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Foreword 

Southwark is a borough that believes in fairness, dignity at work and the importance of building an 

economy that works for everyone. This report offers a powerful insight into the everyday realities of our 

residents who are earning below the London Living Wage: highlighting how careful budgeting, shared 

responsibilities and difficult trade-offs shape their daily lives. By focusing on lived experience, it shows 

clearly that pay levels are not just a matter of income, but of stability, wellbeing and the ability to 

participate fully in community life. 

As a borough, Southwark has made strong progress in championing the London Living Wage, with  

over 450 accredited employers and landmark initiatives, such as the first Living Wage Building, setting  

a standard for others to follow. In recent years, Southwark has also achieved the highest growth in 

accreditations across London and has been recognised for its efforts by winning two awards at the Living 

Wage Champion awards, further cementing its position as a leader in promoting fair pay. 

However, the experiences captured in this report demonstrate that challenges remain – particularly when 

even small deviations to a monthly budget can quickly undermine financial security for some residents. 

These findings underline why fair pay must be part of a wider approach that supports resilience, opportunity 

and long-term prosperity. 

This report is both an opportunity to build on what has already been achieved and a call to action. We 

must increase awareness of the London Living Wage, encourage more employers to pay the wage and 

become an accredited Living Wage Employer, and strengthen local support. By working together across 

businesses, institutions and communities, Southwark can continue to lead by example and ensure that 

everyone who lives and works in the borough has the chance to thrive. 

 

– Councillor John Batteson, Cabinet Member for Climate Emergency, Jobs & Business 
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Executive summary 
This report follows the lives of 15 Southwark residents between two pay days – around half of whom earn 

the London Living Wage or slightly higher, and half of whom earn below. The findings reveal the nuanced 

but critical difference that pay is making to the lives of this group of residents, in how they manage their 

money, what their day-to-day life looks like and the knock-on effects for their wellbeing and connection 

to their local area.  

The report also presents a call to action developed by these residents, outlining five changes that they felt 

would make London a fair and liveable city for people on lower incomes.  

This project was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council’s Impact Acceleration Fund and 

Southwark Council. It was delivered by the Policy Institute at King’s College London in partnership with 

Southwark Council, the Living Wage Foundation and GOOD STUDIO.  

Key findings 

Budgeting is tight for all – but far more precarious below the London Living Wage 

Participants earning below the London Living Wage budgeted with far greater precision, often tracking 

every pound. Especially for those with children, detailed planning was essential to avoid running out of 

money. Unexpected costs, such as school essentials, car repairs or bills frequently destabilised budgets for 

participants earning below the London Living Wage. Participants earning above the London Living Wage 

also faced pressures, but typically had more flexibility, and a greater ability to absorb the financial shocks 

of unexpected expenses.  

Low pay has pervasive “ripple effects” 

Participants described five interconnected outcomes of low pay:  

• Having to continually exercise constraint 

• A loss of freedom and control, particularly around longer-term ambitions and life choices 

• Heightened anxiety and stress 

• Loss of social connection  

• Perpetual insecurity 

Many earning below the London Living Wage spoke of constantly being in “survival mode”, where even 

small deviations in spending triggered stress. And, for most longer‑term goals, such as moving out, starting 

a family or progressing careers either felt out of reach or came at considerable sacrifice. 

Low pay can act as a barrier to participating fully in your local area 

While participants valued Southwark’s parks, cultural spaces and transport links, the cost of travel, eating 

out and socialising often deterred them from spending time in the borough. This was true for participants 



 

 5 

across all income levels, but was felt most acutely by those earning under the London Living Wage: for 

some, even thinking about covering the bus fare put free activities out of reach. Participants earning below 

the London Living Wage frequently discussed staying home to avoid spending money, limiting their 

ability to engage fully with life in their local area. 

Participants called for broader action alongside pay to support those on lower incomes in 
Southwark 

In a collective call to action, participants identified five changes that they felt would make London a fair 

and liveable city for people on lower incomes. Directed towards employers, and local and national 

government, participants called for the following changes:  

1. We need to shift how we think about pay from survival to dignity 

2. We need to show more respect and empathy for people who are struggling 

3. We need to create more opportunities to make Southwark an inclusive place 

4. Work should complement, not compete with our wider lives 

5. The London Living Wage should be a necessity not an option 

To read the call to action in full, see the Living Well in London zine. 

Both residents and employers identified a range of positive aspects of being an accredited 
Living Wage Employer 

Participants saw accredited Living Wage Employers as more ethical, compassionate and committed to 

fairness. Employers themselves highlighted several benefits including improved recruitment, retention, staff 

morale and reputation, and emphasised the role of the London Living Wage in ensuring transparency and 

widening applicant diversity. 

 

 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/living-well-in-london.pdf
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Introduction  

Context 

Millions of people are trapped in low paid and insecure work in the UK. Poverty rates are stubbornly high, 

with the proportion of people in deep poverty – who live far below the poverty line – higher than at any 

point in the past 30 years (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2026). Across the country, more than 4.3 million 

jobs are still paid below what people need to meet day-to-day living costs (Office for National Statistics, 

2025), which is widely referred to as a “real Living Wage”.  

About the real Living Wage 

The real Living Wage remains the only UK wage rate that reflects the actual cost of living. It is calculated 

based on a basket of household goods and services, and is paid voluntarily by over 16,000 businesses based 

in the UK. The rate is calculated annually by the Resolution Foundation and overseen by the Living Wage 

Foundation, rather than being set by government.  

In 2025-26, the real Living Wage rate is set at £14.80 per hour in London, and £13.45 per hour in the rest 

of the UK (Cominetti & Murphy, 2025). The rate is higher in London compared to the rest of the UK as 

living costs are much higher in the capital, especially due to housing costs, but also childcare, travel costs, 

food and household bills.  

To put these figures in context, a person in full-time work who is earning the London Living Wage earns 

£5,050 a year more than the legal minimum wage (the “National Living Wage”), which is set by 

government. That’s equivalent to 16 months’ worth of food for an average household or six months of 

housing and energy costs, considerably easing the pressure felt by those on lower incomes. Today, nearly 

half a million people in work across the UK receive a pay rise because their employer has committed to 

paying the real Living Wage, putting over £4 billion into workers’ pockets (Living Wage Foundation, 

2026). 

https://www.livingwage.org.uk/calculating-real-living-wage-london-and-rest-uk-2025
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/news/celebrating-25-years-real-living-wage
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/news/celebrating-25-years-real-living-wage
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Fair pay in Southwark 

Southwark Council has a long-standing commitment to reduce the number of jobs that pay below the 

London Living Wage in the borough, tackling in-work poverty and supporting a fairer local economy. In 

2020, Southwark became a recognised Living Wage Place, reflecting the Council’s leadership in driving a 

commitment to fair pay in the borough and across London (see Box). This commitment directly supports 

the ambitions of Southwark 2030 – the borough’s shared long-term vision to create a fairer, greener and 

more equal Southwark where everyone  

can thrive.  

