   6   14   4   6   -   10   27   12     28    16   
 9%  9% 9% 8% 8% 8% 8% 10% 13% 15% -% 14% 9% 7%  9% 9%
                                                                     

I didn't do 
anything, but 
then left my job 
because of the 
problem 9     2   5    2    -   5   1   2   1   -   -   1   2   7     4    5   
 2%  3% 2% 2% -% 2% 1% 1% 3% -% -% 1% 1% 4%  1% 3%
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Table 9: All types of action taken by ‘sociability’ 
 
     Sociability 1  Sociability 2 
 

Total    
Work in team, 

can talk   
Work in team, 

cannot talk   
Work alone, 

can talk   
Work alone, 
cannot talk    

1 workplace, 
can talk    

1 workplace, 
cannot talk    

Multi 
workplaces, 

can talk   

Multi 
workplaces, 

cannot talk   
                                      

Total 501    264   47   107   68    294    79    84   39   
                                      

Tried to solve the problem 
informally with your 
immediate manager 347    185   34   71   45    205    60    57   21   
 69% 70% 72% 66% 66% 70% 76% 68% 54%
                                      

Approached a senior manager 
with your problem informally 214    110   14   52   30    127    32    38   14   
 43% 42% 30% 49% 44% 43% 41% 45% 36%
                                      

Tried to solve the problem by 
approaching the other workers 
who were responsible for the 
problem 26    16   3   4   3    18    5    2   1   
 5% 6% 6% 4% 4% 6% 6% 2% 3%
                                      

Used formal complaint or 
grievance procedures in your 
workplace 58    38   5   7   8    32    5    13   8   
 12% 14% 11% 7% 12% 11% 6% 15% 21%
                                      

Sought help from the Citizens 
Advice Bureau 46    26   4   6   6    32    5    2   6   
 9% 10% 9% 6% 9% 11% 6% 2% 15%
                                      

Began Employment Tribunal 
proceedings 12    2   3   5   1    7    1    1   3   
 2% 1% 6% 5% 1% 2% 1% 1% 8%
    
Sought help from a trade union 30    16   1   7   5    17    4    7   2   
 6% 6% 2% 7% 7% 6% 5% 8% 5%
                                      

Had a friend or family member 
to attempt to sort it out for you 40    19   6   10   4    19    7    10   4   
 8% 7% 13% 9% 6% 6% 9% 12% 10%
                                      

Joined with others in your 
workplace who share your 
concerns to get together as a 
group to pursue your claims 121    80   9   20   10    75    14    26   6   
 24% 30% 19% 19% 15% 26% 18% 31% 15%
                                      

Did you not do anything, and 
stay in the job 46    28   3   7   7    28    5    8   5   
 9% 11% 6% 7% 10% 10% 6% 10% 13%
                                      

I didn't do anything, but then 
left my job because of the 
problem 9    3   1   2   3    4    2    1   2   
 2% 1% 2% 2% 4% 1% 3% 1% 5%
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Table 10: All types of action taken by gender and gender balance 
 

 Gender   Gender balance in workplace 
 

Total 
 
Male 

  
Female 

 
Mostly 
men   

Mostly 
women   

Equal mix 
 

Men with 
mostly 
men   

Women 
with 

mostly 
women   

Women 
with 

mostly 
men   

Men with 
mostly 

women   
                                

Total 
501   

196 
  305   143   181   171   110   159   33   22   

                                
Tried to solve the 

problem informally with 
your immediate manager 347   

128 
  219   91   134   118   71   115   20   19   

 69% 65% 72% 64% 74% 69% 65% 72% 61% 86%
                                

Approached a senior 
manager with your 
problem informally 214   86    128   61   76   73   46   65   15   11   

 43% 44% 42% 43% 42% 43% 42% 41% 45% 50%
                                

Tried to solve the 
problem by approaching 

the other workers who 
were responsible for the 

problem 26   9    17   8   14   4   5   11   3   3   
 5% 5% 6% 6% 8% 2% 5% 7% 9% 14%
                                

Used formal complaint or 
grievance procedures in 

your workplace 58   29    29   21   14   23   17   10   4   4   
 12% 15% 10% 15% 8% 13% 15% 6% 12% 18%
                                

Sought help from the 
Citizens Advice Bureau 46   19    27   16   18   11   12   16   4   2   

 9% 10% 9% 11% 10% 6% 11% 10% 12% 9%
                                

Began Employment 
Tribunal proceedings 12   6    6   3   5   4   3   4   -   1   

 2% 3% 2% 2% 3% 2% 3% 3% -% 5%
Sought help from a trade 

union 30   12    18   9   15   6   6   11   3   4   
 6% 6% 6% 6% 8% 4% 5% 7% 9% 18%
                                

Had a friend or family 
member to attempt to sort 

it out for you 40   19    21   10   11   17   8   11   2   -   
 8% 10% 7% 7% 6% 10% 7% 7% 6% -%
                                

Joined with others in your 
workplace who share 
your concerns to get 

together as a group to 
pursue your claims 121   43    78   38   50   33   28   46   10   4   

 24% 22% 26% 27% 28% 19% 25% 29% 30% 18%
                                

Did you not do anything, 
and stay in the job 46   18    28   14   17   15   9   14   5   3   

