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Introduction

Until recently, there has been little theoretical engagement between geography and industrial sociology (for exceptions see Herod et al. 2003; Rainnie et al. 2007) and even less when issues of ethnicity, identity and notions of community are added to the equation. Yet as (Herod 1998: 1) has pointed out, work and social life is ‘fundamentally spatial’, which this means that workers must operate within economic, political and cultural landscapes that either constrain or enable their actions. Thus we cannot understand work in its totality without understanding the geographies of workers’ lives and the impact this has on their social networks. So too, we must not underestimate the significance of class, gender and ethnicity in shaping these spatial divisions of labour (Holgate 2007; Massey 1995). When Hudon (2001) talked about capital’s attempt to ‘disorganise labour’ he was referring to the way the labour market was segmented to divide and weaken workers by splitting them by age, gender, ethnicity, occupation and location. While his focus was on the de-collectivisation of labour (unions), Hudson’s analysis can also be applied to the growing individualisation of the employment relationship – a condition referred to by Harvey (1996: 337) as ‘the geographical isolation of employees’ –  where managers have constrained the scale at which issues, difficulties or problems can be dealt, usually insisting on a one-to-one, relationship through human resources departments.

The paper attempts to bring these issues together drawing on emerging data from an ongoing 3-year ESRC-funded research project
 which has been asking to whom do ethnic minority workers turn for help, support and representation when they have problems at work. Is it people in the work-based communities (managers, colleagues, trade unions); support organisations in local place-based communities (e.g. CABx, law centres); social networks within ethnic communities (family, friends); or other forms of community organisations (e.g. faith, cultural, political, social groups)? It is acknowledged at the outset that the term ‘community’ is a complex and contested notion (Delanty 2003) and one that varies across academic disciplines, but, community, in a broad geographical sense, may be conceptualised as spaces (and places) in which people work and live, as well as social/spatial networks in which there is a shared interest or sense of common identity. Of course, for Anderson (1991), community was an imagined rather than a specific form of interaction – more symbolic and cognitive than realised in lived space, but people still ‘look’ for communities of belonging and are grieved with a sense of loss as local communities have demised or fragmented around them. Instead of assuming pre-existing communities, the research examines how minority ethnic workers construct commonality and community discursively and interactively in the process of obtaining support for problems at work.

Labour process theory has given us an understanding of the degradation, de-humanising and alienating nature of work (Braverman 1974), yet it is rich empirical data from in-depth interviews with workers that exposes the real life extent to which work has the ability to cause despair and depression and even destroy people’s lives. As Studs Turkel (1972: ix) keenly observed; ‘work, is by its very nature, about violence – to the spirit as well as the body’ – an unhappy fact that is evident from our data. The paper will explore some preliminary findings from interviews with workers whose narratives about work involve stories of despair, isolation, victimisation and discrimination, but which also describe how notions of identity, community and social networks impact upon the choices they make – and the places to which they go – when dealing with work-based problems. 

Initial findings show that non-unionised workers, in particular, have little knowledge about how to access (professional) advice and support for the difficulties they face, but also that unionised workers too find it extremely difficult to achieve a satisfactory resolution to their problems. Also, an employee’s identity has a profound impact upon the way they are treated. For example, black women report how they are frequently over-monitored by managers who appear threatened by their competence and therefore seek to undermine them, and Kurdish workers, many of whom work in ethnic business, are super-exploited because of their vulnerable status. Further, the move away from the collectivisation of the employment relationship to one where individualisation is the norm has left workers with problems cast adrift, unable to deal with bullying, harassment, victimisation, discrimination and non-compliance with the contract of employment. Put simply, they have no place to turn. The power relationship at work has leant so far in favour of the employer that most employees (particularly the low paid and non-unionised) fail to resolve workplace problems, even though survey evidence suggest that the vast majority make many efforts to do so (Pollert and Charlwood 2008). This paper will explore these issues in three locally-based ethnic communities in London. It will briefly look at what resources are available to workers with problems before exploring some of the initial findings from worker interviews in an attempt to understand how workers navigate the process of dealing with problems at work. 
Methods and data collection

This is an ongoing 3-year Economic and Social Research Council funded research project and we will draw on data from the first 18 months of research from over 120 in-depth face-to-face interviews with key respondents and individual workers in 3 local communities. The key respondents include people working in third sector organisations such as Law Centres and other advice and advocacy organisations like Citizens Advice, local solicitors, community organisations; faith groups and local council representatives. Individual workers have also been interviewed in order to understand how they respond when faced with a problem at work and where they turn for help or advice. We are interested in exploring how workers navigate the way through their social networks when seeking help and advice and the extent to which they use specific networks within their local communities. 

In an attempt to understand social networks in some detail, and the context in which people live their lives, the research will focus on three London boroughs (although it is accepted that these communities are not geographically bounded – either in terms of work or home life). London was chosen due to the fact that almost half of the UK’s black and minority ethnic (BME) population live in the capital and many social networks are long established. The boroughs provide a geographical research framework as useful contextual, quantitative data is collated at this scale (e.g. Census and Labour Force Survey) and community activity and advice agencies are often found organised at the scale of local boroughs. We have chosen to conduct in-depth qualitative case studies of three locally based ethnic groups, Kurds in Hackney, South Asians (originating from the Indian sub-continent) in Ealing and Black Caribbeans in Lambeth. While we could have chosen other ethnic groups in other London boroughs, we have specifically chosen these for a number of reasons:

· The groups represent long-established (Caribbean, followed by South Asian) and more recent (Kurdish) BME communities in the UK. The Kurdish community also has a high percentage of political refugees.

