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Market mechanisms fail to tackle low pay and in-work poverty, particularly of supply chain 
workers and platform workers. Statistically, an estimated 327 million wage workers across 
the world are paid at, or below, the applicable minimum wage, which in many countries is 
set even below the living wage. Beyond low pay, there are great concerns regarding the 
inability of market mechanisms to adequately value work with social value (such as care) or 
ecological value (such as green jobs), even while demand for such services remains 
unsatisfied. Regarding care, the World Health Organization projects a shortfall of 18 million 
health workers by 2030, due to low working conditions and attractivity in the care sector. To 
tackle in-work poverty, this policy proposal recommends adopting and enforcing best-
practice minimum wage legislation, platform work legislation, and supply chains due 
diligence legislation in line with the OECD, Handbook on Due Diligence for Enabling Living 
Incomes and Living Wages in Agriculture, Garment and Footwear Supply Chain (2024). 
Regarding the social and ecological value of work beyond its market value, it recommends 
developing objective indicators to measure the positive and negative social and ecological 
value of work, consistent with proposals made by the Special Rapporteur in his report on the 
working poor. It recommends investments and legal protection of the working conditions of 
care and support workers, providing social security for unpaid care workers, and 
encouraging care leaves. Regarding green jobs, it recommends employment policies that 
create green jobs, promote green vocational training, protect the income of workers and 
provide social security of unpaid workers in green jobs in line with the ILO Just Transition 
framework. Finally, it encourages governments to introduce maximum income caps and 
accountability mechanisms to prevent and deter high remuneration in economic sectors and 
activities with high negative social and ecological value. 
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1. POLICY GOAL 

 

This policy profile aims to strengthen the remuneration of workers and support the value of 
their work beyond market mechanisms. It adopts a post-growth approach, which moves away 
from economic productivity and the impact of work on economic growth. It addresses two 
main challenges. 

Low-Paid Work 

The first challenge is low remuneration of work and in-work poverty in all countries. The 
share of low-paid wage workers reached 22 percent in low-income countries and 17 percent 
in lower-middle income countries in 2024.1 Women are overrepresented among them.2 In 
OECD countries, the share of low-paid wage workers reached 25 percent in the United States, 
22 percent in the United Kingdom and 16 per cent in Germany3. Globally, an estimated 327 
million wage workers across the world are paid at, or below, the applicable minimum wage, 
which in many countries is set even below the living wage.4 Certain workers are particularly 
at risk due to their low bargaining power, such as in agriculture, supply chains, or platform 
workers. Having a certain level of disposable income is fundamental to one’s standard of 
living and the realization of central human capabilities.5 Building on a prior report of the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights6 and post-growth research, this 
profile formulates policy proposals to tackle in-work poverty and increase the remuneration 
of low-paid workers beyond market mechanisms. 

Undervalued Work 

The second challenge addresses the value of work in market economies, which impacts its 
remuneration and attractiveness. 7  Under market mechanisms, activities with social value 
(such as care) or ecological value (such as green jobs) do not follow a productive market logic. 
They are often less valued and remunerated, therefore less attractive, than economically 
productive activities despite a great demand for them. Regarding care, the World Health 
Organization projects a shortfall of 18 million health workers by 2030, mostly in low- and 
lower-middle-income countries. The OECD also warns that labour shortages in long-term 
care could reach unacceptable levels in the near future if no decisive action is taken now.8 