However, despite being a hub for business and employment, Southwark continues to experience  

deep inequalities. The borough is home to major global employers, yet communities still face challenges of 

low-paid and insecure work, particularly for those employed in sectors such as hospitality, health and 

social care, and retail.  

Despite progress, an estimated 19,000 people working in Southwark – around 7.2% of the workforce – are 

still earning below the London Living Wage, highlighting the ongoing scale of in-work poverty in the 

borough (Mignon, 2026). As the cost-of-living crisis continues to place sustained pressure on household 

budgets, there remains an urgent need for continued action to tackle in-work poverty.  

This project was developed as a partnership between Southwark Council, the Living Wage Foundation, 

and King’s College London to bring residents’ stories and experiences into this campaign. We set out to 

better understand how the lives of people living in Southwark are impacted by earning the London Living 

Wage, compared to those who earn below this threshold; this includes how they manage their finances, 

how they cope with unexpected financial pressures and make difficult trade-offs. 

Making the case for paying the London Living Wage in Southwark 

Southwark Council has worked with employers, anchor institutions and partners to grow London Living 

Wage accreditation, including Borough Market, King’s College London, British Land, CareTrade, 

Multiplex and Team London Bridge Business Improvement District. This group acts on a clear 

commitment in Southwark’s 2030 Strategy to support people out of poverty and low pay (Southwark 

Council, 2025a).  

Part of this work involves championing accreditation to become a Living Wage Employer. This collective 

effort has resulted in more than 450 employers in Southwark becoming accredited Living Wage 

Employers, with around 7,100 employees receiving a direct pay increase as a result (Southwark Council, 

2025b). 

https://www.southwark.gov.uk/about-council/how-council-works/policies-plans-and-strategies/southwark-2030-strategy
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/employee-jobs-below-real-living-wage-2025?utm_term=Living%20Hours%20accreditation&utm_source_platform=act_on_software&utm_campaign=Newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=email&utm_source=act_on_software
https://www.southwark.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2025-05/Southwark%202030%20delivery%20plan%202025%20to%202026.pdf
https://www.southwark.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2025-05/Southwark%202030%20delivery%20plan%202025%20to%202026.pdf
https://www.southwark.gov.uk/news/2025/living-wage-week-2025-number-accredited-employers-southwark-rises-over-450
https://www.southwark.gov.uk/news/2025/living-wage-week-2025-number-accredited-employers-southwark-rises-over-450
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Our approach 

Existing research on the impact of the real Living Wage has largely focused on high‑level measures of 

financial wellbeing or workers’ views on pay, and what motivates employers to pay the London Living 

Wage (Rose, 2025a; Heery, Nash & Haan, 2021). Our approach in this study aimed to complement this 

evidence base by working with a group of Southwark residents to understand the nuanced differences that 

earning the London Living Wage makes in practice to their lives.  

We followed the lives of a group of 15 Southwark residents across a month, between the August and 

September pay days in 2025. 8 of the participants were earning the London Living Wage or slightly 

higher, and 7 were earning below. Everyone who took part worked full-time. See Appendix for futher 

information about the recruitment approach. 

Research stages 

The project ran from 2025-26, with four key elements: 

March – May 2025 

Employer interviews. Interviews with three Southwark-based Living Wage Employers. During these 

interviews, we discussed factors affecting pay setting, their motivations for paying the London Living 

Wage, how this change was implemented and the impact it’s had.  

August – September 2025 

Digital diaries. Between the August and September pay days in 2025, 15 Southwark residents completed 

a digital diary capturing a month in their life, and the choices and trade-offs they made about money. 

Responding to a series of six tasks, they each shared aspects of how their pay impacts their daily lives in 

areas such as budgeting, wellbeing, satisfaction at work, and how they interact with their local area. The 

digital diaries were completed through the auto-ethnography platform Indeemo. 

October 2025 

Follow-up interviews. Once participants completed their digital diary tasks, they were invited to take part 

in a one-to-one online interview in which they discussed their diary posts in more depth. They were also 

asked more generally about how they saw the cost of living evolving in London and the types of support 

they felt were needed.  

November 2025 

Zine-making workshop. Participants came together in person to create a short booklet (a “zine”) that 

reflected their collective experiences and feelings about fair pay in London. The group drew on the images 

and reflections from the diaries and interviews to create four fictional stories portraying a month in the life 

of a group of Southwark residents. The group then worked together to come up with a call to action, 

comprising five changes that they felt would make London a fair and liveable city for people on lower 

incomes.  

https://www.livingwage.org.uk/working-live-relationship-between-living-wage-quality-life-and-job-satisfaction
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003054078-5/outsourcing-real-living-wage-edmund-heery-deborah-hann-david-nash
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Aims of the approach 

While the diary tasks captured in-the-moment observations, the reflective interview and workshop created 

spaces to draw out reflections on pay and the types of changes people wanted to see to make London a fair 

and liveable city for those on lower incomes. Interviews with senior leaders from three accredited Living 

Wage Employers in Southwark also helped to place these findings in context. 

The result is a personal and moving set of stories that highlight how pay is impacting the lives of this group 

of Southwark residents. We do not claim that these experiences are generalisable, but in prioritising depth 

and considering the effects of pay more holistically, in the context of the realities of people’s lives, hopes 

and aspirations, we aim to show the real life stories behind the real Living Wage movement. 
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About this report  

This report foregrounds the voices and perspectives of people living in Southwark, drawing contrasts 

between the experiences of those earning above the London Living Wage and those earning below.  

The report focuses on four aspects discussed by participants:  

• Events that participants experienced across the month in which they kept a digital diary 

• Approaches to budgeting and the trade-offs participants make about money each month 

• The ripple effects of low pay and how it limits what’s possible 

 for people on low incomes 

• Perspectives on the London Living Wage, the employers who  

pay it and what more can be done 

This report should be read alongside the call to action and month in the life stories produced by the 

Southwark residents who participated in the study (see Further Resources). 

 

Further resources 

Living Well in London: Stories created by participants outlining a month in the life of 4 fictional 

Southwark residents and a call to action outlining what can be done to make London a fair and liveable 

city.  

Breaking Point: Key findings from a series of deliberative workshops run in 2023 with residents from 

Southwark, Lambeth and Westminster on how to address the cost of living crisis in London. 

 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/living-well-in-london.pdf
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/breaking-point-cost-of-living-crisis-in-london-report.pdf
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A month in the life of 15 Southwark residents 

About the participants  

The 15 residents who took part in this study represented a diverse cross-section of different life stages, 

living situations and financial circumstances. All 15 participants lived in Southwark, and most worked in 

the borough. The group included a mix of people who rented and owned their homes; who lived alone, in 

flat shares or with a partner, parents and/or dependants; and included people bringing up children in 

single-parent, two-parent and multi-generational households.  

The composition of the group represented a range of career stages, from those at the beginning of their 

working lives to those approaching retirement. They also represented a diverse range of sectors, including 

education, health and social care, non-profit, energy, engineering, security, and the arts.  

