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Introduction 
Between the August and September pay days in 2025, 15 Southwark residents completed a digital diary 

capturing a month in their life, sharing the choices and trade-offs they made about money. Around half 

earned the London Living Wage or just above – a wage rate that is calculated based on the real cost of living, 

paid voluntarily by employers – and around half earned below.  

The group came together in the community space at the Old Kent Road Fire Station in November 2025 to 

share these experiences, and to consider what changes can be made to ensure that everyone feels the benefits 

of living in a borough like Southwark.  

This report – created in collaboration with the residents who took part in the study – is the outcome of 

those discussions. 

 

A month in the life 
The group worked together to create stories portraying a month in the life of a group of four fictional 

residents – three earning below the London Living Wage, and one earning above. While the characters 

and events described are fictitious, the stories bring together the very real experiences of those who took 

part, drawing on events and reflections that were documented in their digital diaries across the month.   

Working in small groups, participants created a short description of the person whose life they would 

depict. They then assembled individual fragments from the collective diaries into shared narratives – 

selecting and combining photos and quotes, and using a typewriter to add further descriptions.  

These four stories are presented as pull-outs in this booklet, each of which includes a short bio of the 

person whose story is being told and 5-6 key moments in the month, including: 

• Pay day and how they feel when they receive their pay-check  

• How they approach daily tasks, such as shopping or going out and about 

• A moment where they treat themselves 

• How they respond to an unexpected event that they hadn’t budgeted for 
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Call to action 
In the second half of the workshop, the group worked together to identify five changes that they felt would 

make London a fair and liveable city for people on lower incomes. This call to action, which is presented 

in this booklet, is especially directed towards employers, and local and national government. 

The call to action is presented in the voices of the residents who took part, who hoped for the following 

changes: 

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

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

• We need to create more opportunities to make Southwark an inclusive place  

• Work should complement not compete with our wider lives 

• A living wage should be a necessity, not an option 
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A month in the life stories 

Frank 
Frank is near retirement and has lived in Southwark his entire life. He earns just below the London Living 

Wage as a maintenance worker at a local college. Frank feels deeply connected to his community. 

1. Managing my money on pay day 

It’s payday. Frank tries to put money aside for his children and grandchildren but he cannot afford to. 

‘Still waiting for pay day to come and …. I feel like I’m 21 again. I’m like counting pennies, and I 

shouldn’t. I feel like at this age, I shouldn’t be having to do that, like I’ve budgeted well, I’ve paid all the 

bills. But just before payday, I’m thinking, oh, gosh, how much have I got in my actual bank account? And 

sometimes it’s just embarrassing. But we joke about it with our friends, but it’s not really that funny.’ 

2. Daily life: travelling to work 

Frank walks to work everyday. He needs to get to work before nine, when the free travel pass kicks in. 

‘Travel costs quite a lot …. So yeah, I can just walk to work. It’s not that far.’ 

3. Treating myself when I can 

‘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.’ 

4. An unexpected event 

Frank’s cooker breaks and it’s not under warranty. It costs £100 to fix. He cannot afford to eat out. ‘I am 

not sure how I am going to pay to repair my cooker. It will wipe my savings.’ 

5. Daily life: going to the food bank 

“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.” 

6. Daily life: helping my family 

Frank does his best to support his children, and looks after his grandchildren when he can. “I help with 

childcare on the weekend so my children can go to work.” 

More about Frank 

Frank is nearing retirement. He [is] worried his pension will not be enough to save him but he cannot 

afford to save. He worries about his children too. He feels people don’t care about each other or look out 

for each other in the community anymore. He’s grateful for the local pub ,where he meets up with friends 

regularly. His biggest fear is dying in his home alone and no one noticing. 
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Leila and Sam 
Leila and Sam are a couple. They’ve lived in Southwark for five years and both earn below the London 

Living Wage. Leila works in childcare and Sam in a warehouse. They love the area and are working 

towards buying a house and building a family. 

Leila and Sam are in their early 30s and have been living together in Elephant and Castle for five years. 

Sam works in a warehouse in Bermondsey often through the night and Leila works in childcare. 

The redevelopment in their local area makes them worry about their housing situation. They don’t see 

much of each other and struggle from paycheck to paycheck. 

1. Managing our money on pay day 

‘I’m very lucky in this area that you know, there are certain cafes and certain places where there are, there 

is more of a community feel’.  

2. Daily life: balancing the essentials 

We often cook with a lot of veg, tinned beans/pulses, eggs and cheap meat- chicken/ pork mince. We’d 

like to eat more fish but can’t often afford that. In terms of prioritisation, similar to above, we would 

prioritise healthy varied foods that are affordable. 

Saving for things as well. So it’s not just like what you’re consuming, but what you’re hoping to attain. 