 
1 ILO Global Wage Report 2023-2024 (2025) 34.  
2 Ibid 36 
3 OECD Employment Outlook 2025. 
4 ILO Global Wage Report 2023-2024 (2025) 23. 
5  Richard Samans, Human-Centred Economics: The Living Standards of Nations (Palgrave Macmillan 2024) 107; 
Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford University Press 2001) 14, 75. 
6 Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Olivier De Schutter, The working poor: a human rights 
approach to wages, UN Doc. A/78175 (13 July 2023). 
7 See Mariana Mazzucato, The Value of Everything: Making and Taking in the Global Economy (Public Affairs 2018) 69; 
Jake Rosenfeld, You’re Paid What You’re Worth: And Other Myths of the Modern Economy (Harvard University Press 
2021).  
8 World Health Organization, Global Strategy on Human Resources for Health: Workforce 2030 (2016) para. 13; 
OECD, Beyond Applause? Improving Working Conditions in Long-Term Care (OECD 2023) 18; See also ILO, Decent 
Work and the Care Economy (ILO 2024) para 59. 
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Similarly, the ILO recommends promoting green jobs, as part of the just ecological transition 
framework.9 Building on post-growth research, this policy profile formulates proposals to 
improve the remuneration of undervalued work beyond economic productivity. By contrast, 
some studies have suggested that certain top-paid jobs, such as tax accountants, advertising 
executives, and investment bankers, may generate high negative social value compared to 
their income.10 It therefore also formulates proposals to deter overvalued economic sectors 
and activities. 

2. POLICY FORMULATION 

 

Low-Paid Work 

Measure in-work poverty through data. Distinguish between work status (employee, self-
employed), economic sectors, and groups subject to discrimination (gender, age, race, sexual 
orientation, social origin, religion, political opinion) 

Ratify and implement International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions related to 
freedom of association, collective bargaining, and minimum wages, including: 

• Protection of Freedom of Association and the Right to Organise, 1948 (No. 87) 
• Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98)  
• Protection of Wages Convention, 1949 (No. 95) 
• Minimum Wage Fixing Machinery (Agriculture) Convention, 1951 (No. 99) 
• Minimum Wage Fixing Convention, 1970 (No. 131) 
• Minimum Wage Fixing Recommendation, 1970 (No. 135) 
• Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189) 

Adopt and effectively enforce statutory minimum wages and promote collective bargaining 
on wage-setting for wage workers. When setting minimum wages, take into account the cost 
of living for workers and their families, and ensure that they are regularly updated in order 
to account for inflation and changing living costs. Where appropriate, consider values such 
as the ratio of the gross minimum wage to 60 % of the gross median wage and the ratio of the 
gross minimum wage to 50 % of the gross average wage.11 

Adopt and enforce platform work legislation to protect platform workers by addressing 
misclassification, guaranteeing them labour rights and social protection. 

Adopt and enforce mandatory due diligence in supply chain laws to ensure respect for the 
right to a living wage and a living income of supply chain workers, including self-employed 
and smallholders. 

 
9 ILO, Resolution concerning a just transition (2023) para 7, 11, 21 and 23. 
10 Eilis Lawlor, Helen Kersley and Susan Steed ‘Calculating the Real Value to Society of Different Professions. New 
Economics Foundation’ 2009. See also Gomez-Baggethun, E., Rethinking Work for a Just and Sustainable Future, 
200 Ecological Economics 107506 (2022)7. 
11 Special Rapporteur, n 6, para 40.  
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Undervalued Work 

Measure through indicators the positive social and ecological value of work beyond its 
economic market value. Identify in particular the positive social or ecological value of care 
work and green jobs. 

Measure through objective indicators the negative social and ecological value of economically 
highly valued sectors and activities. 

Invest in care work and adopt legislation protecting and encouraging care work, including by 
protecting the income of paid care workers, providing social security for unpaid care 
workers, and encouraging care leaves for both women and men. 

Invest in green jobs and adopt employment policies that create green jobs, promote green 
vocational training, protect the income of workers and provide social security of unpaid 
workers in green jobs. 

Deter top income earners from benefiting from labour exploitation and environmental 
degradation. Introduce accountability mechanisms, such as mandatory sustainability due 
diligence obligations, to prevent and deter high remuneration in economic sectors and 
activities with high negative social and ecological value. 

