
From outsourcing to  
ethical sourcing:
How to buy in services  
without selling out

From outsourcing to  
ethical sourcing:

How to buy in services  
without selling out

By Tim Thorlby
Foreword by Dr Eve Poole

July 2020

Pictures: All photographs in this report, including the front cover, are portraits of members of our 
cleaning team, with the photographs taken by Rosie Wedderburn Photography for our 2019 Portrait 
Exhibition. More information about our Portrait Exhibition can be found on our website. 

Graphic Design: Max Randall

Copyright © 2020 Clean for Good Ltd 

Permission granted to reproduce for personal and educational use only. Commercial copying, hiring, 
lending is prohibited.

Clean for Good Limited is a company limited by shares, registered in England no. 9889100. 
Registered office: East Crypt, St George-in-the-East, 14 Cannon Street Road, London, E1 0BH.



Clean for Good is a pioneering and award-winning ethical cleaning company 
which has been cleaning offices and workspaces across London since 2017. We 
believe it is possible to deliver a high-quality professional cleaning service whilst 
also meeting high social and environmental standards. We are a different kind of 

cleaning company. Our mission is to change the cleaning sector in the UK for good.  

For more information, please visit cleanforgood.co.uk  
or email info@cleanforgood.co.uk
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Brands are so terribly fragile. All it takes is one off-key remark, one bad decision, one mis-handled 
complaint, and the power of social media kicks in to bury the brand entirely. This has been the case 
for a while now, but Covid-19 has been brutal for those brands who are not perceived to have 
played fair. 

This zeitgeist, coupled with our new-found national appreciation for key workers, makes Clean for 
Good a God-send. Now more than ever we need to know that our working spaces are pristine, and 
we need to trust those cleaning for us to do a great job. They are more likely to thrive at work and 
perform to the highest level if they are not exploited, so in buying ethically you buy into a service 
culture that is about partnership, dignity and respect. You also reduce the risk of dirty little secrets 
about working conditions tarnishing your brand, and affecting not only your ability to attract and 
retain customers, but your talented employees too, who increasingly will not work for companies 
whose values they cannot admire. Investing in quality throughout your organisation will shine through 
everything that you do.     

Everyone has heard the famous story of the NASA janitor with the mop, who met President John 
F. Kennedy when he visited the space centre in 1962. “What are you doing?” he was asked. “I’m 
helping put a man on the moon,” the janitor replied. It’s a story that reminds us that we’re all part of 
the same endeavour at work. 

But there is another story that I think is more relevant to those of us now living in a Covid-19 world. 
Captain Charlie Plumb was a navy pilot who flew 75 successful combat missions in Vietnam before 
he was shot down. He ejected and parachuted into enemy hands, where he was captured and spent 
six years in prison. Years later, after his release, a man came up to him in a restaurant and introduced 
himself. He seemed to know all about Plumb’s service record and about his capture. When he was 
asked how he knew so much, he said: “I packed your parachute. I guess it worked!” We all need to 
know who is packing our parachute in a pandemic.

Dr Eve Poole

• �The UK has seen unprecedented challenges in 2020, prompting much discussion about how 
we as a nation can ‘build back better’. We believe that every employer has the power to effect 
significant social change right now – through their purchasing and outsourcing decisions. This 
report sets out why outsourcing matters and how it can be done better.

• �No organisation is self-sufficient. Every employer relies on a network of suppliers. Outsourcing is a 
huge market. Done well, it can deliver innovation, efficiency and positive outcomes. Done badly, it 
can cause serious reputational damage. 

• �The key risk with outsourcing is that an employer may find themselves buying a service that is 
produced in a way which is seriously out of step with their own standards of behaviour. How? 
Because procurement often lacks transparency – it can be a ‘black box’. Too many employers 
don’t just outsource a service, they unwittingly outsource their values and responsibilities. 

• �The litmus test when outsourcing a service is to look inside the ‘black box’ and understand how the 
workers involved are being employed, paid and managed – and how this compares with your 
own practices in-house. There are three key questions:

1.  �What wages are the workers being paid? Do they receive a Living Wage? Today, five 
million workers in the UK still earn less than this.