Then you start to have to make difficult choices about, OK, what am I giving up? 

I usually do a bulk buy of the essentials around pay day, then will top up as and when throughout the 

month on the things that we get through quite quickly. … I like to cook meals that I can stretch for a few 

days (a tray bake meal or rice and meat based dishes) especially when I’m working. 

I worked out how much it would cost me to take public transport to the main job I had at that time, and it 

was a bit kind of… it really shook me. I was like, well, if I spend that much money, then I’ve only got that 

much money to, for food and all this, so I got used to cycling. 

In my spare time I like to knit. I make clothes for my friends & family and gift them on birthdays & at 

Christmas. 

3. Treating ourselves when we can 

I used to belong to a gym membership. I had to cancel because I just couldn’t afford. That’s £38 a month. 

In regards to treating myself…I mean, I’ll go to concerts. 

Sometimes when you’re at work, people, like work people, well, let’s go for a drink after work. OK, fine. 

But sometimes you might not have budget there. 

4. An unexpected event 

Unfortunately I was hit with an illness and had to be off work for a week and a half, should of been more 

but I only get paid if I’m at work and don’t qualify for sick pay 
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To counteract this, we decided to have a weekend where we wouldn’t go out and spend money at pubs, 

shopping, etc, so we had to change our behaviours there. 

5. End of the month 

If I don’t have any additional expenses (travel tickets, clothes, emergencies) I try to save the remaining 

money for future plans. Fingers crossed 4 savings!! 

 

Maria 
Maria has lived in Southwark for nearly a decade. She earns below the London Living Wage working in 

retail while raising her six-year-old daughter and eight-year-old son. Maria has a strong local network, but 

she’d like to move into a slightly bigger flat and hopes to train as a teaching assistant. 

1. Managing my money on pay day 

I write my budget down in a little book and try to stick to it. There’s not a lot of flexibility for things to go 

off plan. 

2. Daily life: finding a moment to relax 

Relaxing in recent weeks has been reading a book in the local park or going for a walk when I’ve managed 

to get time to myself. 

3. An unexpected event 

My kid has lost their cost – I’ll need to buy them a new one. Many parents are earning too little to provide 

the basics like a warm winter coat.And it it’s just those little things that add on an extra outcome. 

4. Daily life: skipping a party 

We’ve been invited to a party but I think we’re going to skip. With the way the month is going, we can’t 

afford the present. It is hard having those conversations with children. Like you can’t do this anymore or 

what can’t we go on holiday every year like my friend down the road? Or why can’t we do this or why 

can’t we do that? You’re just like … not in the budget. 

5. Daily life: going food shopping 

Everything is so pricey nowadays, like when I did the whole grocery shopping thing … I was like, I did 

think groceries were expensive, but I went yesterday, to go grocery shopping and I was like, I spent £44 

and I’d still hadn’t gotten everything I needed. 

6. End of the month 

Still waiting for pay day to come and … I feel like I’m 21 again. I’m like counting pennies, and I shouldn’t. 

I feel like at this age, I shouldn’t be having to do that, like I’ve budgeted well, I’ve paid all the bills. But just 

before payday, I’m thinking, oh, gosh, how much have I got in my actual bank account? And sometimes 

it’s just embarrassing. But we joke about it with our friends, but it’s not really that funny. 
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Sara 
Sara recently finished her Undergraduate degree and has lived in Southwark for just over a year. She earns 

slightly above the London Living Wage in a hospitality role, and lives in a flat share in Peckham. She’s 

currently trying to put aside money to do a Master’s degree. 

‘A little bit about me. Peckham is a vibrant place, active community, lots of food and shopping, places to 

go like the gym, but these things are expensive. So I do have to budget and think creatively about my 

money. I am hopeful but weary as I live with flatmates and am saving for my Masters.’ 

1. Managing my money on pay day 

You may have a balance of £400 where you can spend on yourself wisely or treat yourself to clothes and 

going out. It feels like insane for over half of your income to go on your renting, yeah. And like, I don’t 

think I’ll be able to keep renting in this area. 

I’ve got a a small amount of savings, but it’s taken me a long time to get just that small amount and… my 

decisions are usually based on need (what have I run out of?) The only planning is usually my list. 

2. Daily life: seeing friends on Fridays 

We had friends over a lot, I think, like we didn’t really. We kind of prefer doing things because it’s cheaper 

that way as well. So just sort of like host people or go to someone’s house. You know, as I said before, one 

of my priorities is being able to, like, start family and also to buy somewhere to live. And I feel like I’m at 

the stage where it’s kind of the choice between working towards that or sort of enjoying my 20s… 

3. Treating myself 

But yeah, probably my treats are meals out or like experiences and also holidays back home. My family 

mean a lot to me, especially my younger sister and brother. 

