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Introduction

I first joined a trade union when I was 22 years old. I’d graduated 
a year previously, spent the interim period cutting my teeth in 
the union movement as vice-president of my students’ union, 
and was ready to enter the world of work. Lifelong union 
membership was part and parcel of the deal for me, as obvious 
and unremarkable a feature of working life as rush hour 
commutes, tepid canteen coffee and hours-long meetings that 
could definitely just be emails. The union representatives at my 
workplace, a large public sector organisation with a relatively 
strong and active union, took a different view. At an induction 
session on my first day, after a five-minute presentation about 
the union, one rep spent double that time wooing my fellow 
inductees – both largely disinterested white men older than 
me – before remarking that I probably wouldn’t be interested 
in union membership. Of the three, I was the one with union 
experience, shared principles and an eagerness to join. But 
apparently, I didn’t look the type. 

I signed up regardless, and ultimately got along with my fellow 
members and reps – even after one tried to make it up to me by 
delivering to my office an unmarked brown envelope containing 
a pot of shoe polish branded with a union logo five years out of 
date and apparently left over from a recruitment drive in the 
1980s. But my baptism into the trade union movement is still 
illustrative of many of its enduring problems and the stereotypes 
that continue to deter young workers from joining today: unions 
are for shouty old white men. They’re stuck in the past and don’t 
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have any power left. It’s an old-fashioned model that doesn’t fit 
the way we work now. And to some extent, there is truth in all 
of the above. Workers from marginalised groups have fought 
hard for their place at the table and can still be found having 
to fight throughout the movement. Decades of Conservative 
legislation have weakened unions and removed much of their 
power. The world of work has changed beyond all recognition 
since the heyday of the movement in post-war Britain. And yet, 
trade unionism remains one of the strongest weapons we have 
in a country where inequality is accelerating, and work isn’t 
working. Young people in today’s United Kingdom are the first 
generation to be poorer than the one before,1 and a pension, let 
alone a home of our own, seems like a pipedream. We’re at the 
sharp end of changes to the workplace, more likely than any 
other demographic to be stuck on zero-hour contracts or inside 
the precarious gig economy,2 and some of the most vulnerable 
to discrimination and bullying at work.3 As I write this intro-
duction, the country is still grappling with the consequences 
of the Coronavirus pandemic, but the disproportionate impact 
on young people’s jobs and income is already clear, with more 
than one in three 18- to 24-year-olds earning less than before the 
outbreak, and a higher percentage of job losses than any other 
age group.4 If today’s cruel, unequal country and its ruthless 
workplaces have taught us anything, it’s that the powerful won’t 
save us. But collectivism still might.

1 https://ft.com/content/81343d9e-187b-11e8-9e9c-25c814761640 (last accessed 
April 2021).

2 https://ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsand 

workinghours/articles/contractsthatdonotguaranteeaminimumnumberofhours/

april2018#future-of-the-experimental-business-survey (last accessed April 2021).
3 https://unison.org.uk/get-help/knowledge/vulnerable-workers/young-workers/ 
(last accessed April 2021).
4 https://bbc.co.uk/news/business-52717942 (last accessed April 2021).
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Who are young workers?

Young workers are not a homogenous group and attempts to 
strictly define them as such can be largely arbitrary. In the 
course of writing this book, for example, I turned 28 and 
instantly aged out of eligibility for the young workers’ structures 
of many unions. Others draw their lines differently or are in 
the process of doing so, mindful that austerity and accelerat-
ing inequality have seen us become independent later than 
in previous generations, and that the problems facing young 
people at work are often the same as those plaguing their older 
counterparts. When I talk about young workers in this book, 
then, I define them loosely as anyone with a job under the age of 
around 30 – encompassing both the younger end of ‘millennial’, 
and what has come to be known as ‘Gen Z’.5 But in doing so I 
acknowledge two things: first, that those who fit that definition 
exist across all sectors, pay grades, workplaces, geographical 
locations, social identities and life circumstances. Some young 
workers live with their parents; some are parents; some are 
students; some have been working for decades; some benefit 
from and inherit generational wealth; some are well-paid and 
secure; some earn less than minimum wage and their jobs are 
precarious. And secondly, that those who don’t fit that definition 
might still identify as young workers and will almost certainly 
find many of the insights, testimonies and lessons in this book 
applicable to their own circumstances and work lives. I focus 
on young workers not as an intellectual exercise in defining 
and siphoning off one section of the movement, but as one lens 
through which to view that movement – and because these 

5 https://pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/01/17/where-millennials-end-and-
generation-z-begins/ (last accessed April 2021).
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workers will ultimately come to inherit and transform it in the 
future. 