3. BEST PRACTICES 

 

Low-Paid Work 

Levels of minimum wage: The European Directive (EU) 2022/2041 of 19 October 2022 on 
adequate minimum wages introduces criteria to adapt minimum wages to inflation by 
requiring consideration of the purchasing power of statutory minimum wages, taking into 
account the cost of living, the general level of wages and their distribution, and the growth 
rate of wages. It further indicates orientating values used at the international level to set 
minimum wages, such as 60 % of the gross median wage and 50 % of the gross average wage. 
The Directive moreover contains provisions to strengthen collective bargaining, requiring 
countries to put in place action plans when coverage falls under 80%, in order to strengthen 
the capacity for workers to collectively negotiate fair remuneration.  

Platform workers: In 2020, the OECD released a policy note with recommendations for 
regulating platform work in the digital age. Regarding remuneration, it recommends 
classifying platform workers as employees protected under labour law and social security 
law, extending collective bargaining to platform workers, introducing a minimum wage, and 
strengthening social protection, among other elements.12 As tracked by the ILO, many recent 
judicial decisions and legislation around the world can be used as best practices for countries 
that have not yet done so.13 

 
12 OECD, Regulating platform work in the digital era (2020). 
13 See ILO, Digital Labour Platform Tracker, https://digitallabour.ilo.org/. 
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Supply chain workers: Due to low bargaining power in global supply chains, supply chain 
workers in low and middle-income countries may be constrained to accept low wages dictated 
by purchasing practices or commodity price setting of multinational enterprises. Relevant 
international guidance in this respect includes the Handbook on Due Diligence for Enabling 
Living Incomes and Living Wages in Agriculture, Garment and Footwear Supply Chains.14 To 
address possible violations of the right to a minimum level of remuneration in supply chains, 
France, Germany, Norway and the European Union have recently passed legislation explicitly 
requiring large companies to respect local adequate living wages in global value chains.15 In 
France and Germany, these laws are being applied by supply chain workers to oppose 
violations of collective trade union rights or violations of local minimum wage by large 
companies.16 

Undervalued Work 

Care workers: Paid care work is characterised by low pay and often precarious or even 
informal working conditions. This reduces the attractiveness of the sector and contributes to 
significant labour shortages, as evidenced by the ILO and the OECD. The ILO and the OECD 
recommend investing in paid, formal care workers and protecting their labour rights to 
ensure better working conditions and to address deficits in care provision.17 Unpaid care 
work, despite being essential for human well-being and communities, is also usually not 
recognized as work in social security schemes. Several countries, by contrast, value care by 
providing for (paid or unpaid) care leaves, accounting for periods of work in social security 
schemes. 

Green jobs: Under the just transition framework, the ILO recommends promoting green jobs 
and green skills by enabling sustainable industries, fostering an environment to enable the 
promotion of sustainable public, private and social enterprises, providing green training, and 
promoting green technology.18 Some countries, such as Spain, have adopted just transition 
laws requiring public authorities to analyze the potential of green job creation of ecological 
transitions.19 At the individual level, some countries also encourage green jobs. Germany, for 
instance, encourages young people between 16 and 27 years old to take a paid voluntary free 
social or environmental gap year.20 

Overvalued top-paid activities: Countries usually do not introduce income caps on certain 
high-paying, productive activities. Progressive income tax is generally used in addition to 
market control and disinvestment strategies. In addition to this, the remuneration of top 
income earners in sectors and activities that manifestly negatively impact social and 

 
14 OECD, Handbook on Due Diligence for Enabling Living Incomes and Living Wages in Agriculture, Garment and 
Footwear Supply Chain (2024). 
15 See Business and human rights in law, https://www.bhr-law.org/, for a map of such laws. 
16 Nicolas Bueno, Labour Rights Due Diligence in Supply Chains: A Countermovement for Labour and Sustainable 
Development? 37 King’s Law Journal (2026) 
17 ILO, Decent Work in the Care Economy (ILO 2024) para 135; Beyond Applause? Improving Working Conditions 
in Long-Term Care (OECD 2023) 18. 
18 ILO, Resolution concerning a just transition (2023)  
19 Law Ley 7/2021 de Cambio Climático y Transición Energética, art. 27. 
20 Gesetz zur Förderung von Jugendfreiwilligendiensten, § 2. 

https://www.bhr-law.org/
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ecological value should be deterred, for example though bonus caps, making directors’ 
remuneration dependent on social and ecological targets, tax on products (tobacco or fuel) 
and top income tax in damaging sectors. 