 9% 9% 9% 10% 9% 9% 8% 9% 15% 14%
                                

I didn't do anything, but 
then left my job because 

of the problem 9   4    5   3   3   3   2   3   1   -   
 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 3% -%
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Table 11: All types of action taken on main problem by gender 
 Pay Job security Job opportunities Discrimination Taking time off Working hours Workload Health and safety Contract Work relations 

 Male   Female   Male    Female   Male   Female   Male   Female   Male   Female   Male   Female   Male   Female   Male   Female   Male   Female   Male    Female   
                                                               

Total 36   44   15    17   12   15   8   11   10   20   13   19   11   35   22   20   5   19   30    46   
                                                               
Informally 
immediate manager 27   30   11    12   8   12   5   9   7   15   10   16   7   28   15   14   5   17   18    29   
 75% 68% 73% 71% 67% 80% 63% 82% 70% 75% 77% 84% 64% 80% 68% 70% 100% 89% 60% 63%
 

                                                              
Approached a 
senior manager  18   18   8    7   7   6   2   5   6   7   5   8   5   17   7   9   3   10   17    24   
 50% 41% 53% 41% 58% 40% 25% 45% 60% 35% 38% 42% 45% 49% 32% 45% 60% 53% 57% 52%
 

                                                              
Approacedithe 
other workers 
responsible  1   -   -    1   -   -   1   3   -   1   -   3   1   1   1   1   -   1   5    6   
 3% -% -% 6% -% -% 13% 27% -% 5% -% 16% 9% 3% 5% 5% -% 5% 17% 13%
 

                                                              
Formal complaint 
procedures  5   -   1    1   1   1   3   3   -   -   -   1   4   3   4   5   -   2   7    8   
 14% -% 7% 6% 8% 7% 38% 27% -% -% -% 5% 36% 9% 18% 25% -% 11% 23% 17%
 

                                                              
CAB 7   5   2    3   1   1   1   3   1   3   -   5   3   1   -   1   1   -   1    2   
 19% 11% 13% 18% 8% 7% 13% 27% 10% 15% -% 26% 27% 3% -% 5% 20% -% 3% 4%
 

                                                              
Began Employment 
Tribunal  3   -   1    1   -   -   -   2   -   -   -   1   -   1   -   -   -   -   2    -   
 8% -% 7% 6% -% -% -% 18% -% -% -% 5% -% 3% -% -% -% -% 7% -%
Help from trade 
union 2   2   2    2   1   -   2   2   -   -   1   2   1   1   -   2   -   3   2    2   

 6% 5% 13% 12% 8% -% 25% 18% -% -% 8% 11% 9% 3% -% 10% -% 16% 7% 4%
                                                               
Friend or family 
help 3   4   1    1   1   1   3   1   2   2   2   1   -   3   -   -   -   2   3    3   
 8% 9% 7% 6% 8% 7% 38% 9% 20% 10% 15% 5% -% 9% -% -% -% 11% 10% 7%
 

                                                              
Joined with others  7   13   3    5   1   2   1   2   2   5   2   9   3   12   6   4   2   5   7    9   
 19% 30% 20% 29% 8% 13% 13% 18% 20% 25% 15% 47% 27% 34% 27% 20% 40% 26% 23% 20%
 

                                                              
Not do anything, 
and stay in the job 3   3   1    3   -   -   -   -   -   3   3   1   2   2   2   1   -   -   1    5   
 8% 7% 7% 18% -% -% -% -% -% 15% 23% 5% 18% 6% 9% 5% -% -% 3% 11%
Notdo anything, but 
then left  -   -   -    -   -   1   1   -   -   -   -   -   -   -   -   -   -   -   1    2   
 -% -% -% -% -% 7% 13% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% 3% 4%
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Table 12: All types of action by ethnicity 
 

  Ethnicity Ethnic balance in workplace 
 

Total    White   Non-white   Mixed   Asian   Black   
Mostly white 

British   
Mostly ethnic 

minorities   Even mix   
                                     

Total 501    457   44   10   18   12   361   32   99   
                                     

Tried to solve 
informally 
with 
immediate 
manager 347    316   31   5   16   8   255   24   63   
 69% 69% 70% 50% 89% 67% 71% 75% 64%
                                     

Approached a 
senior 
manager  214    196   18   3   10   4   150   13   47   
 43% 43% 41% 30% 56% 33% 42% 41% 47%
                                     

Tried to solve 
problem 
approaching 
workers 
responsible  26    23   3   -   3   -   20   2   4   
 5% 5% 7% -% 17% -% 6% 6% 4%
                                     

Used formal 
complaints 
procedures e 58    48   10   1   5   4   39   7   12   
 12% 11% 23% 10% 28% 33% 11% 22% 12%
                                     

Sought help 
from the CAB 46    46   -   -   -   -   39   1   5   
 9% 10% -% -% -% -% 11% 3% 5%
                                     

Began 
Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 12    12   -   -   -   -   9   -   3   
 2% 3% -% -% -% -% 2% -% 3%
Sought help 
from a trade 
union 30    26   4   1   2   1   22   2   5   
 6% 6% 9% 10% 11% 8% 6% 6% 5%
                                     