· Caribbeans in Lambeth and South Asians in Ealing are the largest minority ethnic groups in the boroughs and although there are no verifiable accurate figures on the Kurdish population in Hackney, it is estimated from some data sources, that they represent one of the largest minority ethnic groups and form a substantial community in specific parts of the Borough (and the largest Kurdish community in the UK). Thus in each group there are sufficient numbers to enable the team to consider variables such as gender, age and occupation. 

· They also have distinct and different characteristics in terms of trade union membership (Caribbeans have the highest UK union density; trade union membership among the Kurdish community is relatively unknown and undocumented; although Indian
 workers have, in parts, strong trade union membership, they have often, in addition, used well-established social and cultural capital to support workers).

· Each of the communities has their own religious (e.g. Alevi, Christian, Hindu Muslim, Sikh), political and secular traditions, which allow for an exploration of if, how and why these contribute to providing support within each community.

· The labour market position of each community is quite distinct, although not homogeneous, ranging from concentrations in local government, the health service and London Transport (Caribbean in Lambeth); Heathrow airport related employment (South Asians in Ealing); food processing and small businesses (Kurds in Hackney).

· The groups exhibit different gendered divisions of labour and distinct gendered differences in trade union membership and activity. This also applies to the age of workers – particular differences between first, second and third generations – and the alienation of many young workers.
What resources are available to workers with problems?

Workers’ poor knowledge and understanding of employment rights has been well-documented 


(Casebourne et al. 2006; Meager et al. 2002; West Midlands Low Pay Unit 2001) ADDIN EN.CITE . Information and advice is uncoordinated and spread across informal help, libraries, the internet, the non-profit sector (Citizens Advice Bureaux, Law Centres, Low Pay Units and other advice centres), telephone help-lines, equality bodies, the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (Acas)
 solicitors and other legal advisers. Unionised workers, of course, can seek support with their trade union – but these are now a minority: in 2008 only 28 per cent of employees were union members, down from around 60 per cent in the early 1980s. Most of today’s union members are to be found in the public sector, leaving those in the private sector with very little union support – membership here has fallen to just 16 per cent in 2008 (Mercer and Notley 2008: 3). Collective bargaining coverage has plummeted from a peak of 85 per cent of employees in the mid-1970s (Milner 1995), to around 30 per cent and, in the private sector, which comprises 80 per cent of employment (Labour Market Trends 2006), it is only 20 per cent (Mercer and Notley 2008: 41). The decline in unionisation and union recognition is especially marked in small workplaces with less than 25 employees (Brown and Nash 2008: 94; Kersley et al. 2005: 119). 

In an attempt to at least provide some of the unrepresented workers with advice and guidance, the Trades Union Congress has a website called Worksmart and has produced a pamphlet series, ‘Know Your Rights’, which can be ordered by telephone or seen on the internet. While the latter is translated into a number of Eastern European languages, the rest of the material is only available in English. There are also a number of government information sources on employment rights for workers, but these are limited in scope and effectiveness. Previous information, which was in leaflet form, is now electronic, available at its Directgov website. This provides information in Polish, Romanian and Bulgarian – but considering the heterogeneity of workers in Britain for whom English is not a first language this is not adequate for purpose. Furthermore, the emphasis on the internet for rights information has major problems: it seriously disadvantages poorer people without home internet access and printing facilities (Pollert 2005) and demands familiarity with web-use (difficult for older workers), as well as minimum English-language proficiency to navigate links and pages.

There are also government-funded telephone help lines (e.g. ACAS, Community Legal Service), but these can also be problematic. It can often be difficult or impossible to get through to advisors and when possible, workers are often directed to other organisations who may, or may not be able to assist. Yet, apart from its website, a telephone helpline is held up by the government as its major response to the employment problems suffered by ‘vulnerable’ workers. This is not to provide individual advice, but merely directs workers’ problems to Britain’s employment rights enforcement agencies – the HMRC National Minimum Wage Inspectorate, the Health and Safety Executive, the Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate and the Gangmasters Licensing Authority. The effectiveness of the telephone line will depend not only on numbers of call-centre staff, but on their expertise. The conclusions from a study for the TUC Commission on Vulnerable Employment (COVE) of CAB and Law Centre advisers to workers with problems at work highlights the importance of expertise and specialist advice – something a standardised call centre cannot provide (Pollert et al. 2008). Quite apart from impersonality and difficulty of access, many workers distrust telephones. Additionally, where language and communication are problematic, face-to-face contact is essential for non-verbal communication, such as facial expression and body-language. As one CAB adviser in the COVE study explained: 
If they need a specialist, we used to have a specialist migrant adviser coming here until last year.  They lost their funding for that.  They’ve now set up a telephone project where the people on the other end do speak some of the East European languages, but these people don’t want telephone advice, they want face to face advice. I think it’s a little bit of the fear of who might be on the other end of the telephone, because there’s a lot of intimidation that goes on by certain gangmasters. The other thing is I think they feel that sometimes they have a language in common, like Russian, but it’s not their native language and they like to be able to use non-verbal communication as well.  They like to show things to people and use expressions.  So this is why I think the telephone only advice service for them has not been so good. Well, they can’t continue it with the face to face and the telephone, it just isn’t getting the clients, they don’t want to use it. (CAB Adviser, East Midlands, in Pollert et al. 2008: 43) 

