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Chapter 6
Multi-employer bargaining in the UK – 
does it have a future?
Lewis Emery

1. Introduction

The 2008–2009 crisis gave the green light to an approach to public 
policy in the European Union that sees collective bargaining as part of 
the problem rather than a solution to economic recovery. Alongside its 
European Semester process and country-specifi c recommendations the 
European Commission (2012) highlighted reforms ‘likely to increase 
employment’ as including government interventions or tripartite agree-
ments to decrease bargaining coverage or decentralise the bargaining 
system. The Great Depression of the 1930s may have inspired a domi-
nant system of multi-employer bargaining (MEB) in most Western de-
mocracies (Visser 2013) but the fi rst great recession of the twenty-fi rst 
century looks like having the opposite effect. 

In the United Kingdom the form and role of collective bargaining has 
not been part of the offi cial dialogue about economic recovery. Country-
specifi c recommendations for the United Kingdom (themselves all but 
invisible in its national political life) have addressed mainly exports, 
housing, household debt, infrastructure, child care and skill gaps. In the 
latest Council Recommendation (2014/C247/26) ‘lower-than-expected 
growth due to constrained wages curtailing private consumption’ was 
identifi ed as a risk to budgetary projections, but the United Kingdom’s 
wage-setting system itself warranted no comment.

It may be that the Commission had no interest in exploring the United 
Kingdom’s ‘constrained wages’ because collective bargaining already 
plays a much more limited role in private sector pay setting than is 
typical in many other EU countries; and where it does take place it is 
generally already decentralised to fi rm or workplace level. Brown et al. 
(2008), who offer one of the most recent accounts of how UK employers 
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brought pay determination ‘in house’, argue that multi-employer bar-
gaining ‘shrank at a much faster rate than collective bargaining per se’. 

The decline and decentralisation of UK collective bargaining received 
plenty of comment and academic discourse in the past (for example, 
Daniel and Millward 1983) but it has recently begun to attract renewed 
attention in the context of declining real wages and increased inequality 
following the recession (Ewing and Hendy 2013; Onaran 2014). 

For the 2010–2015 Conservative-led coalition government, and for the 
top-level UK employers’ body (the Confederation of British Industry, 
CBI) multi-employer or sector-level bargaining was not really on the ra-
dar. In a comment for the Collectively Agreed Wages in Europe (CAWIE) 
project, Rob Wall (CBI), Head of Education and Employment Policy said: 

‘While multi-employer bargaining is prevalent in large parts of 
the public sector it has limited relevance in the private sector. In 
some industries, where it makes sense, multi-employer bargain-
ing still persists but the presumption is that bargaining usually 
takes place at company level. Effi cient – and that means local, 
responsive and fl exible – labour markets benefi t both employers 
and employees. They help the UK become more productive and 
provide choice and fl exibility for employees.’

But on the union side the decline in bargaining coverage and member-
ship has a sectoral, multi-employer dimension, allied to concerns about 
the weaknesses of UK law on recognition and negotiating rights (Moore 
et al. 2013). Carl Roper, a national organiser at the TUC made the con-
nection, shortly after the 2010 general election: 

‘It locks us in to workplace by workplace campaigns, which for 
individual employers makes them potentially uncompetitive in 
their sector and makes them resist unionisation. Plant-by-plant 
organising is also very resource intensive so there’s a disincentive 
for the employer to be neutral and a disincentive for the union as 
it is expensive and there is no guarantee of success.’ (LRD 2010a)

From that perspective, the previous Labour government’s term in offi ce 
looks like a ‘missed opportunity for the value of sectoral bargaining’.
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However, historical accounts of the decline in bargaining and in particu-
lar of multi-employer bargaining in the United Kingdom (Milner 1994; 
Gospel and Druker 1997) reveal it to have been a more dynamic process 
than is often perceived; an ebb and fl ow between centralised and de-
centralised pay-setting. Even the high point for collective bargaining in 
Britain was characterised by many levels of pay determination (Daniel 
and Millward 1983). 

The long-term direction of travel away from multi-employer bargaining 
in the United Kingdom up to this point is clear but the impulse to col-
lectivise the relationship between employers and trade unions has not 
entirely disappeared, even in the private sector.

2. Overview of the development of collective bargaining 
in the United Kingdom 

Any debate about pay setting in the United Kingdom has to start from its 
shrinking union membership and declining bargaining coverage. Total 
union membership almost halved from a high of 13.2 million in 1979 to 
7.9 million in 1999–2000, before levelling off (see Figure 1). Employee 
membership (GB) fell from 8.7 million in 1989 to 6.76 million in 1999, 
remaining at around that level until the recession hit, although rising 
employment meant that membership density continued to decline (Fig-
ure 2). After some further decline membership stood at 6.21 million in 
2013 (6.45 million UK employee members).

The correlation between union density and levels of bargaining coverage 
is generally weak under conditions of sectoral bargaining as low density 
can go together with high coverage (Visser 2013). However, in the Unit-
ed Kingdom collective bargaining coverage followed union membership 
on a declining path. Having peaked at 70 per cent in the 1970s and early 
1980s (Van Wanrooy et al. 2013), by 1996 it had fallen to 36.0 per cent 
of employees and by 2013 to 29.5 per cent (see Figure 2). 

A huge gap has developed between the private sector, with coverage of 
16.6 per cent and membership density of 14.4 per cent, and the public 
sector, with coverage of 63.8 per cent and membership density of 55.4 
per cent. UK public sector coverage is more reminiscent of countries 
with strong MEB bargaining (Keune and Vandaele 2012, citing Visser 
2011) and indeed that is largely still the case (although pay setting also 
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involves a number of Pay Review Bodies that advise the government on 
a range of public sector pay settlements1). 

Behind these headline fi gures, collective bargaining coverage remains 
higher in workplaces with 50 or more workers. By industry, it is high in 
the privatised energy and water companies, confi rming that collective 
bargaining can remain dominant without MEB bargaining if member-
ship density is high enough (Kersley et al. 2004). There’s a similar, if less 
marked pattern in transport and storage and in fi nance, neither of which 
is now subject to MEB bargaining. 

Coverage is apparently lower in construction, despite its many large and 
small MEB agreements; as well as in manufacturing, in which multi-em-
ployer bargaining persists in pockets; and in wholesale/retail, in which 

1. In 2014 eight Pay Review Bodies (PRBs) were advising the government in its pay setting, 
taking evidence from stakeholders, which usually include the well-organised public sector 
unions; collective bargaining on terms and conditions can take place in parallel, or replace 
PRB recommendations (as in the NHS 2014–2015).

Figure 1 Employment and trade union membership

Source: Trade Union Statistics, Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (2014).
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the big retail chains recognise unions nationally on a company-by-com-
pany basis. It is largely absent from some other sectors. 

These fi gures – published by the Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills – are drawn from the household-based Labour Force Survey 
(LFS). There is evidence (from the employer-based Annual Survey of 
Hours and Earnings, ASHE) that bargaining coverage is higher than the 
LFS suggests. In 2011 ASHE results indicated that 46.9 per cent of em-
ployees had their pay set ‘with reference to an agreement affecting more 
than one employee’, 27 per cent in the private sector and 91.9 per cent in 
the public sector (BIS 2013). There are a variety of possible reasons for 
these higher fi gures (including the role of public sector Pay Review Bod-
ies), but one is that they refl ect agreements reached at a higher level than 
the workplace, which householders in the LFS survey were less aware of. 

3. Scope and coverage of multi-employer bargaining

The general decline in bargaining coverage in the United Kingdom has 
been attributed to a variety of factors. Brown et al. (2008) highlight a 
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Figure 2 Union density and bargaining coverage 

Source: Trade Union Statistics, Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (2014).

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80
19

89
19

90
19

91
19

92
19

93
19

94
19

95
19

96
19

97
19

98
19

99
20

00
20

01
20

02
20

03
20

04
20

05
20

06
20

07
20

08
20

09
20

10
20

11
20

12
20

13

p pe
rc

en
t

Membership density (GB employees)
Bargaining coverage (all employees)
Private sector coverage
Public sector coverage



Lewis Emery

226 Wage bargaining under the new European Economic Governance

tendency by employers not to recognise unions in newly-established 
workplaces and the unions’ inability to extend recognition among con-
tinuing workplaces. They point to implicit de-recognition (a reduction in 
the range and intensity of negotiations); and a fall in private sector col-
lective bargaining associated with increases in the proportion of women 
and non-manual workers employed. 

Nevertheless, they say that only around a tenth of the decline in work-
place collective bargaining in the private sector could be put down to 
compositional change (the decline in manufacturing industry and large 
workplaces). Increased competition is seen as a strong infl uence.