Friend or 
family to 
attempt to sort 
it out  40    33   7   1   4   1   24   6   8   
 8% 7% 16% 10% 22% 8% 7% 19% 8%
                                     

Joined with 
others to 
pursue claims 121    112   9   1   5   3   91   5   24   
 24% 25% 20% 10% 28% 25% 25% 16% 24%
                                     

Did nothing , 
and stayed in 
the job 46    43   3   2   1   -   31   3   12   
 9% 9% 7% 20% 6% -% 9% 9% 12%
                                     

Did nothing  
but then left  9    9   -   -   -   -   7   1   1   
 2% 2%-% -% -% -% 2% 3% 1%
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Table 13: Actions by gender, age and gender and age 
 
     Gender   Age  Gender by Age 
 

Total    Male   Female     
Under 22

 
22 to 29 

 
30 to 39 

 
40 to 49 

 
50 or 

older    
Young 

males   
Young 

females   
Older 

males   
Older 

females   
                                                     

Total 501    196   305     47   84   113   123   132    100   144   95   160   
                                                     

Tried to solve the 
problem informally 
with your immediate 
manager 347    128   219     32   64   76   84   91    70   102   58   117   
 69% 65% 72%  68% 76% 67% 68% 69% 70% 71% 61% 73%
                                                     

Approached a senior 
manager with your 
problem informally 214    86   128     18   39   53   47   57    48   62   38   66   
 43% 44% 42%  38% 46% 47% 38% 43% 48% 43% 40% 41%
                                                     

Tried to solve the 
problem by 
approaching the other 
workers who were 
responsible for the 
problem 26    9   17     -   6   8   4   8    4   10   5   7   
 5% 5% 6%  -% 7% 7% 3% 6% 4% 7% 5% 4%
                                                     

Used formal 
complaint or 
grievance procedures 
in your workplace 58    29   29     1   12   19   12   14    20   12   9   17   
 12% 15% 10%  2% 14% 17% 10% 11% 20% 8% 9% 11%
                                                     

Sought help from the 
Citizens Advice 
Bureau 46    19   27     3   11   12   8   12    10   16   9   11   
 9% 10% 9%  6% 13% 11% 7% 9% 10% 11% 9% 7%
                                                     

Began Employment 
Tribunal proceedings 12    6   6     -   2   3   3   3    1   4   4   2   
 2% 3% 2%  -% 2% 3% 2% 2% 1% 3% 4% 1%
Sought help from a 
trade union 30    12   18     1   3   11   9   6    7   8   5   10   
 6% 6% 6%  2% 4% 10% 7% 5% 7% 6% 5% 6%
                                                     

Had a friend or 
family member to 
attempt to sort it out 
for you 40    19   21     8   6   9   7   10    13   10   6   11   
 8% 10% 7%  17% 7% 8% 6% 8% 13% 7% 6% 7%
                                                     

Joined with others in 
your workplace who 
share your concerns 
to get together as a 
group to pursue your 
claims 121    43   78     7   22   27   31   34    24   32   19   46   
 24% 22% 26%  15% 26% 24% 25% 26% 24% 22% 20% 29%
                                                     

Did you not do 
anything, and stay in 
the job 46    18   28     8   5   12   14   6    8   17   10   10   
 9% 9% 9%  17% 6% 11% 11% 5% 8% 12% 11% 6%
                                                     

I didn't do anything, 
but then left my job 
because of the 
problem 9    4   5     1   2   2   3   1    2   3   2   2   
 2% 2% 2%  2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 2% 2% 2% 1%
 
Note. ‘Younger’ defined at below 40 years. 



 51

Table 14: All actions on main problem by union background 
 
     Union membership  
 

Total   
Yes - at some time 

 
Yes - at time of 

problem   
Yes - but not at 

time of problem    No - never    
                       

Total 501   204   32   172    292    
                       

Tried to solve the problem informally with 
your immediate manager 347   136   23   113    208    
 69% 67% 72% 66% 71% 
                       

Approached a senior manager with your 
problem informally 214   91   19   72    120    
 43% 45% 59% 42% 41% 
                       

Tried to solve the problem by approaching 
the other workers who were responsible for 
the problem 26   14   5   9    12    
 5% 7% 16% 5% 4% 
                       

Used formal complaint or grievance 
procedures in your workplace 58   28   8   20    30    
 12% 14% 25% 12% 10% 
                       

Sought help from the Citizens Advice 
Bureau 46   14   2   12    32    
 9% 7% 6% 7% 11% 
                       

Began Employment Tribunal proceedings 12   6   2   4    6    
 2% 3% 6% 2% 2% 
Sought help from a trade union 30   23   11   12    7    
 6% 11% 34% 7% 2% 
                       

Had a friend or family member to attempt 
to sort it out for you 40   14   2   12    24    
 8% 7% 6% 7% 8% 
                       

Joined with others in your workplace who 
share your concerns to get together as a 
group to pursue your claims 121   58   12   46    61    
 24% 28% 38% 27% 21% 
                       

Did you not do anything, and stay in the 
job 46   13   3   10    32    
 9% 6% 9% 6% 11% 
                       

I didn't do anything, but then left my job 
because of the problem 9   5   1   4    4    
 2% 2% 3% 2% 1% 
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Table 15: Action on main pay and job security problem by union 
experience 
 

