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Informal hierarchies amongst migrant workers in low skill food manufacturing jobs
The opening of UK borders to European Union A8 Accession countries in May 2004 (see, for example, Anderson et al 2006; Drinkwater et al 2006), coupled with increasing numbers of migrants from areas such as Asia and the Middle East (Pillai 2007), has opened up debate in the UK over the use of migrant work (see, for example, Cooley and Sriskandarajah 2008; Pillai et al 2007).  This paper aims to examine the experiences of British managers who employ migrant workers, the British workers who work alongside them, and of migrant workers themselves in organisations with deskilled jobs.  The paper investigates how, although deskilling of jobs in industries such as food manufacturing has removed many official hierarchies, recent changes in the labour market have created informal hierarchies based upon workers’ nationalities.

Existing Literature

A substantial amount of industrial relations literature, prompted by Braverman (1974) and further developed by other Labour Process theorists, addresses the issue of the deskilling of jobs.  Much of Braverman’s work looks at formal hierarchies within organisations, arguing that deskilling of jobs has flattened organisational hierarchies, with many workers on the same entry grade with few or no job-related skills.  Whereas formal hierarchies in organisations are often built upon factors such as skills, experience, or time served with the company (see, for example, Harley 1999), in organisations with deskilled jobs, such as the production line jobs described in this paper, there is usually no formal hierarchy under the level of the manager of the line, and it is difficult for workers to move up the organisational hierarchy as they cannot accumulate skills (Smith 1997).  This means that as soon as a worker starts a deskilled job they are equal in the official hierarchy with all other people on the line.  This is in contrast to organisations with skilled jobs, such as in trades, where a worker will be graded according to the skills that they have acquired, for example being classed as an apprentice joiner.

Another key feature of deskilled jobs is the reduced training time that they require for new starters.  This has allowed organisations to use short term workers when faced with variable demand for their products, rather than using other methods to meet fluctuating demand such as stock accumulation, or attempting to control demand through methods such as price promotions.  Temporary work has grown rapidly in the UK from 1.2 million in 1990 through the recession of the 1990s to a peak of 1.8 million in 1998, after which it has levelled out to the current figure of around 1.5 million (Office for National Statistics, 2008).  The use of short term work has created informal hierarchies amongst those workers with deskilled jobs, with people who are equal in the official organisational hierarchy placing themselves in order in a ‘hidden hierarchy’ (Smith 1994) based upon their contractual status.  Thus contractual status has replaced traditional measures such as skills or experience in deciding where in a company’s hierarchy people are placed.  However, an increasingly important characteristic differentiating workers is their nationality, with a more diverse labour force taking deskilled jobs.  Workers such as migrants from the enlarged European Union (Andersen et al 2006), or asylum seekers from countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan (Holgate 2005), are able to take deskilled jobs in the UK even if they do not have fluency in English as the tasks in deskilled jobs are simple enough that workers can be visually shown what to do rather than receive a verbal explanation.  The purpose of this paper is to examine the ways in which nationality may create an informal hierarchy in organisations in the same way that contractual status can.
The issue of migrant labour is certainly not a new area of study in the UK (see for example ILO 1974, Race Today Collective 1983, Council of Europe 1987, TUC 1999).  Indeed, some studies have also investigated the development of informal hierarchies within organisations based upon nationality, particularly amongst Black and Asian workers (see, for example, Rimmer 1972; Grainger 1988).  However, the recent changes to the makeup of the workforce in the UK following the opening of borders to the A8 accession countries in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), coupled with the increase in migrants from areas such as the Middle East and Africa (Pillai et al 2007), means that further research is needed into the contemporary picture in UK workplaces. Current research into the effects of A8 migration remains at an early stage as it is less than five years since these countries joined the EU, and little academic material is available.  It is difficult even to currently measure the exact number of migrant workers in the UK, a fact reported upon by much of the UK media (Pillai et al 2007).  Over six hundred thousand people had registered on the Worker Registration Scheme by the time research for this project started (Cooley and Sriskandarajah 2008), a figure far higher than the government’s original predicted figures of between eight and thirteen thousand (Dustmann et al 2003).  The largest group of workers on the WRS are Poles, who make up 58% of all registrations (Gilpin et al 2006).  The main reason cited for moving to the UK by CEE workers is high levels of unemployment in their home countries, for example almost 20% in Poland at the time of accession (Drinkwater et al 2006), a finding echoed in Grzymala-Kazlowska’s (2005) account of Polish workers in Belgium.  The majority of these workers have taken low skill jobs (Gilpin et al 2006, Green et al 2005) paying an average wage of £5.94 an hour (Anderson et al 2006), despite their relatively high levels of education (Drinkwater et al 2006).  For CEE migrants a priority is to find work quickly in order to maximise the value of their visit to the UK, although this can be a problem because of their level of English language skills (Green et al 2007).  As this paper investigates migrant workers in low skill manufacturing jobs, nearly all had low levels of English proficiency.  This compares with other studies such as McKay and Markova (2008) who also investigated sectors such as hospitality, where a higher degree of English proficiency is necessary.  A popular route into low skill manufacturing employment is through an agency, as this can remove the barrier of an interview in English, and an agency can often provide other advice on life in the UK, for example how to register with a doctor (Spencer et al 2007).

