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Web case: the dispute over new contracts at Asda
In Chapter 1 of the book there is a strong emphasis placed on understanding the employment relationship as a ‘wage–work bargain’ or ‘effort bargain’, marked by the efforts of both an employer and a worker to influence and adjust its terms in ways that benefit their own interest. The relevance of this is clear from the case of the dispute that arose in 2019 when the supermarket chain Asda sought to impose new contractual terms and conditions on its staff, which many employees claimed would leave them worse off. Operating in such a highly competitive sector, Adsa managers come under intense pressure to secure greater flexibility from staff as a means of realizing efficiency gains. The new contract provided for an increase in the hourly rate of pay for around 120,000 shop-floor staff from £8.84 per hour to £9.00 per hour; however, it also removed paid breaks, obliged employees to work on most public holidays, also cutting premium payments for them, and gave managers greater scope to impose variable shift patterns.  Neil Derrick, from the GMB union, claimed that under the new contract workers ‘can be asked to work wherever, whenever including bank holidays. The flexibility and lack of certainty about when they are working, that’s the killer’. 

Asda claimed that with the new contract 95 per cent of staff would be financially better off. A spokesperson for the company explained that it was ‘vital that we make sure we are prepared to adapt to the demands of our market. Change is never easy but we are determined that Asda remains a sustainable business for its customers and colleagues – now and in the future’. However, the GMB union reckoned that some 6,000 staff would lose out as a result of the new contract. It organized a petition, which was signed by 24,000 people, requesting Asda to offer its employees an improved deal. The union also arranged protests by Asda workers against the decision to impose the new contracts. Speaking outside a Manchester store during one of these protests, an Asda worker, who didn’t want to identify herself, but at been employed by the company for 20 years, claimed she would lose £400 per year under the new contract and lose eight days of holiday. She said: ‘…I feel like I’ve been shit on from a great big height. Loyalty just counts for nothing’. By the time Asda’s deadline for staff to agree to the new contract came around nearly all the staff affected had acquiesced. The company threatened them with dismissal otherwise. Despite a major union-organized campaign against the contract changes, which also involved objections from sympathetic politicians, ultimately Asda was successful in implementing its desired new arrangements. 
Question

What are the main lessons to be drawn from this case of Asda when it comes to thinking about the nature of the employment relationship?
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