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Executive summary 
 
The findings of the first Unite all members’ survey present a significant picture of 
Unite members’, and indeed workers’, experiences of and attitudes to work. They 
reveal a sharpening industrial situation as employers prepare for a ‘post-Covid’ 
future. 
 
There is evidently an issue concerning quality of management, with ‘poor 
management’ topping the biggest concerns at work. 
 
Other key concerns include pay, job security and morale and workplace culture. 
 
Work related stress was by far the most cited issue experienced at work. 
 
Changes to work imposed without consent also featured in members’ work 
experiences. 
 
Nearly one in five of respondents reported experiencing bullying at work. 
 
A quarter of respondents reported that their workplace was ‘dependent on a 
specific contract or funding from another organisation’ and, crucially, many were 
also able to name them, demonstrating the potential for ‘supply chain solidarity’. 
 
42% said that ‘management and I have different interests, and I do not trust them 
to do the right thing by their employees’. However, nearly a quarter (24%) said ‘the 
employer and the employee are both working towards the same goal’ and a similar 
proportion (22%) said ‘the management and I have different interests, but I trust 
them to do the right thing by their employees’. 
 
When asked to identify the most important political issue of our day, ‘the future of 
the NHS and public services’ came top. 
 
86% said ‘the Government has a responsibility to be active in the economy, 
including the use of public ownership to defending jobs and deliver services’. 
 
The most effective ways for trade unions to increase power were identified as 
‘taking on hostile employers’, ‘increasing frontline support for reps and shop 
stewards’ and ‘recruiting and organising new groups of workers’. 
 
The combination of concerns about poor management, job security, pay, conditions 
and changes imposed at work without consent represent a deeper concern over a 
more authoritarian world of work. 
 
The survey’s results serve to demonstrate the importance of Unite’s focus on 
fighting for jobs, pay and conditions. 
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Introduction 
 
In May-June 20211 Unite conducted its first ever all members’ survey2. It was an on-
line survey with 31,700 completed responses across all Unite sectors and regions 
(including retired members and Community membership3).  
 
This is the largest all members’ trade union survey of its kind in the UK and Ireland 
and provides a valuable data source and a significant picture of Unite members’, and 
indeed workers’, experiences of, and attitudes to, work. This report provides a 
unique insight into the world of work during an unprecedented time.  
 
The findings, which require further study, reveal the reality of a sharpening 
industrial situation as employers prepare for a post-Covid future4. 
 
Key workplace issues for Unite members are poor management, pay, job insecurity, 
and work related mental ill health and stress. There is also an issue around changes 
imposed at work without consent. No doubt there is some interrelation between all 
of these. 
 
When combined these represent a deeper concern over a more authoritarian world 
of work. At the present time this is perhaps most starkly illustrated by the 
unscrupulous employers who have used the cover of the pandemic to ‘fire and 
rehire’ workers to force wage cuts and attacks on workers’ conditions.  
 
The survey’s results clearly serve to demonstrate the importance of Unite’s focus on 
fighting for jobs, pay and conditions5. 
 
Before exploring these issues in more detail, this report first considers how Unite 
members were working through the pandemic.  
 
 

Section 1: Working through Covid 
 
Furlough and working through the pandemic 
 
Without question, people’s experiences of work over the past 22 months have been 
shaped by the pandemic. The survey results provide a powerful snapshot of Unite 
members’ experiences at this time. 

 
1 The survey ran from 13th May - 11th June 2021. 
2 It had been planned for 2020 but was postponed due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
3 It should be noted that retired members and Community members were not participants in 
‘experience at work’ questions. Details of the survey methodology and demography of respondents 
are given in the appendix to this report. 
4 This report was written before the discovery of the Omicron variant. 
5 Sharon Graham makes first keynote personal presentation to Unite policy conference: 
https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/october/sharon-graham-makes-first-
keynote-personal-presentation-to-unite-policy-conference/ 
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30% of respondents reported that they had been furloughed during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Of those on furlough, just over two-thirds (68%) said that it was on the 
statutory 80% of pay. 
 