Despite a survey showing that 71% of firms are ‘very satisfied’ and a further 19% ‘satisfied’ with their migrant workers (Green et al 2007), firms cite communication with migrant workers as a key problem (Green et al 2007).  This is a particular issue in companies with deskilled jobs, as the removal of the requirement of English language skills to learn the job attracts migrant workers who can only speak their native language.  Also, some CEE migrants are “unaware that Britain is a multicultural country and had negative attitudes towards minority ethnic people” (Spencer et al 2007:3), perhaps an early indicator that informal hierarchies based on nationality may form.  As well as an increase in migrants from the EU, there have also been influxes of new people to Britain from other areas, including asylum seekers from countries such as Somalia, Afghanistan and Iraq (Holgate 2005).  This paper examines three case study companies with diverse workforces, including migrant workers from the new accession countries as well as Asian and Middle Eastern countries (AME), in order to establish whether nationality creates a new informal hierarchy amongst workers with similar deskilled jobs, by analysing the views of British managers and British workers, and also migrant workers.
The Case Study Companies

The case study companies are all food manufacturers, and this sector was chosen as the companies are affected by variations in both the supply of their ingredients and also in the demand for their products.  This means that they have to use a variety of techniques to cover fluctuations, including temporary work, where there is a higher incidence of migrant workers.  Food Business UK estimate that one in three workers in the food manufacturing sector are from an agency, and that 90% of these agency workers are migrants (cited in McKay and Markova 2008).  The three companies used for this study were ReadyCo, a ready meals manufacturer operating in the East of England; ChocCo, a chocolate manufacturer operating in the Midlands of England; and SpiceCo, a spice company operating in the West of England.  Despite producing different goods, the manufacturing techniques in the factories are broadly similar, with workers placing food products into pots, boxes or jars on a moving belt.  Although these jobs had once required higher levels of skill, for example with ChocCo handmaking its assortment chocolates, advances in technology meant that jobs at the companies tended to be low-skill, repetitive and monotonous.  These jobs required no previous experience and had short training times.  No trade union was recognised at any of the companies, although ChocCo had a Joint Consultative Committee.  Research at ReadyCo took place over two weeks in December 2007, research at ChocCo took place over three weeks in July 2007, and research at SpiceCo took place over two weeks in January 2008.  Methods consisted of seventeen semi-structured interviews at ReadyCo, twenty at ChocCo, and thirteen at SpiceCo.  These semi-structured interviews were conducted through an interpreter where the interviewee did not speak English.  Those interviews that were conducted in English are reflected in this paper verbatim, in order to demonstrate the English proficiency of respondents.  As will be shown later in the paper, language is a key factor in creating informal hierarchies, and these jobs, which did not require competence in English, attracted migrants who did not have language skills.  These interviews were enriched with informal interviews, and time was also spent on each company’s induction programmes for new starters.  There was also lengthy observation, for two to three weeks at each site, in both work and social settings.  This observational data was used to compare people’s perceptions given in interviews, which often included discussions about sensitive issues such as race, with the reality of the shop floor.
ReadyCo is based on the outskirts of a small town and has been trading for around ten years.  It employs 350 permanent staff, supplemented by up to 60 agency staff.  The hourly rates at the time of research were £6.30 for permanent staff, and £6.02 for agency staff, higher than the minimum wage of £5.52 per hour at the time.  Higher wages were paid in order to attract people into the uncomfortable chilled environment.  The factory runs twenty four hours a day, and shifts run from six o’clock each morning and evening for twelve hours, with people working for four shifts and then having four shifts off.  Peak demand tends to be in the winter months as this is when people eat more ready-prepared hot meals, with demand increasing three-fold at times of peak demand, or even higher during supermarket promotions.  The factory has to alter its output levels rapidly as a result of changing orders from supermarkets, and also because of the short shelf life of their fresh products.  The company has attempted to reduce fluctuations in supply of ingredients by sourcing from different countries throughout Europe, and by using frozen vegetables in all but the most expensive ranges.

