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Clean living: new report shows economic and ethical benefits to paying cleaning staff ‘living wage’ at Queen Mary
Exactly one year ago Queen Mary, University of London took unprecedented steps to bring the majority of its cleaning in-house, and pay those cleaners the ‘living wage’ – a salary that affords a better standard of living in the capital. 
To mark the one-year anniversary of this ethical move, which bucks the global trend of outsourcing such services to contractors, a detailed report is being published by Queen Mary on 19 January, documenting the impact of the ‘living wage’ on cleaning staff, service quality and the College as a whole. 

‘The business case for the living wage: the story of the cleaning service at Queen Mary’ showcases the findings of a two-month study (October to November 2008) involving an online questionnaire completed by 292 staff members from across the College’s four campuses.
Also part of the research: a face-to-face interview survey with 73 cleaning staff (59 of whom had transferred from a contractor); additional interviews with 11 respondents and in-depth interviews with four managers in the Estates Department and the Chief Administrative Officer at Queen Mary.

Results showed the majority (71 per cent) of Queen Mary employees surveyed endorsed the decision on the grounds of social justice and expectations of further improvements in cleaning standards. Just four people (1 per cent of respondents) opposed the decision to bring the service in-house, primarily, on the grounds of cost.
In reality, the introduction of the ‘living wage’ has not been the big drain on resources predicted by its opponents: the in-house cleaning service came in only slightly more expensive than that provided by sub-contractors - including start-up costs. When looked at over a two-year period the expected budget for 2008/9 is almost identical to the expenditure spent on contract cleaners in 2006/7.

The surveyed cleaners were very positive about their new jobs at Queen Mary; citing improvement in pay and benefits, as well as better supervision, working hours and opportunities for career development as College employees. Some 89 per cent of cleaners who transferred from contractors rated the College a better employer. As many as 96 per cent said they liked their permanent job and 100 per cent enjoyed working for Queen Mary.
When asked what had changed about the nature of their work since shifting from sub-contracted employment, the most popular responses from cleaners were that they now worked more productively (68 per cent), with more supervision (63 per cent) and completed a broader range of tasks (61 per cent).

James Gurley is one cleaner who made the switch to Queen Mary’s in-house team in 2007, after six years with the contractor. Now a lead supervisor for 12 cleaners, he is pleased with how things have worked out.

“The money here has made a big difference; I was always struggling before as the contractor only paid minimum wage. We were missing out on other benefits too like sick pay, which made life really tough.

“Overall I’m very happy to be working for the College: we have more variety in our work and training on health and safety and other things to help us do the job, something we that didn’t get before the move. 
“The College is also getting a better service, and I’ve noticed staff are appreciating what we do more; I even got a Christmas card thanking me this year – that’s never happened before,” said James, who lives in the Limehouse area of Tower Hamlets.
Introducing the ‘living wage’ has also enhanced the reputation of the College as a good employer among the wider workforce and the community beyond. This became self-evident in May 2008, when the College held an open day to expand its cleaning team. The event generated an overwhelming response, and despite only limited adverts on internet site gumtree.com, around 300 people attended.

Project lead, Professor Jane Wills of Queen Mary’s Department of Geography, believes the research shows that there are clear economic and ethical benefits to being corporately responsible and offering the ‘living wage’.

“Helping to alleviate poverty is important for Queen Mary: our institution is based in the east end of London, a deprived area; and many of our cleaners live locally, so offering them better pay and a good experience of the institution has a positive impact on their lives and our standing in the local community.
“It’s a stance that also makes good business sense: investing in training and offering better pay and working conditions improves productivity, standards, staff loyalty, performance and turnover without affecting cost – it’s a ‘win-win’ situation for all concerned.”

Neil Jameson of London Citizens, which is part of the Citizen Organising Foundation (COF), has praised Queen Mary, saying: “LONDON CITIZENS applauds the College’s pioneering example of both paying a ‘living wage’ and deciding to offer their workers the dignity which often goes with being employed in-house. 
“We hope that other London organisations will study this report and consider following Queen Mary's example by working with LONDON CITIZENS to ensure that their lowest paid staff are given a ‘living wage’ and the respect that goes with it.”   

Ends

A PDF version of the full report entitled ‘The business case for the living wage: the story of the cleaning service at Queen Mary’ can be downloaded from: http://www.geog.qmul.ac.uk/staff/willsj.html
Community coalition LONDON CITIZENS first launched the campaign for low-salaried workers in the capital to receive a ‘living wage’ in 2001; a rate that tends to be £1.50 above the National Minimum Wage. Estimates suggest that in excess of 6,000 workers have secured wage increases as a direct result of the campaign, putting more than £30 million into the pockets of poorly paid Londoners.


Queen Mary first became involved in the ‘living wage’ campaign in the autumn of 2005 when academic staff at the College conducted a project with LONDON CITIZENS to map the role and experiences of low paid workers in London. It was during this study period that Queen Mary cleaners – then in roles that had been outsourced for at least eight years - were first interviewed and their predicament highlighted.
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Notes to Editors

Queen Mary, University of London
Queen Mary, University of London is one of the UK's leading research-focused higher education institutions with some 15,000 undergraduate and postgraduate students. Amongst the largest of the colleges of the University of London, Queen Mary’s 3,000 staff deliver world class degree programmes and research across 21 academic departments and institutes, within three sectors: Science and Engineering; Humanities, Social Sciences and Laws; and the School of Medicine and Dentistry.

Queen Mary is ranked 11th in the UK according to the Guardian analysis of the 2008 Research Assessment Exercise, and has been described as ‘the biggest star among the research-intensive institutions’ by the Times Higher Education.

The College has a strong international reputation, with around 20 per cent of students coming from over 100 countries. Queen Mary has an annual turnover of £220 million, research income worth £43 million, and generates employment and output worth £600 million to the UK economy each year. 
Queen Mary, as a member of the 1994 Group of research-focused universities, has made a strategic commitment to the highest quality of research, but also to the best possible educational, cultural and social experience for its students. The College is unique amongst London's universities in being able to offer a completely integrated residential campus, with a 2,000-bed award-winning Student Village on its Mile End campus.
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