
The Living Wage in the UK

Professor Donald Hirsch

Centre for Research in Social Policy
Brussels, February 2017



Outline

• Background

• Basis

• The politics

• Sustainability



Background

An old concept

Who said:

“It is a serious national evil that any class…should receive less than a 

living wage in return for their utmost exertions. It was formerly 

supposed that the working of the laws of supply and demand would 

naturally regulate or eliminate that evil [...and...] ultimately produce 

a fair price.” 

“Where... you have a powerful organisation on both sides... there you 

have a healthy bargaining.... But where you have what we call sweated 

trades, you have no organisation, no parity of bargaining, the good 

employer is undercut by the bad, and the bad employer is undercut by 

the worst... where those conditions prevail you have not a condition of 

progress, but a condition of progressive degeneration.”



Who said:

“It is a serious national evil that any class…should receive less than a living 

wage in return for their utmost exertions. It was formerly supposed that the 

working of the laws of supply and demand would naturally regulate or 

eliminate that evil [...and...] ultimately produce a fair price.” 

“Where... you have a powerful organisation on both sides... there you have 

a healthy bargaining.... But where you have what we call sweated trades, 

you have no organisation, no parity of bargaining, the good employer is 

undercut by the bad, and the bad employer is undercut by the worst... 

where those conditions prevail you have not a condition of progress, but a 

condition of progressive degeneration.”

Background

An old concept

A.Beatrice Webb

B.Franklin D Roosevelt

C.Winston Churchill

D.Karl Marx



Background

A contemporary concern
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Basis

• Enough to reach a minimum living standard

• Decency not just survival

• Based on social consensus



Basis: (i) researching a minimum 

living standard

• Ongoing research on ‘a Minimum Income 

Standard’ (MIS) for the UK

• Based on ‘consensual budget standards’ 

method

• Independent research 

 Conducted by Loughborough University

 Funded by Joseph Rowntree Foundation



• Groups of members of the public draw up 

budgets

• Consensus within and across groups

• Expert and researcher knowledge

• Household income requirements

Basis: (i) researching a minimum 

living standard



‘A minimum standard of living in the UK today 

includes, but is more than just, food, clothes 

and shelter.  It is about having what you need in 

order to have the opportunities and choices 

necessary to participate in society.’ 

Basis: (i) researching a minimum 

living standard



Minimum income standard projects
• UK general (uses urban model outside London)

• UK variants (London, rural)

• Other OECD countries (Ireland, France, Japan, 

Portugal)

• Non-OECD (Singapore; pilots in South Africa, 

Mexico, Singapore; discussions in Thailand)

Basis: (i) researching a minimum 

living standard



• Starting point: does legal minimum wage 

produce MIS for single full timer?

• Who should it cover: household/family types; 

working patterns?

• UK version: weighted average of single-unit 

household types who work full time

• Irish version: single full time worker

Basis: (ii) from living standard to 

living wage



• London Living Wage from 2005 (GLA)

• UK-wide from 2011 based on Minimum Income 

Standard

• Co-ordinated MIS-based methods:               

Living Wage Commission 2016

• Government ‘National Living Wage’ 2016: 60% 

median pay from 2020

• State of play: real accredited LW:  £8.45; 

Statutory for >25s (NLW): £7.20 →£7.50 

Basis: (iii) who sets it?



• What kind of standard? Link with living costs

• Roles of state and employers in providing for 

families

• Acceptability to employers: voluntary and 

statutory versions

The politics



• Automatic stabilisers needed. (Currently limit to 

CPI+3% in any one year)

• Risk of over-reach. $15/£10 an hour may 

discredit if research shows employment impact

• Beware the warm embrace of official recognition

Sustainability



Which US President said:

“No business which depends for existence on paying less 

than living wages to its workers has any right to continue in 

this country”

a) Franklin D Roosevelt, 1933

b) Lyndon B Johnson, 1965

c) Barack Obama, 2009

d) Donald J Trump, 2017

Sustainability



Sustainability
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