ChocCo is based on the outskirts of a small town, equidistant between two larger cities, and has been trading for around one hundred years.  It employs around a thousand permanent manufacturing staff, supplemented by up to four hundred directly employed temporary workers, and one hundred agency workers.  Directly employed workers were paid £5.50 an hour at the time of visiting, with agency workers being paid the minimum wage at the time of £5.35.  Short term staff are employed in the run up to the company’s peak market of Christmas, when the company takes around a third of its annual takings, with some workers being kept on for the company’s second spike in demand at Easter.  Products have a shelf life of around nine months, meaning that production for Christmas starts to increase in the summer, whilst the company has reduced fluctuations in its supplies of ingredients by purchasing chocolate ready-made.

SpiceCo is based in a large city and has been trading for around forty years.  It currently has around eighty permanent production staff, supplemented by up to fifteen extra staff sourced from an agency.  The hourly rate at the time of research was £5.70 for permanent staff and £5.60 an hour for agency staff, again above the minimum wage.  The factory’s day shift for permanent staff runs from 6am until 6pm, and is split into four three-hour blocks.  This means that the company has several workers on short shifts, for example older workers who wish to work for three hours in the morning, or parents who wish to work while their children are at school.  The company also uses a significant amount of overtime to cover fluctuations, as the thirty hour standard working weeks mean that workers can be paid at single time when they work overtime.  Agency staff are employed on a longer shift from noon until 8pm, and are used to cover permanent staff who create a night shift when demand is high.  Peak demand tends to be in the winter months as this is when customers are more likely to cook at home.  The company is limited in its ability to use price promotion to flatten out demand as the main reason for the purchase of herbs and spices is to replenish stock at home, and thus promotions such as buy-one-get-one-free are only likely to reduce future sales.  Shelf life for the products is long, at around three years, with most supermarkets requiring at least six months of this when the product reaches them.  This allows the company to hold higher levels of stock, as there is little risk of the product spoiling.  This has allowed the company to remove most problems of seasonality of supply, although they also use crops from different areas of the world, for example sourcing pepper from Brazil, India and Vietnam, as these harvests occur at differing times during the year.  At all three companies there remained some fluctuations in demand and supply, and they used agency workers as one response to these variations.  This meant that the companies were more susceptible to the recent changes in the labour market as a high proportion of migrant workers take agency jobs (McKay and Markova 2008).
The paper now develops in three sections examining the views of managers, British workers and migrant workers.  Each section investigates whether the groups perceive there to be an informal hierarchy amongst low-skilled workers within their organisation, what these may be based upon, and whereabouts in this hierarchy they place different groups of workers.
The Views of the Managers

Although all three companies used migrant workers, the make up of these migrants was different at each factory.  At ReadyCo, migrant workers had formed a significant proportion of the workforce from when the factory was opened around ten years ago, with about half the workers being White British and the other half being first or second generation Asian migrants, particularly from Pakistan.  This was mainly as a result of the proximity of a large town with an historically high proportion of Asian migrants.  However, since the opening of borders to A8 accession countries in May 2004 this had changed dramatically, with around half of the workers now being Central and Eastern European, and mainly Polish, with the remainder of the workforce split roughly evenly between British and Asian workers.  Some of the CEE migrants who had moved to the UK when the borders opened were already in managerial positions.  Polish workers, and even the Polish language, now dominated the factory, with most signs being in Polish as well as English.  By contrast, in ChocCo the proportion of migrant workers was lower and more diversified.  The workforce was still mainly British, with around a fifth being CEE migrants, and a fifth being from Middle Eastern countries including Iraq and Afghanistan.  No migrant workers held managerial positions, which were exclusively occupied by British workers.  SpiceCo again had a smaller proportion of migrant workers, only around a fifth of the workforce.  Here there was a mixture of CEE migrants, including Polish, Latvian and Lithuanian, as well as some workers from African countries such as Somalia.  Here some of the migrant workers had managed to attain line leader status, although this was a very small proportion.
The different makeup of the migrant workers in each factory was a contributing factor in the differing attitudes of the managers towards them.  Managers at all three companies were complimentary of workers from Central and Eastern Europe, echoing the findings of Green (2007), and praised their work ethic.

