
who were trade union members had been working 
for the same employer for 10 years or more, com-
pared to 31% of employees overall. Around three 
quarters (75%) of union members were aged 35 or 
over, compared to 63% of employees overall. 

Nationally and regionally, the proportion of employ-
ees who were union members rose on the year to 
2020 in England, up 0.2 percentage points to 22.5%, 
and Wales up 0.8 percentage points to 31.9%. In con-
trast membership density among employees fell by 
0.3 percentage points to 29.0% in Scotland and by 
0.9 percentage points to 32.7% in Northern Ireland.

The TUC welcomed the rise but acknowledged the 
fall among private sector employees and the chal-
lenges ahead. National organiser Carl Roper wrote: 
“What shouldn’t be in doubt is the commitment of 
the movement to address these challenges. Last 
summer the TUC General Council and the general 

Union membership up 
for fourth year
Trade union membership increased by nearly 
120,000 to 6.56 million in 2020, the fourth year of 
growth in a row, according to the Department for 
Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy.

It found that the proportion of UK employees who 
were trade union members rose slightly to 23.7% last 
year, up from 23.5% in 2019, and from the low of 23.3% 
in 2017. The figure of 6.56 million compares with the 
peak figure for membership of 13.2 million in 1979.

The rise has been driven by female membership, 
at 27.2% in 2020, up from 27.0% in 2019 and the low 
of 25.6% in 2017. The proportion of male employees 
who were union members rose slightly on the year 
to 20.2% in 2020, from 20.1% in 2019, but remained 
lower than in 2017 (21.0%). 

The growth was also explained by an increase in 
public sector members, up 228,000 on the year to 
4 million in 2020. But, the department noted, there 
was a fall in membership among private sector 
employees of 110,000 to 2.56 million in 2020, one 
of the lowest levels private sector trade union 
membership has been since the series began in 
1995, and the lowest since those of 2010 and 2011.

 Examining the characteristics of membership, the 
department found that around half of employees 
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secretaries of all TUC affiliates signed up to the 
TUC organising pledge. 

“The pledge commits the movement to addressing 
the following six strategic challenges:

l Increasing the number of workers aged under 
30 in our movement;

l Enthusing thousands of activists from all back-
grounds to become new workplace reps, offering 
them training within the first six months and train-
ing every new rep within their first year;

l Working co-operatively as TUC unions to bring 
trade unionism into new and growing sectors; 

l Working jointly to eliminate insecure employ-
ment, including agreeing and pushing common 
bargaining agendas across sectors;  

l Modernising how unions operate, organise and 
communicate for a digital-first era; and 

l Driving up union membership in workplaces 
where we already have recognition agreements 
with employers.

“Unions will report progress against each of these 
challenges this July and then every year afterwards. 
This will help us build on our successes and ad-
dress the core issues facing the movement.”

Examining the figures, the Resolution Foundation 
think tank estimated that growth in 2020 was driven 
by rising employment levels during the pandemic 
in the public sector, where union membership 
rates are higher (at 52%), and where membership 
increased by 230,000. In contrast, it noted, union 
membership in the private sector dropped as the 
number of people working there fell as a result of 
the pandemic (and remains low at just 13%). It added 
that less than 10% of the lowest-paid employees are 
union members, while membership rates are even 
lower (4%) among hospitality workers, who have 
been heavily affected by coronavirus restrictions.

Dan Tomlinson, senior economist at the Resolution 
Foundation, commented: “Many people assume 
that trade union membership is in terminal de-
cline but in fact, as new statistics published today 
show, membership has been increasing for four 
consecutive years.

“However, union membership across sectors and 
age groups is varied. While over half of all employ-
ees in education are members, this is true for fewer 
than one-in-twenty hospitality employees.

“Policy makers have an important role to play in 
supporting these workers through raising the 
National Living Wage and properly enforcing em-

ployment rules. But finding ways to give workers 
a greater say over their working conditions must 
have a bigger role in post-pandemic Britain.”

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/trade-union-statistics-2020

https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/good-news-bad-news-and-same-challenges-trade-union-
membership-statistics

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/union-membership-increases-
for-fourth-year-in-row-but-fewer-than-one-in-10-low-paid-workers-are-members

OECD predicts UK 
recovery
The UK’s economic recovery from the coronavirus 
pandemic is likely to be stronger than previously 
thought and faster than many of its trade compet-
itors, according to the OECD (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development).

The OECD forecasts UK GDP growth of 7.2% in 
2021, the fastest since World War II, and 5.5% in 
2022, as a large share of the population is vacci-
nated and restrictions are eased. Growth is driven 
by a rebound of consumption, notably of services, 
it says, adding that “GDP is expected to return to 
its pre-pandemic level in early 2022”. 

