
Low Pay  
Republic

Low pay is endemic in the Irish Republic

A third of workers in retail, administrative, 
arts & entertainment, Food production and 
personal services sectors are low-paid

370,000
WOMEN AND MEN
are officially categorised as

low-paid 1 in 5 workers 

We are paying a very high cost for low pay. It is economically 
inefficient, fiscally degrading and a social obscenity.

Over half of 
all hospitality 
workers are 
low-paid 

It can be eliminated

October 2021



Ireland is suffering a low-pay crisis.i  One out of every five, approximately 370,000, employees 
work in low-paid jobs. Ireland’s low pay rate is significantly above the EU average, ranking 8th out 
of the 27 member countries. Among our peer group in the EU –  
other high income countries – we rank 2nd.

Low pay is calculated as two-thirds of median pay. In 2018, the 
low-pay threshold was €11.86 per hour. Anyone earning this 
amount or less is officially categorised as low-paid. 
 
Ireland’s low pay rate is not inevitable. A number of countries - 
France, Denmark, Italy, Finland and Sweden - have low pay rates 
in single digits, less than half the Irish level. In Finland and 
Sweden low pay rates are 5% or less. 
 
Ireland’s low-pay crisis is not a recent phenomenon. Over the 
last 20 years, low-pay has remained stable at 20%. This is a 
long-term structural issue. 
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Low Wage Employees  
AS % OF ALL EMPLOYEES: 2018

MEDIAN PAY  
is the wage at which 50%  
earn above and 50% below.  
In 2018, this mid-point was 
€17.97 per hour. Low pay is 
calculated at two-thirds of 
that pay. Therefore, the ‘low-
pay threshold’ was €11.86 
per hour. Anyone earning this 
amount or lower is officially 
regarded as ‘low-paid’.

(Latest available figures in all graphs)



Not surprising, the worst affected sector is hospitality (hotels and restaurants). Over half of 
all employees are low-paid. Other low paid sectors include Administrative services,  
Wholesale & Retail, Arts & Entertainment and Other (mostly personal) services. 

However, it should be noted that in Manufacturing and Health – two sectors with higher than 
average wage levels – there are still nearly one-in-seven employees that are low paid. Even 
in the highest paid sector – Information & Communication (including Big Tech companies) - 
there are still 6% on low pay. 
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LOW PAY BY SECTORS 

Not all sectors are equally impacted by low-pay.

53.6Hospitality

Administrative Services

Real Estate

Other Services
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Arts & Entertainment

TOTAL
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Transport
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Low PAY Employees  
BY SECTOR: 2018 (%)
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Manufacturing
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Professional & Technical

Education

Information/Communication

Utilities

Finance

Low pay 
is spread 
throughout  
the economy



WOMEN 
Women are particularly impacted.ii  Whereas less than 17% of men suffer low-pay,  
nearly 23% of women are affected.
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% OF WOMEN 
WHO ARE LOW-PAID: 2018 

    Ireland                            EU                   Best Performer 
                                                                         (Sweden) 
       

22.6                                    18.2                                   4.4

A higher proportion of women in Ireland suffer low pay than throughout the EU, with women 
in Sweden the least affected. Women are disadvantaged in a number of ways: pay 
discrimination (gender pay gap), a high level of part-time work, a higher proportion 
employed in traditional low-paid sectors such as hospitality and retail, under valuing of work 
predominantly undertaken by women, gender bias in job classification systems along with 
lack of social supports such as childcare and juggling work and family responsibilities.   
    

YOUNG PEOPLE AND PRECARIOUS WORKERS 
Young peopleiii and precarious workersiv are particularly hard hit by low pay.

    Ireland         EU         Best Performer 
                                              (Finland) 
        

33.9             26.2                      10.7

Over a third of young people (below 30 years) are low paid compared to 26% throughout the 
EU while the best performer, Finland, is less than 11%. While overall, Ireland ranks 8th in 
terms of low pay rates in the EU, among young people we rank 5th, emphasising the 
relatively higher level of youth low pay.   

Among temporary contract workers Ireland still ranks 8th while only being a few percentage 
points above the EU average. However there are three times as many low-paid temporary 
contract employees in Ireland than there is in the best performer, Sweden. 

It should also be noted that Ireland leads the low-pay table when it comes to third-level 
graduates. 13% of workers with third level qualifications are low paid compared to an EU 
average of 4.7%. In Belgium it is almost non-existent at 0.8%. 