8 participants reported earning the London Living Wage or slightly higher, while 7 reported earning below 

the London Living Wage. Before beginning their digital diaries, most participants noted at least some 

difficulty in managing to meet their everyday living costs, despite their varying income levels (see Figure 

1). How these challenges played out in real terms for those earning above or below the London Living 

Wage, and across different life circumstances, are explored throughout this report. 

 
Figure 1: How would you describe your current ability to meet your everyday 

living costs (eg rent, food, transport, bills)? (Pre-survey) 

No. 

participants 

Fairly easily 4 

Just about managing 7 

With some difficulty 3 

With great difficulty 1 
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How participants spent their time 

Across the month, participants spent their time in a wide range of ways. Younger participants, for example, 

whether living in flat shares, or at home with family, often leaned towards social activities such as going to 

the pub, watching films, playing sports or meeting friends. Other participants who were slightly more 

established in their careers, but didn’t have caring responsibilities, tended to mention occasional travel, 

concerts or days out when they had the opportunity.  

By contrast, participants with young children were more likely to describe their time as being shaped by 

family commitments, with funfairs, park trips and school‑related events featuring prominently. For example, 

those with childcare responsibilities often prioritised their child’s activities and highlighted how challenging it 

could be to make time for their own. 

However, across the board, participants highlighted the importance of health and wellness, posting diary 

entries about walks in local parks, going to the gym, caring for allotments or going swimming as important 

parts of their week. Free or subsidised activities were also widely valued: local community festivals, free 

events on the Southbank, council-funded swimming lessons, and after-school programmes for children were 

all mentioned as highlights. What often united these different routines was a shared desire for activities that 

offered relaxation, supported good health and created space to connect with family and the local community.  

Participants were also asked to reflect on work as part of their day‑to‑day activities. One of the most valued 

aspects of their jobs was the flexibility to work from home. While many found their work rewarding or 

appreciated the benefits it offered, the volume of work remained a significant and often exhausting part of 

their daily lives. At least half of the group reported facing an overwhelming workload.  

 

“Well, in terms of the questions around where I go to relax, the places in my area that make me happy, I 

would say … Burgess Park. ... I come here when I need stillness in my life, and I need peace.” (Resident, 

earning below LLW) 

“It’s a good walk passing the Embankment river and then sometimes relaxing by the river and having an ice 

cream and then passing through Borough Market”(Resident, earning above LLW) 
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Participants’ sense of connection to Southwark 

Most participants noted spending the majority of their time in their home or local area. They were grateful 

for local parks, transport links, and appreciated the landmarks and amenities that the borough has to offer. 

Many stated that they loved exploring their local area, and in doing so often found new attractions which 

was particularly welcomed, especially by those with children.  

“So yeah, I mean what I like to do with my time, I love exploring London. I love exploring my local area in 

particular as well, always finding new places.” (Resident, earning above LLW) 

“Every time we go there we find a new addition. We noticed the Minecraft Village as well as the Titanic 

centre that have just been put there and we think it’s amazing. We plan to visit there soon.” (Resident, 

earning above LLW) 

 

Yet some participants – especially those earning below the London Living Wage – raised concerns about 

their sense of connection to the borough. One participant felt that Southwark was losing its community 

feel, and that it was becoming more geared towards young professionals rather than families.  

“The area benefits from good public transport links, small shops and businesses and a mix of small and 

large parks for outdoor spaces. The community feel has largely disappeared as it feels less family oriented 

and more geared towards young working professionals.” (Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

Another participant felt that “Southwark, like the rest of London, is seeing a lot of gentrification” and 

encouraged the Council to “think about the sort of community it wants to cultivate and maintain; it’s 

really important that people aren’t pushed out because they can’t make enough to afford the rising prices 

within the borough” (resident, earning above LLW). Still, some felt that certain places, like a local Jamaican 

shop, continued to anchor a sense of community for long‑term residents. 

“We are so close to central London and there is a lot of development happening within this area as well, 

that’s kind of had a factor … in the sense that, the area’s becoming more gentrified, but the residents who 

live here are individuals who, you know, maybe might be from a slightly lower socioeconomic background in 

relation to kind of what’s going on around the area.” (Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

Participants also reflected on how they weighed up spending time in and around the borough versus 

venturing further afield – however, for some, a more pertinent trade-off was weighing up spending time in 

their local area versus staying at home entirely.  

There were two main reasons that restricted participants’ ability to interact with the borough. First, the 

sheer cost of doing things like going to the pub, or going out to dinner, which was generally seen as a 

London-wide issue. The second element was the cost of travelling. While some mentioned the good 

transport links in the borough, the cost of travel was seen as prohibitive for some. Specifically, participants 



 

 14 

earning below the London Living Wage noted being unable to access activities – including those that are 

free – due to the cost of transport.  

While residents felt a strong connection to Southwark and appreciated what it offers, rising costs and 

limited disposable income increasingly determined who can fully take part in the borough’s social and 

community life. 

“So you could go out for a meal and that would be like £20, or like even just to do just an activity to be like 

£15 or £10. So it ends up being a lot if you are planning to see your friends or spend time with your loved 

ones.” (Resident, earning below LLW) 

“These are real problems for a lot of people … like a real problem, because if the library is far away, you 

have to take the bus to get to the library, you've still got to pay to get [there].” (Resident, earning below 

LLW) 
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Everyday budgeting and financial pressures 

Variation in budgeting above and below the London Living Wage 

As part of their digital diary, participants were asked to set out their monthly budget at the beginning of 

the month, and returned to these assumptions at the end of the month to reflect on whether things turned 

out as planned. For some, the process of setting out their monthly budget was already part of their routine 

around pay day, with detailed planning of expected outgoings to manage costs across the month. Others 

had a much looser approach to managing their money, with disposable income lumped into an ‘everything 

else’ category after direct debits went out. 

Most budgets described similar core expenses – food, rent, travel, and, where relevant, childcare. As one 

participant put it, “we all use the same supermarket, we pay almost the same bills” (resident, earning above 

LLW). However, there were three key ways in which experiences of budgeting varied, depending on 

whether participants earnt above or below the London Living Wage. 

Precision in budgeting 

The level of detail with which participants approached budgeting generally varied between those earning 

above and below the London Living Wage. Those earning below the London Living Wage often kept 

very detailed budgets, accounting for every pound and operating within tighter spending constraints, 

particularly participants with children. In contrast, some participants – typically those who earnt above the 

London Living Wage – budgeted more loosely, dividing their income simply between bills and general 

spending, or not budgeting in a structured way at all. 

In practice, this meant that some participants kept detailed spreadsheets or notebooks that they updated 

regularly with expected income and expenditure, while others maintained looser budgets (eg in their 

phone notes app) or simply shifted money between savings, current accounts and other spending pots as 

needed. Several participants mentioned feeling more empowered once they began budgeting – and some, 

who were putting together a monthly budget for the first time as part of this research, highlighted how 

helpful a process it could be. 