The government proposes that information between enforcement agencies should be shared, so the ‘objective is to transfer the burden of navigating the system of enforcement from the vulnerable worker to the system itself’ (BERR 2008: 6). Yet this policy also fails to address the limited scope of these enforcement bodies. For example the government refused to extend the coverage of the Gangmasters’ Licensing Authority to cover sectors outside agriculture and food processing, to areas such as construction, care and hospitality (TUC 2008). Furthermore, it ignores the evidence that many, if not most, workers’ problems fall outside the remit of these agencies.

So where, in practice, do the non-unionised go? Many go to the CAB, a charity which provides free legal advice on a range of problems, including employment, and some research suggests that this is the first ‘port of call’ for the majority of workers with employment problems (Genn 1999; Meager et al. 2002). Its precarious and limited resources, however, belie this central role. Originally set up by volunteers to deal with civilian problems during wartime Britain in 1939, CABx mushroomed in response to unmet need in the absence of any core state funded provision of citizens’ advice (Citron 1989; Richard 1989). However, while the CAB has wide coverage across Britain (in 2006/2007 there were 433 bureaux) only 144 of these had an adviser with specialist knowledge of employment law (paid and/or voluntary) – just 33 percent. Thus, the majority of CABx do not have advisers with more than a general knowledge of employment rights. Among 124 CABx with employment specialists included in a recent survey of advisers’ work, only 12 bureaux had an immigration specialist (Pollert et al. 2008: 4). Most advisers are also part-time volunteers. Another route to advice for some workers is Law Centres. However, there are few of these – just 64 across the UK, 45 of which are in London. Like the CAB, they provide free legal advice, including employment law advice, and they employ specialist, professional advice (solicitors). Yet provision is limited with many Law Centres facing severe financial difficulties due to changing in legal aid funding, and those living outside a Centre’s catchment area are turned away (Pollert et al. 2008).  All-in-all, resources available to workers with problems are few and far between, leaving the most vulnerable, in particular, with few places to turn to help them resolve their difficulties.

Narratives of work

In this section we will look at some of the difficulties that people have experienced during the course of work and how they have attempted to solve or extradite themselves from the situation in which they find themselves. The interviews began by asking workers about their problems at work and the initial actions they took in finding help or advice. From this, discussions expanded to explore workers’ feelings about their work, their self and their personal social support networks. Following four brief case studies, we will analyse the connections between workers social location, their identity and the sense of feeling/s they attribute to the communities of which they feel part. 
Case one: Teresa

Teresa, a British Caribbean
 woman in her mid 30s worked for a 4 years for a national TV company as a picture researcher and media librarian. She had a degree in Media and Sociology and was earning £21,000 a year. Prior to this, she had worked for other TV companies on news programmes. She described how she considered herself professional, hard working and good at her job. She was also proud that she had managed to secure jobs in the media industry given the fact that applications are so oversubscribed and often rely on personal contacts and social networks (Holgate and McKay 2007):

The nature of the business is pushy enough as it is, you know television, you have that circle of people that stick together. I was very proud of myself for obtaining that job in the first place, being black, Afro Caribbean, British Caribbean whatever you want to call it. Just being there in the first place.

For the first 3 years in the national TV company she worked well with her colleagues and enjoyed her work, but things changed when a new manager (a colleague) was promoted. From the time the new manager was appointed Teresa was subjected to an unprecedented degree of monitoring. At first she tried to make light of this, but later, as it continued, it became very unnerving and stressful: 

I was constantly watched by this person, I would come into my office and see him actually taking notes and times about what time I arrived, and what time I would get up to go for a cigarette or what time I would go to the loo, what time I would be there for lunch… I made the point of speaking to the senior manager of the department who wasn’t very helpful at all.  She was aware of what was happening but said ‘that’s between you and him’.  I don’t know what’s between me and him, I don’t know what I’ve done.  Anyway, I got very stressed out about this.

This situation continued every day for six months and Teresa became seriously affected by the monitoring and harassment. She described how she felt like she was being stalked and how she felt like she had no one to turn to who would help her. Eventually it all became too much and she became constantly nervous and tearful at work and ended up walking out of the job:

By this time I had a nervous breakdown, a mental breakdown whatever you want to call it.  I had no help from anyone because when I asked my senior manager to come and sit with me at a meeting, not a disciplinary, she refused: ‘I’m likely to lose my job if I go to this’.  And she didn’t attend and I just thought I just don’t need this, so I left, just walked out…I just think this person had a personal vendetta and he just wanted to get rid of me.  And I think the company or my team, not necessarily my team but my management thought it was a good idea because they could have got some student fresh out of university for less money or free.
Teresa attempted to take a case to employment tribunal but found that she was not in any state to go through with it:

I can’t remember what I did, all I know is that it wasn’t very good for my health.  I tried everything, I tried all the legal avenues and it got to a stage where I couldn’t get represented, I couldn’t even get anyone to come to court with me when the tribunal date came up.  So I just dropped it, I just dropped it because I would have sat there in tears and they would have properly won.