4. An unexpected event 

Oh no!!! My phone’s broken! This sucks!! 

5. End of the month 

Energy bills have gone up! I must go on! Must keep going!! 
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Call to action 

Call to action #1 DIGNITY 

We need to shift how we think about pay from survival to dignity 
Living with dignity is not just about being able to afford the basics. It’s about having the security, time and 

headspace to spend time with our friends and family, to enjoy going out, making the most of what London 

offers, and to plan for the future. What we’re paid is not just about staying afloat, but about respect, well-

being and enabling everyone to participate fully in their communities.  

‘Anybody being on a full-time salary and having to rely on a food bank even … people with kids and whatnot, 

what kind of society is that?’ 

‘To be at a good point, you want to be able to kind of engage in the activities to a decent extent that are 

above the kind of, “I’m just surviving” line. You know, I’m kind of doing things that I find enriching and 

enjoyable, and I’m able to spend time with friends.’ 

‘A fair wage should not only provide survival but also allow people to lead with dignity, security, and plan for 

the future’ 

  

 

Call to action #2 RESPECT 

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

People often feel stigma around accessing services that aim to help households on lower incomes, 

preventing many from accessing support. Essential workers and anyone experiencing financial pressure 

should never feel ashamed to seek support. Everyone deserves empathy, respect and dignity from the 

systems that are there to support them. In hard times, help should feel like a right, not a handout.  

‘The foodbanks one always irks me, where you have to go and it’s a job centre, and get a token. And I’m 

thinking … if that was me – I mean, I probably would if it was for my children or something – but I mean, I 

wouldn’t want to go and be embarrassed and say to someone I don’t have food.’ 

‘I volunteered at one of the trust ones…Like the food parcels that we were providing, I think it was 

supposed to feed a family of four for a month. … You can’t just give everyone everything. But like the 

bureaucracy of it, made it shameful.’ 

‘Just one word. Compassion.’ 
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Call to action #3 ACCESS 

We need to create more opportunities to make Southwark an inclusive 
place 
Southwark has become a more expensive place to live. There are increasingly barriers to accessing 

resources like education programmes, child and parent support groups, and recreational activities that 

promote physical and mental wellbeing. Paired with the pressure of rising housing costs, it’s easy to feel 

locked out of what Southwark has to offer. We need to open up access to opportunities that support all 

residents to lead fulfilling lives across the borough. 

‘Supporting people to still participate in a diverse community is a really important aspect of Southwark. I 

think Southwark like the rest of London is seeing a lot of gentrification, and I think that Southwark Council 

should think about the sort of community it wants to cultivate and maintain.’ 

‘I think there’s a lot of like restrictions on more accessible forms of engaging with like arts, culture, active-, 

like being healthy and that kind of stuff. It’s always kind of restricted to certain times and it never really 

considers like … who might be working more unsociable hours?’ 

 

Call to action #4 WORK LIFE 

Work should complement not compete with our wider lives  
Work should support life, not compete with it. Long commutes, expensive childcare and insecure 

contracts make it hard to enjoy our downtime. This is not just about paying a living wage, but also about 

the support employers can offer through flexible working, childcare assistance, housing schemes, and wider 

employment benefits. These measures help those on lower incomes find a better balance between work 

and home. 

‘You should be allowed to have, like, free time and time with your family, otherwise what’s the point.’ 

‘I think employers need to be more compassionate because we all use the same supermarket, we pay 

almost the same bills. I think they should do more on flexibility, for people struggling with childcare.’ 

‘I can’t be stretched all the time. I don’t want to work two jobs. I don’t want to have to work Saturdays, it’s 

just too exhausting.’ 
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Call to action #5 PAY IT 

A Living Wage should be a necessity not an option  
Paying a wage that meets the real cost of living is essential, not optional. The stories in this booklet, shared 

by people in full-time work, show that the legal minimum wage is not enough. Employers should care 

whether their employees earn enough to afford to live in the areas in which they are based, and should 

want to invest in the security and wellbeing of their staff. Southwark Council should be brave and assertive 

in pushing for this change.  

‘The [London] Living Wage should be required, you should have to pay it. It shouldn’t be wishy washy. It’s a 

necessity, and you should pay the rate.’ 

'If you have everyone at least meeting that base payment to live in what is now a really expensive city, you 

support people to still participate in an equal or diverse at least community, which I think is a really 

important aspect of Southwark.’ 

‘If you want your employees to be able to give you the best of themselves, then they shouldn’t have to make 

this decision between feeding themselves or feeding their children.’ 
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Support the campaign for fair pay 
The stories and call to action presented in this booklet highlight the very real difference that earning the 

London Living Wage is already making to people living 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 we need more. 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. 

 

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