However, the key to a high bargaining coverage rate seems to be multi-
employer bargaining (Visser 2013) and it is that which has disappeared 
fastest in the United Kingdom, according to the infl uential Workplace 
Employment Relations Survey (Brown et al. 2008). In the latest survey 
(Van Wanrooy et al. 2013) 43 per cent2 of public sector workplaces set 
pay for at least some of their workers through multi-employer bargain-
ing, but in the private sector the fi gure was just 2 per cent, as it was in 
2004. To put that into context, only 7 per cent of private sector work-
places used any kind of collective bargaining to set pay but they account-
ed for almost a fi fth (19 per cent) of employees (the 2011 WERS survey 
included very small workplaces with as few as fi ve employees, where col-
lective bargaining is known to be less likely).

The WERS surveys have been criticised for fostering an ‘extreme’ view 
that collective bargaining has ‘almost entirely withered away in the pri-
vate sector’ when in fact it continues in many large and medium-sized 
private sector organisations (Incomes Data Services 2008). Earlier 
WERS surveys (based on workplaces with 25 or more employees) indi-
cate that the big fall in the proportion of private sector workplaces cov-
ered by MEB bargaining can be traced back to the 1980s when it dropped 
from 18 per cent in 1984 to 9 per cent in 1990 and then to 3 per cent in 
1998 and 2004. 

The number of agreements included each year in the Labour Research 
Department’s annual Pay Survey point to a rather more prolonged 

2. The 2011 result was an apparent decline from 58 per cent in 2004 but may have refl ected the 
extension of the Pay Review Body system.
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decline (see Figure 3). The surveys represent only a fraction of deals done 
(especially at company level, as there is no requirement for all employ-
ers to be included) and coverage varies from year to year. However, over 
time they clearly show that the decline took hold from 1991 onwards. By 
2010 the total number of MEB private sector agreements dwindled to 
just over 30, compared with over 150 in the mid-1980s.

MEB decline was accelerated by the abolition of around 30 Wages Coun-
cils (included in the above fi gures) covering 2.5 million workers dur-
ing the 1993–1994 pay round. These were statutory bodies made up of 
representatives of employers and unions, together with independent 
members that set minimum pay rates and other conditions in particu-
lar industries. They were aimed at ‘sweated’ trades that had no union 
organisation and no parity of bargaining, where ‘the good employer is 
undercut by the bad, and the bad employer is undercut by the worst’ 
(Winston Churchill). 

When it comes to the number of workers covered by MEB bargaining 
(Figure 4) evidence from the LRD survey is also affected by the relia-
bility of estimates of the coverage of individual MEB agreements (see 

Figure 3 Pay deals by bargaining level   

Source: Figures published annually in Bargaining Report, Workplace Report and the LRD Pay Survey.
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below). The biggest deals in construction cover hundreds of thousands 
of workers but some small specialist multi-employer agreements only 
affect hundreds. 

The estimated aggregate number of workers covered by private sector 
MEB bargaining stabilised at 1.5–2 million after 1995, following its ear-
lier decline, including Wages Council abolition (Figure 4). A further de-
cline to a little less than 1 million was recorded after the 2008–2009 
recession, with the result that the number covered by MEB agreements 
from that point on roughly matched the number covered by private com-
pany deals.

The total number of workers covered by the survey (including in pub-
lic sector agreements) fell from around 10 million in the early 1990s to 
somewhere in the region of 6 to 7 million, consistent with the general 
trends in membership and bargaining coverage. The chart refl ects the 
fact that public sector pay deals within the all-worker column (many 
of which operate on a multi-employer basis) affect more workers than 

Figure 4 Workers covered by bargaining level   

Source: Figures published annually in Bargaining Report, Workplace Report and the LRD Pay Survey 
(an aggregate estimate of workers covered was not published before 1991, while fi gures for 2004 and 
2006 are unavailable). 
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private sector deals. In these statistics, higher and further education 
(each with its own MEB bargaining arrangements) are treated as part of 
the public sector, but in offi cial statistics they are classifi ed as being in 
the private sector.

3.1 In which sectors has MEB bargaining survived?

By 2014 private sector MEB bargaining played a much-reduced role. 
However, it remained dominant in construction where there were at 
least sixteen different MEB agreements. It also operates in the offshore 
energy sector, although negotiations are conducted with construction 
contractors, caterers, diving contractors and drilling contractors rather 
than with the oil companies themselves. A multi-employer agreement 
covered a handful of companies in the United Kingdom’s small surface 
coal mining sector. 

In manufacturing there were agreements – some of them specialist 
and narrow in scope, others broader – in baking (Scotland), clothing, 
knitting, textiles (Lancashire), leather producing, footwear, papermak-
ing, corrugated packaging, printing (Scotland), fl at glass, monumental 
masonry, furniture and organ-building. Some of these were specifi c to 
Scotland (in one case, Scotland and Northern Ireland) or England and 
Wales. Others were regional simply because their industry base is geo-
graphically concentrated. 

The Agricultural Wages Board for England and Wales (a statutory nego-
tiating forum between the Unite union and the National Farmers Union, 
with an independent chair) was abolished in 2013 but boards in Scot-
land and Northern Ireland survived and the devolved Welsh government 
was in the process of re-establishing a similar body. In that and other 
ways, public administrations, cultures or traditions in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland appear to be more open to sectoral pay setting 
arrangements; they also have higher levels of union density (probably 
linked to higher levels of public sector employment3). 

3. As of December 2014 the public sector (as defi ned) accounted for 27 per cent of employ-
ment in Northern Ireland, 23 per cent in Wales and 21 per cent in Scotland; in most English 
regions it was between 15 per cent and 18 per cent but was closer to the Scottish level in the 
North East of England, Offi ce for National Statistics. 
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There are isolated but notable examples of MEB bargaining in the pri-
vate services sector (which plays such a large part in the UK economy). 
They include fi lm production, theatres, sport (horse racing) and volun-
tary-sector housing (in Scotland). Large MEB agreements set the frame-
work for pay in higher and further education.

Finally, many public sector agreements operate in a multi-employer 
fashion, to one degree or another, covering schools; community and 
youth work; the National Health Service Agenda for Change agreement 
(which has recently become differentiated between the four countries 
in the United Kingdom); police staff; and local government (including 
the United Kingdom’s biggest agreement, the local government services 
NJC for England, Wales and Northern Ireland). A cartel of employers 
in the South West of England tried but failed to break away from the 
nationally-agreed terms of the Agenda for Change agreement in 2012. 

The local government agreement is national in scope, covering well over 
a million workers and 350 employers (a parallel agreement operates in 
Scotland). However, as Bach and Stroleny explain (2014) it ‘has not pre-
cluded vigorous debate about the most appropriate balance between na-
tional and local decision making’. That balance has been severely tested 
by successive pay freezes and a national dispute over the 2014 settle-
ment, and by local changes to terms and conditions which are set by the 
national agreement (LRD Workplace Report March 2015). 

Local variations in school teachers’ pay rates and conditions have also 
been encouraged by government-driven changes to their pay system, 
while the growing number of Academies and ‘Free Schools’ were not re-
quired to abide by the nationally set School Teachers’ Pay and Condi-
tions Document for England and Wales or ‘Burgundy Book’ conditions 
of service. 

However, there have been MEB ‘casualties’ since the recession. They 
include the end of national bargaining between the British Printing In-
dustries Federation (BPIF) and the Unite union (there is still a separate 
Graphic Enterprise Scotland agreement). That was followed by the end 
of sectoral bargaining in the building brick industry in 2012 and the end 
of bargaining between the ceramic workers’ union Unity (which subse-
quently merged into the GMB union) and the British Ceramic Confed-
eration (BCC). 
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Government action was instrumental in ending the Agricultural Wages 
Board (AWB) for England and Wales in 2013, following on from the 
scuppering of the then newly-formed School Support Staff Negotiating 
Body (SSSNB). The Conservative-led coalition also attempted to impose 
localised ‘market-facing’ pay on public sector wage setting. Although 
supported in some quarters (Wolf 2010) that approach ran into opposi-
tion from other actors (such as the Welsh government and trade unions) 
and was unsuccessful. 

In 2010 the government also removed the closest thing that the United 
Kingdom had to an ‘extension’ arrangement, the 2005 Code of Practice 
on Workforce Matters in Public Sector Service Contracts (the two-tier 
code, still in force in Wales) and a similar arrangement in the NHS. 
Abolition has led to new starters being appointed on lower rates of pay 
(Smith Institute 2014). 

Finally, recent amendments to the transfer of undertakings regulations 
(TUPE) deny transferred workers the benefi t of any post-transfer im-
provements negotiated under a sector-wide collective agreement, unless 
their new employer agrees (codifying the decision of the European Court 
of Justice in Alemo-Herron v Parkwood Leisure Limited [2013] EUECJ 
C-426/11). 

3.2 Coverage

The number of workers that MEB agreements cover is extremely varied 
and can be diffi cult to verify – even the relevant employer associations 
themselves cannot always make an estimate. The largest numbers of 
workers affected are undoubtedly in the public sector (local government, 
schools, health care) and parts of the private sector that deliver higher 
and further education. 

