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work in wider alliances to bring
the ‘voice of labour’ to those at
the top of contracting chains.
This may involve local
relationships between contract
cleaners, clients, contractors

and consumers, and a wider
ensemble of allies, but in
relation to subcontracted
manufacturing, it will also
involve extended relationships
across thousands of miles.

Unions that are able to
rescale their geographical and
institutional imaginations to
tackle subcontracted capitalism
will prove better able to
survive and prosper in future.
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Context

Background to the Study
The research has involved a
mixture of methods including
analysis of large datasets,
a questionnaire survey, indepth interviewing and active
participation in the campaign.
In total the research has

involved 130 interviews, 2 focus
groups and many hours of
active participation. Interviews
were conducted with a small
number of experts who have
an overview of the contract
cleaning industry and the living

There is growing public concern about low levels of political participation and weak community
cohesion in Britain’s poorest multicultural communities today. In this context, there is an
urgent need to explore how people can be engaged in political life. This research project has
looked at the ways in which London Citizens’ living wage campaign has been able to foster
collective organisation across very different organisations (including faith, trade union and
community groups) while also propelling low paid contract cleaners into political action.
Against all the odds, this broad-based coalition has successfully intervened in the market
determining the pay and conditions of cleaners, promoting the payment of a living wage to
cleaners in banks, hospitals, hotels, third sector organisations and universities. There are
now more than 5000 cleaners who are paid a living wage as a result of the campaign, putting
something like £20 million back into the pockets of low waged Londoners.

wage campaign, with a sample
of contract cleaners, with
a number of the workplace
leaders in the campaign and
with some of the key leaders in
London Citizens.
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Key Findings
Many contract cleaning workers struggle to support themselves and their families in London
today. In addition to low wages, however, workers complained about a perceived lack of
respect.
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Contrary to expectations, contract cleaners – many of whom are new migrants to the UK
– have proved amenable to joining and engaging in political organisation to improve their
terms and conditions of work. It is signiﬁcant that many workers draw on their experiences of
migration and their strong religious faith to reinforce this decision.
By working together over shared campaigns, the member communities in London Citizens
have found common ground with each other. New relationships have been forged through
sharing space in the city, ﬁnding common issues and acting together for change. Such
relationships are made by focusing on what is common and not what divides.
The relationships created through these encounters can be characterised as public and civic
rather than personal. Successful public relationships do not need to be ‘deep.’ It is possible
to have very meaningful, mutually respectful and personally enriching relationships across
difference without knowing very much about the particular traditions and practices of the
other parties.
London Citizens’ model of political organisation is effective because it facilitates identityconnections at an individual scale, making the connection between political activity and other
aspects of people’s lives. It also depends upon identity-linking at an institutional level, whereby
different groups ﬁnd common ground with each other, increasing their power to act.
Moreover, in so doing, the coalition engages in identity-making, creating a new organisation
with which people can identify, enabling their engagement in public and political life.
Crafting public relationships:
“I wouldn’t say that I’ve developed any close friendships or deep relationships across boundaries through this. On the other hand,
I feel that I’ve got relationships now with a number of people who are from diverse backgrounds and they are relationships which
I can with conﬁdence build on … I think the relationships are not so much … personal relationships, I think they are political
community relationships which are in my view the social glue that holds communities together … as I think working relationships of
respect with people across different communities is the thing [we need].”
Paul Regan, Aston-Mansﬁeld Charities, interview
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Finding common ground
“There is a lot of commonality. Stratford is not Methodist, Stratford has mosques, a Hindu temple,
synagogues, whatever has its place. And if we are looking to improve the quality of life in Stratford, we
all have to come together, that’s what we have in common: a neighbourhood. We want to make the
neighbourhood a better place. Because crime, fear of crime, the local hospital … that affects everybody,
it’s not just Methodists or Catholics or whatever that go to that hospital, it’s everybody, that’s one thing
we share in common, because we want our environment to be a better place … The quality of the life
you lead is also necessarily dependent on the quality of life of people around you. If they have quality of
life that will inﬂuence your quality of life, so we’re all in it together.”
Tony Ogunniyi, Bryant Street Methodist Church, Stratford