2.  �What is their employment status? Employed workers benefit from more protections (like 
paid sick leave) as well as having a more predictable income. Zero-hours contracts and 
self-employment offer less protection. 

3.  �What are their terms and conditions – particularly sick pay, holidays and 
pensions? The statutory minimum employment conditions allowed by law are low. We 
have seen the tragic consequences – and the serious risks to the employer – of employing 
workers on terms and conditions offering such limited protection. 

• �The ‘black box’ is inconsistent with ethical purchasing: it has to be opened. Social and 
environmental responsibility requires intelligent and well-informed procurement. 

• This report also defines a full Checklist for purchasing Ethical Cleaning (see page 11)

• �The UK’s employers - of all sectors – between them have tremendous power to deliver lasting 
social change – through their purchasing. We do not have to wait for Government action. Join us. 

Foreword Summary



2020 was the future once. 

It hasn’t turned out to be so enjoyable. The UK has been rocked by the unprecedented global 
pandemic of Covid-19 – we have seen and experienced lives lost, livelihoods and dreams shattered, 
and well-known businesses and charities brought to the brink of ruin – and sometimes beyond. And 
we don’t know how or when it will end. 

There has been much talk of ‘building back better’.  We have seen the deep divides in our country 
cruelly exposed – our entrenched inequalities have never been so obvious. Those who have worked 
so hard during the Lockdown to protect us and feed us and heal us have also often been from the 
worst paid professions in the country. And it is those 
workers who have borne the brunt of Covid-19. 

It is surely right to work hard on ways we can 
bridge these social and economic divides in the 
UK, to create a more just, equal and ethical society. 

And the good news is that it does not need to 
wait for a Government Commission or new laws 
or some new initiative. Every organisation in the 
country with a budget has the power to begin 
making change today. Not only directly, but 
through the decisions made through purchasing 
and outsourcing. No employer is an island – every 
organisation chooses how it uses its resources as it 
buys what it needs.

Let us commit to a new resolution – to intentionally use our purchasing and outsourcing decisions to 
make this country a fairer and better place. We’re using this opportunity to set out why outsourcing 
matters so much, and how it can be done better, and challenge you to consider how you and your 
organisation will help to ‘build back better’.

We are a cleaning company, so we have used examples from our own experience in the cleaning 
sector, but have identified principles which we believe extend across all sectors. We hope our 
reflections are helpful.

1 – Introduction 

“Those who have 
worked so hard during 

the Lockdown to protect 
us and feed us and heal 
us have also often been 

from the worst paid 
professions in the country. 

And they have borne the 
brunt of Covid-19.”

1



No organisation is self-sufficient. Every employer – whether a business, charity or public service – 
relies on a network of suppliers of goods and services in order to do its work. 

Whether it is buying IT equipment for an office, or commissioning a payroll service or procuring a 
contract to clean the office at the end of the day, there is a ‘hidden network’ of providers supporting 
and supplying every organisation. This informal team of organisations (usually businesses) provides 
essential expertise and support. The outsourcing of goods and services is an unavoidable part of life 

for every employer.

Across the UK, the outsourcing of goods and services of all 
kinds accounts for billions of pounds of expenditure every 
year – from IT network support and facilities management 
to HR and financial services, even to just the tea and coffee 

supply for an office. According to recent research by YouGov, some 83% of businesses in London 
have outsourced a key service to a third party1. 

There is, of course, an important discussion to be had about whether sometimes a service might be 
best delivered in-house or outsourced. There is not always a simple right answer. Where there is a 
choice, every employer needs to weigh the pros and cons in relation to service performance, cost of 
delivery and management implications.  

Done well, outsourcing can deliver innovation, efficiency and positive outcomes. It can help 
small organisations access expertise they could never afford to hire in-house. It can help large 
organisations achieve efficiencies and enable them to focus on their core business. 

But done badly, outsourcing can not only cause a serious operational headache, it can unravel an 
organisation’s hard-earned reputation. 

Sadly, in recent years, outsourcing has developed an increasingly poor reputation. More and more 
stories have surfaced in the media of instances where outsourcing has been used to cut costs – and 
corners – sometimes with tragic consequences for the workers involved. This in turn has led to serious 
reputational damage for the companies involved – both the suppliers and their ultimate customers.