“I don't have it here, but I have a book and I just write all the bills that are, you know, like [council] tax, rent, 

travel and how much I'm expecting to pay … or if I know how much it’s like, I know my rent is the same all the 

time and then I put other things in, like oh, birthdays, half term.” (Resident, earning below LLW) 

“The rest is moved around depending on how much I have left (sometimes I have unexpected purchases 

and might have some money to pay off my credit card), hence saying ‘everything else’ because I’m not very 

strict about how the rest of it is moved around.” (Resident, earning above LLW) 

 

Those who reported going over budget or needing to borrow money were predominantly earning below 

the London Living Wage. One participant who faced unexpected car repair costs explained that they had 

to exceed their budget and found it increasingly difficult to predict whether they would have enough to 
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cover such expenses as prices continue to rise. Another participant with children noted that the cost of a 

required textbook and a new backpack meant they had to borrow money from family members until 

payday. 

“I’m like, ‘Oh I’m an adult, I shouldn’t have to ask my mum to subsidise.’ And if my mum can’t do it, then I just 

have to be inventive with the way we survive…. To eat bread and, you know, just really cheap meals.” 

(Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

The scale of events that can unbalance a budget 

The types of unforeseen expenses that could derail monthly finances varied considerably across the group. 

Participants identified several types of unforeseen costs, including: 

• Busy social calendars 

• Birthdays 

• Extra-curricular school activities 

• Going on holiday 

• Health-related emergencies 

• House-related fixes 

• Providing necessities for your children  

• Unexpected or outstanding bills 

• Unstable employment 

• Transportation 

 

Yet while almost all participants experienced moments where unexpected costs deviated from their 

budget, there were clear differences in both the types of expenses that caused difficulties and the 

consequences of going off‑plan. 

 

Disruptions could vary from small additional costs to much larger, more significant expenses. For some 

participants, predominantly those earning above the London Living Wage, disruptions or emergencies had 

consequences like being able to put less money into savings. For example, one participant shared they had 

a small amount of disposable income left after paying all their bills, and while this allowed them to buy 

clothes or go out occasionally, their relatively tight budget meant they were not able to save money at the 

moment. For others earning the London Living Wage, eating out less or socialising more at home were also 

ways of managing the financial impact of unexpected costs. 

“The original budget took a bit of a hit initially when we needed to pay an outstanding service charge invoice. 

So that depleted how much we had per week quite considerably. To counteract this, we decided to have a 

weekend where we wouldn’t go out and spend money at pubs, shopping, etc.” (Resident, earning above 

LLW) 
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For others, particularly those earning below the London Living Wage, the financial consequences of 

unexpected expenses were more severe. Unexpected costs could fully eat into savings, or force people to 

borrow money in order to get through the month. With fewer financial buffers to fall back on, participants 

had less capacity to cope with these unexpected pressures. One participant explained that relying on food 

banks at times helped their income stretch further when their budget became especially strained. 

“Normally, when you do that, the whole day’s ruined. It’s like you’ll get a bill for something that you didn’t 

expect and you’re just thinking, how am I supposed to… I have no pennies left.” (Resident, earning below 

LLW) 

“I am quite fortunate to live in an area with a number of food banks that are open several days a week, 

which I make use of and there is often food donations left over at work that I will make use of to prevent 

wastage.” (Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

These pressures were often intensified for parents. Children were a major factor shaping the kinds of 

unexpected expenses they faced – from birthday parties, to waterproof clothing for school trips, to costs 

associated with changing schools – all of which created significant unplanned spending across income 

levels.  

“My Asda bill went over budget but need school uniform as my son lost items and had to do extra toilet 

roll… Also had to buy wet proof clothes for my son’s school trip so that set me back.” (Resident, earning 

below LLW) 

“It was my sons birthday so … that was an extra £140 for food and they wanted to go cinema …so next 

month will be a bit different as I will have a less income and we over spent this month due to birthdays.” 

(Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

Finding moments to treat yourself 

The opportunities that participants took to treat themselves across the month varied widely, from going  

to concerts and taking trips abroad, to buying fresh fruit, ordering a takeaway, meeting friends in the pub 

or taking a quiet moment to read a book in the park. Yet as with disruptions, there was often a marked 

difference in the frequency and associated cost of the examples mentioned by those earning above and 

below the London Living Wage, as well as across different types of households. 

Those earning above the London Living Wage were more likely to mention regular treats such as eating 

out, entertainment subscriptions, concerts, going to exercise classes, and taking an occasional holiday. By 

contrast, those who earnt below the London Living Wage made more mentions of looking for free activites 

to do, or simply having limited to no disposable income to socialise outside the home. For parents, these 

activities were usually centred around their children, especially during periods like half-term  

“My treats are meals out or like experiences, and also holidays where I can.” (Resident, earning above LLW) 
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“If I didn’t have these pressures this money would be going to supporting my family or just being able to 

have a holiday. I don’t really have disposable income for clothes, travel etc.” (Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

This divide was also reflected in more everyday activities as well. In one of the diary tasks, participants 

were asked to document a shopping trip, sharing how they planned a typical food shop, how they made 

decisions about what to buy, and moments where they deviated from the plan. Participants across all 

income levels looked for deals and compared prices, but those earning below the London Living Wage 

emphasised the need to stretch their budget further and make more constrained choices. And while around 

half of participants noted the increase in prices when food shopping, most of those who raised this concern 

were earning below the London Living Wage. Participants who prioritised healthier or higher‑quality 

groceries were almost all earning above the London Living Wage. 
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The ripple effect of low pay 
Research into the impact of low pay has found that many people who are in work but paid less than the 

real Living Wage struggle to get by. In 2025, three in five (59 per cent) people earning below the real 

Living Wage reported skipping meals, turning off the heating, falling behind on bills or taking out a pay-

day loan in the past year just to cover essentials; and around two in five (42 per cent) had used a food bank 

in the past twelve months, despite being in paid work (Living Wage Foundation, 2025). 

These findings resonate with a wider set of reflections from participants in this study about how pay shapes 

what’s possible in their lives. A large majority of participants – including those earning above and below 

the London Living Wage – came into the project feeling that financial concerns were negatively impacting 

their overall wellbeing (see Figure 2).  

In this section, we explore five key ways in which participants described the ripple effect of low pay on 

their wider lives: 

• Continually exercising constraint 

• Loss of freedom and control  

• Anxiety and stress 

• Loss of social connection  

• Insecurity 

  

Figure 2: In general, to what extent would you say financial concerns affect your 

overall wellbeing (eg stress, sleep, relationships, mental health)? (Pre-survey) 

No.  

participants 

Not at all 0 

Not really 3 

Slightly 8 

Significantly 3 

Prefer not to say 1 

  

https://www.livingwage.org.uk/life-low-pay-2025-impact-low-wages-uk-workers
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Continually exercising constraint 

Almost all residents shared examples of things that they themselves or close friends and relatives have had 

to stop or start doing to balance their monthly outgoings. Consistent with what participants reported in 

their monthly budgets, these ranged from everyday choices such as eating cheaper meals, buying less fresh 

produce, and cycling or walking instead of taking public transport; to longer-term decisions such as 

switching jobs to save on commuting costs, or changing living arrangements (including moving back in 

with their parents or taking on a tenant). 

