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taken out, adjusted for the size and composition of the household.  
  2        Eurofound  ,   In-work poverty in the EU   ( Eurofound ,  2017 )  5  .   

   FOREWORD: THE CHALLENGE OF 
COMBATING IN-WORK POVERTY   

 I am grateful to Luca Ratti and Paul Schoukens for providing me with an opportunity 
to explain why this book is important, and why it deserves to become an important 
source of inspiration for further initiatives to combat in-work poverty. 

 Th e European Union defi nes the working poor as people who are employed 
(having held a job for at least seven months during the reference year) but whose 
incomes are below 60 per cent of the national median equivalised disposable 
income. 1  In 2017, the working poor in the European Union thus defi ned consti-
tuted 10 per cent of the active working population, up from 8 per cent 10 years 
before; 2  by 2022, the latest year for which data are available, the fi gure for the 
EU-27 was 8.5 per cent of the employed population, with wide variations ranging 
from 14.3 per cent for Romania and 2.5 per cent in Finland. 

 In other terms, almost one in 10 workers in the EU are paid wages that do not 
protect from being at risk of poverty. Th e cost-of-living crisis only adds to the 
urgency of addressing this situation: while annual infl ation reached its highest ever 
level in the EU in 2022, more than tripling to 9.2 per cent, wages lagged far behind, 
up just 4.4 per cent. 

 Th e authors set themselves the challenge of addressing the causes of this 
phenomenon, and of proposing solutions. Th e research presented in this book 
does not remain at this highly general level, however. Instead, it focuses on 
four groups that are particularly at risk  –  what the authors call  ‘ Vulnerable and 
Underrepresented Groups ’ . Th ese are (1) low- or unskilled employees employed 
in low-wage sectors, who are disproportionately at risk of poverty despite having 
standard employment contracts; (2) self-employed, particularly bogus self-
employed and solo (economically dependent) self-employed; (3) workers under 
non-standard employment contracts (including in particular temporary agency 
workers, part-time workers and workers with a fi xed-term contract); and (4) casual 
and platform workers. Th is approach is particularly fruitful, because it allows 
the identifi cation of factors explaining in-work poverty specifi c to each of these 
categories, which therefore may call for distinct regulatory or policy responses. 
For instance, the adoption of Directive (EU) 2022/2041 of 19 October 2022 
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  3    Directive (EU) 2022/2041 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 October 2022 on 
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( 2017 )  2  .   
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on adequate minimum wages in the European Union, despite its potentially 
signifi cant contribution to protecting workers from in-work poverty, 3  will provide 
little solace to platform workers misclassifi ed as  ‘ self-employed ’ ; and it will not 
provide temporary agency workers or workers on fi xed-term contracts with the 
kind of long-term income security that they need to plan their lives and take 
control of their future: other regulatory initiatives are needed for these categories 
of workers. 

 At the same time, certain structural developments aff ect the world of work in 
general, and explain the persistence of in-work poverty in the EU. Globalisation has 
made the situation of the least qualifi ed workers in rich countries more fragile, by 
weakening the bargaining position of unions faced with the threat of outsourcing 
production to low-wage jurisdictions. Th e automation of work, now magnifi ed by the 
rise of artifi cial intelligence, threatens whole segments of the workforce, and workers 
who fear they may become redundant will easily be pressured into making conces-
sions on wages. Globally, automation may lead to up to 890 million jobs being lost 
by 2030, 4  and to 1.1 billion jobs, about a third of total employment, changing radi-
cally as individual tasks are automated, with the risk that workers unable to acquire 
new skills will be left  behind. 5  Technological advances also facilitate the outsourcing 
of services such as accounting, translation, editing, data entry, completing surveys, 
tagging photos or business consulting, to workers operating from countries where 
wages are low, and who can compete with workers in the EU with low levels of quali-
fi cation: the average hourly wage of the workers on web-based platforms is US $ 3.4, 
and half of them earn less than US $ 2.1 per hour. 6  In eff ect, such forms of outsourc-
ing result in the export of labour without the migration of those providing it: it is as 
if the labour supply in rich countries suddenly expanded dramatically. 7  