The Construction Industry Joint Council (CIJC) Working Rule Agree-
ment (negotiated on behalf of nine employer associations and three 
trade unions) is said to cover over 500 000 workers. However, the CIJC 
employers’ side sees this as an overestimate, pointing out that 200 000 
workers are registered under an industry insurance scheme. Never-
theless, the agreement’s basic terms – such as holidays and Christmas 
close-down – are recognised as an industry norm. Other construction 
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agreements cover tens of thousands of workers and potentially large 
numbers of employers.

The Federation of Master Builders, a Building and Allied Trades agreement 
(BATJIC) signatory, has almost 10 000 members. Smaller agreements 
may cover far fewer workers but, potentially, many separate employers. In 
the Steeplejack and Lightning Protection Engineering Industry NJC, the 
employers’ association ATLAS has 45 member companies with a total 
workforce of just 1 100. The Leather Producing Association represents 12 
member companies but its agreement covers only about 500 workers. 

There are some comparatively large agreements in manufacturing, such 
as the paper industry, while the Corrugated Packaging industry agree-
ment covers 50 sites but only three main employers. In 2014 Unite’s col-
lective agreement with Employers in Voluntary Housing (EVH) in Scot-
land covered 97 employers and 3 000 of the industry’s 8 000 staff. Half 
of the Lancashire Textile Manufacturers’ Association’s 39 member com-
panies (concentrated geographically in Cumbria, Lancashire, Greater 
Manchester and West Yorkshire) followed its agreement with the Unite, 
GMB and Community trade unions.

4. Results of multi-employer bargaining

A major factor infl uencing social partner attitudes to MEB bargaining 
will be how they perform when it comes to pay, conditions and other 
issues, and how that is perceived by employees and member companies 
(adoption of the electrical contracting agreement, for example, is expect-
ed to be seen as a way of telling employees that they are valued and that 
the employer wants to retain them). 

The performance of MEB agreements on minimum pay would be impos-
sible to assess without taking into account the existence (since 1999) of a 
statutory National Minimum Wage in the United Kingdom, worth £6.31 
per hour (at the adult rate) up until October 2014 and £6.50 after that. 

Also of increasing signifi cance is the voluntary Living Wage (LW, an ini-
tiative launched in 2001 by London Citizens4 and subsequently taken up 

4. Living Wage Foundation, http://www.livingwage.org.uk/history. The voluntary Living Wage 
preceded the lower, statutory, National Living Wage announced in 2015.
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by the Greater London Authority). It is worth about 20 per cent more 
than the NMW (£7.65 until November 2014, £7.85 after that) with 
a higher rate set separately for London (£8.80 until November 2014, 
£9.15 after that). 

By early 2015 there were over 1 300 ‘accredited’ Living Wage employ-
ers, committed to paying future increases announced by the Living Wage 
Foundation and to extending it to their contractors. Many other employ-
ers are beginning to use the LW as a benchmark without necessarily 
seeking accreditation. 

4.1 Wages

An assessment of MEB-negotiated pay rates for 2013–2014 reveals that 
the surviving agreements perform very differently, whether judged on 
their minimum pay rates, how their rates compare with earnings levels 
in their industries and the scope they offer for higher pay. 

Minimum rates

On the basis of their negotiated minimum rates (excluding trainees or 
youth rates) the surviving MEB agreements can be divided into four 
roughly equal groups: Those whose minimum rate is set at or just above 
the NMW; those that pay a bit more but less than the LW; those that pay 
at or just above the LW; and a slightly bigger group that pay a minimum 
signifi cantly above the LW.

Sectors with the lowest minimums include agriculture (until recently ac-
cepted as needing statutory protection); parts of manufacturing, such as 
textiles, which suffered an 80 per cent fall in jobs between 1979 and 2013 
and with the lowest average wage in manufacturing (Offi ce for National 
Statistics 2014); local government services (hit by a series of pay freez-
es); and parts of the entertainment industry (theatres outside London). 

Being ‘caught up’ by rises in the minimum wage has been an uncomfort-
able experience for some negotiators and a number of MEB agreements 
have managed to stay a little ahead of the NMW. There were cases in 
the local authority craft sector (labourers in England and Wales), educa-
tion (sixth-form college staff), health care (NHS Agenda for Change in 
England), community and youth work, sport (stable staff), and in the 
construction staff agreement (environmental engineering) where pay 



scales start at a basic level but progression towards higher guide rates 
is expected. 

Minimum rates were at or around Living Wage level in some of the bigger 
construction agreements, higher and further education (where unions 
campaigned for the Living Wage) and public service–related agreements 
in Scotland (local authorities and the NHS but also voluntary housing) 
where it is government policy to pay the Living Wage. 

Minimum rates were signifi cantly above LW level in the offshore energy 
sector and most construction industry agreements. That held true in 
2014 because construction unions successfully resisted efforts by some 
of the sector’s main employers’ associations to introduce lower pay levels 
within their agreements. 

Minimum earnings

How negotiated minimum rates compare with earnings levels in their 
immediate sector is arguably a better test of MEB bargaining than the 
NMW. For the purposes of this chapter, comparisons have been made 
against a ‘lower industrial earnings level’ defi ned as the lowest published 
quantile of basic hourly earnings (usually the lowest decile) by two-digit 
Standard Industrial Classifi cation (NACE) in the 2014 ASHE survey.

Once again, MEB agreements can be divided roughly into four groups: 
those whose minimum pay is below the lower industrial earnings level 
(95 per cent of it or less); those at or around the lower industrial earn-
ings level; those paying a bit more (105 per cent to 120 per cent); and 
those paying signifi cantly more. 

The fi rst of these categories includes some agreements with minimum 
pay rates that are close to the NMW, but also some that are at or just 
above the Living Wage (for example, the Police Staff agreement for Eng-
land and Wales). This can happen where the range of earnings in a sector 
is particularly wide. However, where MEB agreements set a minimum 
rate that is signifi cantly above the Living Wage, it is also likely to be 
above the industry lower earnings level. 

Median earnings

The closeness of negotiated pay rates to actual earnings indicates the 
extent to which an agreement is applied in practice (Gospel and Druk-
er 1997) and is likely to be an important consideration for the social 
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partners. But it can also depend on a number of other factors, such as 
whether the range of earnings in a sector is broad or narrow; the involve-
ment of very different occupational types within a single sector; and the 
precision (or lack of it) in the two-digit SIC code. 

A survey of company wage rates by the employers’ side of the furniture 
sector agreement in 2013, covering 22 different occupations in produc-
tion and associated areas, recorded an average wage of just over £9.00 
(considerably higher than the agreed 2012 rates). Evidence from ASHE 
2014 shows that seven out of ten workers in that sector earned between 
£6.50 (the lowest decile) and £13.02 (the 80th percentile), while the me-
dian was £9.40.

Dividing MEB agreements again into four groups, they split roughly equally 
between those whose minimum rate is worth around half the industry 
median; those worth more than half but less than two-thirds; those worth 
around two-thirds but less than three-quarters; and fi nally a group whose 
minimum rate is worth three-quarters or more of the industry median. 

The latter included construction agreements (plumbing, painting, ther-
mal insulation and engineering construction) and also industries in 
which the workforce is divided between professionally qualifi ed staff and 
those without a professional qualifi cation (education and youth work).

Scope for higher pay

The ability of MEB agreements to deliver higher earnings is limited if 
they operate merely as a ‘safety net’, with no negotiated basis for higher 
pay. However, collective bargaining is generally seen as compressing the 
pay distribution (Metcalf et al. 2000; Kersley et al. 2004) and even the 
highest negotiated rates could be expected to fall short of the earnings 
being achieved by the higher or highest-paid employees in the relevant 
industry. 

A comparison between the highest negotiated rates (including pay scale 
maximums, where these exist) and upper industry earnings levels (de-
fi ned for this chapter as the highest published quantile of basic hourly 
earnings, usually the highest decile) again sees MEB agreements divided 
loosely into four groupings. 

There were those with negotiated rates worth less than half of the up-
per earnings level; those with rates worth half to three-quarters of that 
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level; those similar to upper earnings; and also some that exceed it. The 
positioning of different sectors within these four groups is more varied, 
however all of the agreements in the last category covered workers who 
may be professionally qualifi ed. 

Harmonising wages 

The extent to which UK MEB agreements harmonise wage rates within 
their sector depends on whether they are prescriptive, or focus solely 
on setting a wages ‘fl oor’. The offshore caterers’ agreement sets out the 
minimum level of terms and conditions to be applied, while standard 
terms will be for each COTA member company to determine (but no less 
than the minimum terms in the agreement). 