However, the nature and scale of what was sacrificed clearly differed between those earning above and 

below the London Living Wage threshold. Examples like cancelling gym memberships and being selective 

about how often and where you socialise tended to be emphasised more by residents earning the London 

Living Wage. But for many residents earning below the London Living Wage, particularly those with 

dependants, exercising constraint amounted to a constant and exhausting set of decisions about what to 

forego. Often these included things that they knew would advance their children’s education (such as 

extra-curricular activities) or support their own wellbeing (such as socialising or taking holidays). 

However, these felt permanently out of reach after covering the essentials such as housing, food and energy 

bills. 

 

“My youngest is two, so there’s nursery fees. That’s a barrier. So the cost of now trying to fund a single 

parent household, I couldn’t do it on my own. I’ve moved back in with my Mum.” (Resident earning below 

LLW) 

“Most of my friends probably have better incomes, so I think about it when we’re all doing social things. So 

I’m like, ‘I probably can’t afford this, but we’re going to do it.’ But yeah, I can also push the thoughts out of 

my head.” (Resident earning above LLW) 
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Loss of freedom and control  

There were various ways in which residents envisioned what having freedom and control over their lives 

meant in practice. For most, this was as simple as being able to “keep a healthy balance”, to make choices 

based on convenience rather than affordability, and having the flexibility to treat yourself on occasion.  

As one resident now earning above the London Living Wage put it, it’s about “having control over your 

destiny, your life.” However, for others – particularly younger participants – a loss of control was centred 

around more existential questions of having to choose between pursuing your longer-term goals or enjoying 

life now. Most younger participants earning below the London Living Wage described putting aspects of 

their lives and aspirations on hold, such as buying a house or starting a family, or making do with poorly 

paid and insecure work in order to progress in their careers.  

Participants who were more advanced in their careers, including in the education and health sectors, also 

repeatedly returned to the question of whether they would stay working in the sector in which they had 

trained and in which they love working, to gain more financial freedom in a better-paying sector. As one 

participant shared, “I always say that to my boss, you know, I’ll get paid more working at ALDI or 

Harrods. ... I don’t really want to work there, but I might have to eventually trade off. It’s, it’s just-, it 

doesn’t work” (resident earning below LLW). 

Younger participants who had grown up in London, irrespective of if they earnt the London Living Wage, 

also felt a loss of control over where they live. They saw their only options as being either to remain living 

with their parents or to move out of the area in order to live independently. As one participant put it, it’s 

“sort of a weird experience, seeing the area that you were raised in, become an area that’s not affordable to 

you” (resident, earning above LLW).  

 

“I was like, OK, … if I want to have kids and I’m 30, I have to think about whether I want to have kids, but also 

am I going to be able to have a home? … I know I’m talking about deeper things than just like being able to 

afford groceries, but those are the decisions that I’ve had to make about where my money goes. Because I 

even had a pot for freezing my eggs, but there’s no money in there because … I want to live my life instead 

of putting all my money towards smart decisions like ‘freeze your eggs’, ‘save for a home’, etc. I have to 

decide on what’s more important based on what I’ve had to sacrifice, and I don’t want to keep sacrificing.” 

(Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

“I think the reality of living and working in London in general is, you know, you’ve just got this pressure on 

you ... to meet kind of ever growing bills. So I think it impacts the way that you make decisions in your life as 

well because … it’s almost like firefighting. You know, when you see bills go up and you think, ‘Oh well, you 

know, there goes that idea or this idea, I better just concentrate on making sure that I can pay the bills at 

the end of the month.’ … I’m sure, you know, there are obviously people in a lot worse circumstances but ... 

I think it has a cultural impact as well as just a purely financial one.” (Resident, now earning above LLW) 
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Anxiety and stress 

The impact of money-related stress on mental and physical health was mentioned disproportionately more 

by residents earning below the London Living Wage. Most attributed the “constant churning of money-

related anxiety” to the exhaustion of always monitoring what you’re spending. For example, when asked 

how they would describe living comfortably, one resident earning below the London Living Wage explained 

that, for them, this would simply be “not having to look at your bank account every time you go to pay for 

something – you know, just being able to just tap and not be concerned about, have you got enough on your 

card” (Resident, earning below LLW). 

In reflective interviews, participants struggling with money-related stress described losing sleep over 

unexpected costs, feeling constantly stressed and anxious, and being preoccupied with where they’ll find 

the money to pay unexpected bills. They spoke openly about the difficulty and shame they felt about 

having to ask family members for help, and feeling anxious even on pay day about whether there would be 

enough money left towards the end of the month. 

 

“When I was struggling … basically every single purchase that I made, I had to really think through as to 

whether or not it was a good idea … even just popping into the shop for kind of little bits and bobs. I 

happened to really kind of just, really think it through and think about sort of, ‘Oh, well, if I if I buy this now, 

then this means I won’t be able to get that or I won’t be able to do this’. So it’s quite exhausting. … That’s a 

big difference I’ve found now I’m on kind of the other end of the scale to a certain extent, is that I feel like my 

mind is freer to, to think about other things. … You know, I think I was probably more prone to depression 

and all that sort of stuff because it’s you can’t … just be in the moment.” (Resident, earning above LLW – 

reflecting on when they earnt below LLW) 



 

 23 

Loss of social connection 

Participants from across income bands described the loss of spaces that provide social connection for 

people on low incomes in their local area. Activities in the area were all seen to have cost as a barrier to 

participation – from catching up with friends in the pub, to taking your children to clubs and activities 

during the weekends and holidays. Some attributed this loss of social connection to wider “gentrification” 

within London. While they welcomed the improvements in what they saw as more gentrified areas, it was 

also a double-edged sword, with people on lower incomes feeling excluded from the opportunities to build 

a sense of community that was open to others.  

Participants also described how having less disposable income led them to withdraw socially. For some, 

particularly those earning above the London Living Wage, this meant being selective about how often 

they met up socially with friends and colleagues, with one participant acknowledging that they did so at 

the risk of being cut out of their social circles. Others, particularly those earning below the London Living 

Wage, described how just leaving the house in London can quickly become expensive: as explored in 

earlier sections, it’s easy to spend money you didn’t intend to, by getting a coffee, eating on the move, or 

paying to travel. Some questioned the point of living in the city if you can’t make the most of it and engage 

in a decent quality of life. 

“Being strapped for cash makes you feel isolated and stressed and, yeah, disconnected from your 

community because even the cheapest things that you can do and be engaged with your community is still 

spending money. … You know, I think it’s a real shame that pubs nowadays kind of aren’t really the 

community spaces for the most part that they used to be. And I think a large part of that is because people 

just can’t really afford to do that much anymore.” (Resident, earning above LLW – reflecting on when they 

earnt below LLW) 
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Insecurity  

Participants who had previously earnt below the London Living Wage but were now earning above often 

emphasises savings as being essential for providing security. For some, the ability to save provided peace of 

mind in building up an emergency fund that can help to cover unexpected costs like a surprise bill or an 

appliance breaking. Others described struggling to allow themselves to draw on this money, as they 

wanted it available just in case. Similarly, one participant talked about the relief of being able to afford 

insurance to avoid unexpected bills when appliances break. 