 Pay Problem Job Security Problem 
 

Total   
Yes - at 

some time    
Yes - at time 
of problem   

Yes - but not 
at time of 
problem   No - never   Total   

Yes - at 
some time   

Yes - at time 
of problem    

Yes - but not 
at time of 
problem   No - never   

                                         

Total 80   27    5   22   53   32   17   2    15   14   
                                         

Tried to solve 
the problem 
informally 
with 
immediate 
manager 57   17    2   15   40   23   12   2    10   11   
 71% 63% 40% 68% 75% 72% 71% 100% 67% 79%
                                         

Approached a 
senior manager 
informally 36   9    3   6   27   15   10   2    8   5   
 45% 33% 60% 27% 51% 47% 59% 100% 53% 36%
                                         

Tried to solve 
the problem by 
approaching 
the other 
workers  1   1    1   -   -   1   1   1    -   -   
 1% 4% 20% -% -% 3% 6% 50% -% -%
                                         

Used formal 
complaint 
procedures in  5   1    1   -   4   2   2   1    1   -   
 6% 4% 20% -% 8% 6% 12% 50% 7% -%
                                         

Sought help 
from the 
Citizens 
Advice Bureau 12   2    -   2   10   5   2   1    1   3   
 15% 7% -% 9% 19% 16% 12% 50% 7% 21%
                                         

Began 
Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 3   2    -   2   1   2   2   2    -   -   
 4% 7% -% 9% 2% 6% 12% 100% -% -%
Sought help 
from a trade 
union 4   3    -   3   1   4   4   2    2   -   
 5% 11% -% 14% 2% 13% 24% 100% 13% -%
                                         

Had a friend or 
family member 
to attempt to 
sort it  out 7   2    -   2   5   2   2   -    2   -   
 9% 7% -% 9% 9% 6% 12% -% 13% -%
                                         

Joined with 
others in 
workplace to 
pursue claims 20   6    2   4   14   8   7   1    6   1   
 25% 22% 40% 18% 26% 25% 41% 50% 40% 7%
                                         

Did  not do 
anything, 
stayed in the 
job 6   2    1   1   4   4   2   -    2   1   
 8% 7% 20% 5% 8% 13% 12% -% 13% 7%
                                         

Didn't do 
anything, but 
then left my 
job because of 
the problem -   -    -   -   -   -   -   -    -   -   
 -% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% -%
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Table 16: Union membership experience by sector 
 
     Industry 
 

Total 
  

Agriculture, 
hunting & 
forestry   

Manufacturing 
  
Construction 

 

Wholesale 
& retail 
trade   

Hotels & 
restaurants 

 

Transport, 
storage & 

communication 
 

Financial 
intermediation 

 

Real 
estate, 

renting, 
business 
activities 

 

Public 
admin 

etc    
Education 

 

Health 
& 

social 
work 

 

Other 
service 

activities 
 
Other 

 
Unclassified 

 
                                                             

Total 501 
  7   70    16   91   34   24   17   44   29    39   83   31   1   15   

                                                             
                                                             

Union 
membership                                                             
                                                             

Yes - at 
some time 

204 
  2   32    7   27   8   14   5   18   15    17   39   15   1   4   

 41% 29% 46% 44% 30% 24% 58% 29% 41% 52% 44% 47% 48%100% 27%
                                                             

Yes - at time 
of problem 32    -   3    2   3   -   1   1   1   2    5   12   1   -   1   
 6% -% 4% 13% 3% -% 4% 6% 2% 7% 13% 14% 3% -% 7%
                                                             

Yes - but not 
at time of 
problem 

172 
  2   29    5   24   8   13   4   17   13    12   27   14   1   3   

 34% 29% 41% 31% 26% 24% 54% 24% 39% 45% 31% 33% 45%100% 20%
                                                             

No - never 292 
  5   38    9   62   26   10   12   26   13    21   44   16   -   10   

 58% 71% 54% 56% 68% 76% 42% 71% 59% 45% 54% 53% 52% -% 67%
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Table 17: Most important action taken on main problem and comparison 
to all actions (all) 
 
     Most Important Action by  Main Problem (prob3) 
 All 

Actions 
Attempted 

All

Most 
important 

Action 
All Pay    

Job 
security 

 
Opportunities

 

Discrimination 
(inc. 

victimisation) 
 

Taking 
time 
off   

Working 
hours   

Workload 
 

Health 
& 

safety 
 

Contract / 
job 

description 
  

Work 
relations 

  

Multiple 
problems 

 
                                                   

Total 501 501   80    32   27   19   30   32   46   42   24    76    93   
                                                   

Tried to solve the 
problem 
informally with 
your immediate 
manager 347 185   31    10   12   2   11   11   23   19   10    24    32   
 69% 37% 39% 31% 44% 11% 37% 34% 50% 45% 42% 32% 34%
                                                   

Approached a 
senior manager 
with your 
problem 
informally 

214
109   18    6   6   4   8   8   9   10   8    21    11   

 43% 22% 23% 19% 22% 21% 27% 25% 20% 24% 33% 28% 12%
                                                   

Tried to solve the 
problem by 
approaching the 
other workers 
who were 
responsible for 
the problem 