4. POTENTIAL BARRIERS & COUNTERARGUMENTS 

 

Minimum Wages and Unemployment 

In neoclassical economics, the adoption and enforcement of statutory minimum wage 
legislation is often opposed for causing unemployment. The impact of minimum wage on 
unemployment in high-income countries is well-evidenced. Overall, empirical research, 
included by Nobel Prize winner David Card, points to a very muted effect of minimum wages 
on employment, while significantly increasing the earnings of low-paid workers, even for the 
most recent ambitious policies.21  

In low- and middle-income countries, there is no conclusive empirical evidence on the 
direction of the effects of minimum wages on unemployment.22 In Vietnam, however, an ILO 
study did not find significant effects of minimum wage increases on overall employment.23 A 
problem remains, nevertheless, because minimum wage legislation is usually not applicable 
or enforced regarding informal workers, self-employed, and smallholder farmers, who can 
amount to a large proportion of the workforce. 

Supply Chain Remuneration and International Competitiveness 

Governments may be reluctant to oblige companies established in their territories to respect 
the right to an adequate living wage in global supply chains. The fear is that companies will 
face a competitive disadvantage compared to foreign companies that are not subject to those 
obligations. Against this argument, research tends to confirm that sustainable firms perform 
better financially in the medium and long term. Factors of better economic performance of 
sustainable firms include operational efficiency, cost-saving, reputational gains, more 
attractiveness for talent, access to public contracts, more innovation, and first-mover benefits 
in global markets, among other elements.24 

 

 

 
21 E.g.  David Card and Alan Krueger, Minimum Wages and Employment: A Case Study of the Fast-Food Industry 
in New Jersey and Pennsylvania: Reply 90 (5) The American Economic Review (2000) 1397-1420; Arindrajit Dube, 
Impacts of minimum wages: Review of the international evidence (2019), available at 
www.gov.uk/government/publications. 
22 ILO, Setting a minimum wage through evidence-based practices (2025) 34. 
23 ILO, The impacts of minimum wage increases on employment and labour productivity in Viet Nam (2024).  
24 G Clark, A Feiner and M Viehs, ‘From the Stockholder to the Stakeholder: How Sustainability Can Drive Financial 
Outperformance’ (5 March 2015); G Friede, T Busch and A Bassen, ‘ESG and Financial Performance: Aggregated 
Evidence from More than 2000 Empirical Studies’ (2015) 5(4) Journal of Sustainable Finance & Investment 210–233; T 
Whelan, U Atz and T Van Holt, ESG and Financial Performance: Uncovering the Relationship by Aggregating 
Evidence from 1,000 Plus Studies Published between 2015–2020 (NYU Stern Center for Sustainable Business and 
Rockefeller Asset Management 2021). 



VALUING WORK BEYOND ECONOMIG GROWTH 

 

7 

Lack of Indicators of Social and Ecological Value for Work 

While measuring GDP growth has been standardised, governments and international 
organisations do not yet use formalized indicators of social and ecological value. As a result, 
it is difficult to determine the positive and negative social or ecological value of work on 
others. Post-growth research nevertheless suggests indicators of human wellbeing, such as 
access (availability and affordability) to food, health, care, education, housing, and energy or 
happiness levels 25  that can be reached within planetary boundaries. 26  Examples of fully-
fledged indicators include the Genuine Progress Indicator (5 indicators), the Gross National 
Happiness measure from Bhutan (33 indicators) or the Wellbeing Budgets adopted by Iceland 
(39 indicators), New Zealand (65 indicators) or Scotland (81 indicators).27 Although they have 
been used to give a direction to public policies, they have not yet been used to measure the 
intrinsic value of a particular economic sector or, for example, top-paid economic activities. 