Having an all Polish team everyone said “How are you going to do?” but they are brilliant…It has just been good, they are a really good team.

British Manager, ReadyCo
Managers were sympathetic towards the difficulties of entering a new country with a new language, and also the particularly difficult setting of food factories, which could involve long hours, a difficult environment and the wearing of uncomfortable protective equipment.

They come in so new, I do feel for them.  You come in on a bus, because you don't know where you're going.  They are just going to walk in and you say “Here is your uniform, we are going to stick you in a factory for 12 hours, and you'll be fine”.  Would you really believe that? I think they are so brave… It must be so difficult.  How would we react going to another country, that is how I look at it.  If we had to go over to Poland and do what they do, would we cope?

British Manager, ReadyCo
In the case of SpiceCo the increased numbers of CEE workers coming through agencies, and their perceived higher work ethic, had meant that the company had started to use more agency workers.  Previously, when agency workers had been mostly British, SpiceCo found that the quality of work was impeded by employing agency staff, and thus they had attempted to use other methods to cope with demand fluctuations.
Four and five years ago people from the agency were drug addicts who didn't want to work, but now you get someone from the agency and they will be really good.  All the Poles have made quite a lot of difference, they are really highly motivated, because they have come here to earn money. I think they have moved the benchmark up of what agencies can offer, because all the indigenous English people have had to step up a bit as well.  So in the past the people you got coming in were just pathetic, but now whoever you get in from an agency are generally quite good.
British Manager, SpiceCo
Interestingly, the only negative comments towards CEE workers came from Polish managers who had worked in the UK for several years, and who believed that newcomers did not share their work ethic.
There come more lazy people, people who don't care about the future, and people who come from the agency now have an easy start to get the work, because before when people came here they were not looking for any help, they have to find everything themself and make for themself.  Now there are people coming who did not work in Poland so they do not know what is the true life.  They come here straightaway after school, they think that work here is heavy but they did not work in Poland, in the situation there.  They come here and they have got family, they have all their friends, so when they come they have a place to live in and they find them a job.

Polish Manager, ReadyCo
Now we have a lot of Polish people here, and three years ago they came here very energetic, the Polish people want to work because they know they get a chance and they have to do everything the best that they can.  Now they come very lazy people because they are coming because of their family or they are coming because of somebody else and they know that if they lose this job they can find another job, and they don't care about the job now.
Polish Manager, ReadyCo
Although most managers felt that CEE migrant workers in general had a good attitude towards work, there were often communication problems.  The low skilled nature of the work meant that people could be shown the job visually without having fluency in English, and this meant that many of the migrant workers could not communicate with the English-speaking managers.

We have had agency in before who couldn't speak a single word, not even yes or no, which is no good to us.  If we are trying to explain to somebody what to do, and why we are doing it that way, they are not going to understand what we are doing, such as you must go here if there is a fire alarm, so they need to have basic [English].  They don't need to speak fluent English, but just so that they can say a few words.

British Manager, ReadyCo
I am not racist or anything, I am half-caste myself, my mum is white and my dad is Pakistani, but these Polish people that work here, a lot of them speak very good English, but a lot of them have just come over and they are learning.  They have got jobs here but when you explain to them something after 10 hours you get pissed off because they don't understand.

British-Pakistani Manger, ReadyCo
This presented problems for managers as it is a requirement for workers to understand Health and Safety rules.  Managers had been assured when they took on agency workers that the agencies would be responsible for explaining these rules, in the workers’ native languages if necessary.  However, informal interviews with workers confirmed that this was not always the case, and some migrant workers claimed that they were unaware of hygiene rules, instead just mimicking what they had seen permanent workers doing.  Language problems were not, however, confined to those who had come from outside of the UK:

It is the same with Scotland, turnips and swedes and parsnips are all the same thing there, they call them neeps or something.  Here we have a turnip, a swede and a parsnip.  Once they understand that they are three different components that do different things we are fine.

British Manager, ReadyCo
Although managers praised the work ethic of the CEE workers, they generally had less favourable views towards the Asian or Middle Eastern workers.  Middle Eastern workers in particular often had very poor language skills, making communication difficult, and there were not usually people from the same country with good enough English language skills to translate.  Many of the British managers felt uncomfortable with workers not speaking in English:
When they’re stood there yacking in their own language I find that most ignorant.  And it is upsetting to others to listen to it, because they’re very loud when there’s a good bunch of them.