 Labour law itself has not been immune from such pressures. Work has been 
made more fl exible in a desperate quest to increase the rate of employment (the 
Europe 2020 target is that 75 of the working age population should be at work). 
Th is quest however has led not to a reduction of poverty, 8  but instead to the 
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growth of precarious forms of employment. 9  Corporate strategies associated with 
post-Fordist economic restructuring (externalising, downsizing, outsourcing and 
subcontracting) lead to what has been called  ‘ informalisation from above ’ : starting 
in the 1980s, production increasingly has been decentralised towards smaller-
scale and more fl exible economic units, with many more menial tasks (such as 
cleaning or transportation) being outsourced to sub-contractors, leading to the 
growth of non-standard or atypical jobs characterised by hourly wages and few 
benefi ts, or even piece-rate jobs with no benefi ts. 10  In many non-standard forms of 
employment, working schedules are either unpredictable (permanently changing 
on short notice) or infl exible (not subject to negotiation), or both (with non-
negotiable sudden changes). Th is worsens the impacts of poverty-induced time 
defi cits: individuals facing such schedules cannot combine multiple jobs, especially 
when they commute long distances, nor perform other tasks such as taking care 
of other family members; and it is diffi  cult for them to seek training to improve 
their qualifi cations. Poverty-induced time defi cits perpetuate the cycle of poverty, 
as individuals have limited opportunities to improve their economic situation due 
to time constraints. 

 Th ese trends are made worse by inter-jurisdictional competition within the 
EU. Member States ’  choices in setting wages and levels of social contributions 
are still driven by the perception that any increase in wages or social contribu-
tions could negatively aff ect their external cost competitiveness and reduce their 
attractiveness to potential investors in the most labour-intensive segments of the 
industry, thereby resulting in increased unemployment. Yet there is little to no 
evidence of a negative impact of minimum wages on unemployment. 11  Instead, 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) has shown that in fact minimum 
wages can contribute to higher labour productivity, both at the enterprise level 
and across the economy, which can in turn strengthen competitiveness. 12  Th ere is 
also evidence that, contrary to the fears expressed by certain conservative groups, 
the indexation of wages to the consumer price index (as has been the case for a 
number of years in Belgium, Cyprus and Luxembourg 13 ) will not lead to a wage-
price spiral, threatening jobs. In fact, such indexation systems (the development 
of which is now encouraged by the 2022 directive on adequate minimum wages 
in the European Union) supports the purchasing power of the middle classes, 
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improving the resilience of the economy in times of crisis. And comparative 
studies have shown that fears of a wage-price spiral are ill-founded, especially 
under circumstances of imported infl ation. 14  

 Finally, the failure to allow asylum-seekers or undocumented migrants access 
to regular employment may also lead to forms of exploitation that, again, will 
make the situation of workers across whole sectors, particularly construction and 
agriculture, more fragile. In 2012, the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of 
migrants, Fran ç ois Cr é peau, reported that during his offi  cial visit to Italy, he met 
with  ‘ numerous irregular migrants working in informal sectors, many of whom 
were being exploited by unscrupulous employers, who appeared to enjoy total 
impunity. Employers appear to exploit the fact of the migrants ’  irregular status by 
requiring them to undertake strenuous physical labour for long hours, and oft en 
paid far below the minimum wages, or not at all ’ . 15  Th is will come as no surprise 
to anyone familiar with the situation of migrants in the EU. While the Employers ’  
Sanctions Directive 16  prohibiting the employment of irregular migrants should 
allow the worst forms of exploitation to be combated, the implementation remains 
uneven across Member States, not least because the exploitation of undocumented 
migrant workers in certain sectors is seen as benefi ting the local economy. Providing 
these migrants with access to regular employment would not only ensure a better 
protection against abuse, but it is also a requirement of international human rights 
law: in addition to the right to self-employment, which is guaranteed to all refu-
gees under the 1951 Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, any 
diff erence in treatment based on residency status in access to employment would 
require justifi cation under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights; indeed, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
has specifi cally reminded the States parties to the Covenant that employment can 
be an  ‘ important channel for integration within the host country and will reduce 
the dependence of refugees or migrants on public support or private charity ’ . 17  