However, it continues: “increased border costs 
following the exit from the EU Single Market will 
continue to weigh on foreign trade. Unemploy-
ment is expected to peak at the end of 2021 as the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme is withdrawn. 
Inflation is set to increase due to past increases 
in commodity prices and strong GDP growth, but 
should remain below the 2% inflation target.”

Looking globally, the organisation cautions that, 
although prospects for the world economy have 
brightened, "this is no ordinary recovery." It is 
likely to remain uneven and dependent on the 
effectiveness of vaccination programmes and 
public health policies. Some countries are recov-
ering much faster than others, it says. Korea and 
the United States are reaching pre-pandemic per 
capita income levels after about 18 months. Much 
of Europe is expected to take nearly three years to 
recover, while in Mexico and South Africa, it could 
take between three and five years.

Global economic growth is now expected to be 
5.8% this year, a sharp upwards revision from the 
December 2020 Economic Outlook projection of 
4.2% for 2021. It states that: “The vaccines rollout 
in many of the advanced economies has been 
driving the improvement, as has the massive fiscal 
stimulus by the United States. World GDP growth is 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/trade-union-statistics-2020
https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/good-news-bad-news-and-same-challenges-trade-union-membership-statistics
https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/good-news-bad-news-and-same-challenges-trade-union-membership-statistics
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/union-membership-increases-for-fourth-year-in-row-but-fewer-than-one-in-10-low-paid-workers-are-members
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/union-membership-increases-for-fourth-year-in-row-but-fewer-than-one-in-10-low-paid-workers-are-members
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tion of spending was similar, although the poorest 
fifth of people still paid a higher proportion (18.7%) 
than the richest fifth (15.8%) in FYE 2020.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
effectsoftaxesandbenefitsonukhouseholdincomefinancialyearending2020

Union agrees deal with 
Uber
General union the GMB has struck what it calls a 
historic deal with Uber, under which the taxi com-
pany will formally recognise the union, allowing it to 
represent up to 70,000 Uber drivers across the UK

The GMB says that drivers will retain the freedom 
to choose if, when and where they drive, while also 
having the choice to be represented by the union. 
It adds that this builds on changes made earlier 
this year which guarantee all drivers at least the 
National Living Wage, holiday pay and a pension 
plan. Uber will support drivers if they choose to 
sign up as a member of the GMB, and union rep-
resentatives will have a presence in Uber’s driver 
support hubs to help increase membership.

Under the landmark agreement, the GMB and 
Uber will work together on a number of key top-
ics, including: national earnings principles, pen-
sions, discretionary benefits, health, safety and 
wellbeing, account deactivations, representation 
and organising.

GMB national officer Mick Rix said: “This ground-
breaking deal could be the first step to a fairer 
working life for millions of people. History has been 
made. This agreement shows gig economy compa-
nies don't have to be a wild west on the untamed 
frontier of employment rights.

“When tech private hire companies and unions 
work together like this, everyone benefits – bring-
ing dignified, secure employment back to the 
world of work. We now call on all other operators 
to follow suit.”

Commenting on the deal, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady added: “Gig economy workers 
deserve to be treated with dignity and respect. This 
landmark agreement is a huge breakthrough and 
will give Uber drivers a real voice at work.

“The GMB deserve massive credit for their tireless 
campaigning. But this deal is just the start. Unions 
won’t rest until platform companies across the gig 
economy agree to work with their staff on improving 
pay and conditions.

expected to be 4.4% next year but global income 
will still be some USD 3 trillion less by end 2022 
than was expected before the crisis hit. USD 3 tril-
lion is about the size of the entire French economy.”

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/oecd-economic-outlook/volume-2021/
issue-1_edfbca02-en

https://www.oecd.org/economic-outlook

Inequality rises despite 
taxes and benefits
Taxes and benefits have failed to stem rising in-
come inequality over the last decade, Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) figures show. 

Its survey, Effects of taxes and benefits on UK 
household income: financial year ending 2020, 
shows that:

l In the period leading up to the coronavirus pan-
demic, the richest (£107,800) one-fifth of people's 
average household incomes before taxes and ben-
efits was over 12 times larger than the poorest fifth 
(£8,500); however, this gap reduced to four times 
(£75,600 and £18,600 respectively) when taxes and 
benefits were considered.

l Despite the redistributive power of taxes and 
benefits, income inequality as measured by the 
Gini coefficient (a statistical measure used to rep-
resent inequality) for household income after taxes 
and benefits income has increased over the last 
10 years, rising by an average of 0.2 percentage 
points per year.