26
15   4    -   -   1   -   -   1   -   -    2    7   

 5% 3% 5% -% -% 5% -% -% 2% -% -% 3% 8%
                                                   

Used formal 
complaint or 
grievance 
procedures in 
your workplace 58 12   1    -   -   2   -   -   1   1   1    3    3   
 12% 2% 1% -% -% 11% -% -% 2% 2% 4% 4% 3%
                                                   

Sought help from 
the Citizens 
Advice Bureau 46 13   3    1   1   1   2   3   1   -   -    1    -   
 9% 3% 4% 3% 4% 5% 7% 9% 2% -% -% 1% -%
                                                   

Began 
Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 12 8   3    2   -   -   -   -   -   -   -    2    1   
 2% 2% 4% 6% -% -% -% -% -% -% -% 3% 1%
    
Sought help from 
a trade union 30 12   2    2   1   2   -   1   1   -   1    1    1   
 6% 2% 3% 6% 4% 11% -% 3% 2% -% 4% 1% 1%
  

                                                

Had a friend or 
family member to 
attempt to sort it 
out for you 40 13   2    2   -   2   2   1   -   -   -    1    3   
 8% 3% 3% 6% -% 11% 7% 3% -% -% -% 1% 3%
  

                                                

Joined with others 
in your workplace 
who share your 
concerns to get 
together as a 
group to pursue 
your claims 121 34   4    4   2   1   2   3   4   -   2    5    7   
 24% 7% 5% 13% 7% 5% 7% 9% 9% -% 8% 7% 8%
Other 28 5 - 2 3 - 1 1 5 2 4 5
 6% 6% 7% 16% 3% 2% 12% 8% 5% 5%
Did nothing 72 72   7    5   3   1   5   4   5   7   -    12    23   
 14% 14% 9% 16% 11% 5% 17% 13% 11% 17% -% 16% 25%
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Table 18: Most important action by industry 
     Industry 
 

Total   

Agriculture, 
hunting & 
forestry   Manufacturing   Construction   

Wholesale & 
retail trade   

Hotels & 
restaurants   

Transport, storage & 
communication   

Financial 
intermediation   

Real estate, 
renting, 

business 
activities   

Public 
admin 

etc   Education   

Health & 
social 

work   
Other service 

activities   Other   Unclassified   
                                                             

Total 501   7   70   16   91   34   24   17   44   29   39   83   31   1   15   
                                                             

Tried to solve 
with your 
immediate 
manager 185   4   22   6   40   17   9   7   15   12   13   24   12   1   3   
 37% 57% 31% 38% 44% 50% 38% 41% 34% 41% 33% 29% 39% 100% 20%
                                                             

Approached a 
senior manager  109   2   20   6   14   5   2   4   15   3   11   20   5   -   2   
 22% 29% 29% 38% 15% 15% 8% 24% 34% 10% 28% 24% 16% -% 13%
                                                             

Approached 
other workers  15   -   1   -   4   -   -   -   -   2   2   4   -   -   2   
 3% -% 1% -% 4% -% -% -% -% 7% 5% 5% -% -% 13%
                                                             

Used formal 
complaint 
procedures  12   -   1   1   -   -   1   1   1   2   2   -   3   -   -   
 2% -% 1% 6% -% -% 4% 6% 2% 7% 5% -% 10% -% -%
                                                             

Sought help from 
the Citizens 
Advice Bureau 13   1   1   -   4   1   -   1   -   -   -   2   1   -   2   
 3% 14% 1% -% 4% 3% -% 6% -% -% -% 2% 3% -% 13%
                                                             

Began 
Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 8   -   2   -   1   -   -   1   2   -   -   2   -   -   -   
 2% -% 3% -% 1% -% -% 6% 5% -% -% 2% -% -% -%
Sought help from 
a trade union 12   -   1   -   2   -   2   1   -   2   1   2   -   -   1   
 2% -% 1% -% 2% -% 8% 6% -% 7% 3% 2% -% -% 7%
                                                             

Had a friend or 
family  to sort it 
out  13   -   -   1   4   1   -   -   2   -   -   2   3   -   -   
 3% -% -% 6% 4% 3% -% -% 5% -% -% 2% 10% -% -%
                                                             

Joined with 
others  34   -   5   -   4   3   4   1   1   1   2   9   4   -   -   
 7% -% 7% -% 4% 9% 17% 6% 2% 3% 5% 11% 13% -% -%
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Table 19: Most important action by occupation and working hours 
 
 
     Occupation  

Average hours worked 
per week 

 

Total 
 
Manager 

  
Professional 

  

Assoc. 
professional/ 

tech. occ.    
Admin 

 

Skilled 
trades 

 

Personal 
service 

 
Sales/customer 

service   

Process, 
plant & 

machine 
operative 

 
Elementary 

 
Unclassified 

   

Less 
than 
16    

16 
to 

34    

35 
to 

40   

41 
to 

48   

More 
than 
48   

                                                                   

Total 501 
 33    20    39    91   37   81   64   47   82   7     29    

115 
  

229 
 61   66   

                                                                   

Saw 
immediate 
manager 

185 
 15    6    12    39   14   27   26   11   32   3     12    41    84   29   19   