Six years later she has still not been able to undertake permanent work.
Case two: Lajita

Lajita, an Asian Indian woman in her early 30s had been working as a part-time elderly residential care worker for 6 years for a large private agency. She had previously worked as a teacher in the UK and a care manager when she lived in India. Lajita did not have a permanent contract; she was paid according the assignments she was allocated. In June 2008, she arranged 3 weeks leave to return to India to get married and while she was there she received a telephone call to say that if she wanted to keep her job she would have to return after 2 weeks, which she did. However, once she was back in the UK, she found her work had been allocated to another person and she was not given any further work.  She was left without any money and, as a consequence, her husband was not able to join her in the UK. For eleven months she was without work, trying to survive on her meagre savings and a bank loan. 

So they [the agency] told me ‘wait maybe next time, next time, your name will be on the board’. I was waiting, waiting, waiting, no, nothing. Finally, I did not even have a pound in my pocket. I really felt the mental stress, my husband called me, ‘when are you going to take me to UK?’ I told him I lost the job and he said ‘no you are just playing’ - this job really put me so many mental stress. I was so mental stressed, finally I took my wedding ring and my love chain, especially I am an Asian, that’s a very, very holy thing. I kept it for pledge, and they told me that I had to bring the proof, of course I got all the proof. So I just left everything and they told me they will give me money but before that I had a £1, I prayed to God I don’t know what to do. So I rang to the Job Centre, that’s the first time in my life I rang to the Job Centre.

Lajita continually tried to address the problem with her manager without success and then went to Citizens Advice, but found she was just referred back to her manager. 

I went to talk to them [Citizens Advice], they told me, everybody said talk to your managers, they have to help. They didn’t help me and then I understood, there is no help.

Lajita was alone through this period and did not have friends or family to which she could turn, she felt lonely and isolated and as she described it ‘everybody rejected me’. She had no social networks she could draw upon as her life had been based around her work. She described how she would have liked to me a member of a union – mentioning Unison – but there was no union at the agency for her to join. Although she had a number of friends, they were not considered close enough for her to draw support from. As she explained:

 When you have a problem and you talk to anyone, one word you can expect is ‘sorry, no time’.

It was only later in the interview that Lajita talked about how she was treated by her co-worker who looked after the same client as herself. The workers in the agency were mainly African and she was the only Asian. The woman she worked alongside was white English, whom Lajita said really bossed her around.  When Lajita complained to her about the way she was being treated she was told, ‘oh you people, you go to your own country. If you feel not happy, get out of the country’.  She complained to her manager about the continued racism from her colleague, but again no action was taken.

Case three: Anik

Anik is a 22-year old Kurdish student who is currently also working part-time in a chemist shop. She came to the UK from Turkish occupied Kurdistan 18 years ago and although Anik speaks a little Kurdish, English is her first language. When asked about any difficulties she had faced at work, Anik began the interview by saying:

I don’t think I experienced any racial discrimination, but when I first started my work, I was paid a really low amount like £5.15. I don’t know why but it was, I think when I started it should have been £5.35 and I knew that but because I needed the job I accepted it…I didn’t think it was racial, to do with me not being British [note: all other employees were paid £5.35]. I think it was because it’s just they just look for the cheap labour and because I accepted it. I think it was my fault for not knowing how much the minimum wage was, otherwise I could have told him this is how much it is it I’m getting paid. Maybe that would have changed how much I was getting paid. So it was because of me, my fault for not knowing it, and I think it was because it was my first job and I really needed the job and so I just accepted it.

Anik raised the issue with her manager but it did not result in a pay increase and as she needed the job and enjoyed her work, she did not take any further action. When asked what she would do in the future should a similar situation arise, she replied that she would try Citizens Advice or one of her local Kurdish community centres, where there are often advice surgeries. She felt the community centres were more comfortable places in which to gain advice, as people were more familiar with the problems that Kurdish workers faced:

I can share more with my Kurdish community because we have the same difficulties. We face the same problems. We have similar backgrounds, like family problems backgrounds, language, faith, so I feel I can share more with them and feel closer to them… I feel part of the Kurdish community, and I feel part of the Turkish community as well because we have very similar problems with them, we have similar interests with them. I feel comfortable when I’m in my own community. I don’t feel so comfortable when I’m - like I feel more comfortable in my own community than I do in a different community. Like the Asian community, I do have Asian friends, but I just don’t have a strong friendship with them as much as I do with [Kurds].

Although Anik felt very strongly part of the local Kurdish community, this did not extend into wanting to work in Kurdish or Turkish businesses, which she felt were more exploitative. Many within the local community do, however work in these businesses, often finding jobs through kinship networks, but when problems arise it is often difficult to resolve issues and workers either leave or put up with the situation:

They don’t have a choice. I think some Kurdish and Turkish ladies if they have problems with where they are working, they won’t try and look for another job or they will just accept it because of the lack of opportunity that they have. Because they don’t know the language or they don’t have the skills. And so they just try and accept, they just learn to accept it really, they don’t go against it.