This is a more familiar approach than the ‘no more and no less’ wording 
still found in the electrical contracting JIB agreement, which appears to 
prescribe higher pay as well as lower pay. However, the NHS Agenda for 
Change agreement has job evaluation–based national job profi les that 
indicate which of the nationally agreed salary bands a particular job of-
fered by an individual health care employer should fi t into. 

Although the issue of banding can be discussed at local level, NHS Trusts 
arguably have less leeway over pay than local government services, 
where nationally defi ned grades and scales no longer exist. Under the 
agreement local authorities are in fact expected to develop their own pay 
structures, on an equality basis, using the national pay spine points. 

Equity

As a force for equity, whether measured by pay dispersion, gender pay 
inequality or other considerations, UK MEB agreements vary. Before its 
abolition in 2013 the Agricultural Wages Board for England and Wales 
broadly matched the NMW at its lowest rate, but paid 150 per cent of 
the basic rate to its top grade (management). In practice, pay levels were 
concentrated around the grade 2 rate (60 pence per hour more than the 
minimum), which applied to about half of the workforce,5 with 16 per 
cent on the craft rate (up to £1.90 more than the lowest rate). 

Dividing MEB agreements once again into four groups, the degree of in-
ternal pay dispersion provided for in their pay structures ranged from 

5. Farm Labour and Wage Statistics 2012.
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125 per cent or less (for example, labouring versus craft rates in local 
government in England and Wales) to 300 per cent or more. The maxi-
mum pay level for staff in construction (environmental engineering) was 
333 per cent of the lowest rate, taking the agreement’s provision for pay 
progression fully into account. 

Gender pay inequality has been a driving force behind the renegotiation 
of multi-employer pay structures in the public sector. The issue seems to 
have less prominence among private sector MEB agreements, perhaps 
because it was seen as the responsibility of individual employers. How-
ever, the leather-producing industry’s agreement commits the parties to 
develop positive policies to promote equal opportunity and eradicate any 
form of discrimination in employment. 

Before national pay bargaining between the British Printing Industries 
Federation and Unite came to an end, national policies were developed 
on issues such as dignity at work, cancer screening and part-time, tem-
porary and agency workers. Employers in Voluntary Housing (EVH) 
continued to provide model policies on equality, including diversity, in-
direct and direct discrimination, harassment and victimisation.

Finally, there are issues of equity in the use of precarious or casual forms 
of employment. The engineering construction NAECI agreement ex-
presses support for the principle of direct employment (in an industry 
where contracting out and sub-contracting are common), while the elec-
trical contracting JIB condemns false self-employment.

4.2 Working conditions and other issues

UK multi-employer agreements provide an opportunity to negotiate not 
just over pay but also on conditions of employment where there might 
otherwise be no negotiation or consultation. The Community trade un-
ion is involved in a number of manufacturing MEB agreements and has 
had some success, particularly in recent years, in improving sick pay and 
minimum rates, particularly for younger workers. 

Steve McCool, National Secretary, said: 

‘I think those aspects would have been much harder to negotiate 
on an individual company level. Similarly on guaranteeing rates 
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of pay in possible production breaks, improving training and dis-
pute resolution. Because in some respects the multi-employer ap-
paratus with a resolute approach from the trade union side can 
help prevent a “race to the bottom”.’ 

The ability to negotiate minimum standards over a wide range of work-
ing conditions is a potentially signifi cant aspect of MEB bargaining. The 
2011 Workplace Employment Relations Survey shows that in workplaces 
with fi ve or more employees (where a union was recognised for collec-
tive bargaining purposes and at least one union member was present) 
the employer negotiated over pay in only 56 per cent of private sector 
workplaces, and consulted in 70 per cent. 

Negotiation and consultation on holidays and hours, pensions, griev-
ance procedures, health and safety and training was progressively less 
common (see Table 1). Unless pay and these other conditions have been 
negotiated at some higher level then it means they are not negotiated, 
even if the union is recognised.

These issues, and other aspects of pay and conditions – such as mater-
nity leave, paternity leave and sick pay entitlement – are likely to have 
been addressed in a multi-employer bargaining context, so that negoti-
ated entitlement would probably exist irrespective of an individual em-

Table 1 Negotiation and consultation in workplaces recognising trade unions, 
2011 (%)

Pay Hours Holiday Pensions Training Griev-

ance

proce-

dures

Health 

and 

safety

Private sector workplaces

Negotiate 56 37 41 24 6 19 10

Consult 70 61 61 55 42 68 59

Public sector workplaces

Negotiate 52 45 44 38 17 30 22

Consult 72 72 66 62 54 71 69

Note: Percentage of workplaces with fi ve or more employees with at least one union 
member present and a union recognised for bargaining purposes.
Source: van Wanrooy et al. 2013, p. 81, table 5.4.
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ployer’s willingness to negotiate or not. But, as with pay, MEB conditions 
of service vary substantially, from the equivalent of statutory entitlement 
only, to more generous provision.

Expertise and duplication

Traditional arguments for adopting the multi-employer approach (ef-
fi ciency, expertise and avoiding duplication) can still be heard in the 
United Kingdom. Unite has noted that its negotiations with the Offshore 
Contractors Association (OCA) covering around 70 companies (with a 
total workforce of more than 20 000) can be completed within two days, 
allowing offi cers to spend more time on other aspects of their remits. 

The electrical contracting JIB agreement lists a wide range of effi ciency 
benefi ts: A ‘one-stop shop’ on terms and conditions and legal obliga-
tions on employment matters; a holiday pay scheme to help employers 
with their cash fl ow; work opportunities (JIB members are required to 
sub-contract electrical work to JIB members); funding for training; an 
industry pension scheme; advice and mediation; discounted goods and 
services; and an e-newsletter. 

Quality and innovation

Training and skills have been identifi ed as an area in which the UK 
government needs to improve its performance after the recession. As a 
driver for quality and innovation it can benefi t from a multi-employer 
approach (Gospel and Foreman 2002). Employers and unions can and 
do cooperate over training in sectors without MEB pay bargaining, for 
example through the Sector Skills Councils,6 but a link to industry pay 
structures and bargaining could help ‘anchor’ skills and training in the 
workplace (provided that the agreement has kept abreast of working 
practices and trends at employer-level). 

There is no guarantee of success. In the fl at glass industry, in which 
workers tend to be competent but not qualifi ed, the Glass and Glazing 
Federation was setting up a training programme for installers in 2014 
and hoping to do the same for the processing side (being dissatisfi ed 
with the Construction Industry Training Board and the government’s 
approach to this issue). 

6. Employers already cooperate with each other, trade unions and the government through the 
Sector Skills Councils (SSCs), a network of 18 councils and four other bodies working with 
over 550 000 employers to defi ne skills needs and skills standards in their industries.
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Unions are directly involved in Cogent,7 the SSC for science-based in-
dustries (which also provides research and labour market intelligence), 
while union offi cers from Unite and UCATT sit on the Construction In-
dustry Training Board (CITB). In 2014 the GMB, Prospect and Unite un-
ions were taking part in a new Energy & Utility Industrial Partnership 
encouraging skills and growth in the power, gas, water, renewables and 
waste management industries.8 Arrangements of this kind do not neces-
sarily lead to sector-level wage-setting but do at least transcend a single-
employer framework. 

MEB agreements can also play a role in monitoring training and grad-
ing (as in the electrical contracting JIB); obliging employers to facili-
tate training and employees to take part (as in engineering construction 
NAECI); requiring employers to commit to a minimum level of training 
(1 per cent of the total basic hours worked by all employees in the stee-
plejack and lightning protection sector); and the regulation of quality 
and workmanship standards (mastic asphalt). 

MEB bargaining has the potential to institutionalise skill and training 
issues by linking these directly to pay (as was possible until recently,9 
in courses and apprenticeships provided by Lantra, the SSC for the land 
and agriculture sector). However, the widely varied pay premiums on 
offer for ‘skilled’ rates suggest that the approach taken both to skills and 
pay differs between different MEB agreements and sectors.
 
Social, economic and government policy

The UK does not have a recent history of ‘pacts’ designed to coordinate 
collective bargaining with government policy, although public sector pay 
restraint has been used extensively as a means of applying austerity meas-
ures. Social progress on equal pay was certainly advanced through the rede-
sign of MEB agreements during the period of the previous Labour govern-
ment (for example, in local government and the NHS) and it also helped 
to promote partnership principles, for example in the print industry. 

Employers’ associations do, however, interact with government on is-
sues relevant to their industry, including those (among the 90-plus 

7. See: www.cogent-ssc.com/TU_Toolkit/LMI.php
8. See: www.tuc.org.uk/industrial-issues/skills-policy/employer-ownership-skills-pilot
9. See: www.lantra.co.uk/News-Media/Case-Studies/Agriculture/Harry-Lobb---Penvarcoe-

Farm.aspx
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associations listed by the Certifi cation Offi cer10 in 2014) that still nego-
tiate collectively with trade unions over pay and conditions. Examples 
range from energy policy (CoalPro, the employers’ side of the Surface 
Coal Mining agreement) to knitting (where the employers’ association 
represents the industry to government, the EU, other bodies and the me-
dia); waste, re-use and recycling (the National Federation of Demolition 
Contractors has its own code of conduct on this); and consumer advice 
(the British Footwear Association).