 37% 45% 30% 31% 43% 38% 33% 41% 23% 39% 43%  41% 36% 37%48% 29%
                                                                   

Approached 
a senior 
manager  

109 
 6    7    6    25   9   17   16   8   14   1     5    31    46   12   15   

 22% 18% 35% 15% 27% 24% 21% 25% 17% 17% 14%  17% 27% 20%20% 23%
                                                                   

Tried to 
solve with 
other 
workers 
responsible 15   1    1    1    -   1   4   1   -   3   3     2    4    6   -   2   
 3% 3% 5% 3% -% 3% 5% 2% -% 4% 43%  7% 3% 3% -% 3%
                                                                   

Used formal 
complaint 
procedures  12   -    -    2    5   1   1   -   1   2   -     1    2    4   4   1   
 2% -% -% 5% 5% 3% 1% -% 2% 2% -%  3% 2% 2% 7% 2%
                                                                   

Sought help 
from the 
Citizens 
Advice 
Bureau 13   1    -    -    2   3   3   2   1   1   -     -    4    6   1   2   
 3% 3% -% -% 2% 8% 4% 3% 2% 1% -%  -% 3% 3% 2% 3%
                                                                   

Began 
Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 8   2    -    1    -   -   1   1   2   1   -     -    2    2   -   4   
 2% 6% -% 3% -% -% 1% 2% 4% 1% -%  -% 2% 1% -% 6%
Sought help 
from a trade 
union 12   1    1    1    1   -   3   1   2   2   -     -    2    9   1   -   
 2% 3% 5% 3% 1% -% 4% 2% 4% 2% -%  -% 2% 4% 2% -%
 

                                                                 

Had a friend 
or family to 
sort it out  13   2    -    -    2   1   1   3   -   4   -     -    2    6   2   3   
 3% 6% -% -% 2% 3% 1% 5% -% 5% -%  -% 2% 3% 3% 5%
 

                                                                 

Joined with  34   2    -    6    5   2   8   3   3   5   -     -    7    19   3   5   
 7% 6% -% 15% 5% 5% 10% 5% 6% 6% -%  -% 6% 8% 5% 8%
 

                                                                 

Other 28   -    1    5    4   1   3   2   6   6   -     2    3    15   2   6   
 6% -% 5% 13% 4% 3% 4% 3% 13% 7% -%  7% 3% 7% 3% 9%
 

                                                                 

Did nothing 72   3    4    5    8   5   13   9   13   12   -     7    17    32   7   9   
 14% 9% 20% 13% 9% 14% 16% 14% 28% 15% -%  24% 15% 14%11%14%
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Table 20: Most important action by gender and workplace gender 
composition 
 
 Total    Male   Female   Mostly men   Mostly women    Equal mix   
                         

Total 501    196   305   143   181    171   
                         

Tried to solve the 
problem informally 
with your immediate 
manager 185    59   126   40   74    69   
 37% 30% 41% 28% 41% 40%
                         

Approached a senior 
manager with your 
problem informally 109    45   64   34   34    38   
 22% 23% 21% 24% 19% 22%
                         

Tried to solve the 
problem by 
approaching the 
other workers who 
were responsible for 
the problem 15    6   9   3   10    2   
 3% 3% 3% 2% 6% 1%
                         

Used formal 
complaint or 
grievance 
procedures in your 
workplace 12    8   4   6   2    4   
 2% 4% 1% 4% 1% 2%
                         

Sought help from 
the Citizens Advice 
Bureau 13    4   9   4   5    3   
 3% 2% 3% 3% 3% 2%
                         

Began Employment 
Tribunal 
proceedings 8    6   2   3   2    3   
 2% 3% 1% 2% 1% 2%
Sought help from a 
trade union 12    4   8   5   7    -   
 2% 2% 3% 3% 4% -%
 

                

Had a friend or 
family member to 
attempt to sort it out 
for you 13    9   4   2   4    7   
 3% 5% 1% 1% 2% 4%
 

                

Joined with others in 
your workplace who 
share your concerns 
to get together as a 
group to pursue your 
claims 34    14   20   10   14    10   
 7% 7% 7% 7% 8% 6%
 

                

Other 28    13   15   13   6    9   
 6% 7% 5% 9% 3% 5%
 

                

Did nothing 72    28   44   23   23    26   
 14% 14% 14% 16% 13% 15%
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Table 21: Most important action and workplace gender composition, 
detail 
 
 

Total   
Men with mostly men 

 
Women with mostly 

women   
Women with mostly 

men    
Men with mostly 

women   
                     

Total 501   110   159   33    22   
                     

Tried to solve the problem informally with 
your immediate manager 185   34   66   6    8   
 37% 31% 42% 18% 36%
                     

Approached a senior manager with your 
problem informally 109   25   30   9    4   
 22% 23% 19% 27% 18%
                     

Tried to solve the problem by approaching the 
other workers who were responsible for the 
problem 15   3   8   -    2   
 3% 3% 5% -% 9%
                     

Used formal complaint or grievance procedures 
in your workplace 12   5   2   1    -   
 2% 5% 1% 3% -%
                     

Sought help from the Citizens Advice Bureau 13   2   4   2    1   
 3% 2% 3% 6% 5%
                     