1  YouGov (2019) Which services are businesses most likely to outsource? YouGov White Paper

2 – Outsourcing? We need to talk

The risk 

There are practical challenges and risks with outsourcing; how well will a service be delivered? Will it 
be value for money? Is it responsive to the customer’s changing requirements? 

But the most dangerous risk with outsourcing is the reputational risk. If it is done badly, an employer 
may find themselves buying goods or services produced in a way which is seriously out of step with 
their own standards of behaviour. High street fashion brands have found this out to their cost.

Procurement may be done with the very best of intentions, but can still lead to a significant risk to 
reputation, and even resultant damage. 

How? Because procurement often lacks transparency. 

Many employers buy a service as though it was a ‘black box’. They may have full details on the 
inputs and outputs of ‘what’ service is to be delivered – the cost, the specification and the outcomes 
expected - but they know very little about ‘how’ the service is to be delivered – in particular, the 
people delivering the service and their employment conditions. And as we will see, the contents of 
these ‘black boxes’ can be very murky indeed. 

Too many employers don’t just outsource a 
service, they unwittingly outsource their values 
and responsibilities too. By doing so, they put their 
reputation with both staff and customers at risk.  

“�No organisation is 
self-sufficient”

“Too many employers 
don’t just outsource a 

service, they unwittingly 
outsource their values 

and responsibilities too. 
By doing so, they put their 
reputation with both staff 

and customers at risk.”
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To be able to assess the core risks from an outsourced service, it is essential to look inside the 
‘black box’ and understand how the service is being delivered. In particular, the litmus test for most 
outsourced services is how the workers involved are being employed, paid and managed – and how 
this compares with your own practices in-house. 

This kind of information may seem like unnecessary detail to some, or even perhaps intrusive – is it 
really any of my business?  Surely we’re just buying a service or product?

But if you are commissioning a service from a third 
party, and they are delivering it in your name, 
perhaps even on your premises, and it is entirely 
paid for by you – then you are fully entitled to ask 
how they operate. 

Some suppliers can be very reticent to share this 
information with their customers, even when asked 
directly. Such responses should set alarm bells 
ringing. Any employer with decent standards will 

be proud of how they treat their staff and happy to share information about terms and conditions (and 
no-one is asking for personal or confidential information here). 

The companies which are coy about their employment practices are usually the ones with the most to 
hide. In some sectors, driving down wages and the accompanying terms and conditions has been a 
primary tactic in managing costs and keeping prices competitive. Their prices are not low because of 
efficiencies or innovation but because they have cut labour costs to the absolute minimum. 

Suppliers may be operating within the law, but, as we will see, that is a relatively low threshold. Many 
employers operate well above this threshold and will be expecting suppliers to do the same. 

Every employer who outsources a service needs to understand three things about the employment 
practices within that service:

• Wages

• Employment status

• Terms and conditions

When you have this information, you can then compare it with your own behaviour as an 
organisation and check that your supplier’s values are consistent with yours.  

3 – �Why outsourcing has a bad name: 
Inside the black box

“�The companies which 
are coy about their 
employment practices 
are usually the ones 
with the most to hide.”

3.1 – The wages

The first and most obvious question is to ascertain what the service deliverers are being paid. 

Many commentators, and indeed politicians, now agree that the Government’s national minimum 
wage (called the ‘national living wage’) is not actually high enough for someone to live on. It is 
presently £8.72 per hour for an adult aged 25 and over. It is a poverty wage – that is, a wage that 
would leave even the average full-time worker living in poverty. 

Over the last 20 years, the Living Wage Movement in the UK has developed a well-researched, 
evidenced and independently calculated hourly wage which is based on the cost of living; it is set 
each year at a level which would enable someone to live above the poverty line. 

Today, the Living Wage in the UK is £9.30 per hour, or £10.75 per hour in Greater London. It is set 
by the Living Wage Foundation1. It is significantly higher than the Government’s Minimum Wage, 
particularly in London where it is 23% higher. 