Steve McCool, of Community, argues that multi-employer bargaining 
offers the possibility of a stronger partnership to lobby to protect the 
interests of these sectors and their members’ jobs: 

‘A one company approach can’t work at this level. For example, 
many of Community’s members are in energy intensive indus-
tries. We are all for a greener environment, but it has to be won 
on a level playing fi eld. Otherwise we will just export our mem-
bers’ jobs to areas with weaker or even no environmental protec-
tion. So we will work with employers to protect industry and our 
members’ jobs. The multi-employer approach adds substantially 
to that argument.’

Industrial peace

Ideas of cooperation and peace are still expressed in many MEB agree-
ments. The papermaking agreement talks of its three ‘pillars’: work to-
gether, grow together and stay together. And in footwear, the BFA em-
ployers’ association and Community ‘equally recognise the importance 
of their respective organisation as being numerically strong and as fully 
representative as possible of employers and operatives in all centres of 
the shoe trade’, supporting the principle of 100 per cent membership of 
each other’s organisations. 

But current UK MEB agreements do not stand or fall on their ability to 
deliver discipline, stability or industrial peace. MEB industries hit by dis-
putes in 2013–2014 included corrugated packaging, local government, 
the NHS, further education, engineering construction and the electrical 
contracting industry (once seen as a ‘deviant’ case because of the capac-
ity of its bargaining arrangements to survive; Gospel and Druker 1997). 

10. See: http://www.certoffi ce.org/Nav/Employers-Associations/Active.aspx?
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More recently, the RMT and Unite unions were holding consulta-
tive ballots over industrial action in response to the withdrawal of the 
2015/2016 pay offer as part of the year two deal by the offshore catering 
contractors’ group COTA, following the huge fall in oil prices. The RMT 
union pointed out that the COTA was one of the oldest industrial rela-
tions arrangements ever to be negotiated offshore in the UK continental 
shelf and was born out of one of the fi rst ever successful strikes in the 
North Sea (Blowout 2015). 

5. Collective bargaining and wage developments

The loss of much of the United Kingdom’s multi-employer bargaining 
framework does not seem to have hindered unions – where they are 
recognised – in negotiating pay rises for their members. Indeed, while 
some of Britain’s main competitors (Germany and the United States) 
faced ‘stagnant or declining real wages for over a decade’, full-time Brit-
ish employees saw real wages grow by almost two-thirds since the mid-
1980s (Van Wanrooy et al. 2013). The lowest-paid experienced higher 
than average real wage increases, with the National Minimum Wage (in-
troduced in 1999) acting as a ‘countervailing force’ to the reduction in 
bargaining. 

Between the mid-1990s and 2008 pay settlements in the United King-
dom followed a higher trend (3 per cent or more) than in the euro area 
as a whole or in Germany, until the 2008–2009 recession (see Figure 5). 
Cumulatively (1995–2012), median increases on the lowest basic rate in 
UK pay settlements amounted to 67 per cent compared with 49 per cent 
in the euro area and 44 per cent in Germany (see Figure 6). When the 
annual increases are offset against infl ation (the Harmonised Consumer 
Price Index, see Figure 7) UK pay rises still out-performed the euro area 
and Germany between 2003 and 2008. 

However, since the 2008–2009 recession high infl ation combined with 
exceptionally slow growth in average weekly earnings – due in part to 
compositional changes and public sector pay restraint – has led to an 
‘unprecedented’ fall in real wages and living standards (Gregg et al. 
2014). Figures of 8–10 per cent were widely quoted in 2014 and that was 
on the basis of the Consumer Price Index (CPI) whose use as an infl ation 
yardstick for pay (rather than the generally-higher RPI infl ation fi gure) 
remained controversial. 
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Evidence like this propelled the issue of wages to the centre of the politi-
cal stage and helped open the door to a debate about the role of sector-
level bargaining and ‘modern wages councils’, as proposed by the TUC. 
Some trade unions began to argue for a £10 minimum hourly rate, above 
the level at which state benefi ts or tax credits become payable. But the 
living standards crisis also provided a platform for arguments in favour 
of extending collective bargaining, including sector-level bargaining, 
possibly on a statutory basis (Ewing and Hendy 2013; Onaran 2014). 

Grimshaw et al. (2014) have shown that the strength of collective bar-
gaining dictates the degree of ‘ripple effect’ (weak in the United King-
dom) where pay levels further up the distribution are infl uenced by 
minimum wage increases: ‘Where governments act to improve pay eq-
uity by gradually raising the minimum wage over time, in the absence of 
complementary collective bargaining the positive impact is likely to be 
limited to the lowest paid.’

This debate is relevant to now well-established concerns that the UK 
labour market is not delivering opportunities for progress into higher 
paid work. The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) has warned that 
a third of workers are stuck in the bottom pay group: 

‘Progression needs to be a focus for business and government to 
avoid workers getting stuck on low wages. A job should be an op-
portunity for a worker to progress, either within their fi rm or — if 
opportunities are limited — to use their work as support while 
gaining the skills required for a different role. This will often be 
the case in some sectors, where there are limited possibilities for 
pay progression.’ (CBI 2014)

As has been made clear, the CBI was not in favour of more MEB or sec-
toral bargaining, but that connection could be made. 

MEB pay deals and the economic cycle

MEB bargaining creates an opportunity to regulate pay levels and condi-
tions for wider sections of the workforce but it is not immune to the busi-
ness cycle. When the recession hit in early 2009 the level of pay freezes 
recorded by the LRD Payline database rose to a fi fth and then a quarter 
of settlements. The median in private company deals fell to 2.5 per cent 
for the 2008–2009 pay round as a whole, whereas the private sector 
multi-employer median was 3.7 per cent (4.5 per cent in construction 
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and 2.75 per cent in ‘other manufacturing’ where it compared with a pri-
vate company median of 1.55 per cent). 

However in the 2009–2010 pay round the multi-employer median set-
tlement level fell to zero (including manufacturing and construction 
MEB deals), whereas the overall private company median was held to 
2.0 per cent. LRD’s pay survey concluded that ‘more workers have had 
their pay frozen in 2009–2010 than in 2008–2009 because of the many 
industry-level multi-employer agreements that were affected (in some 
cases for a second year running) coupled with the pay freeze in local gov-
ernment’ (LRD Workplace Report October 2010). 

Post-recession freezes hit the huge Construction Industry Joint Coun-
cil (CIJC) agreement, prompting Phil Davies, GMB National Secretary, 
to warn that the national agreement was ‘in trouble’ and that members 
should ‘negotiate where they can’. But with high levels of casualisation, 
false self-employment and a lack of fi xed sites, people move jobs fre-
quently and expect to negotiate a new rate every time they start at a new 
site (raising the risk of ‘anarchy’ when the industry eventually picked 
up). 

Similarly, in the print industry activists were encouraged to put in claims 
for 3.7 per cent (the rate of infl ation at the time) and 60–65 per cent of 
members normally covered by national bargaining (in companies rang-
ing from a thousand workers down to just half a dozen) were reported 
to have had a pay agreement. Unite offi cer Steve Sibbald said: ‘Deals 
have ranged from 1 per cent to 3.5 per cent, with many employers set-
tling for far more than they would have done had there been a national 
agreement, although others are still on freezes’. At that stage the union 
was working with the employers’ organisation (BPIF) to restore national 
bargaining but admitted there was a chance that it might not happen 
‘ever again’ – as turned out to be the case.

Over the years, successive LRD pay surveys (1995–2014) reveal no clear 
difference between private sector multi-employer and company-level 
settlements, when annual medians are averaged out: private sector MEB 
agreements average a 3.0 per cent increase on their lowest basic rates, 
private company agreements 3.1 per cent. There are similarities to be 
seen, too, in the use of long-term deals (a regular feature of pay bargain-
ing in the United Kingdom, often with an in-built infl ation link) with 
MEB examples in coal, offshore energy and construction. 
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Union premium

As multi-employer bargaining decreased and company-level bargain-
ing increased in the United Kingdom, an increase in the union premium 
might have been expected. Visser (2013) points out that estimating wage 
differentials between union and non-union members and fi rms ‘makes 
sense’ in the North American and British context, although it is mean-
ingless in many European countries because, under conditions of secto-
ral bargaining, the ‘co-evolution’ of union decline and decreasing bar-
gaining coverage is absent. 