5. IMPLEMENTATION STEPS 

 

Local level:  

• Support workers’ representatives’ efforts to organise and collectively bargain for 
adequate remuneration, at both company and sectoral level. 

• Inform workers’ representatives about their rights as platform workers. Support legal 
strategies to enforce these rights. 

• Inform workers’ representatives about their rights to collective labour rights and 
adequate living wage in supply chains. Support legal strategies to enforce these rights. 

Provincial or National level:  

• Fund comparative and empirical research on domestic legislation regarding 
minimum wage. 

• Adopt and enforce minimum wage legislation that adapts the minimum wage level to 
the costs of living. 

• Fund comparative and empirical research regarding remuneration of platform 
workers.  

• Adopt and enforce legislation classifying platform workers as covered workers under 
labour and social protection law, ensuring access to minimum wage, social security, 
and the right to collective bargaining. 

• Adopt and enforce human rights due diligence legislation that contains obligations 
regarding remuneration in supply chains. 

 
25 See Kate Raworth, Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to Think Like a 21st Century Economist (Penguin 2017) 45; Kallis 
G and others, Post-Growth: The Science of Wellbeing within Planetary Boundaries (2024) 9 Lancet Planetary Health 
62. 
26 Raworth (n 25Error! Bookmark not defined.) 48; Kallis and others (n 25)  65. 
27 Nick Fitzpatrick, Timothée Parrique, Inês Cosme, ‘Exploring Degrowth Policy Proposals: A Systematic Mapping 
with Thematic Synthesis’ (2022) 365 Journal of Cleaner Production 7 
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• Establish national indicators to measure the social and ecological value of work. Fund 
independent research that can elaborate methods for establishing such indicators. 

• Invest in paid care workers and improve working conditions in the care sector, 
provide a legal right to leave for care for both women and men. 

• Adopt such legislation containing investments and a plan for fostering green jobs, 
green skills and green technology. 

Regional and International level: 

• At the global level, the International Labour Conference has decided in 2025 to adopt 
standards on decent work in the platform economy that should take the form of a 
Convention supplemented by a Recommendation.28 Support the adoption of an ILO 
Convention on Platform Work. 

• The United Nations intergovernmental working group on transnational corporations 
and other business enterprises with respect to human rights has the mandate to 
elaborate an international convention on business and human rights.29 Support the 
intergovernmental working group and the process of adoption of a UN Business and 
Human Rights Treaty. 

6. INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS OBLIGATIONS 

 

This policy profile aims to strengthen the remuneration of workers and support the value of 
their work beyond market mechanisms. This is directly aligned with the international 
commitments adopted by States, especially in relation to the rights to just and favourable 
conditions of work, equal pay for equal work, just and favourable remuneration, the right to 
form and join trade unions, the right to strike, and the opportunity to gain a living by work, 
among others recognized by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 23 and 24), the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (Arts. 6, 7 and 8), as well as 
ILO international conventions, including the fundamental conventions on Freedom of 
Association and Protection of the Right to Organise (No. 87) and on the Right to Organise and 
Collective Bargaining Convention (No. 98).  

This right, which could be generally framed as the right to work under dignified conditions, 
enjoys broad recognition at the regional level. In the Americas, Articles 6, 7 and 9 of the 
Protocol of San Salvador recognize it, and the founding Charter of the Organization of 
American States itself establishes as a minimum goal of the Americas the achievement, for 
all persons, of “fair wages, employment opportunities, and acceptable working conditions for 
all.” Within Europe, the Revised European Social Charter establishes the right to fair 
remuneration (Art. 4), a similar situation to that protected under Article 15 of the African 
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (Banjul Charter). 