Case four: Tynan 

Tynan, 23, of white British/Black Caribbean heritage, was a youth worker for 5 years for a local council when he was badly beaten up and hospitalised in a work related incident. He was attacked from behind and remembers little about what happened, as he was knocked to the ground unconscious. He had 2 broken cheekbones, a fractured nose and chipped tooth and was off work for a year suffering stress, memory loss and post-traumatic stress disorder. Prior to his attack he had been subject to constant racist abuse from local residents, and on once occasion he was shot at three times – although managed to escape without injury. However, a few weeks later a young boy was assaulted in the playground where Tynan worked and, as he witnessed the attack he was required to give evidence to the police and in the ensuing court case. He began to be harassed and threatened, receiving phone calls telling him to ‘drop the charges’. It was following this that he was attacked. Tynan was deeply upset by the way his employer dealt with the situation, particularly as this was not the first incident of this kind.  A previous employee, in the same workplace, had been shot at the year before and was hospitalised. The workers had been pressing their managers to install panic alarms and CCTV without success:

It could have been prevented because of the incident the year before. We had meetings to say we want this, we want that, just to deter them away, like cameras, panic alarms, walkie talkies to staff. And we never got none of that.

Clearly, the series of incidents were traumatic for Tynan, but he felt that he received minimal support from his employer, either before or after the attacks. He was not supported through the subsequent court cases and was only provided with counselling for a short period:

My main thing was, throughout the whole court case, it felt like me against them. I don’t feel there was any support from [the employer], there was no solicitors on my behalf, nothing like that. They told me about this duty of care but I haven’t seen it. They’ll tell you that we’ve got counselling for you and yeah, that was great but other than that, they haven’t really done much. I’m talking about forget what happened afterwards because to me it’s a bit late, I’m talking about before. Because I’ve had meetings with you, I’ve told you, I’ve explained about racial comments that I’ve been through. I’ve told you about they’re calling me this, they’re calling me that. The only reason why I stayed there was for the young people because they liked me being there.

Understandably, after Tynan was fit to return to work he refused to go back to the same workplace and asked to be moved somewhere else and his union have been helpful in negotiating a safe return to work for him. Initially he had little contact with the union immediately following the attack but has been in regular contact with one steward in particular who has been very supportive. Prior to this he has gone to a local solicitor recommended by a family friend, not realising the union could give him the support and advice he needed.

When questioned about his feelings about the local community and the extent to which he felt belonging of any communities, there was a sense of loss of people to turn to and a sense of community breakdown since his time growing up in Brixton:

[Community is] about togetherness, it’s basically that, one as a community. Not that everyone’s all together, but I think that’s one thing Brixton has lost is its community, that everybody knowing everyone. There were those times when I tried to bunk school and I got caught by one of my dad’s friends and I thought my mum’s, guaranteed to know by the time I get back. You know, stuff like that.

He felt community networks that could be relied on to support people had disappeared: 

Nobody don’t know anyone no more. Everyone sticks to themselves. If people see someone going off with something, like one of the young kids, instead of getting involved or anything, they’d rather just keep their [heads down], which I understand because nowadays it’s not like how it used to be before. You could grab, someone could, where I was from, grab you and say I’ll tell your dad this. But now, some of them have no respect for their parents, so they ain’t gonna have respect for their parents’ friends. So I think that’s where it’s kind of changed and also the knife and gun crime as well…That’s how I think the community’s broken down in Brixton. It’s very segregated now, you’ve got all the local estates against one another, whereas before it was all one.
Discussion

While these are deeply personal and individual stories, the four narratives reflect a number of common themes that have arisen in interviews with other workers. Although we cannot generalise from these, what we can do is explore how workers interpret notions of community, identity, and belonging, and how these issues are tied up with place, work and social networks. Firstly, what is overwhelmingly clear is that work has the potential to have a serious impact upon peoples’ lives. Turkel’s (1972) comment early on in this paper on the violence of work – both mental and physical – has been evident through most of our interviews. While Tynan’s situation was the most extreme, many of the stories told had caused considerable distress and feelings of isolation. Comparing our cases here with those in a study of non-unionised workers, both native White British, first and second generation BME, women and men, who approached CABx for help with workplace grievances (Pollert 2007), what is very clear is that victimization, bullying, helplessness, sense of loss and disorientation in a work environment of unchallenged managerial prerogative, is a class issue. Class relations are multidimensional, with gender, ‘race’ and age imbricated in its formation. In both the cases, here and in Pollert’s examples, there is evidence of unfair (and sometimes illegal) employer practice, which, depending on circumstances, the nature of the perpetrator of the grievance and on who the victim is, may, or may not be, infused with discrimination – sometimes multiple discrimination (and sometimes with worker-management collusion, which adds a further twist to the story).  

Organisational support: unions as communities of strength?