British Manager, ChocCo
I am not prejudiced or anything, but I can walk in in the morning and I am probably the only one what's speaking English. With different bus loads coming in, you feel ‘God, am I in the right country’?

British Manager, ChocCo
This was coupled with different cultures from Asia and the Middle East, which was less of an issue with the A8 migrants, and thus left these workers doubly excluded:

I’m not racist in any way or anything, but you know when it’s busy and I walk down from the car park, I walk in and not one person’s speaking English, I feel uncomfortable when I come into work.  And so that’s how it makes you feel.  And I’ve spoken to a couple of our guys who’ve been here a long time, and they say when they go into the changing area, again, you know, only jokingly, and they don’t mean nothing by it but they’ll say “God, its like we’re on holiday.  Its like we’re in Mecca.  There’s people praying and all sorts on the floor”.  They’re not doing it in a nasty way, its just I feel uncomfortable.  I don’t feel as I’m in England.

British Manager, ChocCo
Owing to problems with language, managers saw an informal hierarchy of their line operatives, with British workers often being able to take on extra tasks such as receiving deliveries as they could have the work explained to them.  British workers were also often used by the managers to train short term workers, who were invariably migrants, and their ability to help newcomers meant that they became the de facto managers of inexperienced workers when the official managers were not available.  Amongst migrant workers, people from Central and Eastern European countries were respected because of their perceived high work ethic, but they could not be given extra tasks as a result of their lack of fluency in English, and managers felt more distanced from them as they could not easily communicate with them.  For Asian and Middle Eastern workers, problems with language were coupled with cultural differences, leading to a problem of double exclusion.  This reflects the findings of other studies that have investigated double exclusion, such as minority women workers in South Africa (Cock 1981) and Mexico (Santillan 2003).  Managers felt most distanced from AME workers, and felt that the poor language skills of these workers meant that they could only be shown the most basic tasks, and thus placed them at the bottom of the informal hierarchy.
The Views of the British Workers

Many British workers’ views towards migrant workers were tied in with their experiences of competition for jobs, particularly with their move into short term or agency work.  For many of the British workers, this was the first time that they had taken a temporary or agency job, and they resented the loss of status and security that this brought to them.

I was in charge of the stationery department in the warehouse, it was a team of five so I had four blokes under me, and I was a team leader.  That was good, that was enjoyable that was, because you were in the thick of it.  It is strange having to go from there to agency, because what you're doing is starting again, you are starting all over again from the bottom.

British Worker, SpiceCo
Some of the British workers, and noticeably the older ones, resented both the fact that they were now taking temporary jobs and that the competitors for these jobs were coming from outside of the UK.

We should be more entitled to the jobs before the Polish and this lot…The British people feel let down because of people coming in and taking their jobs who can't talk English. People have generally thought ‘I can't get a job and they [migrant workers] come and go to an agency and go straight into a job’. I think if you put a questionnaire out to the Brits here about what you think the worst issue is they will say all these immigrants taking our jobs… I used to read in the papers they are all coming in taking our jobs, but until I came here I didn't know. Where I used to work there was no immigrants at all. I mean Poles, not coloured people. If you didn't talk English you wouldn't get through the door.

British Worker, ChocCo
One area of tension for the British workers, as with the British managers, was the migrant workers’ lack of language skills.  This meant that if they were on a line with migrant workers who were all from the same country they could find themselves excluded from the conversations.

If they are coming over I think they should know the English, it is only fair…I am not taking sides but if you can't understand someone, it is hard work isn't it?...You can get through on the basics, but sometimes when they look at you, you say “Can you do that?” and they go “Huh”?  But that is the way it is going now, and Mr Blair let them all in didn't he?
British Worker, SpiceCo
Some workers also felt that the lack of language skills was leading to lower quality work.

What is happening with our line, everybody seems to be like, how can I say, there are different races coming on all the time. There is not a constant. I think if you want to keep a line busy and working more efficient you want the same people.

British Worker, ChocCo
This view was expressed by a worker who had been working for ChocCo for a shorter time than some of the migrant workers around him, showing how hierarchy was not based on experience or time served with the company.  For this worker there was a perceived link between nationality, even race, and work efficiency.  However, despite these language and communication problems, some of the younger workers relished the chance to mix with people from other countries.