l The rise in inequality of household income after 
taxes and benefits in the last decade is largely 
down to the diminishing effectiveness of cash 
benefits to redistribute income from the richest to 
the poorest, coinciding with the freezing of many 
cash benefits at their financial year ending (FYE) 
2016 values.

l Over the 10 year period leading up to FYE 2020, 
the richest one-fifth of people's average household 
income after taxes, benefits and price inflation 
increased by an average of 0.9% per year com-
pared with the poorest fifth, which decreased by 
an average of 0.3% per year.

l Indirect taxes made the largest contribution (4.3 
percentage points) to income inequality over the 
last 10 years; as a proportion of disposable income, 
the poorest fifth of people paid 32.9% on indirect 
taxes compared with 11.4% for the richest fifth of 
people in FYE 2020.

l The amount of indirect taxes paid as a propor-

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/effectsoftaxesandbenefitsonukhouseholdincomefinancialyearending2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/effectsoftaxesandbenefitsonukhouseholdincomefinancialyearending2020
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/oecd-economic-outlook/volume-2021/issue-1_edfbca02-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/oecd-economic-outlook/volume-2021/issue-1_edfbca02-en
https://www.oecd.org/economic-outlook


88 Fact Service Volume 83 Issue 22

“And we need the government to stop dithering and 
deliver on its promise to strengthen workers’ rights. 
The failure to bring forward an employment bill in 
the Queen’s speech was a big missed opportunity.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/uber-and-gmb-strike-historic-union-deal-70000-uk-
drivers

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/uber-recognition-agreement-just-start

Organisations report 
rising demand for 
mental health support
Demand for mental health support from employees 
has risen significantly during the Covid-19 pandem-
ic, according to a poll by online publication Em-
ployee Benefits. It found that 80% of organisations 
asked had seen an increase in demand for support 
in this area since the pandemic, and said they were 
responding by offering greater help to staff.

The survey found that another 13% of those ques-
tioned confirmed they were preparing to offer 
more mental health support as a result of seeing 
an increase in demand for help from their staff. Just 
7% of respondents said they had seen no increase 
in demand.

https://employeebenefits.co.uk/rising-demand-mental-health-support

Legislation ‘needed to 
stop tips deductions’
The government must introduce promised legis-
lation to prevent employers keeping tips given to 
staff, according to the Unite general union after 
it said that Pizza Express has become the latest 
restaurant to unfairly deduct staff tips. 

The union says that on May 17, the day restaurants re-
opened after lockdown, Pizza Express increased the 
30% previously deducted from waiting staff tips to 
50%, in order to boost the wages of kitchen workers. 

The union believes Pizza Express has increased 
tip deductions so that it doesn’t have to pay kitchen 
staff competitive wages. Despite promising to tack-
le the issue three times – in 2016, 2018 and during 
the Queen’s Speech in 2019 – the government has 
failed to introduce legislation that would do so.

Unite national officer for hospitality, Dave Turn-
bull, said: “It was only a few months ago that Pizza 
Express fired 2,500 loyal employees instead of 
registering them on the job retention scheme. Now 
the company is seeking to hire 1,000 workers, a 
process made more difficult by sector-wide labour 
shortages.

“But rather than pay kitchen workers competitive 
wages to attract applications, Pizza Express is 
boosting back of house pay by depriving its mini-
mum wage waiting staff of their hard-earned tips, 
which form a substantial part of their income. 

“Hospitality employers should not be taking advan-
tage of low paid waiting staff and pitting its employ-
ees against each other. Instead, restaurants should 
pay their kitchen workers a decent wage and allow 
front of house staff 100% of their hard-earned tips.”

https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/june/hospitality-tipping-law-
needed-as-pizza-express-becomes-latest-restaurant-to-unfairly-deduct-staff-tips

Workers ‘charged out at 
double their rate of pay’
The Guardian has reported that call centre workers 
for NHS test-and-trace who are being paid £9.50 an 
hour were charged out to the government’s suppli-
er, Serco, for as much as £21.50 an hour.

According to the newspaper, the rate was charged 
by call centre company Sensée. The workers were 
responsible for calling the contacts of people who 
had tested positive for Covid-19.

Tim Sharp, the TUC’s senior employment rights 
policy officer, said: “This rate looks excessive and 
seems to go beyond the already-inflated rates of 
commission commonplace in the industry.”

The test-and-trace system is budgeted to cost £37 
billion over two years. The £1.3 billion budget for 
contact tracing included contracts worth £720 
million for 2020-21, split between Serco and French-
owned company Sitel.

According to the Guardian, Serco hired as many 
as 24 employment agencies to find workers for its 
contact tracing system in the rush to find the 18,000 
workers required by the government.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/31/nhs-covid-test-trace-workers-
charged-double-pay-union
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