 
(N=20,496) 
 
 
Official data shows the proportion of the workforce on furlough at about 20% in 
February 2021 compared to about 30% in April 2020 and 10% in October 2020. 
 
58% of respondents reported that they ‘continued to work at their usual 
workplace’ during the Covid-19 pandemic. 22% said that they ‘worked from home 
all of the time’ and 18% that they ‘worked from home for part of the time’. 2% 
reported that ‘my home is my usual workplace’. 
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(N=22,670) 
 
When asked how they would be working when restrictions end, 70% of 
respondents said ‘I expect to be working from my usual place of work which is not 
at home’. Just over a fifth (21%) said ‘I expect to work from a combination of my 
usual place of work and homeworking’ and 4% said ‘I expect I will have the choice’. 
The same proportion (3%) reported ‘I expect to be working from home which is not 
my usual place of work’ and ‘I expect to be working from home which is my usual 
place of work’.                                        
 



 

6 
 

 
(N=23,464) 

 
Figures published by the Office for National Statistics show that the proportion of 
working adults who did any work from home in 2020 increased to 37% on average 
from 27% in 20196. Figures for the week of 19-23 May 2021 report 50% of working 
adults ‘travelled to work only (not worked from home)’, 26% ‘worked from home 
only (not travelled to work)’, and 11% ‘both worked from home and travelled to 
work’. (It can also be noted that for the week 27-31 January 2021 the figures are 
36%, 36% and 11% respectively.) The same data set found that most individuals 
expected to return to their normal place of work by early autumn 2021. 
 
 
Sectoral variation 
 
Not surprisingly, analysis reveals sectoral variation underneath the headline 
numbers for these responses. For example, members in Unite’s Civil Air Transport 
sector were much more likely to report that they had been furloughed (87%) than 
those in the Health sector (3%). 
 
Similarly, members in the Food, Drink & Agriculture sector and Construction sector 
were more likely to report that they continued to work at their usual workplace 
(90% and 81% respectively) than members in the Finance & Legal sector (19%). 

 
6 Business and individual attitudes towards the future of homeworking, UK: April to May 2021: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetyp
es/articles/businessandindividualattitudestowardsthefutureofhomeworkinguk/apriltomay2021 
 



 

7 
 

Members in the Finance & Legal sector were also more likely to report that when 
restrictions end they expected to work a combination of their usual place of work 
and homeworking (46%) than members in Passenger Services (3%) or Road 
Transport Commercial Logistics & Retail Distribution (2%). 
 
It can also be noted that in some sectors high proportions of respondents reported 
both being on furlough and working at their usual workplace. This no doubt reflects 
cases where furlough has been turned on and off, as well as instances of so-called 
‘Friday furlough’, where technically people may have been doing both. For example, 
in the Automotive sector, 76% reported being on furlough and 72% reported that 
they continued to work at their usual workplace.7 
 

 
Section 2: Experiences and concerns at work 

 
 
Problem of poor management  
 
The survey demonstrates that there is evidently an issue concerning quality of 
management. When asked the open question ‘What is the one thing you would 
most like to change in your workplace?’ ‘Management’ was one of the most 
frequently cited words. 
 

 
What is the one thing you would most like to change in your workplace? 

 
 

7 Respondents were not asked when or for how long they were on furlough. 
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And given a list of issues from which to rank their top three biggest concerns at 
work, ‘poor management’ was the most selected top concern (17%). This was 
followed by ‘pay’ (12%), ‘job security’ (11%) and ‘morale and workplace culture’ 
(10%). ‘Career progression’ was ranked top by 9% and ‘work related mental ill health 
and stress’ by 7%. The same issues also topped the lists for second and third biggest 
concerns. 
 