This is one of the things I love about the place, it is a total multi culture, multi generation, multi gender. You have got Asians from Pakistan, you have got the Asians from India, you have got people from the Arab nations and you have got Poles and people from Eastern Europe. You have got Scots, and there are probably some Irish and Welsh in here, you've got English, and you have got English like me from other parts of England. It's brilliant, absolutely brilliant. And it does make things interesting when the guy next to you is singing in Gujarati.
British Worker, ChocCo
It is quite interesting really because you get to talk to them and find out what life is like in Poland.  Stuff like they celebrate Christmas differently.  It is really cool.

British Worker, SpiceCo
However, some of the British workers, particularly older ones, resented the migrant workers clustering together at break times.  At break times in each factory the whole line would be stopped and people from the same department would go to the canteen or smoking hut together.  However, within these lines noticeable subgroups could be seen, with workers tending to keep with people from the same country as themselves.  Amongst British workers there were separate tables for managers and line workers which, although not officially designated to each group, reflected a more traditional hierarchy.  However, migrant line workers were excluded from the British line workers’ tables, reflecting the new informal hierarchies in these workplaces.  This meant that nationality and race was a serious issue for some British workers.
When I first started here I thought I was at [local airport], there were so many different people here. I didn't know the country was in such a bad state…If I had an Indian who talks Indian and he tells me I come from [local city] and I'm British, I joke and I say you all look the same to me… I think they tend to keep all to themselves. They have their own little groups. I wouldn't go and sit on a table of Polish, I would be lucky if I got out.

British Worker, ChocCo
As well as tensions around language issues, there were also cultural differences.  For example, there had been issues at ChocCo with Middle Eastern workers allegedly standing on the toilets and breaking them.  For these reasons, there tended to be more hostility towards Middle Eastern and Asian workers from the British workers, despite also having language and communication difficulties with the CEE workers.  This again created an informal hierarchy in the workplace, with British workers resenting CEE migrants because of the competition for jobs and language issues, but being further distanced from the Asian and Middle Eastern workers because of cultural differences.  This created the same problem of double exclusion as seen with the British managers.  The views of British workers reflected those of the managers, seeing themselves at the top of the informal hierarchy of line operatives because of their ability to take on more tasks, and their ability to train newcomers.  British workers also felt that they were more entitled to jobs in the UK than migrants, which they felt justified placing themselves at the top of the informal hierarchy of production workers.
The Views of the Migrants

With such a diversity of migrant workers in each company it is difficult to make generalisations about their views.  However, for the purpose of this paper migrant workers will be placed into two broadly similar groups.  These groups are not purely used for academic simplicity, but reflect the groups seen together at each of the case study sites.  The first of these groups is the CEE workers, who mainly intended to stay in the UK for up to three years in order to make money from the higher wages offered in the UK before returning home.  The second group is the Middle Eastern and Asian workers, who instead were usually intending to stay, or were already settled, in the UK.  These differing motivations for taking work in the UK meant that, even though migrant workers did the same job for the same wages, the satisfaction they felt with their jobs was very different.  All migrant workers were more likely to be employed through an agency, with very few British agency workers at any of the factories.

CEE workers

Although they were working in low skilled jobs, many of the CEE workers were highly educated, either holding or working towards Bachelor’s degrees or higher in their home country (see also Drinkwater et al 2006).  A key motivation for them was to make as much money as possible during their stay, as found by studies in other European countries such as Grzymala-Kazlowska (2005), and for this reason they used an agency to get a job quickly, with many CEE migrants being able to start work within a week of arriving in the UK.  This route also meant that they were able to avoid a job interview in English. Some agencies catered almost exclusively for CEE workers, and could provide them with other information such as how to open a bank account, providing the extra services also noted by Spencer et al (2007).  Newcomers were often introduced to these agencies by friends or family who were already in the UK, and these workers’ choice of location in the UK tended to be based on the earlier experiences of their friends or family, and the availability of accommodation through these contacts.  These workers were happy to be in the UK because of the higher wages, with a similar job paying around £200 a month in Poland, and they found most British people to be welcoming:

They are funny, they laugh all the time, singing when the radio is on.  They make jokes, they smile to each other because it is funny.  In Poland there are no such things, when you walk down the street nobody laughs or smiles at you.  When I came here I was surprised, it is nice.
Polish Agency Worker, ChocCo
However, not all British people had been as welcoming, and some CEE migrants had experienced some ill-feeling.  One manager at ReadyCo described one of his earlier non-managerial jobs at a storage depot:

My Section Controller took this litter and chucked it on the floor and said “Clean this”.  It is like you are a dog, you know, he chucks it on the floor and you clean it.  That was crazy, you feel no good.