 Globalisation, automation, fl exibilisation, casualisation, inter-jurisdictional 
competition, and fi nally, in certain sectors, exploitation of irregularly staying 
migrants: these structural factors matter. Contrary to what is assumed in certain 
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neoclassical theories of the employment market, wages are not the result of supply 
and demand curves meeting at some equilibrium point. Th ey are the result of 
a bargaining process, in which unions and employers each seek to coerce the 
other party into making certain concessions, in what Robert Lee Hale called the 
economy ’ s system of power. 18  Th is is also why the growth of job guarantee schemes, 
as illustrated for instance by  Territoires zero ch ô meurs longue dur é e  in France (now 
covering 58 municipalities) or by the  Kinofelis  programme set up in Greece as part 
of the response to the debt crisis in 2011 (which off ered eight months of employ-
ment to 45,000 participants by 2017), 19  could be game-changers in the future. For 
workers facing exploitative employers, a job guarantee programme subsidised 
through the public purse may constitute a fall-back option, strengthening their 
bargaining position, and allowing them to claim a right to decent work  –  and if 
they are in informal work because of an unwillingness of the employer to declare 
them in order to circumvent protective legislation or to avoid paying social contri-
butions, to seek formalisation. Where the employment provided under the job 
guarantee programme includes paid leave, pension contribution, health insurance 
and childcare subsidy, or where it pays a wage above the minimum wage, it raises 
the bar across the whole economy. 20  

 One fi nal remark may be in order. When offi  cial statistics speak of one in 10 
workers in the EU being at risk of poverty, they do not mean that all these workers 
face extreme material deprivation: the  ‘ at-risk-of-poverty ’  measure is, for the most 
part, a measure of wage inequality. Th e discussion about in-work poverty there-
fore should not only be a discussion about the minimum wage corresponding to a 
living wage, but also a discussion about the fairness of wage scales. 

 Th is is also a requirement of human rights law. In addition to having a right to 
a  ‘ living wage ’ , workers have a right to  ‘ fair wages ’ . 21  Th e orthodox interpretation of 
this requirement is that wages should refl ect  ‘ not only the output of the work but 
also the responsibilities of the worker, the level of skill and education required to 
perform the work, the impact of the work on the health and safety of the worker, 
specifi c hardships related to the work and the impact on the worker ’ s personal and 
family life ’ . 22  In practice however, the levels of wages are the result of bargaining 
processes in which most workers, or the unions representing them in collective 
bargaining, are in a weak position from which to negotiate better wages. Th is is the 
result of the constellation of structural factors described above. Only by strength-
ening unions and protecting the right to collective bargaining will it be possible to 
uphold the right to a fair remuneration. 
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 Another and more fundamental problem is that the bargaining position of 
workers depends in part on what the end purchaser of the good or service provided 
will pay. However, as illustrated by the case of unpaid care workers, 23  the most 
important contributions of work to overall well-being are not necessarily in the 
added monetary value it creates. Workers performing essential functions on which 
society depends are typically underpaid, because their contributions are insuffi  -
ciently valued, and because the services they provide have the nature of a public 
good, for which the benefi ciaries are unwilling or unable to pay. Th ese workers 
moreover provide services that serve communities, including people living in 
poverty, who cannot aff ord to pay for such services: as a result of how work is 
currently valued in the labour market, the more the work serves the needs of the 
poor, the less well it will be remunerated. 