When the top three concerns were taken together for those members in work, over 
a third (36%) selected ‘poor management’ as one of their top three. This was 
followed by ‘morale and workplace culture’ (35%), ‘pay’ (21%), ‘job security’ (21%), 
‘career progression’ (20%) and ‘work related mental ill health and stress’ (19%). 
 
‘Poor management’ is an issue across all sectors. It came top (or joint top) in all 
Unite sectors with the exception of Civil Air Transport (where it came second to job 
security), Education (where it was second to career progression), and Finance & 
Legal (where it came fifth behind job security, pay, work related mental ill health and 
stress, and career progression, but was still cited as the top issue by 10%). 
 
Further analysis is required to explore the degree respondents mean local line 
management or corporate management at large. For example, initial analysis shows 
concerns over poor management vary depending on employer and size of 
workplace, with respondents in small workplaces less likely to be concerned.  
Similarly, those on higher pay and in management positions were less worried by the 
issue (although it was still cited by a number of the 24% of respondents who directly 
manage other colleagues as part of their job suggesting there is an issue around 
support for line managers), while those on the very lowest pay or working alone 
were more concerned by issues such as pay, job security and sickness policy. 
 
It should be no surprise to hear that the core power relationship between managed 
and manager is causing concerns at work, but without comparator data either from 
other surveys or repeat years it is not possible to know whether issues are getting 
better or worse.  
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(N=24,331) Most selected top concern when asked to pick top three biggest concerns at work. 
 
 
 
Work related stress 
 
Interestingly, ‘work related mental health and stress’ was cited as the biggest 
concern at work by 7% of respondents (although it also featured in respondents’ 
second and third concerns). However, when asked to identify issues they had 
experienced in the last 12 months, ‘work related stress’ was by far the most cited 
issue (by 60% of respondents). 
 
Again, this was the most cited issue experienced across all sectors, but was most 
acute in public services sectors such as Health (71%), Community, Youth Workers & 
Not for Profit (71%) and Education (69%).  
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This is very much in line with the findings of a survey of Unite Workplace 
Representatives published in April 2021 which found that 83% of reps were dealing 
with an increase in members reporting mental health-related problems, a huge 18-
point increase from the 65% reported in 2020. 
 
Unpaid overtime 
 
Just under a quarter (24%) of respondents reported experiencing ‘unpaid 
overtime’. This was particularly an issue in the Finance & Legal (40%), Community, 
Youth Workers & Not for Profit (38%) and Health (36%) sectors. 
 
Changes to work imposed without consent 
 
Changes to work imposed without consent also featured as a part of members’ 
work experiences. 21% of respondents said that this had occurred in respect of 
‘restructure and reorganisation of my job’, 15% in respect of ‘changes to my 
contract and terms or conditions’, and 13% in respect of ‘changes to my working 
time’. 
 
It could be argued that these changes imposed without consent are related to the 
‘poor management’ being reported as the top concern (see earlier paragraph under 
‘biggest concerns at work’). 
 
What’s more, we know from the Unite Workplace Representatives’ survey 
mentioned earlier that Unite reps deliver a ‘union premium’, not least in respect of 
their role in negotiating and being consulted on work issues relating to Covid-198. 
80% of respondents in the reps’ survey said that their employer had consulted with 
them on Covid-19 issues. Further analysis also showed that reps who said they had 
been consulted were much more likely to say that their employer was behaving 
responsibly in responding to the Covid-19 crisis than those who had not been 
consulted (82% compared to 48%). Conversely, reps who had not been consulted 
were more than twice as likely to say that their employer had behaved recklessly 
than those who had been consulted (17% compared to 6%). 
 
Nearly one in five (18%) of respondents reported experiencing bullying at work. 
 
