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The minimum wages issue 

in a comparative perspective
Why is there so much talk about 

MW around the world?

• Decline in wage shares and 
increase in poverty and 
inequality 

• Increasingly precarious, non-
unionized and CB uncovered 
work 

• Weakening of trade unions 
and collective bargaining

• Mobility of firms and workers 
vs. relocations and social-
wage dumping

Why is it necessary to do it 
comparatively?

Weight and relevance of 

• international organizations 

• multinational companies 

• transnational trade union 
organizations 

To global problems / global 
answers 

Harmonization or upward 
convergence in EU law, against 
downward (dumping): the 
Directive for adequate minimum 
wages in Europe



Value of the EU Directive

• A "paradigm shift" on wages and collective bargaining 

• The most important initiative to promote "decent living and working 
conditions, social cohesion and upward convergence" in Europe, by 
strengthening collective bargaining and the power of "trade union 
organizations". 

• A strong stimulus, at the national level, to adjust the minimum levels 
(>60% median), for those who have them by law, and/or collective 
bargaining (CB) coverage, for those below 80% (18 MSs) 

• No obligation to change the system / binding rules on procedures, 
with "action plans", but not on quantitative objectives 

• For Italy there is not a problem of coverage, nor of a 
minimum/median ratio, but of the "who" and the "what" behind a 
very large CB coverage. 

• The quantitative effectiveness of the data (>80/90%) and its "quality" 
(the weight of the "pirates")



Legal/Median/Average Minimum Wage: 

Poor or low-wages everywhere



Workers who should benefit 

from the new Directive’s thresholds



The Italian minimum wage system

• Neither a statutory minimum wage nor a formal extension 
mechanism (except for public procurement and cooperative 
societies) 

• The minimum wage is set by national collective bargaining, by 
sector and professional level, every 3-4 years, on the base of the 
forecasted inflation (ISTAT), excluded the cost of imported energy 
goods. Gaps recovery at the end of the agreements’ duration, 
between forecasted and real inflation

• The emergence of a wage stagnation issue, together with the 
impetus from EU law, has stimulated great debates and legislative 
proposals, to introduce some kind of a  minimum inter-
professional wage 

• The reluctance of the social partners, with their preference for 
rules on the representativeness of the negotiating actors and on 
the erga omnes effectiveness of the contracts 

• The express and definitive closure expressed by the new right-
wing 



Strength elements

• The «constitutional minimum wage» (art. 36 of the 
Constitution): beyond the notion of «minimum» wage, 
between «proportionality» and «sufficiency» to 
«ensure oneself and the family a free and dignified 
existence».

• Jurisprudential interpretation and extension of the 
national collective agreements; a "functional 
equivalent" of the SMW? 

• The highest Kaitz and CB coverage index in the EU 

• Overall economic treatments well above the minimum 
ones used in national and international comparisons



The Italian Kaitz index: the highest in the 

industrialized world (OECD, 2020)



Collective bargaining coverage: 

who’s over 80%? Italy first in the EU



High contractual avoidance and underpaid 

workers (Garnero, OECD, 2017)
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Weaknesses

 The extreme difficulty of defining and quantifying what exactly the 
minimum wage is and includes (constitutional jurisprudence, social 
security obligations, collective agreements)

 High avoidance, with irregular workers, false underpaid self-employed, 
spurious cooperatives, not reaching and below the minimums of the 
collectively-agreed national wages (between 700.00 and 1 million, 
especially domestic workers, farmers, hotels and restaurants) 

 Diffusion of involuntary part-time (67% against EU average 27%) and 
very short-term (the 5 million workers who do not reach €10,000 gross 
per year) 

 Too many workers employed at lower-wage levels and sectors 

 The thirty-year stagnation of productivity and average wages: the worst 
in Europe 

 Contractual/wage dumping in the jungle of "pirate" national 
agreements, exploded in recent years (700), with losses on minimum 
wages of approx 30-50%



The 30-year stagnation of average wages: 

the worst in the EU and the OECD 
(OECD and ILO data, 2022)



The CB system 

under the pressure of hyper-inflation

• The national collective agreements 
are renewed for the economic part 
on the basis of the harmonized 
index of consumer prices, net of 
the cost of imported energy goods

• Any differences between expected 
and actual inflation are recovered 
at the end of the term 

• Every three (Confindustria) or four 
years (others) 

• With average delays of over 30 
months 

• Decentralized bargaining, venue for 
productivity-based increases

• No possibility of real increases beyond 
the forecasted inflation rate 

• The exclusion of the cost of energy 
goods, useful in normal phases, 
becomes completely inadequate when 
these increase by even 75%. 

• The duration of three and four years is 
too long; even when there are no 
delays 

• Decentralized bargaining concerns a 
minority of companies in the centre-
north Little or no productivity due to 
the size of the companies



Pros and cons of the two systems
Statutory Minimum Wage - SMW (22)

(B, BG, CK, CR, CY*, F, GR, ES, HU, IR, LA, LT, 
LU, MT, NL, PO, PT, RO, SI, SK, SP) + UK  

Collectively-agreed MW (5)
(A, DK, FI, IT, S) + NO, CH

Positive

• More guarantees of universality 
• More certainty and enforceability 
• More containment of inter-sector 

differentials 
• Spill over effect upwards on all wages

• Minimum levels on average higher 
• More flexibility based on the sector and 

specific qualification 
• Centrality of the social partners as wage 

authorities 
• Less exposed to political contingency

Negative

• Average low levels,
• Employers can devise mini part-time jobs 

so as not to vary the monthly salary 
• Risk of weakening collective bargaining and 

the role of the union as wage authority 
• More exposed to the political-economic 

contingency

• Fewer guarantees of universality 
• Less certainties and collectability 
• Less containment of inter-sector 

differentials



What policy for Italy?
 Law to measure the representativeness of the social partners and specify the

contractual perimeters.

 Making the parameters set in the 2014-2018 inter-confederation agreements
binding

 An erga omnes for the leader CAs, or at the limit of guarantee, in sectors where
the circumvention phenomena of the leading CCNLs are high and proven (e.g.
social cooperatives and procurement. But also in Cyprus and Norway)

• National agreements with shorter durations (going back to 2 years?) and 
overcome the double constraint of the forecasted inflation and, moreover, with 
the exclusion of the energy goods costs. Rethinking a more timely and effective 
indexation system

 Without a reduction in precariousness, a minimum working hour - even a
generous one - does not change the situation in the final month or year

 Without a strengthening of the inspection services, evasion and tricks will be no
less than on illegal hiring and occupational safety. The problem of effectiveness;
by contract or by law

 A minimum inter-professional wage floor, under which not to go below, is
reasonable and fair. The example of the Austrian trade union (OGB): a campaign
for contractual minimum wages of no less than €10 an hour