Polish Manager, ReadyCo
CEE workers were satisfied with their agencies because they had been able to start work almost straight away.  However, they resented the lower wages and overtime premiums, and also the unreliable agency transport.  Despite these problems, CEE workers were generally satisfied with their jobs because, although mundane and low skilled, the wages were higher then they would receive at home.  They tended to see themselves as hard workers, manifest in the ability of some of their peers to get management jobs, while they saw Middle Eastern and Asian workers as lazy and undeserving of even a permanent contract, let alone a managerial job.  They felt that their work ethic made them more valuable to the company, and thus only just behind the British workers who had trained them in the informal hierarchy.
Middle Eastern and Asian Workers

Middle Eastern and Asian workers tended to be settled in the UK, and many had worked at the same food manufacturing company for several seasons.  However, through informal interviews it became clear that most felt stuck with an agency job because they did not feel that they could pass a permanent job interview in English, and because they did not have private transport and therefore could not get to more remote locations such as ReadyCo or ChocCo without agency transport.  Although the agency had helped them to get a job they felt that they could not develop proper bonds with the people they worked with because they were moved about:

I don't like agency, I keep going on different job, every day, every Monday, different job. I don't like, I like only one job…One day working here, one day working there, one day in warehouse, I don't know, I don't like.

Iraqi Agency Worker, ChocCo
This was also hindered by language and cultural differences, and the lower proportion of Asian and Middle Eastern workers in the factories meant that it was more difficult to find someone who spoke the same language.  These workers wanted to get a permanent job with the company at which they worked but were trapped because of their lack of fluency in English and their lack of private transport, and were much less satisfied than the more short-termist CEE workers.  However, they still saw themselves as valuable to the company, and felt that they were equal to the other agency workers, if not able to contribute as much as those with fluent English who could take on more tasks.
Treatment of Agency Workers
At all three companies agency workers, who were almost exclusively migrants, received poorer treatment than permanent workers, explicitly placing them below permanent workers despite them performing the same tasks.  Agency workers at all three factories received lower wages than their permanent counterparts, and received poorer treatment in other ways, particularly with job security.  Work could be ended almost immediately, although SpiceCo tried to guarantee agency workers at least one week of work.  At ChocCo workers could be told at the end of the day that there was no work for the following day, whilst workers at ReadyCo were only guaranteed work for four hours.  If their shift was finished early then they would have to wait in the canteen for up to two hours for a bus to take them home.  Even if agency workers made their own way to work on public or private transport they still had to pay their bus fare to the agency.  The bus fares charged could be higher than the public transport cost, for example at ChocCo the agency bus fare was £5.50 a day as compared to £4.20 on the local public bus service.  In addition, agency workers were often marked out or excluded because of their contractual status.  At ReadyCo, for example, agency workers were made to wear bright orange hats to distinguish them from permanent workers, whereas at ChocCo they were given blue plastic overshoes instead of white steel toe-capped shoes.  In this way, the ‘hidden hierarchy’ noted by Smith (1994) based upon contractual status becomes a visible hierarchy.  Even those methods that did not mark out temporary workers visually could be unpleasant – at ReadyCo agency workers were not issued with their own Wellington boots, instead having to share them from a communal pile.  Agency workers were also excluded in ways such as not being invited to the evening Christmas party at SpiceCo.  At ReadyCo a Christmas lunch was provided during the time of research, to which permanent staff, and also the author of this paper, were invited, but to which the agency staff were not.  With no provision being made for the agency workers, they instead had to eat vending machine food or packed lunches in the corridor.

As well as these obvious exclusions, it was noticeable in some work areas that agency workers were given less pleasant jobs.  For example, on the cauliflower cheese line at ReadyCo it was interesting to note the clustering of orange hats around the heavy manual racking jobs, whereas the permanent white-hatted workers did the easier weighing jobs.  This was in contrast to the views of the managers:

[Agency workers] are the same like a permanent, they don't have the same colour of head, that is the only difference.