“If we had the kind of respect that we should have …
it will be better”
Male cleaner from Nigeria

a shared issue (war, peace, racial
justice, gender justice etc) and/or
a shared identiﬁcation (the labour
movement, the women’s movement,
the peace movement etc). In contrast,
London Citizens prosecutes politics
on the basis of common geography
embracing a divergence of actors,
ideas and issues at any one time. The
organisation also seeks to develop
working relationships with elected
politicians and to hold them to
account, rather than organising in
confrontation with them.
The model is effective in mobilising
the civil society and putting pressure
on the corporate and political
structures that already exist. It is
less effective at dealing with the
absence of civil society in many of the
poorest communities in Britain and
it does not have an alternative to the
political establishment. However, the
living wage campaign has shown how
London Citizens can help strengthen
and create civil society organisation
at the local scale. In this case, London
Citizens has both created a new
organisation as well as supporting
existing groups that are looking to
grow. Campaign leaders identiﬁed
a need for a new association for
workers who were not able to join a
trade union at their work as well as
providing ongoing support for more
traditional union organising campaigns.
It is widely known that levels
of trade union membership have
collapsed since their peak in 1979. The
labour movement has been negatively
impacted by de-industrialisation,
globalisation, privatisation and
subcontracting as well as political
legislation and shifts in the wider
society. Despite a recent investment
in organising, many are struggling to
recruit in Britain’s burgeoning service
economy and the prevalence of
subcontracted employment is a key
part of this challenge.
Contract cleaners are often
overlooked as they are no longer
employed by the organisation for
which they are doing the work.
Moreover, if they were to organise
for improvements in their terms
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and conditions of work, they would
price themselves out of the market.
Recalibrating cleaning thus depends
on organising across a labour market
as well as securing more money from
the ‘real employers’ at the top of the
chain. The trade unions UNISON and
UNITE have successfully worked with
London Citizens to do this, organising
cleaners into a trade union branch
while mobilising community pressure
on the ‘real employers’ in the banks,
hospitals, hotels or universities to pay
more for their cleaning. The research
has highlighted the extent to which
subcontracted capitalism demands
forms of labour organisation that can
link workers to clients, consumers
and co-residents in order to put
pressure on those at the top of the
chain. The living wage campaign
thus demonstrates the power of a
new model of labour organisation
in which workers are one part of a
coalition articulating their interests in
tandem with the wider community.
Just as the trade unions created the
Labour Party in the early years of the
twentieth century to fuse the beneﬁts
of economic and political power,
London Citizens is doing the same for
workers today.
The success of the living wage
campaign has made it easier for trade
unions to recruit contract cleaners.
Workers have joined UNISON
or UNITE to improve their wages
and conditions but they have done
so in the knowledge that they are
part of a bigger community-wide
campaign. London Citizens has helped
to take the risk out of trade union
organisation and the link to religious
organisations is often welcomed by
the migrant workers employed.
Those cleaners that have
become active in the campaign often
report strong personal motivations
for getting involved. Interview
respondents variously describe
powerful experiences of political
organisation in their ‘home’ countries
and highlight the fortitude they
needed to travel to the UK. Others
cite family role models who taught
them to stand up to injustice, and yet
others use the language of religion
to explain their decisions. For many
workers, faith reinforced the sense
of self worth and alternative moral