The changing world of work and political tumult of recent 
years has left young workers especially exposed and vulnerable. 
We’re working longer, for less, in jobs more insecure than 
any generation before us and with a future much less certain 
than theirs, too. We’re at the whim of bad bosses, threats from 
technological advances, ruthless government policy – and we’re 
also the least likely of any demographic to be part of a union. 
In fact, membership has fallen by almost 50 per cent among 
16- to 24-year-olds and 35 per cent for 25- to 30-year-olds in 
the past 25 years.6 In 2017, only 2 per cent of 16- to 19-year-old 
were members of a trade union.7 This reflects a general trend 
in union membership: in 2017, the movement experienced its 
biggest ever drop in numbers, losing 275,000 members and 
seeing membership decrease to 6.2 million.8 While numbers 
have subsequently risen – including throughout the Coronavi-
rus pandemic – they have not, at the time of writing, yet made 
up for that loss.

This combination of high vulnerability and low union density 
(that is, trade union members as a percentage of employees) 
leaves young workers more isolated than ever within the quickly 
changing and complex web of work, just how capitalism wants 
us. Navigating workplace culture as individuals rather than in 
the collective means that we face challenges alone, forced to 
perceive our peers as competitors rather than allies, and building 
our own personal management strategies instead of looking to a 

6 Figures courtesy of the TUC.
7 http://classonline.org.uk/docs/TU_and_Inequality_for_print_18th_September.
pdf (last accessed April 2021).
8 https://theguardian.com/politics/2017/jun/01/union-membership-has-plunged-
to-an-all-time-low-says-ons (last accessed April 2021).
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union to collectivise our experience. The scale of the threats we 
face is increasingly too big to be met on an individual level, and 
yet increasingly that’s where we’re told to look. 

Young people aren’t taking their lot lying down. The last few 
years have seen an eruption in discussions about ‘side hustles’ 
and workplace culture which follow both the changes outlined 
above as well as high profile scandals such as the #MeToo 
movement and enduring pay gaps at institutions like the BBC. 
The result has been a proliferation of podcasts, panel events and 
soul-searching magazine columns (Why are more young people 
freelancing? What can we do if we’re sexually harassed in the 
workplace? How can we ask for fairer pay?), in which unions 
are almost never mentioned. Instead, we’re told, we should ask 
bosses nicely, do some deep breaths before a salary negotiation 
and consider escalating any grievances to HR. For reasons which 
we’ll explore throughout this book, these are solutions which put 
the onus for change onto us as individuals without any collective 
power behind us, and to do nothing to challenge the inherent 
imbalance between workers and their employers.

Still fighting 

It’s a good job, then, that unions continue to weather the storm. 
In 2011, tens of thousands of public sector workers took part in 
what the TUC described as ‘the biggest strike in a generation’9 
against pension changes. In 2016, junior doctors in England 
smashed the draconian restrictions of the Trade Union Act when 
76 per cent of members turned out to vote 98 per cent in favour 
of the first general strike across the NHS in 40 years.10 And in 
Glasgow in 2018, as we will discuss in Chapter 4, 8,000 low-paid 

9 https://bbc.co.uk/news/uk-15953806
10 https://fullfact.org/health/did-98-junior-doctors-vote-strike/
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women – cooks, cleaners and care workers – secured payouts 
worth hundreds of millions of pounds in the country’s biggest 
equal pay strike action since the introduction of the Equal Pay 
Act in 1970.11

Across the country, and against a backdrop of attacks by 
governments and CEOs alike, dedicated activists and organisers 
continue to fight tirelessly for fair pay, conditions and dignity 
for the UK’s 32 million workers. And key among them are young 
people, making their voices heard on the issues that affect them 
and their peers while bringing creative new ideas and energy 
to a movement that so badly needs it. From groundbreaking 
campaigns against zero-hour contracts to the establishment of 
new unions fighting for those in the gig economy, trade unionists 
are responding to the changes affecting young workers. From 
joining climate strikes to inspiring tenant organising across the 
UK, unions are battling not just for fair work in the present but 
for a future that young people – and all people – can feel secure 
about. Whether through diverse members unapologetically 
taking up space or organisers working tirelessly to bring trade 
unionism into the digital age, the movement can evolve into 
something that represents the reality of young workers’ lives 
today. 