Other issues experienced included ‘discrimination (e.g. based on gender, race, age, 
religion, sexuality)’ (10%) and ‘disciplinary procedure’ (9%).9 
 

 
8 Working Through Covid: A report of a survey of Unite Workplace Representatives (Unite Research 
Department, April 2021). https://www.unitetheunion.org/media/3835/unite_working-through-
covid_reps-survey-report_word_april-2021.pdf 
9 15% of respondents ticked ‘other’. When asked to specify, many responded with a variant of ‘no 
issue’.  It is also worth noting that there was no ‘None of the above’ listed ‘Blank’ could also be 
interpreted as ‘None of the above’. 
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(N = 15,894) 
 
 
Influence over work arrangements 
 
Respondents were asked a series of questions about the degree of influence they 
have over their work. There was more influence over the categories ‘how you do 
your work’, ‘the order in which you carry out tasks’, ‘the tasks you do in your job’ 
and ‘the pace at which you work’ (where 49%, 47%, 39% and 38% of respondents 
said they had ‘a lot’ of influence respectively) compared to ‘the time you start and 
finish your working day’ (where only 26% said ‘a lot’ and 41% said ‘none’).  
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(N=24,999) 
 
Further analysis suggests sectoral variation in respect of these dimensions of 
influence with members in transport sectors such as Passenger Transport; Road 
Transport Commercial, Warehousing & Logistics; and Civil Air Transport more likely 
to report having no influence over any of these aspects.  
 
 
Supply chain solidarity: mapping links between industrial sectors 
 
A quarter (25%) of respondents reported that their workplace was “dependent on 
a specific contract or funding from another organisation” and, crucially, many were 
also able to name them. This ranged from the NHS and Ministry of Defence 
suppliers to component suppliers in manufacturing and provided a new insight into 
the industrial connections between Unite sectors. 
 
This builds upon the report published by Unite’s Research Department in February 
2021 which explored the potential for ‘supply chain solidarity’ between reps to 
share industrial intelligence, identify strategic chokepoints and coordinate collective 
bargaining.10 
 
 

 
10 A Collective Bargaining Strategy for Trade (Unite Research Department, February 2021): 
https://www.unitetheunion.org/media/3694/unite_trade-report_final_march-2021.pdf 



 

13 
 

Section 3: Attitudes 
 
Another illustration of the problem of ‘poor management’, not least around the 
issue of trust, might be said to be reflected when respondents were asked to select 
which one from four statements most accurately reflected their views about their 
employer. 
 
42% said ‘the management and I have different interests, and I do not trust them 
to do the right thing by their employees’. However, nearly a quarter (24%) said ‘the 
employer and the employee are both working towards the same goal’ and a similar 
proportion (22%) said ‘the management and I have different interests, but I trust 
them to do the right thing by their employees’. 11% said ‘workers and management 
have no interests in common’. 
 

 
(N=24,631) 
 
 
When asked to identify ‘the most important political issue of our day’, ‘the future 
of the NHS and public services’ came top, selected by just under a quarter (23%) of 
respondents. This was followed by ‘workers and trade union rights’ (14%), ‘climate 
change’ (also 14%), and ‘inequality’ (10%). 
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(N= 30,263) 
 
 
Increasing trade union power 
 
When asked to select the three most effective ways for trade unions to increase 
power (from a list of options) the most selected was ‘taking on hostile employers’ 
(40%), closely followed by ‘increasing frontline support for reps and shop stewards’ 
(36%) and ‘recruiting and organising new groups of workers’ (36%). Similar 
proportions selected ‘making the union more accessible’ (27%), ‘supporting working 
people to be elected as Councillors or Members of Parliament’ (27%), and ‘new ways 
for members to interact with their union (e.g. social, apps, and technology)’ (26%).11 
 
Whilst a significant proportion of Unite members want to work with responsible 
employers, it is also the case that a large proportion want to take on hostile and 
reckless employers. As always, we can talk about a trade unionism that works with 
good employers and fights back against the bad. 
 