Two of the above workers, Teresa and Tynan, were union members – collective organisations that should have been able to provide the support and advice these workers needed, yet neither approached their unions when they initially had their problems. As ‘communities of interest’, you would have expected that this might be the first place that workers would turn. Neither Teresa, nor Tynan had bad experiences with unions, or had anti-union feelings, but, perhaps unusually (Waddington and Kerr 1999), their views about unions were expressed in collective rather than individualised terms – in their words a union’s purpose was primarily to increase collective pay and conditions and as such, unions were not the first places to which they turned for advice on their personal problems.  Lajita and Anik, similarly, were not opposed to unions, but their work circumstances did not provide the opportunity for membership. There was a really strong sense from not only these workers, but also from most of the other interviewees that the problems they faced were intensely personal – which of course they were. Usually perpetrated by immediate line managers, the bullying, victimisation or discrimination was internalised as an individual issue, where the manager had the power to affect their daily lives in a deeply negative way. Interviewees would ponder the cause of unwarranted and unfair attention, attempting to fathom why they, rather than colleagues, had become the focus for such behaviour. Not surprisingly, they would compare and contrast their situation to that of their colleagues – often seeking, but not receiving assistance from those around them. In these circumstances, it is understandable that workers did not see what was happening to them as something that could be dealt with collectively. Indeed, more senior managers would often say, as in the case of Teresa and Lajita that it was between themselves and their line manager and that they should try to resolve matters that way. Further, the longer the situation was allowed to continue, the more workers felt isolated and often became ill with depression, leading to a situation where they felt forced to leave their jobs – not something conducive to the building of a collective spirit (again, see Pollert 2007 for close parallels). 

Individual support: agencies, communities and social networks

In most of our interviewees, workers attempted to resolve their difficulties themselves, usually by speaking to their line manager or asking colleagues for advice – largely without success. In many cases, people acted similarly to Teresa and Lajita, being patient and waiting, hoping that the situation would somehow resolve itself, but for others, they looked for places outside work that may be able to offer help and support. The most obvious and well-known agency that workers talked about was Citizens Advice and, indeed, a number of interviewees had attempted to get help from their local bureau, but few found the assistance they required. The CAB in Hackney, for example, did not provide any employment advice and people had to travel the neighbouring borough of Tower Hamlets as the CAB there had the Legal Service Commission employment franchise for this part of London. However, there was no Kurdish speaking advisor or translator and this made it particularly difficult for those who did not speak English. Ealing also was without a CAB. In each of the boroughs there were Law Centres, which provided free advice, but very few of our interviewees were aware of their existence. We did find that there was greater knowledge of ethnic based community support organisations in Ealing among South Asian groups, where people were aware of Southall Community Alliance, Southall Black Sisters, Southall Rights and the Indian Workers Association. These are longstanding community/campaigning groups in the area, well known to many for past activities in supporting Asian workers. Similarly, in Hackney all our interviewees were aware of the multitude of Kurdish community centres, most of which provide cultural spaces for socialising as well as act as advice agencies, yet still workers did not necessarily think of turning to these groups for employment advice. For those that relied on friends of family for advice, like Tynan who was directed to a local solicitor, these workers were often given wrong advice. Tynan’s union, when it became involved, was best equipped to provide the support he needed, not only negotiating his safe return to work but also paying for a solicitor to take seek compensation for his injuries at work. 

There are a number of issues here that deserve consideration, some of which need to be unpacked. In our discussions with interviewees about their sense of community, there were complex narratives about belonging. Kurdish workers were perhaps the most articulate in expressing their feelings about what community mean to them. As a relatively new migrant group – and a largely refugee community, which has many within it who do not speak English – many Kurds are bound by their collective experience of their oppression in their homeland. Like many new migrants, they congregate in the same area, living and working in the locality. Community centres are the hub of social life, acting as social places where people from kinship networks meet to share information from villages back home, but also to keep up-to-date with the political situation in Kurdistan. Anki expresses how this makes her feels ‘part of the Kurdish community’ and how this provides comfort and a feeling of belonging. Yet she also voiced concern about the level of exploitation that exists in the local Kurdish/Turkish business community where many Kurds work:

I wouldn’t feel comfortable in a Kurdish or a Turkish restaurant or a shop. I think it’s because the way they treat women, they don’t really show a lot of respect and they don’t understand how it is to be a woman, what kind of problems you may have.

Gender and class issues are raised here, that have the potential to undercut those feelings of belonging and the way that individuals deal with the problems they have at work. Class and gender-based hierarchies may operate as forms of social control, deciding what is acceptable for discussion in the wider community. One Kurdish male interviewee remarked that he was not comfortable talking about using the community centres to discuss employment issues: 

I have a Kurdish issue, maybe yeah, I can come here and them we can make a movement or make a team, but I don’t feel I should come to the Kurdish community centre to discuss my private or employment life, although maybe this is the right place.

Again this seems to take us back to the sense that personal problems at work are just that, personal and individual and are not issues that should be taken into the wider community. Further, a number of interviewees, particularly expressed by black women, felt they did not want people with their social networks ‘knowing my business’ which meant they did not talk about their problems other than to very close friends or family – sometimes not even that. From most of the black Caribbean interviewees, there was, like Tynan described, a tangible sense of loss in relation to the local black community – a noticeable change, where people did not socialise, as a community in the way they once did, or the way Brixton market was no longer a public space for social interaction, where mothers and children would meet and catch up with gossip. Many of these interviewees struggled to describe any feelings of community to which they felt they belonged. Work and childcare restricted the space for social interaction. Spatially and economically trapped, there was little time or resources available to meet, socialise or interact with others in the wider community, as one interviewee said; ‘it’s literally work and home’. With this shrinking of social space it is perhaps unsurprising that problems at work are internalised as an individual problem. 