But the ability to save or protect against insecurity was out of reach for most participants earning below the 

London Living Wage. One exception was an individual who had been saving as they were on a fixed-term 

contract, to create a buffer if they found themselves unemployed. But the capacity to save, they noted, 

came at considerable personal sacrifice, having foregone every non-essential cost in their budget to be able 

to build this safety net. 

“[At work] we discuss pay and planning for later life, as many of the staff are quite young (under 40), and 

the majority of us do not pay into a pension, nor are we saving for retirement. Many of us are relying on the 

state pension and have resigned ourselves to a reality of working past retirement age if the cost of living 

continues to be this high.” (Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

“Well, up until a few months ago, I would have said if any of my appliances – like my big appliances, my 

fridge, freezer, washing machine or cooker went – … I can probably afford to replace them, but that would 

be at the detriment of my savings. And then I just took out insurance because I thought, you know what, at 

least if they come and they can’t fix it, they’ll replace it. I mean, back in the day, I could never have afforded 

it … and sort of everything like that was done on a wing and a prayer.” (Resident, earning above LLW – 

reflecting on when they earned below) 
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Where next for addressing in-work poverty in 
Southwark 
The stories and reflections shared by the 15 Southwark residents who took part in this study paint a vivid 

picture of how low pay and rising living costs are intersecting, pushing a fulfilling, healthy life out of reach 

for some of the lowest-paid workers in London. Their stories suggest that the London Living Wage is 

making a meaningful difference, but on its own cannot solve the financial pressures Londoners face.  

This section presents participants’ reflections on the London Living Wage and the employers who pay it, 

and the limits of pay alone in addressing pressures that people living in Southwark now face. It also places 

these reflections in the context of how Living Wage Employers in the borough described their motivations 

for accrediting and paying a living wage, and the impact it has for their organisation and staff. The section 

closes by presenting a call to action developed by the participants – which can be read in full here – 

outlining five changes they felt would make London a fair and liveable city for people on lower incomes. 

“I guess I’m angry at the state of things. I think it’s important to share those feelings. And I think it’s insulting 

in some ways because when we were talking about, you know, how the national living wage was calculated, 

it’s not right. It just feels like we’re being shafted. So that makes me angry and then also the fact that I 

learned recently as well that new research shows people in the UK are under what’s called multi-stress. It 

just kind of shows the state [of things], and it’s how all of these impact us, and … it just makes me angry.” 

(Resident, earning below LLW) 

 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/living-well-in-london.pdf
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The benefits of paying the London Living Wage 

An ethical and compassionate organisation 

Participants tended to see Living Wage Employers as upholding a higher standard of moral and ethical 

practice. They saw organisations that are paying the London Living Wage as more compassionate, 

empathetic and caring, describing it as the “ethical thing to do” to ensure you are paying people what they 

need to afford to live. One participant described it as a “rebalancing of capitalism”: “it just represents a 

certain level of like caring for your employees and not being overly focused on like the bottom line and 

profit and stuff” (resident, earning below LLW). 

Others described how they would “lose a degree of trust” if their employer did not pay the London Living 

Wage, as it is “a basic, fundamental part of being a London employer these days – almost a perception that 

it would be cruel not to pay to that level” (resident, earning above LLW).  

“A living wage employer, to me, is an employer who has got a conscience. ... Because we all go to the same 

shops, we we go to the same store, we use the same train. ... So we don’t think it’s a different world for 

them and us. We all feel the heat, even though at different levels.” (Resident, earning above LLW) 

 

A commitment to a fair deal 

One employer emphasised how, in providing a threshold to not fall below, the rates of pay set by the 

Resolution Foundation play an important role in holding employers to account. In practice, this meant that 

discussions about pay, particularly at board level, were non-negotiable: as living costs rise, adjustments to 

the pay of their lowest-paid workers were applied without question. 

The importance of committing to a fair deal through accrediting as a Living Wage Employer was also 

reflected in residents’ reflections and discussions. The choice to accredit was seen as a commitment to be 

fair to employees, recognising what it takes for employees to sustain their lives and be productive in light of 

the challenges of living in London. 

“First of all, I think if you’re working in a place where they don’t provide the London minimum wage, I don’t 

think that’s the job for you. … Not only are you being treated unfairly, you’re not going to be able to survive 

properly, you're going to have issues. ... So I feel like there’s no point working a job where you’re not going 

to be able to make at least the minimum standard, the minimum threshold to be able to actually live in 

London. ... I think the negatives outweigh the positives.” (Resident, earning above LLW) 

 



 

 27 

Benefits to businesses 

Participants were clear that paying the London Living Wage isn’t just an act of altruism. Around two 

thirds of the residents who took part in the study noted that being recognised as a Living Wage Employer 

brings several benefits to businesses. This not only included reputational gains, in signalling that you are a 

credible, trustworthy and ethical organisation, but also material gains, including happier, harder-working 

staff, the ability to recruit higher-quality applicants and improve staff retention. As one participant put it, 

“it’s up to the employers: they look after you, you look after them” (resident, earning above LLW). 

Gains to reputation and recruitment were also emphasised by employers, along with signalling that as an 

employer you are committed to offering a fair deal to your workers. One of the ways in which employers 

articulated these benefits slightly differently to residents was in focusing on increasing the potential diversity 

of their applicant pool, as a result of offering commitment and transparency around pay:  

“I think if we understand that people from traditionally working-class backgrounds are less likely to apply for 

a job if it doesn’t have complete transparency, for me, this is a really big tick against how we break that 

down.” (Southwark-based employer) 

Some employers also talked about reputational gains as not only being about winning contracts and being 

viewed as an organisation with ethical principles, but also about having a wider influence on pay within 

their sector. For example, one employer noted their ability to influence through the supply chain, in only 

awarding contracts to organisations that pay the London Living Wage.  

“[Being a Living Wage Employer] helps give us a bit more like credibility and reliability in terms of who we are 

as an organisation, what our values are, and I think it is a really nice, like, signal to people that we are a 

charity that cares about our people, and like values our people and wants to do right by our employees.” 

(Southwark-based employer) 
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A call to action for tackling in-work poverty in Southwark 

Participants identified several aspects of the London Living Wage that they felt were significantly fairer 

than the minimum wage pay rates set by government. These included being calculated on the basis of 

what you need to live, the inclusion of a London weighting to ensure that pay reflects the higher cost of 

living in London, particularly relating to housing, and offering a fair pay rate to everyone, irrespective of 

age.  