 
28 ILO Realizing decent work in the platform economy International Labour Conference 113th Session, 2025, 149 
29 https://www.ohchr.org/en/business-and-human-rights/bhr-treaty-process 
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In the words of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, each State party to 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights must take steps, 
individually and through international assistance and cooperation, “to the maximum of its 
available resources”, with a view to achieving progressively the full realization of Covenant 
rights. The Committee has clarified that such steps must be “deliberate, concrete and 
targeted” and that retrogressive measures require the most careful consideration and 
justification by reference to the totality of Covenant rights and the full use of maximum 
available resources.30 

The CESCR has also emphasized that the minimum wage must operate as a guarantee that 
remuneration provides workers and their families with a decent living, subject to periodic 
review based on the cost of living, recognized in legislation, applied systematically, and 
taking into account that the work of sectors such as women, minorities, or foreign workers is 
not undervalued. Compliance with these provisions, within this interpretation of the 
Covenant, must include the establishment of criminal sanctions, be subject to labour 
inspections, and involve the deployment of other institutional mechanisms.31  

However, the policy goes beyond dignifying wages; it also seeks to promote and recognize 
activities that are unpaid or whose wage scales are low, such as care activities. In 2023, the 
Human Rights Council, through its resolution 54/6 on the centrality of care and support from 
a human rights perspective, urged States to increase their investment in public policies to 
ensure universal access to support services and to promote technical studies to quantify 
unpaid care work.32 The Inter-American Court of Human Rights recognized in 2025 the right 
to care — this right protects both those who receive care and those who provide it — as an 
autonomous right derived from the American Convention on Human Rights. In this regard, 
the Court clarified that, under international human rights law, States must progressively 
guarantee access for persons engaged in unpaid care activities to National Care Systems, to 
social security systems that protect them in cases of illness and old age, and to limitations on 
their working time and the provision of minimum rest periods.33 

 
30 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 3: The Nature of States Parties’ 
Obligations (Art. 2, Para. 1, of the Covenant, E/1991/23, para 2, 8 and 9. 
31 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General comment No. 23 (2016) on the right to just and 
favourable conditions of work (article 7 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights), 
E/C.12/GC/23. 
32 Human Rights Council (HRC), Resolution 54/6 Centrality of care and support from a human rights perspective, 
A/HRC/RES/54/6 (2023). 
33  I/A Court H.R., The Content and Scope of the Right to Care and its Interrelationship with Other Rights 
(interpretation and scope of Articles 1(1), 2, 4, 17, 19, 24, 26 and 29 of the American Convention on Human Rights; 
34 and 45 of the Charter of the Organization of American States; I, II, VI, XI, XII, XIV, XV, XVI, XXX and XXXV of 
the American Declaration on the Rights and Duties of Man; 7, 8 and 9 of the Inter-American Convention on the 
Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence Against Women; 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 13, 15, 16, 17 and 18 of 
the Additional Protocol to the American Convention on Human Rights in the Area of Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights; 6, 9, 12 and 19 of the Inter-American Convention on Protecting the Human Rights of Older Persons, 
and III of the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons with 
Disabilities. Advisory Opinion AO-31/25 of June 12, 2025. Series A No. 31, 
https://www.corteidh.or.cr/docs/opiniones/seriea_31_esp.pdf. 
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Valuing, promoting, and dignifying green jobs is also directly aligned with the needs the 
world will face in the coming decades. As the Secretary-General of the United Nations has 
stated, the implementation of the Paris Agreement alone could create a net gain of 18 million 
jobs, and the transition to renewable energy up to 24 million new jobs; however, it is essential 
to ensure that these are decent jobs and that work is no longer treated merely as a commodity, 
in order to move toward a paradigm that recognizes the intrinsic dignity of persons. 34 As 
established by the UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights 
in the context of climate change, a just energy transition must not replicate the same models 
of fossil-fuel economies, nor entail precarious working conditions or new forms of child 
exploitation, but rather provide workers with mechanisms to defend their rights in the face 
of these transition projects.35 

The implementation of the policy likewise enables States to articulate and operationalize the 
commitments they adopted by consensus within the framework of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, which requires full and productive employment, decent work, and 
equal pay for work of equal value (SDG 8.5); recognizes and values unpaid domestic and care 
work (SDG 5.4); and seeks to promote fiscal, wage, and social protection policies for greater 
equality (SDG 10.4).36 
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