 
11 There was a broad mix of responses in respect of the 22% of respondents who selected the ‘other’ 
category, mostly reflecting political opinions. 
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(N=24,686) 
 
 
An active state 
 
Respondents clearly see a role for an active state in the economy. When asked 
which of a list of three statements best reflected their views on the role of the 
Government, more than eight out of ten respondents (86%) said ‘the Government 
has a responsibility to be active in the economy, including the use of public 
ownership to defend jobs and deliver services’. Only one in ten (10%) said ‘the 
Government should only be responsible for vital public services’ and just 4% said ‘the 
Government should leave as much of the economy to the market as possible’. 
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(N=25,043) 
 
This again chimes with the findings of the Unite Workplace Representatives’ Survey 
of 2020. Not only did Unite reps see an opportunity for change as we come out of 
the Covid-19 crisis, they have pretty strong views about what that change should 
look like. Asked what should be in the Government’s strategy for after the crisis, 
there was overwhelming support for a ‘new economy, underpinned by secure 
employment and decent pay and conditions’ (99%) and ‘putting workers and trade 
unions at the centre of a new economy, both in the workplace and society’ (98%)12. 
There was also strong support for a ‘programme of state investment, including 
through extending public ownership’ (90%). 
 
 
 
 
John Earls 
Director of Research 
Unite the Union 
 
Research support: 
James Lazou, Research Officer 
Ben Norman, Research Officer 
 
 

 
12 From Crisis to Change: Coming out of COVID-19: A report on a survey of Unite Workplace 
Representatives (Unite Research Department, 2020):  
 https://www.unitetheunion.org/media/3063/unite_coming-out-of-c19_what-next_headline-
report_final_may-2020.pdf 
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Appendix: Survey methodology and demography of respondents 
 
The 2021 Unite All Members’ Survey was an on-line survey conducted from 13th 
May - 11th June 2021. Emails with a unique link to the survey were sent to 639,729 
eligible participants and there were 31,700 completed responses (a 5% response 
rate).  
 
 
Sector breakdown of respondents: 
Aerospace & Shipbuilding     4% 
Automotive Industries     4% 
Chemicals Pharmaceuticals Process & Textiles  3% 
Civil Air Transport      5% 
Community Youth Workers & Not for Profit   9% 
Construction       4% 
Docks Rail Ferries & Waterways    1% 
Education       3% 
Energy & Utilities      2% 
Engineering Manufacturing & Steel    4% 
Finance & Legal      5% 
Food Drink & Agriculture     4% 
Government Defence Prisons & Contractors   1% 
Graphical Paper & Media and IT    4% 
Health        9% 
Local Authorities      6% 
Passenger Services      5% 
Road Transport Commercial Logistics & Retail Distribution 5% 
Service Industries      7% 
 
Community Member      3% 
Retired Members                12% 
Unknown       2% 
 
 
Regional breakdown of respondents: 
East Midlands     6% 
Gibraltar  0.2% 
London & East   23% 
North East YH   11% 
North West   13% 
Northern Ireland    3% 
Republic of Ireland    2% 
Scotland  13% 
South East    8% 
South West    8% 
Wales     5% 
West Midlands   8% 
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Type of contract: 
Directly employed                                      94% 
Employed by an agency                               1%        
Self-employed                                               2% 
No fixed hours (e.g. casual contract)         1% 
Umbrella or personal service company  0.2% 
Apprentice                                                   0.2% 
Prefer not to say                                         0.4% 
 
(n.b. 6812 respondents – some 20% of all respondents – left this question blank.) 
 
 
Part-time or full-time: 
Full-time         67% 
Part-time       12% 
Unemployed   4% 
Retired           17% 
 
 
Equalities data (% of respondents) 
Men:                        70%  
Women:                  28% 
Other description:   2% 
 
BAEM:                       7%  
LGBT+:                      6% 
Disabled:                  9% 
Migrant workers:   3% 
 
Age 
Under 18      0.02% 
18-29       3.60% 
30-39       9.95% 
40-49     15.92% 
50-59     33.24% 
60 plus      31.48% 
Prefer not to say  0.91% 
 
(n.b. The age profile no doubt reflects the comparatively high response rate from 
retired members. However, it should be noted that retired members were not 
participants in ‘experience at work’ questions.)  
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