However, there were many ways in which they felt more needed to be done to support those on low pay in 

the borough. For many, the rate was still too low: while the London Living Wage meets basic living costs, 

it is not high enough to support a decent quality of life, particularly for people with dependants. Some also 

observed that the calculation of the London Living Wage rate is reactive to inflation, so employees are 

always one step behind rising costs.  

Another area of concern for participants was that paying the London Living Wage is not guaranteed. 

While accreditation helps to lock in this commitment, employers can opt out, meaning that pay security 

isn’t always guaranteed.  

Participants also wanted to see more human stories in how the importance of the London Living Wage is 

communicated, moving beyond headline numbers to offering a clearer sense of what earning a real Living 

Wage means in practice to people. More fundamentally, one participant noted that the real Living Wage 

campaign is now two decades old, but that the issues of insufficient pay to live still remain:  

“It’s interesting to note that two decades on, we’re still facing the same issues.” (Resident, earning above 

LLW) 

These thoughts were unpacked in the zine-making workshop, where the residents who participated in the 

study worked together to come up with five changes that they felt would make London a fair and liveable 

city for people on lower incomes.  

This call to action was directed towards employers, as well as local and national government. While pay 

was a vital ingredient, participants also reflected on a more holistic set of changes, including opening up 

opportunities for people who currently feel shut out of life in the borough, treating people who are 

struggling with compassion and respect, and rethinking how work fits into our wider lives. 

 

1. We need to shift how we think about pay from survival to dignity 

Participants felt that too many people were stuck in “survival mode”, unable to pay for anything beyond 

their basic needs. Using food banks, working two jobs and taking lodgers into their homes were all identified 

as ways wages were being supplemented to keep up with monthly financial outgoings. There was a sense 

that people on lower wages were “working to live” – restricted to moving between their workplace and 

home, and unable to engage in enjoyable experiences outside of this routine.   
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Participants called for a significant shift in the culture around pay, with a desire to move away from 

providing a minimum amount of money for people to get by to providing people with the dignity to 

participate in society and lead a meaningful life.  

2. We need to show more respect and empathy for people who are struggling 

Participants highlighted their concern for people who require support from services such as food banks and 

job centres, acknowledging the stigma often attached to using them. They felt that the borough needed 

more people to fill essential, typically lower-paid roles, such as refuse collectors, shopkeepers, education 

support and street maintenance workers, and that their contributions should be treated with respect. And 

they felt strongly that there should be fewer barriers to accessing the types of financial and in-kind support 

that continue to provide a lifeline for people working in low-paid roles. 

Participants called for a change in how support services and programmes are accessed, removing 

eligibility criteria such as token systems and means testing that made accessing support feel like a 

handout. They wanted to see more respectful and empathetic communications around these services, 

so that those accessing help perceive it as their right, as opposed to a “handout”.  

 

3. We need to create more opportunities to make Southwark an inclusive place 

Reductions in the availability of free, community-based education programmes, guidance for job seekers, 

recreational activities, parental support groups, and public services (such as subsidised swimming pools, 

libraries and community centres), were all seen as contributing to making Southwark a more exclusive  

and inequitable place to live. Paired with seeing long-term Southwark residents being priced out of the 

borough and lower-income neighbourhoods receiving less investment, they felt there was a real danger  

of Southwark losing “a really important aspect” of the borough, its diverse community.  

Participants called for greater access to opportunities that support all residents to lead fulfilling lives 

across the borough. They prioritised little and often over large one-off community events, feeling that 

regular opportunities for contact (eg free yoga classes, or parent and baby groups) provided a more 

meaningful, sustained role in building social connection. 

 

4. Work should complement, not compete with our wider lives 

Participants felt society should do more to ensure people are supported to live a meaningful life outside of 

work. They reported how factors such as long commutes, expensive public transport, and childcare costs 

negatively impacted wellbeing, and impeded people’s ability to spend time with family, enjoy social and 

cultural activities, and plan for the future. To a lesser extent, they also noted that the growth of fixed-term 

contracts also reinforced an emphasis on profits over staff wellbeing.  

Participants called for employers to be more proactive in acknowledging the importance of their 

employees’ wellbeing, providing them with the means to enjoy a healthy work/life balance. 
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Suggestions to achieve this included providing financial support for childcare, access to housing 

schemes, and shopping vouchers.  
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5. The London Living Wage should be a necessity not an option 

Participants universally felt it was essential that all employers pay a living wage, noting that employees 

should have a right to be paid a rate that, at the very least, reflected the true cost of living in the city in 

which their employer is based. It was felt that this was the “ethical” thing for employers to do and those 

who chose to pay below the London Living Wage were “cruel.” 

Participants called for the London Living Wage to be the default rate of pay for all employees in the 

borough and appealed to Southwark Council to be “brave and assertive” in enforcing this. As one 

participant put it, “the whole point of having a job is to be able to afford things. If it’s not doing that, 

well why am I working for you? And so that would be my advice. It’s pay the damn wage, pay it” 

(Resident, earning below LLW). 

 

To read the call to action in more detail, see: Living Well in London. 

 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/living-well-in-london.pdf
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How to get involved 
This study has highlighted the very real difference that earning the London Living Wage is already 

making to people living and working in Southwark. There are many ways you can support the campaign 

for fair pay. 

There are already over 450 accredited Living Wage Employers in Southwark, who voluntarily pay the 

London Living Wage of £14.80 to their contracted and direct staff. But there are still around 19,000 

people working in Southwark who are earning below the London Living Wage. If you’re an employer, 

you can sign up to become an accredited Living Wage Employer through the Living Wage Foundation.  

If you’re a resident, you can start a conversation with your employer about being paid the London Living 

Wage. For more information, visit the Living Wage Foundation’s website at livingwage.org.uk. 

Southwark’s Living Wage Place Action Group meets every three months and conducts activity to raise 

awareness of the London Living Wage and encourage employers in the borough to accredit. To get 

involved, please email: SouthwarkBusinessDesk@southwark.gov.uk. 

Find out more information by scanning the QR code below. 

  

 

 

http://www.livingwage.org.uk/
mailto:SouthwarkBusinessDesk@southwark.gov.uk
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Appendix 

Participant recruitment 

Resident recruitment 

Employee recruitment was conducted by the recruitment agency Roots Research. Participants were 

identified using a recruitment screener, which set out eligibility requirements as well as minimum quotas 

for our sample. Participants were eligible if they were: 

• Living and/or working in Southwark 

• In full-time employment, or an apprentice 

• Were employed (freelance / self-employed were ineligible) 

• Earnt between £13.85-£19 per hour (before tax) 

• Received a household income of up to £79,000 (before tax) 

A hard quota was set around whether people earnt above or below the London Living Wage, with a target 

of around half the sample earning at or just above the London Living Wage, and half earning below the 

London Living Wage. Those earning significantly above the London Living Wage were not recruited. 