Over 6,000 employers (business, charity and public sector) have already voluntarily signed up to 
become ‘Living Wage Employers’, publicly agreeing to always pay the Living Wage or more to all of 
their employees – and also every supplier. 

KPMG have recently estimated that 1 in 5 jobs 
in the UK still pay less than the Living Wage2 - 
that is over 5 million jobs.  And in some sectors 
– facilities management, retail, hospitality – 
the Minimum Wage remains prevalent. In the 
cleaning sector in 2020, it is estimated that 60% 
of workers still earn less than the Living Wage.  

So, is your service provider relying on the Minimum Wage? Are the workers delivering this service to 
you actually living below the poverty line? Is this consistent with your organisation’s values? 

1  More information can be found at www.livingwage.org.uk 
2  IHS Markit (2019) Living Wage Research for KPMG Living Wage Foundation

“In the cleaning sector in 
2020, it is estimated that 

60% of workers still earn 
less than the Living Wage.”
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3.2 – Employed or not employed?

The hourly wage is only one factor driving a worker’s employment experience – their other 
employment conditions are actually just as important. 

The second key issue is whether workers are employed by the supplier on contracts which deliver 
regular hours (and income) or whether they are self-employed or on zero-hours contracts. All of 
these modes of employment are, of course, entirely legal, and each may be appropriate in certain 
circumstances – the question for someone commissioning a service is to determine which one applies 
to your outsourced contract and whether this matches your expectations or not.  While legal, they can 
be used to drive down costs, to the detriment of the worker.

• �A self-employed worker is of course not entitled to paid holidays or paid sick leave or 
pension contributions – they just get paid for the hours they work, and nothing more. 

• �A worker on a zero-hours contract is employed, but is not guaranteed a set number of 
hours (and therefore a set income) each week – and their hours can often be varied at very 
short notice, sometimes on the day itself. 

• �An employed worker on a standard employment contract will have both regular hours 
(and a predictable income) as well as paid holidays, sick leave and pension contributions. 

All of these options are legal and used by many employers in the UK today. The challenge is 
to ensure that anyone commissioning a service does so with their eyes open, ensuring that the 
employment mode suits the service and the organisation’s values. 

The key issue with self-employment is that workers have a much lower level of protection – e.g. no 
payment if they are sick, no paid holidays, no pension. For people working in well remunerated 
sectors (e.g. a self-employed accountant), their earned income may be high enough to cover all of 
this, but for low-paid occupations (e.g. cleaners or couriers) their income may be too low to allow the 
building up of savings. This means they can afford few holidays in practice and may have a strong 
incentive to continue working even when sick. At the present time particularly, continuing to work 
while unwell can pose a significant organisational risk. 

Zero-hours contracts have the same challenges, but with the added problem of an unpredictable 
income. Again, for some people in some parts of society, this may be perfectly manageable; but for 
lower paid work, such precarious income can leave workers and their households dipping in and out 
of income poverty if they do not have savings to rely upon – and many do not. 

For workers in low pay occupations, therefore, their hourly wage is an important factor in their 

wellbeing, but the nature of their employment is also crucial: they benefit greatly from being on 
employment contracts, because these deliver predictable incomes and the important additional social 
benefits that go with employed status. So, for any organisation outsourcing a service – what level of 
protection are you expecting to see for the workers you are paying for, and what level of risk are you 
exposing your organisation to?

3.3 – Terms and Conditions: the small print

For workers who are employed on a regular contract, there is a third and final question to investigate 
– their terms and conditions. Such small print might seem trivial, but again, these operational details 
can be crucial both for the workers themselves as well as the customers relying on their services. 

Another way that some companies keep costs 
(and prices) down is to strip employee terms 
and conditions down to the legal minimum – the 
statutory minimum terms and conditions allowed 
by law. This obviously saves money (less holiday, 
less pension, less sick pay), but it can also lead to 
significant problems. 

During the Coronavirus Lockdown in the spring 
of 2020, a number of stories came to light of 
people who were ill but who felt obliged to 
continue going to work – not only risking their 
own health, but also potentially putting others at 
risk. One media story1 covered the tragic story 
of Emmanuel Gomes, a cleaner at the Ministry 
of Justice in Whitehall, employed by outsourced 
cleaning company, OCS. 