There is still a ‘sizable and statistically signifi cant’ union wage premi-
um in the UK labour market (Bryson 2014), but it has declined over the 
years and varies from positive to negative between sectors. Raw statistics 
(unadjusted for worker characteristics) show that it fell from 25.9 per 
cent in 1995 to a low of 12.4 per cent in 2008. After that it displayed a 
counter-cyclical trend, rising to a peak of 18.2 per cent in 2011 before 
dropping back to 15.8 per cent in 2012 and 16.4 per cent in 2013. 

6. What future for multi-employer bargaining in the 
United Kingdom?

At the top level the UK social partners seem to disagree about the rel-
evance of sectoral or multi-employer bargaining, with the employers’ 
side (the CBI) assuming that company-level bargaining benefi ts both 
employers and employees, and the Trades Union Congress (TUC) mak-
ing the case for a more sector-based approach. Comments, interviews 
and reportage taken into account for this chapter show that views among 
the social partners at lower levels are very mixed, but that the door to 
more multi-employer bargaining could be open if it works for both sides, 
supported possibly by a strong push in that direction from government-
level. 

Taking wages out of competition 

A traditional claim for multi-employer bargaining, still heard in the 
United Kingdom today, is that it can ‘take wages out of competition’ or 
– more usually – prevent a ‘race to the bottom’. That style of bargaining 
implies a considerable ability of ‘the higher level to bind the lower level’ 
(Traxler 2003), but it was precisely the historical role of the Ceramic 
Joint Council (CJC) agreement, which in its heyday covered 90 per cent 
of the Staffordshire-based industry.



Pay negotiations through the CJC ceased in 2013 after the ceramic work-
ers union Unity, which has since merged into the GMB union, pulled 
out (see Box 1). Unity general secretary Harry Hockaday explained that 
it had been reluctant to proceed at the speed of the ‘slowest ship’; and 
that to believe the alternative would be a ‘race to the bottom’ would be to 
underestimate its commitment as a trade union.

However, he concluded that multi-employer bargaining may still have a 
place, if all the companies are in a similar state and amenable. But this 
is diffi cult in manufacturing where there are, for example, outsourcing 
costs and the need to take each set of circumstances into account. 

The British Ceramic Confederation (BCC) was party to another MEB 
agreement that ended in 2012, the Building Brick NJC. It followed the 
earlier demise of another BCC agreement, the Refractories Wages Board 
(covering kiln brick businesses whose fortunes were tied to the Sheffi eld 
steel industry). 

According to the BCC these agreements were wound up not as a result 
of ideological opposition or a strategic decision, but because of rationali-
sation in what was a nationally-spread industry of single-site factories 
competing in their local labour markets, as well as declining local de-
mand for a specialist product. These examples highlight circumstances 
that may be more or less favourable to multi-employer bargaining but 
also confi rm that UK employers are not necessarily hostile to this form 
of pay setting.

Tony Burke, Unite Assistant General Secretary, has argued for a return 
to industry bargaining in the print industry on the grounds that it pro-
vided a level playing fi eld where every employer knew exactly the mini-
mum terms and conditions, a safety net with collective bargaining ensur-
ing that the distribution of pay is evenly spread.

Unite was, in 2014–2015, also hoping to end disparities on London’s 
buses where some drivers are paid up to 25 per cent less despite dong the 
same job for the same employer. Len McCluskey, Unite General Secre-
tary, described this decentralisation as madness, demanding a ‘common, 
decent rate for the job’ (September 2014). 

Similarly, a positive effort to harmonise pay and conditions for further 
education lecturers and staff in Scotland was under way in 2014, fuelled 
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by a National Bargaining Development Group survey in 2013 that found 
salaries for an unpromoted college lecturer ranging from £31,009 to 
£37,274.

Fostering social partnership, effi  ciency and good industrial relations

The idea of social partnership still has some relevance in the United 
Kingdom. There was an acrimonious dispute in the construction in-
dustry in 2011–2012 when a group of employers tried (unsuccessfully) 
to substitute what the unions saw as an inferior agreement (known as 
BESNA). 

Peter Corby, chair of the electrical contracting Joint Industry Board 
multi-employer bargaining structure, wrote afterwards (Joint Industry 
Board 2013): ‘Everyone involved in the workings of the JIB sees the im-
portance of a National Framework of employment provisions and proce-
dures which provide for fair and just Social Partnership and engagement 
and for the JIB to be the provider of this to the entire Electrical Contract-
ing sector’ 

In a similar vein, Eamonn Connolly, Director of Employers in Voluntary 
Housing in Scotland, was proud of the continued popularity of its collec-
tive agreement with Unite: ‘There is little point in 100 similar employers 
conducting separate negotiations each year, and to do so may be disrup-
tive and divisive within a clearly identifi able industrial sector’. 

In terms that may strike a chord in other service-sector industries, he 
added that having common benefi ts allows for free movement and de-
velopment of staff between employers, with continuity of service being 
honoured. He said: ‘We would certainly commend our arrangements to 
others in the voluntary housing sector across the UK’ (LRD 2014). 

Protecting low-paid employees and nurturing skills may be best done at 
sector level. When the UK government abolished the Agricultural Wages 
Board for England and Wales in 2013 it was welcomed by the employers’ 
side, the National Farmers’ Union: abolition presented new opportuni-
ties ‘as negotiations between individual workers and individual busi-
nesses become the norm’ (NFU 2013).

However, devolved governments in Scotland, Northern Ireland and 
Wales took the opposite view. Michelle O’Neill, Northern Ireland Agri-
culture Minister, said that the AWB ‘guarantees fair pay and conditions 
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for agricultural workers, including migrant workers’, adding, ‘it is essen-
tial that workers in this industry are both protected and have the skills, 
not only to help the sector fl ourish but to encourage others to consider a 
career within it.’

Delivering results for the social partners

MEB arrangements have to deliver results for the social partners. The 
examples given here confi rm that there are still employers in the United 
Kingdom’s private and voluntary sector who can see the benefi t of multi-
employer bargaining, but on the union side the results also have to be 
worthwhile: if they are not, it may be the union that walks away (see 
Box 1).

Steve McCool, National Secretary of the Community trade union, said: 
‘The multi-employer route has its advantages and disadvantages. Clearly 
there is some history of compromise, where short-term gains were post-
poned for the longer-term goals of creating a mechanism for negotiating 
continuous improvements for the workforce’. 

McCool can point to positive results, but ‘on the negative side there may 
be a tendency for multi-employer bargaining to concentrate on ‘crying 
wolf’ by always concentrating on the company in the sector with the 
lowest profi ts, the biggest problems and the most precarious future’. 
A multi-employer approach adds expertise, objectivity and collective 
strength to a sector that an individual company might lack: ‘Obviously 
we must be vigilant that this possible strength is not used against the 
interests of our members. But then surely that is the point of strong trade 
unions’. 

His conclusion is that the union has to be ‘professional’ in negotiating 
with multi-employer bodies and ‘separate the wood from the weak trees 
they might want to put before us’. But multi-employer bargaining also 
presents great opportunities to organise and recruit new members: ‘If 
trade union density in private industry is about 14 per cent then it is ob-
vious that these bodies represent other companies with more employees 
(and potential members) that we need to sign up’.

But Martin Smith, national organiser for the GMB union, took a more 
critical stance while insisting that the union is no less committed to the 
political and industrial principle of multi-employer bargaining than 
other unions. Many employers like ‘to wear the badge’ of membership 



Multi-employer bargaining in the UK – does it have a future?

 Wage bargaining under the new European Economic Governance 249

of a trade group that bargains with unions, he said, and value them as 
a point of reference (for example, for industry safety regulations), ‘but 
very few employers honour the national pay settlements in our current 
experience, for example in Flat Glass and Furniture – with a large num-
ber of employers paying higher than the agreed rate. So the role sectoral 
bargaining can play right now, in reality, in improving living standards is 
greatly exaggerated’. His comments focussed on the downsides of some 
multi-employer bargaining in the United Kingdom, ‘zombie agreements’ 
with low membership fuelled by disaffection; agreements ‘hollowed out’, 
decayed beyond repair that have to be managed and controlled by na-
tional offi cials on both sides, which are of much more value to the em-
ployer than the workforce: 

‘Certainly local bargaining is more popular with our members and 
offi cials alike and in most cases seems to deliver better results both 
in terms of pay and membership growth. But local pay claims can 
legitimately be submitted in parallel within most agreements and 
this is our plan for regeneration where the patient can be saved. 
In other areas we are also considering maintaining structures for 
the purposes of common agreements on safety standards, train-
ing and the like – but removing pay bargaining.’

The recession has undoubtedly exacerbated problems in one of the in-
dustries mentioned by Smith, fl at glass. Nigel Rees, Group Chief Execu-
tive and National Secretary of the Glass and Glazing Federation, the em-
ployers’ side of the Flat Glass Council agreement, highlighted its impact 
on the window industry where business had virtually halved and the do-
mestic sector had crashed. It suffered from almost ‘suicidal’ costings, un-
dercutting, its goods not being treated as a premium product – in short, 
it is in need of a big change. 