Specifically, wages were categorised in the following way:  

Wage Level Per Hour Per Month Per Year 

Below London Living Wage £13.84 or less £2,250 or less £26,550 or less 

At or just above LLW £13.85-£19.99 £2,251-£3,199 £26,551-£39,999 

Significantly above LLW [ineligible] £20 or more £3,200 or more £40,000 or more 

 

We also sought a balance of genders, ethnicities and housing types, and sought to over-represent young 

participants to ensure that those at the beginning of their career, who might face more financial precarity, 

were represented in the study. 

15 participants were onboarded to take part in the research. Below are a series of indicative demographics: 
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Table 1: Target and achieved sample 

 Target  
quota 

Achieved 
sample 

Income 

Below National Living Wage 7.5 7 

At or just above London Living Wage 7.5 8 

Connection to Southwark 

Lives and works in Southwark 
No quota  

10 

Lives but doesn’t work in Southwark 5 

Gender   

Male 7 9 

Female 7 6 

Non-binary 1 0 

Age   

18-25 Min. 4 2 

26-40 4 9 

41-59 4 2 

60+ 3 1 

Children   

Yes Min. 4 5 

No Min. 4 10 

Housing Tenure   

Living with parents/guardian 

Mix of 

types 

3 

Renting with a private landlord 5 

Home owner – with mortgage 2 

Social Housing Tenant/Housing Association 

Tenant 
4 

Shared Ownership Scheme  1 

Ethnicity   

Mixed White and Black Carribean 

Mix of 

types 

1 

White Irish 1 

Any other Black/African/Caribbean 

background 
3 

Any other Mixed / Multiple ethnic 

background 
1 

White British 3 

Bangladeshi 1 

African 2 

White European 1 

Indian 1 

Unknown 1 
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Employer recruitment 

Employers were recruited via Southwark Council and the Living Wage Foundation, who reached out to 

accredited organisations within the borough with an invitation to be interviewed. We were ultimately able 

to speak to four individuals from across three Living Wage Employers: three of these participants came 

from charities, and one from a consultancy.    

 

Research protocols 

Diary tasks 

Participants were asked to complete six tasks via the ethnographic app Indeemo, which helped capture a 

month in the life of people living and working in the borough. The tasks included: 

1. Reflection on personal priorities and daily life: Participants uploaded 3–4 photos with captions 

reflecting what mattered most to them, including places they visit to relax, aspects of their local 

area that are meaningful to them, and activities they enjoy. 

2. Sketching a monthly budget: Around payday, participants created a visual breakdown of their 

expected monthly income and spending, outlining key outgoings, any disposable income, and how 

they typically allocate their finances. 

3. Food shopping: Participants documented a food shop through photos or videos, describing how 

they planned purchases, made decisions in‑store or online, and navigated budgeting, deals, and 

impulse buys. 

4. Experiences at work: Participants shared a short video or written memo about their job, their 

feelings about their workplace and employer, and any conversations about pay or minimum pay 

levels that they have with colleagues. 

5. Revisiting their monthly budget: At the end of the month, participants reflected on whether their 

spending across the month aligned with their expectations, identifying differences, trade‑offs and 

unexpected financial pressures. 

6. Learning about the London Living Wage: Participants screen‑recorded themselves researching an 

aspect of the London Living Wage, selecting any online resource that interested them to support 

discussions in interview. 

Topics covered in reflective interviews with residents 

Following the completion of their digital diary, 11 participants took part in one-to-one interviews which 

explored the following topics: 

1. Budgeting and monthly finances: Participants reflected on their budgeting task, the trade‑offs they 

made, how they handled unexpected expenses, and how money shaped their day‑to‑day decisions. 
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2. Treats, trade‑offs and everyday choices: Interviews explored what participants considered a 

“treat”, how they prioritised or avoided certain purchases, and the emotional impact of stretching 

their income or going without. 

3. Local area, community and daily routines: Participants discussed how they typically spend time 

in their local area, what activities they feel connected to, and whether cost limits their ability to 

participate in community or leisure activities. 

4. Conversations about pay at work: Participants described their job roles, what they enjoy or find 

challenging at work, and the extent to which pay or minimum pay levels are discussed in their 

workplaces. 

5. Reflections on the London Living Wage: Participants shared what they previously knew about 

the London Living Wage, what they learned during the diary tasks, and how the London Living 

Wage might influence their views of employers or future job choices. 

6. Broader support needs for people on lower incomes in Southwark: Participants identified  

what would help people on lower incomes to live well in London, including changes employers, 

government or local organisations could make. 

7. Reflections on the research process: Participants commented on their experience of taking part in 

the digital diary, including how they found using Indeemo and reflecting on their personal finances. 

Topics covered in interviews with employers 

Interviews were held with three Southwark-based employers. The aim was to understand the motivations 

for paying the London Living Wage, expectations of impact, and potential barriers to accrediting in the 

past. This was done through touching on the following topics:  

1. Business context: Employers outlined their organisation’s sector, size, location and workforce 

profile, and described their own role within the business. 

2. Pay structures and approaches to pay setting: Interviews explored existing pay structures,  

how pay rates are determined, influences on decisions about pay, and whether practices such as 

benchmarking, annual reviews or bargaining are used. 

3. Factors affecting pay decisions: Employers discussed how wider pressures – including rising costs, 

inflation, labour shortages, and recruitment and retention challenges – have shaped pay levels and 

changes in recent years. 

4. Motivations for paying the London Living Wage: Employers reflected on why they chose to 

pursue LLW accreditation (or why not previously), including perceived benefits, challenges, and 

strategic considerations. 

5. Implementing the London Living Wage: Interviews covered the process of accreditation, how 

organisations transitioned staff onto the LLW, communication with employees, and any challenges 

or lessons learned. 

6. Anticipated impacts of accreditation as a Living Wage Employer: Employers shared expected 

impacts on their business and workforce, including recruitment, retention, morale, costs, and 

long‑term sustainability, and reflected on the overall business case for paying the LLW. 
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Zine-making workshop 

9 of the participants came together for an in-person creative workshop, delivered in collaboration with 

GOOD Studio, a riso-print studio run by artist Jo Brinton. They were tasked with creating fictionalised 

stories of a month in the life of Southwark residents, as well as a call to action. The different stages of the 

workshop are reflected below: 

1. Introduction to printmaking: Explanation of the zine‑making process, materials and formats, 

giving participants a sense of how their stories and messages would be turned into visual outputs. 

2. Story exercise: a month in the life: Participants worked in small groups to create a story depicting 

a “month in the life” of a fictional Southwark resident – drawing on their own experiences, diary 

entries of others, and anonymised quotes to illustrate everyday routines, trade‑offs and financial 

pressures. Using templates, images, quotes and print‑making materials, groups storyboarded key 

events between two paydays, exploring budgeting decisions, disruptions, treats, emotions and 

knock‑on effects across the month. 

3. Drafting a collective call to action: Participants reflected on the issues raised in their stories and 

together developed up to five changes for making London more liveable for people on low incomes, 

alongside key messages for employers, the council and other stakeholders. The group discussed 

their experience of the research process – from diaries to interviews to the workshop – and shared 

what they felt was most important for the Council and other residents to understand. 
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