On 24th April Emmanuel Gomes went to work, despite having been ill for several days, and he later 
collapsed and died at home the same day. The statutory minimum terms of his contract meant that if he 
did not go to work because of illness, he would not get paid at all for the first three days and would then 
earn only the minimum Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) of £95.85 per week. Like many workers, he felt that he 
simply could not afford to do this, so he went to work when he should have been seeking medical help.  

1  �Harriet Grant & Beatriz Ramalho da Silva, Emanuel Gomes died just hours after his cleaning shift. Why was he 
working? The Guardian, 26th June

“It seems highly unlikely 
that any responsible 

employer in the UK 
today will be relying on 

the absolute minimum 
employment conditions 

allowed by law. Such an 
approach is consistent with 
an attitude which seeks to 

pay people as little as they 
can get away with.”  
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Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) is the least amount of support which employers are obliged to offer to 
employees. It is a very low threshold of support. During the pandemic it was also quite clear that 
some workers felt compelled to keep working even if they had Coronavirus – incredibly dangerous 
for them and for the people they were meeting at work or on public transport. Why did they do it? 
Because they simply couldn’t afford to stop working. 

Two other statutory terms and conditions which are particularly important to understand are pension 
contributions and holidays. These are often areas where employers can ‘save money’ (and so reduce 
prices) by offering employees the bare minimum. 

It seems highly unlikely that any responsible employer in the UK today will be relying on the absolute 
minimum employment conditions allowed by law. Such an approach is consistent with an attitude 
which seeks to pay people as little as they can get away with. What else might they be trying to get 
away with? Is this the kind of company you want to trust your organisation’s reputation with?

It is important to understand a company’s key terms and conditions – particularly sick pay, pension 
and holidays – because it tells you a lot about that company and its attitude towards its own people. 

A trusted provider?
The bottom line in choosing an outsourced provider is whether you trust them. Not just to deliver a 
good service, but to protect your own reputation by the way they behave. 

We have identified three key questions to ask about any outsourced service, to help you unpack how 
a potential supplier operates; and how they respond to those questions will tell you a lot about them. 

It will also come as no surprise to learn that companies which operate at the threshold of the law – 
paying the least they can get away with – are also sometimes to be found operating below the law.  

The Low Pay Commission estimated that some 1 in 5 cleaners in the UK who were entitled to the 
Minimum Wage were actually being paid less than this by their employer1. This accords with our own 
experience of recruiting cleaners in London – a surprising number report being underpaid in their 
previous job, or having wages paid inaccurately or even not at all for some months. 

1  Low Pay Commission (2019) Non-compliance and enforcement of the National Minimum Wage

1 – �What wages are the 
workers being paid?

2 – �What is their employment 
status?

3 – �What are their terms and 
conditions – especially sick 
pay, pension and holidays?
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Principles

The challenge for every organisation which is 
buying in goods and services is to do so in a way 
which is fully consistent with its own values. 

The key to enabling this is to secure transparency in 
any outsourcing process. Put simply, you must know 
what you are buying – particularly in respect of 
how the relevant workers are being treated:

• What are they being paid?

• How are they being employed?

• �What are their terms and conditions – particularly sick pay, pension and holidays?

There are many questions to ask of a potential partner, but we suggest that these represent a ‘litmus test’.

The ‘black box’ is inconsistent with ethical purchasing; it has to be opened. Social and environmental 
responsibility requires intelligent and well-informed procurement. 

Outsourced cleaning? a checklist

Every sector and type of outsourced service will be different, and there may well be additional 
questions to ask too.  

Clean for Good operates in the cleaning 
sector, so here we have put together a full 
checklist to assist anyone looking to purchase 
cleaning for their premises. It incorporates 
both social and environmental considerations. 

We are of the view that what makes a business 
ethical is the nitty gritty of how it operates 
and how it provides its services. Commitments 
to give a percentage of profit to charity are 
commendable, but are not sufficient - the more 
important ethical question is always how that 
profit was generated in the first place. 

Q1 – Does the provider pay the Living Wage?