From the employers’ perspective, too, the agreement was seen as strug-
gling and in need of a total overhaul, although Rees hoped it would sur-
vive. Its pay rates were poor and nearly every company paid above them, 
not a great advert for an industry that has a transient workforce (which 
tends to be competent but not formally qualifi ed). It was out of date with 
current activities, the old grade names no longer used and not an aid 
to managing the business. Although other terms and conditions in the 
agreement were very useful, and there was a good relationship with the 
unions, there could be pressure to go to company bargaining. 
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Member involvement

There was a more positive story from the GMB about the engineering 
construction NAECI agreement. It had been nearly ‘dead in the water’ 
fi ve years ago, Smith argued, with pay deals not honoured, member-
ship chronically low and activist membership almost non-existent. The 
dispute at the Lindsey oil refi nery in 2009 (over the application of the 
agreement in the context of the Posted Workers Directive) seems to have 
been a turning point and since then the union’s membership and activist 
base has grown and the pay deals have got better.

But the union’s more critical assessment of multi-employer bargaining 
in the United Kingdom has led it to consider different approaches, from 
ending agreements and rebuilding from scratch, to recapturing long-
standing structures; submitting local claims in parallel with national 
claims; or maintaining agreements on safety standards, training and the 
like, but removing pay bargaining: ‘We don’t think the road to continued 
membership renewal lies in propping up out of date rickety structures or 
in trying to rebuild and reform them from the top down – for example by 
appealing to Government for support’, Smith concluded. 

However, there are other examples of member involvement in the push 
towards raising standards on a multi-employer basis, such as Unite’s 
campaign of industrial action on London buses; or the 2010–2012 cam-
paign by its tanker drivers to secure industry-wide minimum standards. 
Although that did not lead to sector pay bargaining, talks with the major 
oil distribution companies (through the Advisory, Conciliation and Ar-
bitration Service) resulted in agreement on an industry-wide accredita-
tion or ‘passport’ covering health and safety and training (with working 
groups on that, on pay benchmarking and on pensions, to be overseen by 
a Governance Group involving union offi cials and company representa-
tives). 

Government action

As these accounts show, views among the social partners on both sides 
are extremely varied and that leads on to differing expectations as re-
gards the government’s role. The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) 
accepted that concerns about a squeeze in living standards were valid, 
but warned that ‘a more rigid labour market’ is not the answer. And, 
with an eye to the debate about increasing the National Minimum Wage, 
it warned that political interference in that process would undoubtedly 
have a negative outcome for some workers. 
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But while the CBI feared ‘political interference’ the TUC has been cam-
paigning for government action to promote a more sectoral approach. 
Something of the kind featured in the Labour Party’s 2015 workplace 
manifesto (A Better Plan for Britain’s Workplaces) alongside plans for a 
higher National Minimum Wage and ‘carrot and stick’ promotion of the 
Living Wage.

Labour’s plan to ‘tackle the underlying causes of low pay and insecurity in 
different sectors’ involved empowering the Low Pay Commission (already 
tasked with making recommendations on the level of the National Mini-
mum Wage) to identify sectors that can afford to pay more, and lower 
productivity sectors with high levels of low pay. The proposed mecha-
nism for raising productivity and pay, ‘industry-led taskforces’, made no 
reference to unions or collective bargaining, but the sectors to be priori-
tised were ones the unions have been very concerned about: ‘There is a 
case for the fi rst sector taskforces to focus on social care and agriculture, 
in the latter case to address the damage done by the abolition of the Agri-
cultural Wages Board and ensure agricultural workers are properly pro-
tected at the sector level’. Labour said it would also ‘support and not un-
dermine’ national conditions and pay review bodies in the public sector. 

This was all much less ambitious than the calls for a state-led move to-
wards sector-level collective bargaining proposed by Ewing and Hendy 
(2013) or Onaran (2014), but how would the social partners respond? 
International experience suggests that ‘institutional destruction’ is often 
irreversible (Visser 2013), so putting wider MEB collective bargaining 
back on the agenda for the United Kingdom’s private sector will certainly 
be a challenge.

Overcoming doubts

Historically, the UK social partners have plenty of experience with multi-
employer bargaining and state intervention to foster it, in the form of 
Wages Councils and Boards. Much more recently, the success of the Liv-
ing Wage – which, for employers that seek accreditation, implies a com-
mitment to apply minimum-rate pay increases determined by an external 
agency – could also be seen as signifi cant. And despite the many challeng-
es faced by the big public sector bargaining groups they remain a sig-
nifi cant reservoir of multi-employer bargaining in the United Kingdom.

But overcoming doubts among the social partners of the kind identi-
fi ed in this chapter would mean fi nding the ‘middle ground’ (as Nigel 



Rees of the glass employers’ federation put it), a deal that both sides can 
buy into. It would need to deliver not only on minimum pay but also on 
broader pay structures, pay progression, training, more equitable pay 
and employment relationships, conditions of service that improve on 
statutory minima; expertise and back up; and a framework with space 
for quality and innovation.

Experience also suggests that future multi-employer bargaining will 
work best where it fosters active participation by workers and employers 
at all levels, transparency and a sense of mutual ownership. It would not 
be a dispute-free environment, as disputes are a consequence of involve-
ment and engagement, and it could not be a failure-free environment 
either, as some of the examples in this chapter show. But the impulse to 
collectivise industrial relations in the UK private sector has not entirely 
disappeared and might be re-kindled under the right circumstances.
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Box 1  The ceramic industry – a case of role reversal?

Multi-employer bargaining in the ceramic industry ended in 2013, not because of a 

lack of support from the employers’ side (although the industry had fragmented), but 

essentially because the union felt it could do better with single-employer bargaining.

The Ceramic Joint Council (CJC) used to operate as a disciplined, highly formalised and 

locally concentrated industry agreement, although there was some variation between 

individual employers over issues such as bonus payments and piecework rates. How-

ever, from the 1980s onwards, individual employers began to break away. 

The fi rst company to go found it hard to alter its wage structure, but more followed, 

leading the employers’ federation to relax its rules so that they no longer compelled 

adherence to the agreement. Flexibilities (in this case an ‘enabling agreement’) were 

negotiated to provide more latitude for local changes, but problems accelerated aft er 

the National Minimum Wage was introduced from 1999.

Diversity within the ceramic industry (some parts of it depended on the success of the 

construction industry, some did not) created further fragmentary pressures, making it 

diffi  cult to conclude annual agreements and bringing the risk of a ‘lowest common de-

nominator’ approach. As the employers’ side (the British Ceramic Confederation, BCC) 

saw it, things could have stabilised around the remaining dozen gift  and tableware 

manufacturers, had the union been willing to continue. 
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Francis Morrall, BCC Deputy Chief Executive and Employment Director, said that the 

remaining companies still supported the CJC not just because it delivered for them in 

terms of pay but because they had a forum to talk to the union about other issues and 

useful procedures on issues such as grievances, discipline and sick pay. 

He also stressed that there had always been ‘some award’ even during recessions, when 

many companies were freezing wages. The employers’ side regarded that as at least 

some compensation for low basic pay rates. However, for pottery workers in Stoke-on-

Trent, the concentration and domination of the industry in the area seems to have been 

a force for keeping wages low.

The union’s case for stopping industry pay bargaining was, in part, specifi c to its cir-

cumstances (declining employer adherence, diversity in the sector) but it also refl ected 

a view that employers with diff ering abilities to pay should be expected to pay diff er-

ently, even where that means accepting smaller rises or a pay freeze where the alterna-

tive would be job losses.

Those that found the CJC agreement restrictive and decided to pull out included some 

big companies, but some of those left  in were signifi cant employers, too. Some were 

doing well and could aff ord a decent pay rise, others were struggling – for example 

on short-time working – and the union had on occasion been told there would be 

redundancies if a particular deal was agreed. 

Unity general secretary Harry Hockaday confi rmed that there was ‘always something’ 

in CJC deals, but settlements were ‘subsidised’ by members in bigger companies that 

could aff ord to do better. Bigger companies were ‘hiding behind’ the multi-employer 

agreement and might, for example, agree to pay the minimum pay rise but then pay 

big bonuses that were not negotiated (and claim the credit for it). 

Moving to single-employer bargaining meant more work for the union as each em-

ployer had to be spoken to individually and some had never had to negotiate, letting 

the employers’ confederation do it for them. Although they were outside their ‘comfort 

zone’, the union did not fail to reach an agreement. 

Most non-federated companies (those that left  the agreement) had better terms and 

conditions (although not necessarily better rates of pay), things which the union felt it 

could not get in the Federation, such as better overtime rates. The union said it still had 

a good relationship with the employers’ side and hoped to continue to meet to discuss 

non-pay issues (such as the energy intensive industries initiative). It was also very posi-

tive about the industry’s work on health and safety. However, for pay bargaining, the 

focus switched to company level.