Began Employment Tribunal proceedings 8   3   1   -    1   
 2% 3% 1% -% 5%
Sought help from a trade union 12   4   7   1    -   
 2% 4% 4% 3% -%
                     

Had a friend or family member to attempt to 
sort it out for you 13   2   4   -    -   
 3% 2% 3% -% -%
                     

Joined with others in your workplace who 
share your concerns to get together as a group 
to pursue your claims 34   7   11   3    3   
 7% 6% 7% 9% 14%
                     

Other 28   9   6   4    -   
 6% 8% 4% 12% -%
                     

Did nothing 72   16   20   7    3   
 14% 15% 13% 21% 14%
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Table 22: Most important action, union membership experience and age 
 
     Union membership   Age 
 

Total   

Yes - at 
some time 

 

Yes - at 
time of 

problem   

Yes - but 
not at time 
of problem 

 
No - never 

   Under 22   22 to 29   30 to 39    40 to 49   
50 or older 

 
                                           

Total 501   204   32   172   292     47   84   113    123   132   
                                           

Tried to solve the 
problem informally with 
your immediate manager 185   60   8   52   122     20   36   38    46   45   
 37% 29% 25% 30% 42%  43% 43% 34% 37% 34%
                                           

Approached a senior 
manager with your 
problem informally 109   45   6   39   63     8   21   27    19   34   
 22% 22% 19% 23% 22%  17% 25% 24% 15% 26%
                                           

Tried to solve the 
problem by approaching 
the other workers who 
were responsible for the 
problem 15   4   1   3   11     -   3   1    4   7   
 3% 2% 3% 2% 4%  -% 4% 1% 3% 5%
                                           

Used formal complaint 
or grievance procedures 
in your workplace 12   7   2   5   5     -   4   5    1   2   
 2% 3% 6% 3% 2%  -% 5% 4% 1% 2%
                                           

Sought help from the 
Citizens Advice Bureau 13   3   -   3   10     2   4   2    2   3   
 3% 1% -% 2% 3%  4% 5% 2% 2% 2%
                                           

Began Employment 
Tribunal proceedings 8   5   2   3   3     -   -   2    3   2   
 2% 2% 6% 2% 1%  -% -% 2% 2% 2%
  
Sought help from a trade 
union 12   10   4   6   2     -   2   4    3   3   
 2% 5% 13% 3% 1%  -% 2% 4% 2% 2%
                                           

Had a friend or family 
member to attempt to 
sort it out for you 13   6   -   6   7     2   3   2    2   4   
 3% 3% -% 3% 2%  4% 4% 2% 2% 3%
                                           

Joined with others in 
your workplace who 
share your concerns to 
get together as a group to 
pursue your claims 34   25   4   21   9     2   2   5    12   13   
 7% 12% 13% 12% 3%  4% 2% 4% 10% 10%
                                           

Other 28   15   -   15   13     1   1   8    12   6   
 6% 7% -% 9% 4%  2% 1% 7% 10% 5%
                                           

Did nothing 72   24   5   19   47     12   8   19    19   13   
 14% 12% 16% 11% 16%  26% 10% 17% 15% 10%
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Table 23: Outcome to action 
 
     Main Problem (prob3) 
 

Total   Pay    

Job 
security 

 
Opportunities 

 

Discrimination 
(inc. 

victimisation) 
 

Taking 
time off 

 
Working 

hours   
Workload 

 

Health 
& safety 

 

Contract / 
job 

description 
  

Work 
relations 

 

Multiple 
problems 

 
                                                 

Total 429   73    27   24   18   25   28   41   35   24    64   70   
                                                 

Yes 162   36    11   6   2   10   9   12   10   8    37   21   
 38% 49% 41% 25% 11% 40% 32% 29% 29% 33% 58% 30%
                                                 

No 201   29    13   16   14   9   15   19   17   10    21   38   
 47% 40% 48% 67% 78% 36% 54% 46% 49% 42% 33% 54%
                                                 

Negotiations still 
ongoing 52   4    3   2   2   4   4   9   5   5    4   10   
 12% 5% 11% 8% 11% 16% 14% 22% 14% 21% 6% 14%
                                                 

Unsure 14   4    -   -   -   2   -   1   3   1    2   1   
 3% 5% -% -% -% 8% -% 2% 9% 4% 3% 1%

 
 
Table 24: Satisfaction with outcome 
 
        Main Problem (prob3) 
 

 
Total 

  Pay    
Job 

security   
Opportuni

ties   

Discrimin
ation (inc. 
victimisat

ion)   
Taking 

time off   
Working 

hours   
Workload 

 
Health & 

safety   

Contract / 
job 

descriptio
n    

Work 
relations 

  

Multiple 
problems 

 
                                                  

Total 
 

162 
  36    11   6   2   10   9   12   10   8    37    21   

                                                  

Not at all satisfied (1) 26    3    4   1   -   1   2   1   3   3    3    5   
  16% 8% 36% 17% -% 10% 22% 8% 30% 38% 8% 24%
                                                  

2Not satisfied (2) 12    2    1   -   -   2   -   -   2   2    2    1   
  7% 6% 9% -% -% 20% -% -% 20% 25% 5% 5%
                                                  

3Neither satisfied 
nor dissatisfied  (3) 40    5    2   1   -   2   2   6   3   -    11    8   
  25% 14% 18% 17% -% 20% 22% 50% 30% -% 30% 38%
                                                  