Identity at work: perceptions and reality

Our interviews did not specifically ask about whether work difficulties were related to discrimination. We wanted to the narratives from workers to emerge in their own words and to choose how much they wanted to reveal about their situation. Racism and sexism, however, were powerful forces affecting the problems faced by workers, even if these particular words were not necessarily articulated. In Teresa’s case, she talked about the difficulties black workers have in attempting to secure a job in the media industries given the use of personal social networks to find employment (Campion 2005; Holgate and McKay 2007). While Teresa did not attribute her harassment and bullying to her identity as a black woman, other research has shown that black and minority ethnic workers are considerably under-represented in the audio visual industries despite the demographics of the general workforce and that workers struggle against dominant gender and ethnic stereotyping which can make it difficult to acquire and to hold on to jobs (Campion 2005; Holgate and McKay 2009). Indeed Teresa described how proud she was, as a British Caribbean woman, to have got the job in the first place.  Nearly all of the black Caribbean women we interviewed talked at length about the negative stereotyping experienced at work. Many, were in well-paid senior positions in their place of employment and described the pride they took in their level of professionalism. They were highly educated, confident and articulate, yet despite this, the narratives became depressingly familiar: a continuing passing over for promotion, over monitoring and harassment when new managers came into the workplace; and accusations from managers that they were ‘aggressive’, which tended to lead to disciplinary action. As these four women explained:

It was another classical stereotype. If, you stand up for yourself, you’re aggressive.

I spoke to the guys at work in a team meeting. She [the manager] called me aggressive for that.

They’re trying to use that aggressive thing.

Because when African person, you know, makes any kind of statement of standing up for themselves, as you say, if it’s a white person they are just assertive.  But if you are African, if you are black, you’re aggressive and you are being offensive.

Despite years of competence and unblemished work service, the identity of these black women appeared to take precedence over their skills and ability. Women struggled in interviews to explain what had happened to them, describing how they had gone from being proud and confident in their abilities, to feeling vulnerable and suffering from stress and mental health issues. The power of discrimination to undermine self-confidence was palpable.

Tynan’s situation was more extreme. He had been subjected to considerable racist abuse from local authority residents near to where he worked – the language used repeating that used by the killers of Stephen Lawrence. As he said; ‘why should I go through racial abuse, and report it to my managers, and yet nothing’s been done?’ The employer had a duty of care under the Health and Safety at Work at Act and also an obligation under the Race Relations Act, to protect their employees from such discrimination. Despite reports from Tynan and other members of staff about the racism nothing was done until Tynan was attacked and hospitalised.  Lajita, too, was subject to racial abuse, this time from a fellow colleague who despite being an equal co-worker gave her the dirty jobs to do and told her to ‘get out of the country’ if she did not like it. But there were also other hierarchies in the agency where Lajita worked that were based upon identity and which affected who got allocated jobs. Lajita was the only Asian worker amongst a predominantly African workforce, yet despite 6 years of an unblemished work record, her contract was terminated while she was on annual leave and despite resigning for work – clients were never reassigned to her. 

In Anik’s case, she began her interview, unprompted, by saying ‘I don’t think I experienced any racial discrimination’. She then went on to blame herself for the fact she was paid less than other employees saying it was due her lack of knowledge of the minimum wage regulations that allowed her employer to exploit and discriminate against her. But listening to her interview more closely you hear phrases such as ‘he does have favourites’ and ‘they [the employer and other employees] have more in common and sharing more between themselves’. Further, in a reference to her ‘British colleagues’ she also said; ‘he raised his voice more at me, that he would to others’. So while Anik is, on the one hand says that she ‘doesn’t think it was racial, to do with me not being British’ other evidence suggests that she was definitely subjected to different treatment to her British colleagues – not only in terms of pay, but the way she was treated while at work.  But discrimination on the basis of race and sex can be subtle and insidious. Unlike the direct racist abuse suffered by Tynan and Lajita, racism and sexism can take on other insidious forms such as bullying and maltreatment, which make it more difficult to call it what it is. This low level of recognition of ‘discrimination’ is identified in a survey of non-unionised workers’ problems at work: ‘discrimination’ was the least frequent problem, reported by only 15 percent, yet 34 percent reported ‘work relations’ problems, of which 70 percent was ‘stress’ and 55 percent ‘management taking advantage or bullying’ (Pollert and Charlwood 2008: 14). Moreover, among those who did report discrimination, the main reported form was age (28 percent), followed by sex (20 per cent), with race (8 percent) no greater than the (unprompted) reply of ‘personality’, and lower than ‘victimisation’ (9 percent) (ibid. 2008: 20). A number of interviewees, although they recognised discrimination in the way they were treated chose not to raise it as such, because they expected it would be dismissed a ‘playing the race card’. Bitter experience from exposure to the way other cases were dealt with meant there was a reluctance to mention discrimination. In addition, race and sex discrimination cases are notoriously difficult to prove, even with experienced lawyers representing workers at employment tribunal. Government statistics show that only 16 per cent of race and 37 per cent of sex discrimination cases were successful in 2006-2007 (Hansard 2008). So it might be expected that discrimination cases in the workplace might be even more difficult to prove, thus adding to the reluctance of workers to raise these issues, despite their experiences. To what extent this then impacts upon how much researchers and social scientists are able to assess the extent of discrimination in the workplace is unclear, as much of it may remain ‘hidden’ and embedded in discourses of bullying and harassment.
Concluding remarks

What we have tried to do in this research is to listen to the narratives of workers as they explain the process of trying to resolve the difficulties and problems they face at work. Our interest is not just about in how workers navigate their social networks, but also how those networks come to be formed through identity and what they offer in creating a sense of community and belonging - places where they might go when difficulties arise. 