economy needed to stand out as a
political leader in the campaign.
The research has thus highlighted
the extent to which successful
worker organisation depends on
the identity-connections that allow
potential participants to fuse different
aspects of their lives – as cleaners,
migrants, religious adherents, parents
or Londoners – with their political
identiﬁcation as a trade unionist.
Belonging to London Citizens has
helped the trade unions to do this
at an individual level while also
providing the scaffolding to make
connections at an institutional scale.
London Citizens facilitates identitylinking whereby contract cleaners are
simultaneously trade unionists and
members of London Citizens with
much greater power to act. In so
doing, the campaign has also engaged
in identity-making, fostering people’s
identiﬁcation as a London citizen
with values, issues and interests that
are common across different identity
groups.
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to which leaders from very different
institutions can afﬁliate. In addition
This research has highlighted the
to being a church, a school or a trade
importance of identity-making in
union branch, such institutions can
facilitating political engagement.
simultaneously belong to London
London Citizens is an alliance to
Citizens. This process of identitywhich very different organisations
linking gives institutions additional
feel able to afﬁliate. An alliance that
weight through collective size and
includes Anglicans, asylum support
scale, it provides a mechanism to
groups, Buddhists, Catholics,
empower their members and a means
community centres, Hindus, Muslims, to create change in the world. For
schools, trade unionists and a
some institutions, it is a means to act
university department is necessarily
on their values (demonstrating faith
broad and yet, these organisations
in the world, creating active citizens)
have many shared values, issues and
and for others, it is a means to secure
interests.
power they otherwise lack (putting
London Citizens has created
pressure on the clients for cleaning
an alliance that focuses on what
services, doing deals with London’s
organisations have in common rather politicians). All beneﬁt from working
than what divides. Faith, trade union
across difference, and the mobilisation
and community organisations will all
of diversity is itself a powerful act.
have members or clients who struggle
Being a member of London Citizens
with poverty, poor opportunities
is an identiﬁcation which costs very
and political marginalisation and the
little. Beyond being respectfully quiet
campaigns that have developed reﬂect about any differences (which usually
this state of the world. Current
involve matters of family, gender
campaigns include the demand for
and sexual politics), it is relatively
a living wage, affordable housing,
undemanding to join. Institutions are
safer streets and the regularisation
expected to pay annual membership
of irregular migrants. Campaigns
dues in relation to their size, to take
such as the living wage campaign
part in bi-annual public assemblies
depend on having a political strategy
and to send interested members on
that is able to deliver for workers.
training. Although a minority of the
In subcontracted labour markets,
local leadership may chose to take
successful political organisation needs part in ongoing campaigns, many
to reach the ‘real employers’ at the
remain largely passive in relation
top of contracting chains and win a
to the alliance. London Citizens
new settlement for workers across
can capitalise on the strength of
a local labour market. The living
civil society in the city while only
wage campaign has been able to do
occasionally mobilising large numbers
this by working with trade unions
to achieve particular ends.
to recruit contract cleaners within
This is a very different model
the workplace while also putting
of doing community politics to
pressure on the major clients for
that practiced in the past. During
cleaning services such as NHS trusts, the twentieth century, politics
banks in the City and Canary Wharf,
was generally prosecuted through
luxury hotels, universities and local
the party (with a programme to
Government.
which you afﬁliated) or the single
Overall, London Citizens has
issue campaign. The latter would
created a safe ‘super-ordinate’ identity involve ﬁnding commonality around

Highlights of the Research

Policy Implications
The work of London Citizens tells
us a lot about efforts to foster
community cohesion. The alliance
demonstrates the extent to which
very different institutions can ﬁnd
common ground with each other
and the beneﬁts that come from
working together on shared political
campaigns. In this case, unity has been
fostered through joint endeavour. This
has facilitated the creation of strong
public and civic relationships that
are not necessarily based on ‘deep’
understanding or friendship.
The experience would suggest that
existing civil society organisations
(however narrow their membership
base) can be brought into meaningful
relationship with each other. Doing
so, however, demands respect for
different traditions and focusing on
what is common, not what divides.
It also demands a shared agenda for
action and will necessarily involve
a healthy challenge to the existing
powers-that-be.
The research also has implications
for enabling workers’ voices in the
wider polity. Given the widespread
nature of subcontracted employment,
it is clear that trade unions need to
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