 

    Ireland          EU         Best Performer 
                                             (Sweden) 
       

30.7              28.1                      10.6

YOUNG PEOPLE TEMPORARY CONTRACT EMPLOYEES

% OF Young People and Precarious 
Workers WHO ARE LOW-PAID: 2018 
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THE ROLE OF COLLECTIVE BARGAINING
Collective bargaining plays a crucial role in reducing low-pay. Bargaining collectively across sectors (for 
instance, hospitality or retail) lifts the wage floor in all businesses in those sectors and improves working 
conditions. This is because sectoral bargaining eliminates low-road employers’ ability to drive wages down  
in a ‘race-to-the-bottom’.   

The national minimum wage isn’t necessarily the decisive instrument against low pay. The following compares  
low pay in countries without a statutory minimum wage with Ireland that does have a minimum wage. 

Countries like Sweden, Finland, and Demark do not have a minimum wage. But they have levels of  
low-pay well below Ireland. The average level of low pay among those countries without a national 
minimum wage is 8.4% – significantly below Ireland which has a low-pay rate of nearly 20%. How  
does this happen? Collective bargaining. Over 80% of employees are covered by collective bargaining 
agreements in those countries without a minimum wage. In Ireland, only a third of employees are 
covered by such agreements – and very few of them are in the traditional low-paid sector. 
 
The minimum wage can protect workers from the most severe forms of exploitation. But if we want to 
eliminate low-pay, we need to give employees the right to collective bargaining.   

Recently, the European Commission published a draft Directive on fair wages in the EU, which could 
potentially have a significant impact on low pay. 

If enacted, the Directive would require member states to increase minimum rates of pay either by the 
introduction of statutory minimum wages or improving collective bargaining arrangements, whereby 
minimum rates of pay in certain sectors would be set by collective agreement. The Directive would also 
require the Government to publish a plan to raise collective bargaining coverage to 70% of employees, 
which would effectively double the number of employees in the Republic whose wages are collectively 
bargained.  

SIPTU fully supports the implementation of this directive. The union will also support the  
Co-Rapporteurs position on the Directive in the Employment Committee at the European Parliament 
when the matter is put to a vote in late October and again in December, 2021.    

 

EU DIRECTIVE ON FAIR WAGES

Sweden      Finland        Italy       Denmark       Austria        Cyprus        Average       Ireland 

3.6               5.0                8.5          8.7                   14.7              18.7              8.4                 19.7 

90                89.3              80           82                    98                 61                 83.4               33.0        

LOW PAY INCIDENCE AND COLLECTIVE BARGAINING 
COVERAGE: 2018 OR LATEST YEAR AVAILABLE

Low Pay

Collective  
Bargaining 
coverage



Workers, the economy society and the businesses pay a very high cost over low pay.   

•     For workers, it undermines their living standards and life quality (a group of American 
       health professionals stated that low-paid work should come with an occupational 
       health warningvi). 

•     The economy suffers from loss of demand due to the reduced purchasing power  
       of low-paid workers. This, in turn, results in lower business turnover and investment. 

•     Public finances are weakened by lower levels of revenue from income tax, PRSI and 
       spending taxes such as VAT. In addition to losing tax revenue, the state subsidises 
       low-pay employers through social protection programmes such as Working Family 
       Credit. 

•     Businesses, reliant on domestic consumer spending (especially in low-income  
       areas), suffer due to reduced sales. 

•     The high turnover of low paid workers adds to the cost of training and  
       reskilling of new staff. 

Low pay is feeding into homelessness and inadequate housing for working people and 
their families. Many low paid workers cannot keep pace with rising rents and cannot 
qualify for mortgages due to the increasing gap between their incomes and house prices. 

Low paying employers are subsidised by public funds as workers are forced to rely on 
government income supports to meet their living costs. 

Low pay is economically irrational, fiscally degrading and, most of all socially obscene. 

It can be eliminated from the economy but this requires a multi-faceted strategy including 
a radical extension of collective bargaining and a robust method governing minimum 
wage increases.   

One of the biggest challenges over the next decade will be the elimination of low pay 
from the Irish economy and raising all workers to, at least, a minimum acceptable living 
standard. 

SIPTU
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THE HIGH COST  
OF LOW PAY
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i   Eurostat Low-wage earners as a proportion of all employees economic activity:   
  https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=earn_ses_pub1n&lang=en  
ii  Eurostat Low-wage earners as a proportion of all employees by sex:  
  https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=earn_ses_pub1s&lang=en  
iii Eurostat: Low-wage earners as a proportion of all employees by age:   
  https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=earn_ses_pub1a&lang=en  
iv Eurostat Low-wage earners as a proportion of all employees by employment contract:   
  https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=earn_ses_pub1t&lang=en  
v  EU Commission: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020PC0682&from=EN  
vi Are low wages an occupational health hazard?, Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 2016:   
  https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/05/160503153029.htm 
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