4 Satisfied (4) 38    12    2   1   1   1   1   3   1   1    11    4   
  23% 33% 18% 17% 50% 10% 11% 25% 10% 13% 30% 19%
                                                  

Very satisfied (5) 42    13    2   3   1   3   3   2   1   2    9    3   
  26% 36% 18% 50% 50% 30% 33% 17% 10% 25% 24% 14%
                                                  

Unsure  4    1    -   -   -   1   1   -   -   -    1    -   
  2% 3% -% -% -% 10% 11% -% -% -% 3% -%
                                                  

Summary:Not 
Satisfied  38    5    5   1   -   3   2   1   5   5    5    6   
  23% 14% 45% 17% -% 30% 22% 8% 50% 63% 14% 29%
                                                  

Summary:Satisfied  80    25    4   4   2   4   4   5   2   3    20    7   
  49% 69% 36% 67% 100% 40% 44% 42% 20% 38% 54% 33%
                                                  

Mean Score  3.4    3.9    2.7   3.8   4.5   3.3   3.4   3.4   2.5   2.6    3.6    3.0   
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1 Union membership decline has been greater for men (down by 0.9% points to 28.5% from 2003-2004, 
and again down to 28.2% in 2005) than for women. For women, it declined from 2003-2004 by 0.2% 
points to 29.1%, but then increased to 29.9% in 2005. Trade union density for women is now back at 
the same level as it was in 1995, while for men it is 7.1 percentage points lower than a decade ago. 
However, this was not due to a greater propensity for women to join unions. In 2005, as in 2004, union 
density for men was higher in both the public and the private sectors. In autumn 2005 public sector 
female union density was 57.1% compared with 61.4% for males, while in the private sector female 
union density was just 13.5% (an increase compared with 12.8 per cent in autumn 2004) compared with 
20.0% for males employees. Overall union density is higher for female employees because a greater 
proportion of women work in the public sector (DTI, 2006). 
2 This is based on ESRC Project R000 23 9679 ;The unorganised worker: Routes to support and views 
on representation, 2003-2005. 
3 This is a far broader conceptualisation of vulnerability than the narrow government interpretation, 
which appears confined to illegal and undocumented workers. This is expressed in the Labour Party 
website as: ‘Vulnerable workers: In a third term Labour will target abuse at the bottom end of the 
labour market. We supported the private members gangmasters bill and we will root out abuses of the 
system by rogue agencies. We’ll help people move into better paid jobs through investing in skills.’ 
http://www.labour.org.uk/workingpeople04, accessed 15 March 2006. 
4 Note: information needed to calculate hourly pay was available for 460 respondents – 92% of the 
sample. Note these pay rates could cover pay in any job in the previous 3 years, the period over which 
problems jobs might be recalled. The UK National Minimum Wage for adults over 21 was: £4.84 in 
2004, £4.50 in 2003, £4.20 in 2002 and £4.10 in 2001. For young workers (18-21) it was £4.10 in 2004, 
£3.80 in 2003, £3.60 in 2002 and £3.50 in 2001. in 2004 it was £3.00 for 16-17 year olds. 
5 The Sample screening questionnaire and Main Questionnaire are available from the author on request. 
6 The question, with prompts was: ‘Did you do anything about any of these problems in that job – by 
doing something we mean any action to sort out the problem, from trying to do something with 
colleagues or friends, seeking advice or support on what to do, or making a formal complaint, or 
applying to an Employment Tribunal. Did you do anything like that?’ The interviewer was instructed 
that resigning from the job, or merely talking to friends did not count as an ‘action’. Of course, in the 
latter case, there is a thin line between articulating discontent and discussing what might be done about 
it – which was regarded as an action. 
7 At the time of writing only the first findings of the WERS 2004 are available (Kersley et al, 2005) and 
these show no change in the incidence of disciplinary procedures (91% of workplaces), while grievance 
procedures were present among 88%. There is no discussion as yet of usage. 
8 Some workers did not answer, or did not know whether a problem was in infringement of rights or 
not, so that totals do not add up to the number in each type of action. 
9 The survey of Employment Tribunal Applications in 2003 found that 45% of all cases were in small 
workplaces of 1-24 employees and just 14% in workplaces with over 250 employees (Hayward et al, 
2004: 20). 
10 The DTI consultation paper prior to the 2002 Employment Act, ‘Routes to Resolution’, stated 
(referring to WERS 98) that ‘Unionised workplaces are recognised as being better at managing 
individual employment disputes’. However, the Act increased the complexity of reaching an 
Employment Tribunal and contained nothing on increasing trade union representation.  
11 However, numbers are small: 30 workers in the 250-499 workplace worker range and 40 in those 
with over 500 workers. 
12 These were concentrated in two sectors: 59% were in health and social work and 22% were in 
education. 
13 Genn (1999: 157) found that 52% of those who took action on an employment problems, no 
agreement was reached and no resolution achieved. Similarly, just under half of respondents to a 
survey of users of a West Midlands employment advice line resolved their problem (Russell and Eyers, 
2002: 2) 
14 There is a separate analysis for those who made an Employment Tribunal application, but the 
numbers were so small this is not included here.  