Ideally, they would be a Living Wage Employer, independently accredited by the Living Wage 
Foundation as an organisation fully committed to paying the Living Wage to all staff and suppliers. 
As a minimum, you should be confident that they are paying the full Living Wage or more to any staff 
working on your contract. 

Q2 – Does the provider directly employ their own staff?

Is the provider providing full employment benefits to the people who will be working on your behalf, 
or are they relying on self-employment/agency working or zero-hours employment contracts?

Q3 – �Does the provider offer their staff Terms and Conditions above 
statutory minimums?

Particularly in relation to sick pay, pension and holidays – are the terms and conditions for workers 
above the statutory minimums?

Q4 – �Does the provider invest resource and time in managing and 
training staff?

The management culture of an organisation is important for the effectiveness of service delivery as 
well as the wellbeing of employees. Is it positive and supportive? This is harder to measure than 
the other issues on this checklist, but worth exploring with a partner. How much time do employees 
actually spend with managers – or is management spread too thinly?

Q5 – Does the provider operate to high environmental standards?

In the cleaning sector, many products and techniques are available now that enable effective 
cleaning but with minimal environmental impact. There are independent certifications available – like 
the EU Eco Label – which provide evidence of genuine eco-credentials on cleaning products. Don’t 
accept ‘greenwash’ or vague statements. 

Q6 – Has the provider put together its own ethical supply chain?

A sign that a provider genuinely cares about its social and environmental impact will be the extent to 
which it has reviewed its own supply chain so that it purchases goods and services in an ethical way. 
What evidence or examples can they provide on this?

4 – �Towards more ethical sourcing: 
Implementing your values

Checklist for Purchasing 
Ethical Cleaning

“The ‘black box’ is 
inconsistent with ethical 

purchasing; it has to 
be opened. Social 

and environmental 
responsibility requires 

intelligent and well-
informed procurement.”

“�Commitments to give a 
percentage of profit to 
charity are commendable, 
but are not sufficient - the 
more important ethical 
question is always how 
that profit was generated 
in the first place.”
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Yes. We know it is possible, because we’ve been doing it for the last three years. 

Clean for Good is a Living Wage Employer, employing its own staff directly and on terms and 
conditions above statutory minimums. So, when someone is ill, for example, they receive full sick pay 
from day one of their contract and day one of their illness. 

We also invest in our people, operate to high environmental standards and have put together our 
own ethical supply chain for key products and services. 

During the Lockdown in Spring 2020, we committed to retain every employee and pay them in full 
(100% of their wages) - and we did, for five months from March to July 2020, whether they were 
working or furloughed. Even when we lost a few client contracts during the Lockdown (as some 
clients struggled financially), we retained our cleaners and offered each one a similar (or better) job 
at another site. Crucially, our actions were supported and enabled by our customers, who remained 
committed to the people in their supply chain.

We have grown rapidly since we launched in 2017 because there are a growing number of 
employers who care about buying in services that match their own values. 

We are reflecting on our own experience, and sharing our thoughts publicly, because we want to see 
more employers using the power of outsourcing for good – and more cleaning companies upping 
their game to meet those expectations. 

There has been much discussion about whether the UK can recover from the shock of the Covid-19 
pandemic and build a brighter – and fairer – future for itself. It is a great impulse and one we 
wholeheartedly share. 

But the drive for a fairer country does not have to rely primarily or solely on Government action. The 
UK’s employers, of all sectors, between them have tremendous power to deliver lasting social change 
– through their purchasing power. 

Taking more time to investigate service providers and intentionally choosing the more ethical 
providers has the potential to drive great change in this country. 

And it does not need to rely on Government action, new laws or charitable funders. Every employer 
already has the budgetary power to effect profound change. Many already use this power. More 
could. We don’t need to wait; if we want to see change, there is much we can do. 

So, don’t wait for the cavalry to come – it turns out that you are the cavalry. 

Join with us and be part of the change you want to see.  

Are you in?

Can outsourced cleaning 
really be ethical?

5 – �Building back better? 
Join us

“The UK’s employers, of all 
sectors, between them have 

tremendous power to deliver 
lasting social change – through 

their purchasing power.”
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