Our findings suggest that a weak affiliation with community(ies) adds to the sense of isolation people feel when they facing problems at work. The lack of safe confidential spaces to seek employment advice was particularly evident, not only from interviewees themselves, but advice agencies based in the three local communities. While organisations like the CAB and Law Centres provide a much-needed service to the most vulnerable in society, their resources are limited, particularly in relation to employment advice. Most workers interviewed attempted to resolve their difficulties with their line managers, but in the main, it was line managers who were the cause of the bullying, harassment and victimisation. Like the respondents in the survey of low-paid, non-unionised workers, these workers approached managers to resolve their problems – a strategy which failed (Pollert and Charlwood 2008). While most interviewees named the CAB as a possible source of advice, they were largely seen as ineffective for employment-related matters. Firstly, because they were inaccessible for those still in work (opening times and lengthy queues meant it was impossible to get an appointment) and secondly, the advice was regarded as poor in this area (Pollert 2007: 32 draws similar conclusions). Generally, there was a lack of knowledge about Law Centres or other community based organisations – except in Hackney among the Kurdish community who frequently used Kurdish community centres – and in Ealing where people had knowledge of South Asian community organisations. In the case of trade unions, where they exist – largely the public sector, they are almost exclusively to be found in and not beyond the workplace. There is now much less connection with local communities and other organisations leaving a huge gap in the provision of employment advice, particularly for those in the private sector.  Nearly all interviewees in the public sector were union members, but, apart from three, the remainder had a distant relationship with their local union branch. For these, their union was not perceived as a community of support and there was a lack of expectation that union representation could have assisted their difficulties. 

The growing individualisation of the employment relationship has perhaps led workers to expect to deal with their problems themselves. Even in those workplaces that have HR departments – supposedly a resource for staff as well as the employer –workers have been badly let down when they have approach them for assistance, often finding they are the ones facing disciplinary action rather than the perpetrator of bullying, harassment, or victimisation. Yet, as evidence has shown, most workers are ill equipped to deal with their own issues and there is generally, poor knowledge of employment rights 


(Casebourne et al. 2006; Meager et al. 2002; West Midlands Low Pay Unit 2001) ADDIN EN.CITE . In many cases, problems such as bullying and marginalisation, and ‘covert’ discrimination, even when causing severe distress to the victim, are so subtle that managers are unable to see or understand their effect when they are articulated. 

We have also seen evidence of the isolation that work and social reproduction plays in the life of many workers, shrinking their personal geographies to work and home. Consequently, there is little opportunity to develop communities of interest or communities of belonging outsides these arenas. There was nostalgia, particularly among our Caribbean interviewees, for a belonging to a black community of the past. The black Caribbean communities of Lambeth, particularly around Brixton, had developed a strong sense of identity and support as a result of adversity and discrimination.  Indeed, the local Brixton Advice Centre had been established 40 years ago to provide assistance to black workers who had problems with employment. Still in existence today, it continues to provide advice to the local community. However, few of our interviewees were aware of it. While it is clear from any visit to this area that there is still a strong black Caribbean presence, this is not the same as having a sense of community or belonging. For our interviewees, this was a source of regret. It meant issues were not only individualised, but also internalised. This was contrasted to the past when there was much more unity within the community that racism was a common but also a collective issue, fought against through community organisations. Yet, many of these organisations no longer exist for a variety of reasons such as lack of funding, lack of succession planning and the absorption of leaders into more formalised bodies. The South Asian community organisations have endured longer, perhaps due to the larger size of the community, but also because they have been less reliant on external funding. The social and spatial networks are also more complex and interlinked through political organisations, social centres and a myriad of religious communities. These local geographical spaces are similar in the Kurdish communities of Hackney, where newer migrants are dependent on the support they receive from their community centres. Yet none of these really provide much in the way of help and support for workers with employment problems. In reality, most workers are left alone to deal with their problems and, even worse, most are unable to resolve them satisfactory. 
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�  ESRC grant: Influences of identity, community and social networks on ethnic minority representation at work. RES-062-23-0464





�  There is markedly different labour market position among South Asian groups, which consequently affects trade union membership. In comparison to Bangladeshi and Pakistani workers who are concentrated in industries with low levels of unionisation, Indian workers have a similar trade union density to that of the norm. 


�  While the role of Acas used primarily to be in conciliating in collective disputes, with the decline in collective disputes its work has become increasingly engaged with individual disputes. As well as giving individual advice it has a statutory duty to attempt conciliation before employment tribunal applications go to a hearing.


�  All names are anonymised


�  In all cases we use the descriptions given by interviewees themselves to describe their ethnicity.
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