 Th e low remuneration of workers providing care can also be attributed 
to the fact that many of their tasks were traditionally performed by women 
within households and communities, without remuneration; even once these 
tasks were paid for, the wages were set at a low level, refl ecting such a lack of 
recognition of the value to society of the work of reproduction (as contrasted with 
production). 24  Th e activities of domestic workers, for instance  –  such as cooking, 
cleaning, washing and caregiving  –  are undervalued both because they are oft en 
considered  ‘ unproductive ’  25  and because they have traditionally been assumed by 
women  –  whereas they are a valuable and necessary labour which the functioning 
of communities and entire economies depend on. 26  

 Th is should not be allowed to continue. In order to be  ‘ fair ’ , the remuneration 
should refl ect not only the economic value created by the worker, but also the 
contribution to society of the work performed. 27  Prospective workers otherwise 
will seek the kind of training, and workers will provide the goods and services, 
that serve not the needs of the community, and particularly those of low-income 
groups, but those of the most affl  uent only. Th us, instead of making phones that 
last for many years and can be easily repaired, engineers will plan their phones so 
that they will have to be replaced with an even smarter version within 20 months; 
instead of designing schemes to help people in poverty, economists will become 

  23    UN doc A/68/293.  
  24    B Palier,  ‘ Pourquoi les personnes occupant un emploi  “ essentiel ’  sont-elles si mal pay é es ?  ”  Sciences 
Po LIEPP Working Paper no 116 (2020).  
  25        ILO  ,  ‘  Social protection for domestic workers: Key policy trends and statistics  ’  (  Geneva  ,  ILO ,  2016 ) 
 5  .   
  26        ILO  ,   Minimum Wage Policy Guide: Chapter 8  –  Minimum wages for domestic workers    3 – 4   ; 
     P   Bamu-Chipunza   ,  ‘  Promoting Decent Work for Domestic Workers: Lessons from Five Countries  ’  
 WIEGO Resource Document No 8  (  Manchester  ,  WIEGO ,  2018 ) .   
  27          N   Bueno   ,  ‘  From Productive Work to Capability-Enhancing Work: Implications for Labour 
Law and Policy  ’  ( 2022 )  23 ( 3 )     Journal of Human Development and Capabilities    366    ;       E   Dermine    and 
   D   Dumont   ,  ‘  A Renewed Critical Perspective on Social Law: Disentangling Its Ambivalent Relationship 
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Relations    267   .   
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traders; instead of building low-cost social housing, architects will aim at building 
mansions for the ultra-rich; and so on. Th e result is not only that the incentives are 
distorted against serving the needs of the poorest groups within society, and that 
an enormous human potential is wasted while it could serve societal needs, it is 
also that, since goods or services for these groups are undersupplied, their prices 
may increase, resulting in an artifi cial scarcity. 

 To remedy this, work that is of higher societal value should be better remuner-
ated. In a study on the jobs that the Covid-19 pandemic showed to be  ‘ essential ’ , 
the ILO found that  ‘ essential workers ’  earn, on average, 26 per cent less than other 
workers, and that only two thirds of the gap could be explained by diff erences in 
education and experience. 28  In other terms, the workers providing the most vital 
services to society, in areas such as food production and retail, healthcare, cleaning 
and sanitation, or transport, are underpaid. 

 Th is is not inevitable. States could draw up a list of goods and services the provi-
sion of which is essential and of high societal value, and ensure that the workers 
involved in such provision are paid fair wages (beyond the minimum wage allow-
ing the meet basic needs); they could also, conversely, draw up a list of professions 
that are currently highly paid despite their negative externalities (such as those 
of traders encouraging speculation on fi nancial markets, workers involved in the 
extraction of fossil energy, in pesticides production, in plastic production, or in the 
tobacco industry, or workers in the advertising industry), and cap high remunera-
tions in those sectors. In order for these mandates to be economically viable in the 
private for-profi t sector, tax incentives and subsidies could be provided, compen-
sating for the increased costs of labour in the sectors that society seeks to support, 
while at the same time higher income taxes would penalise the excessively high 
remuneration of professions causing high negative externalities. 

 What is needed to combat in-work poverty is more political imagination, and 
audacity. I welcome this book as a major contribution to the discussion on why we 
still have almost 20 million workers at risk of poverty in the EU. I have no doubt 
that this comparative research will continue to infl uence debates in the next few 
years on what needs to be done to address it. Th e authors should be commended 
for providing us with the robust scientifi c basis on which these debates can now 
be grounded. 

 Olivier De Schutter 
  United Nations Special Rapporteur on 

extreme poverty and human rights    
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