Multi-employer bargaining in the UK – does it have a future?
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7. Conclusion

Multi-employer or sectoral bargaining has become something of a rarity 
in the private sector of the UK labour market, where union member-
ship density and collective bargaining coverage have fallen to a low level. 
But it has not completely disappeared, remains dominant in the public 
sector and has become a focus for renewed consideration in view of the 
decline in real wages since the recession. However, experience with the 
surviving multi-employer bargaining (MEB) agreements varies and the 
system has its supporters and detractors on both sides (employer and 
trade union). Opinions differ on the extent to which government action 
in support of multi-employer bargaining would be benefi cial and desir-
able but if it is to play a bigger role in future it would need to deliver clear 
benefi ts and foster active participation by workers and employers. This 
chapter focused mainly on the private sector, while recognising that the 
public sector is a major component in UK MEB bargaining. 

Figure 5 Whole economy collectively agreed wage increases (%)

Source: European Central Bank and TURI database (WSI).
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Figure 6 Whole economy index of collectively agreed wage increases  

Source: TURI database (WSI).
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Figure 7 Whole economy index of collectively agreed wage increases minus 
HICP infl ation 

Source: TURI database (WSI).

98

99

100

101

102

103

104

105

106

107

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Euro area (ECB) UK (TURI) Germany (TURI)



Lewis Emery

256 Wage bargaining under the new European Economic Governance

References

Bach S. and Stroleny A. (2014) Restructuring UK local government employment 
relations: Pay determination and employee participation in tough times, Trans-
fer, 20 (3), 343-356. 

Blowout (2015) The OILC magazine, Spring 2015.
Brown W., Bryson A. and Forth J. (2008) Competition and the Retreat from Col-

lective Bargaining, NIESR Discussion Paper No. 318, National Institute for 
Economic and Social Research. http://niesr.ac.uk/sites/default/fi les/publica-
tions/210808_110817.pdf

Bryson A. (2014) Union wage eff ects, IZA World of Labor, May 2014. http://wol.
iza.org/articles/union-wage-eff ects

Bryson A. and Wilkinson D. (2001) Collective bargaining and workplace per-
formance: An investigation using the Workplace Employee Relations Survey 
1998, Employment Relations Research Series No. 12, Department of Trade 
and Industry.

Confederation of British Industry (CBI) (2014) A better off  Britain: Improving lives 
by making growth work for everyone, CBI. http://news.cbi.org.uk/reports/
better-off -britain/a-better-off -britain

Daniel W.W. and Millward N. (1983) Workplace Industrial Relations in Britain, 
Heinemann Educational Books Ltd., London.

Dell’Aringa C. and Pagani L. (2007) Collective bargaining and wage dispersion in 
Europe, British Journal of Industrial Relations, 45 (1), 205-213.

Department for Business Innovation & Skills (BIS) (2013) Measuring Bias in the 
LFS for Trade Union Membership Statistics, Department for Business Innova-
tion & Skills, March. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/fi le/184693/13-733-Measuring-bias-in-the-LFS-
for-Trade-Union-Membership.pdf

Department for Business Innovation & Skills (BIS) (2014) Industrial strategy, 
Government and industry in partnership Progress Report, Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS). https://www.gov.uk/government/collec-
tions/industrial-strategy-government-and-industry-in-partnership

European Commission (2012) A decade of labour market reforms in the EU.
Emery L. (2012) Collectively agreed wages in the UK, background paper, Euro-

pean policy conference on ‘Collectively agreed wages in Europe: Challenges in 
the statistical and political fi eld’, 29 November 2012. 

Ewing K. and Hendy J. (2013) Reconstruction aft er the crisis: a manifesto for col-
lective bargaining, the Institute of Employment Rights, August. 

Gospel H. and Druker J. (1997) The survival of national bargaining in the electri-
cal contracting industry: A deviant case? Discussion paper No. 373, October 
1997, Centre for Economic Performance, London School of Economics and 



Multi-employer bargaining in the UK – does it have a future?

 Wage bargaining under the new European Economic Governance 257

Political Science. http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/20301/1/The_Survival_of_Nation-
al_Bargaining_in_the_Electrical_Contracting_Industry_A_Deviant_Case.pdf

Gospel H. and Foreman J. (2002) The Provision of Training in Britain: Case Studies 
of Inter-Firm Coordination, London, Centre for Economic Performance, London 
School of Economics and Political Science.

Gregg P., Machin S. and Fernandez-Salgado M. (2014) The squeeze on real wages 
– and what it might take to end it, National Institute Economic Review, No. 
228, 3-16. 

Grimshaw D., Bosch G. and Rubery J. (2014) Minimum Wages and Collective 
Bargaining: What Types of Pay Bargaining Can Foster Positive pay Equity Out-
comes?, British Journal of Industrial Relations, 52 (3), 470-498. 

Hayes L. and Novitz T. (2014) Trade unions and economic inequality, the Institute 
of Employment Rights and the Centre for Labour and Social Studies (CLASS). 
www.ier.org.uk/publications/trade-unions-and-economic-inequality

Incomes Data Services (2008) IDS Pay Report 1000, May.
JIB (2013) Handbook 2013, Swanley, The Joint Industry Board for the Electrical 

Contracting Industry.
Keune M. and Vandaele K. (2013) Wage Regulation in the Private Sector: Moving 

Further Away from a Solidaristic Wage Policy?, in Arrowsmith J. and Pulignano 
V. (eds) The Transformation of Employment Relations in Europe: Institutions 
and Outcomes in the Age of Globalisation, London, Routledge.

Kersley B., Alpin C., Forth J., Bryson A., Bewley H., Dix G. and Oxenbridge S. 
(2006) WERS 2004, Inside the workplace. http://cw.routledge.com/text-
books/0415378133/about/contents.asp

Living Wage Foundation. http://www.livingwage.org.uk/history
LRD (2010a) LRD Workplace Report, June 2010, London, Labour research department.
LRD (2010b) LRD Workplace Report, October 2010 London, Labour research 

department.
LRD (2014) LRD Workplace Report, April 2014 London, Labour research depart-

ment.
LRD (2015) LRD Workplace Report, March 2015 London, Labour research department.
Martin G., Pate J., Beaumont P. and Murdoch A. (2003) The uncertain road to 

partnership. An action research perspective on ‘new industrial relations’ in the 
UK off shore oil industry, University of Dundee. 
http://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/portal/en/research/the-uncertain-road-to-
partnership%28e8bde0c1-cb87-4e3a-95d9-73a4deb258ec%29.html

Metcalf D., Hansen K. and Charlwood A. (2000) Unions and the Sword of Justice: 
Unions and Pay Systems, Pay Inequality, Pay Discrimination and Low Pay, 
London, Centre for Economic Performance, London School of Economics and 
Political Science.

Milner S. (1994) Charting the coverage of collective pay setting institutions: 



Lewis Emery

258 Wage bargaining under the new European Economic Governance

1895–1990, Discussion paper No. 215, December, London, Centre for Eco-
nomic Performance, London School of Economics and Political Science.

Moore S., McKay S. and Veale S. (2013) Statutory Regulation and Employ-
ment Relations, The Impact of Statutory Trade Union Recognition, 
Palgrave Macmillan. http://www.palgraveconnect.com/pc/doifi nd-
er/10.1057/9781137023803.0001.

New Economics Foundation (2012) The economic impact of local and regional 
pay in the public sector, July. 
http://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/fi les/tucfi les/econimpactpublicsector.
pdf

Onaran O. (2014). State intervention for wage-led development, Centre for 
Labour and Social Studies, September.

Sisson K. and Marginson P. (2002) Co-ordinated bargaining: a process for our 
times?, British Journal of Industrial Relations, 40 (2), 197-220. 

Smith Institute (2014) Outsourcing the cuts: Pay and employment eff ects of con-
tracting out. http://smithinstitutethinktank.fi les.wordpress.com/2014/09/
outsourcing-the-cuts-pay-and-employment-eff ects-of-contracting-out.pdf

Traxler F. (2003) Bargaining (de)centralisation, macroeconomic performance and 
control over the employment relationship, British Journal of Industrial Rela-
tions, 41 (1), 1-27. 

Van Wanrooy B., Bewley H., Bryson A., Forth J., Freeth S., Stokes L. and Wood S. 
(2013) Employment Relations in the Shadow of Recession: Findings from the 
2011 Workplace Employment Relations Study, London, Palgrave Macmillan. 

Visser J. (2013) Wage Bargaining Institutions – from crisis to crisis, European 
Economy, Economic Papers 488, April. 

WERS (2011) Workplace Employment Relations Study. http://www.wers2011.
info/

Wolf A. (2010) More than we bargained for, the social and economic consequenc-
es of national wage bargaining, Centreforum. http://www.centreforum.org/

All links were checked on 02/07/2015.