And also underpinning all the arguments, testimonies and 
case studies throughout this book is an acknowledgement of 
something more personal and more boundless: the notion that 
involvement in a union – the skills gained, the bonds formed, 
the power built – can be just as important as the winning of 
campaigns and demands. Persistent on the left is a natural and 
justified suspicion of ‘careerism’, hierarchy and individualism, 
which are, after all, the antitheses to collective power and shared 

11 https://theguardian.com/society/2019/jan/17/glasgow-council-women-workers-
win-12-year-equal-pay-battle (last accessed April 2021).
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interests. There are undoubtedly those who have sought to use 
the union movement as a springboard for their own profiles or 
to concentrate their own power in exactly the ways unions exist 
to fight. But we can make a distinction between building power 
for power’s sake and building it as a means to further reproduce 
it. The former is a waste of time, resources and energy and an 
affront to union values; the latter is an imperative. 

Trade unionists rightfully talk constantly about the role that 
unions can play in the workplace, and often about the one they 
have in a wider struggle for social justice. But less discussed 
are the lifelong impacts they can have on their members at the 
most personal level. As training grounds for political education 
and organising, unions are invaluable in creating the activists 
and leaders of the future. As brokers of lifelong learning, they 
can transform fortunes and present opportunities to those who 
may never have otherwise had them. As sites of socialising and 
support, they can cultivate friendships for life and engender the 
confidence and belief that capitalism would rather beat out of 
us. And as a force for working-class interests, they can shape a 
society that lets working-class people thrive in all arenas.

As this book will show, the situation for young workers in 
the UK is dire and worsening, and only unions hold the key to 
transforming it. By building solidarity between workers of all 
generations, they can create the strong base needed to take on 
capital. As part of an international workers’ rights movement, 
they even have the potential to transform class relations and 
systems of exploitation globally. But they can’t do it without the 
energy and input of young people themselves, speaking truth 
to power, bringing union organising into the present day, and 
transforming the movement from the inside. As we’ll explore, 
young workers urgently need unions – and unions urgently 
need us.
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Chapter 1

Why unions?

Have you ever had a boss who bullied or sexually harassed 
you, or who ignored your complaint when another member 
of staff did? How about one who faked your payslips and kept 
your tax contributions for themselves? Or who rejected your 
request for leave while your mother was dying, or while you 
were having a mental health crisis? Who wouldn’t turn up the 
heating when the office was freezing? A boss who paid you less 
than your colleagues and then said you weren’t a team player 
when you complained? One who refused you shifts and then 
fired you for not working enough hours? Who demanded you 
arrive ten minutes early and penalised you for leaving on time, 
despite paying you below minimum wage and by the hour? Who 
sacked you after seven years of service in the midst of a global 
pandemic? Who paid you so little you had to claim benefits and 
use food banks? Who put you under so much pressure you drove 
your car into a tree in an attempt to take your own life?

These are not extreme examples cooked up to misrepresent 
the boss class by focussing on a few ‘bad apples’: they are real-life 
experiences recounted to me by a range of workers of different 
backgrounds and in different sectors throughout the course of 
researching and writing this book – and they only scratch the 
surface of the egregious power abuses that unions and their 
members confront on a daily basis. If you haven’t personally 
been mistreated at work, your friend, sibling, parent, partner 
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or colleague has. This kind of conflict is a feature of work. The 
interests of bosses and workers are not just different but opposed, 
and in a constant tug of war: we need to sell our labour at a rate 
that allows us to live a decent life, while they want to extract it 
at as low a price as possible, for as big a gain as possible. We rely 
on them for survival but we’re just one of many interchangeable 
and disposable workers they can pick up and drop as it suits 
them. Workers are the largest group in society, but power is 
concentrated with bosses; they choose how much to cede to you. 
The cards are always stacked in their favour. Marx wrote of this 
dynamic when he defined ‘labour-power’ as a worker’s capacity 
to produce goods and services. It is this which a worker sells to 
the capitalist class, the owners of the means of production, who 
gain from their purchase not just the labour but the products of 
it too. This is capital: the accumulation of profit at the expense 
of the working class who produce it.1 

Because we’re indoctrinated into the world of waged labour 
from childhood – watching parents go to work each day; taking 
on Saturday and after-school jobs for pocket money; constantly 
being asked what we want to ‘be’ when we grow up and knowing 
instinctively it’s a question about paid work – it can seem like an 
inevitable and obvious feature of society. But take a step back for 
a moment and consider that our workplaces, where we spend 
one third of our lives2 toiling to prop up the other third not spent 
sleeping,3 can also be the places where we’re most in danger, 

1 Karl Marx and James Leigh Joynes, Wage-labour and capital (Twentieth Century 
Press, 1893).
2 https://who.int/occupational_health/publications/globstrategy/en/index2.
html#:~:text=Introduction%3A%20The%20right%20to%20health,their%20
families%20and%20of%20society (last accessed November 2020).
3 https://researchgate.net/publication/262060840_We_spend_about_one-third_
of_our_life_either_sleeping_or_attempting_to_do_so (last accessed November 
2020).
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where we’re most exploited, where we’re least in control. One 
of the relationships which has the most control over our lives is 
also one of the most fundamentally imbalanced. 