Polish Manager, ReadyCo
This provides an example of agency workers being victims of both the visible hierarchy as they were made to wear differing uniforms, and of the informal hierarchy where they were bumped to heavier jobs by the permanent workers.  British permanent workers would often use their ability to train new workers to give agency staff the heavier and more unpleasant jobs, keeping the easier jobs for themselves.  As well as getting some of the worst jobs, migrant workers were often underutilised and could not use all their skills, reflecting the findings of Kreyenfeld and Konietzka (2002) and MacKenzie and Forde (2007).  A key barrier to this was language, as those workers with skills could not easily express these to the managers.  In the case of ChocCo, this had led to a Polish master confectioner being put on a job putting lids onto boxes.

As well as tension between British and non-British workers, there were also significant tensions between different groups of migrant workers.  One worker at ChocCo had been hospitalised after being hit over the head with a steel cooling tray following a disagreement about religion.  There was also a great deal of tension between the Eastern European workers and the Asian and Middle Eastern workers, particularly at ReadyCo.

There have been a few fights in my area… The biggest difference that I have seen is between Polish and Pakistanis and Indians.  There is a big, big difference because the Polish are just not used to it.  In Poland, from what I know from speaking to them, you don't get many Asians or Pakistanis in Poland.  When they come over suddenly there are loads, and they have never really encountered it… The Polish see the Pakistanis and the Indians as quite lazy.  Some of them are, but I have had to tell them a lot of the time that you can't generalise.  You can't do it, you can't be racist, and a lot of them are.  A lot of them are actually racist, and you talk to them about it and they will say “That Pakistani whatever” and they will refer to them like that.

British Manager, ReadyCo
This shows that there was racism from both British and Eastern European workers towards Asian and Middle Eastern workers, showing a complex hierarchy even among migrant workers.  Whereas earlier writers such as Smith  have noted the development of ‘hidden hierarchies’ based upon workers’ contractual status, this paper has shown that even amongst agency workers there now exist complex hierarchies based on country of origin.  Eastern European workers may be the newcomers into the hierarchy, but they see themselves as above the Asian and Middle Eastern European workers not only because of their perceived higher work ethic, but also through their racist views.
Concluding Remarks
This paper has examined the impacts of recent changes in the UK labour force on organisations with deskilled jobs.  A notable effect of the deskilling of jobs, as argued by Braverman, is the removal of lower level official hierarchies in organisations as workers cannot accumulate skills to raise themselves in a hierarchy.  The ability of companies to employ short term workers as a result of the short training times of deskilled jobs has instead created ‘hidden hierarchies’ based not upon skills or experience, but instead upon factors such as contractual status, as noted by Smith (1994).  In addition, organisations with deskilled jobs are those that have been most affected by recent changes in the labour market, as workers with basic English language skills can take jobs with these organisations as they can be physically shown what to do rather than have their new jobs verbally explained.  This paper has shown that diversification in the workforce has led to new informal hierarchies based on nationality.

This study found that British managers generally had positive feelings towards CEE migrants’ work ethic, reflecting the views of earlier studies such as Green (2007).  Interestingly, the main criticism of CEE workers came from some Polish managers who saw newcomers as lazier than themselves, reflecting an internal hierarchy amongst one group of migrant workers.  However, the British managers found difficulty with the language barrier with the CEE workers, and this problem was exacerbated by the low-skill nature of the jobs which meant that people with very basic English language skills could take the jobs.  This language barrier, when coupled with cultural differences, made managers more distanced from Asian and Middle Eastern workers, who faced double exclusion.

British workers were generally found to be hostile to migrants, as they felt that there was more competition for their jobs forcing them into short term employment, and also that migration created a worsened work environment where it was difficult to talk or find similar cultural reference points.  Interestingly, more hostility tended to come from older workers, particularly those who found themselves in low-skill or short-term work for the first time, perhaps reflecting a traditional view that migrant workers were ‘taking their jobs’.  As basic training was often left to British line workers, the British workers could become the de facto managers of the migrant workers, creating an informal hierarchy.  Some British workers exploited this situation to keep easier jobs for themselves whilst training migrant workers on heavier jobs.  Amongst migrant workers themselves, CEE migrants generally enjoyed working in the UK because of the higher wages than they could receive in their home countries, and felt that they had a strong work ethic that made them valuable to the companies.  However, they were hostile towards Asian and Middle Eastern workers, who were doubly excluded from other workers because of differences in both language and culture, meaning that an informal hierarchy had been created amongst the migrant workers.
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