Put simply, this is why we unionise. As individuals against 
capital, we’re largely disposable, replaceable and, ultimately, 
powerless. But the reverse is true of a collective working class; 
the bosses rely on us to make their profits. Collectivism shifts 
this power dynamic, clawing back some control from capital-
ism’s gatekeepers to those of us at its mercy. 

The British labour movement: A potted history 

Precisely because of their radicalism and potential for transfor-
mation, the history of trade unions has been long, messy and 
filled with challenges. Trade unions in the UK largely have 
their roots in the Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. Prior to this period, Britain’s 
economy was an agricultural and handicraft one, with waged 
labour mainly consisting of manual work on farms and man-
ufacturing by hand. But the advent of new technologies – not 
least steam power and the increasing use of mechanised tools 
and factory systems – saw a shift towards industrial work and 
the growth of new industries such as textiles and factory man-
ufacturing. With this change came disputes about pay and 
conditions; while work itself became more regimented and 
defined, regulation was slower to follow and workers increas-
ingly began to join forces to agitate for shorter hours and higher 
wages.4 The Conservative government were quick to crack down 
on any sign of dissent, introducing the Combination Acts of 1799 

4 http://homepages.gac.edu/~kranking/DigitalHistory/HIS321/HIS_321/W1.html 
(last accessed April 2021).
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and 18005 to outlaw all forms of strike action. And it was easy for 
them to do so, given that the government at the time was elected 
only by landowning men, who amounted to around 3 per cent of 
the entire population.6 

Despite the draconian response of the powerful, organising 
and activism were widespread during this time. The Combina-
tions Acts were repealed in 1824 after campaigning by tailor and 
working-class activist Francis Place with support from the radical 
MP Joseph Hume. Following their abolishment, workers tried 
to form legal unions with mandated powers. Trade unionists of 
the time aimed to transcend industry divisions, opting instead 
to unite workers of all stripes under one broad banner. Their 
most famous attempt came in the form of the Grand National 
Consolidated Trades Union of 1833, a union which was short-
lived, but which is still memorialised today – most notably 
because it was home to the Tolpuddle Martyrs, a group of six 
male labourers targeted for their union links and found guilty 
of ‘administering illegal oaths’ in a sham trial. Despite being 
convicted and deported to Australia, a widespread working-class 
backlash eventually saw the charges dropped and the sentences 
commuted, three years after the initial sentencing.7

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, many trade union 
leaders become politicised through the Chartism movement, 
a working-class campaign for political reform, but one which, 
unlike unions, pursued change via constitutional methods. 
Although their list of demands,8 which pertained to working 

5 https://britannica.com/event/Combination-Acts (last accessed November 
2020).
6 http://nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/citizenship/struggle_democracy/
getting_vote.htm (last accessed November 2020).
7 https://tolpuddlemartyrs.org.uk/story (last accessed November 2020).
8 https://parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/elections 
voting/chartists/overview/chartistmovement/ (last accessed November 2020).
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conditions, pay and other work-related issues, was never met, 
it ignited something in many activists who went on to grow 
and strengthen the trade union movement. By the 1860s, more 
permanent union bodies were becoming established, most 
notably the London Trades Union Council in 1860 and the 
Trades Union Congress in 1868. 

Following the legalisation of trade unions and strike action 
in the Trade Union Act 1871, it was in the run up to the First 
World War that the movement really hit its stride, with unprec-
edented growth and strike action in the period 1888–1914, as 
well as major shifts in the internal make-up of unions. While 
previous iterations of trade unionism had seen schisms develop 
between so-called ‘skilled’ and ‘unskilled’ workers, the former of 
whom had often argued that they deserved better terms and con-
ditions than the latter, the movement now largely focussed on 
uniting all workers within their industries. And though it would 
be a long time before women and other minoritised groups 
were given equal status within the movement (something many 
are still fighting for today), this period saw important victories 
such as the 1888 ‘match girl strike’ at London’s Bryant & May 
Factory, which saw women and teenage girls defeat their bosses 
over managerial and safety concerns, and the 1889 London Dock 
Strike in which 30,000 striking members won concessions from 
their employers on pay and conditions.9 In 1900, trade unions 
teamed up with socialist campaign groups and political think 
tank the Fabian Society to found what we now know as the 
Labour Party. Its mission was clear: to advance the interests of 
labour within the structures of parliament. It would go on to do 
this in profound ways, not least through the establishment of the 
welfare state and National Health Service. 

9 https://britannica.com/event/London-Dock-Strike (last accessed November 
2020).
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