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Despite strong voter support for higher minimum wages, the US federal minimum wage has been stuck at $7.25/hour since 2009.
This is the longest period of minimum wage stagnation not only in US history but also in the OECD and has resulted in an erosion
in its real value over time. Existing scholarship on the politics of the minimum wage in the US has attributed federal inaction to
declining union density, the power of wealthy interests, and increasing polarization and partisanship. Although these factors are
important, we emphasize the overlooked role of institutions. The US system of minimum-wage setting, in which the legislative
branch initiates bills to raise the minimum wage, passes them, and then secures presidential approval, is highly unusual. In most
countries, the executive branch has the authority to raise minimum wages without legislative approval. This institutional difference
produces both fewer veto points and a distinctive political logic. When executives have the authority to raise the minimum wage,
they cannot easily duck responsibility for wage stagnation; they can also manipulate the minimum wage for maximal effect during
election season. The result, we argue, is more frequent and generous increases to the minimum wage. Through a comparative
analysis with the Hungary and the United Kingdom, we illustrate how institutions shape the politics of the minimum wage,
resulting in almost yearly raises there and substantial improvements in the real value of the minimum wage.

T
he United States is an outlier when it comes to the
minimum wage, a social welfare policy that provides
a safety net for millions of low-wage workers.

Whereas most countries increase their minimum wages
on a regular basis, the US government has only approved
raising the federal minimum wage two times in the last
30 years (Desilver 2021). Despite strong voter support for
higher minimum wages, it has been stuck at $7.25/hour
since 2009 (Rose 2020; Simonovits, Guess, and Nagler
2019). This marks the longest period of time without a
minimum-wage increase not only in US history but also in
the OECD (Grimshaw and Johnson 2024, 192).1 As a
result of this inaction, the federal minimum wage has

fallen from 36% to 32% of the median wage and from
29% to 22% of the average wage of full-time workers
between 2000 and 2019, the lowest measures in the
OECD (Dingeldey, Schulten, and Grimshaw 2021, 12).2

Existing scholarship on the politics of the minimum
wage in the United States has attributed federal inaction to
declining union density (Bartels 2016; Levin-Waldman
1998), the power of wealthy interests (Witko et al. 2021),
and increased polarization and partisanship (Bartels 2016;
Poole and Rosenthal 1991; Rose 2020). Although we
agree that these factors are important, other countries that
share these characteristics have experienced more robust
growth in the minimum wage. Take Hungary, for exam-
ple. Much like the United States, union density has
plummeted, and the ascendant Right has produced similar
patterns of polarization. Yet, whereas the US president has
only signed legislation raising the minimum wage twice
since 1990—in 1996 and in 2007—Hungary’s executive
has approved increases 33 times. The United States also
trails behind liberal market economies (LMEs) such as the
United Kingdom, which has raised its national minimum
wage every year since its inception in 1999 (Francis-
Devine 2025). This difference has important conse-
quences for workers. Between 1990 and 2024, the real
value of the federal minimumwage declined by 18% in the
United States, whereas in Hungary and the United King-
dom, its real value rose by 178% and 72%, respectively.3
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Through a comparative analysis of the politics of the
minimum wage in Hungary, the United Kingdom, and
the United States, we argue that institutions are a key
overlooked factor that explains US exceptionalism.
Although some comparative studies of the minimumwage
have highlighted the importance of institutions, they focus
solely on the degree of governmental control over
minimum-wage setting (Kozák and Picot 2025). How-
ever, there are important institutional differences among
countries in which the government has this authority that
have implications for the politics of the minimum wage.
The US system of minimum-wage setting, in which the
legislative branch must initiate bills to raise the minimum
wage, agree to them, and then secure presidential approval,
is highly unusual. In most countries, the executive branch
has the authority to raise minimum wages without legis-
lative approval (Desilver 2021). This institutional differ-
ence produces both fewer veto points and a distinctive
political logic. When executives have the authority to raise
the minimum wage, they cannot easily duck responsibility
for wage stagnation; they can also manipulate the mini-
mum wage for maximal effect during election season. The
results, we argue, are more frequent and more generous
increases to the minimum wage.

The Political Consequences of Minimum-
Wage–Setting Institutions
Minimum wage systems differ widely around the world
(Dingeldey, Schulten, and Grimshaw 2021; International
Labour Conference 2014). In the most complex systems,
minimum wages are set regionally and by sector or occu-
pation, giving rise to dozens of different minimum wages.
At the other end of the spectrum are countries that set a
single national minimum wage. Between these two poles
are a dizzying array of institutional arrangements. Amid
this variation, however, is one key similarity: in most
countries, the executive branch can determine the national
minimumwage without involving the legislative branch of
government.4 Most commonly, tripartite committees
comprising unions, employers, and government appoin-
tees chosen by the executive make recommendations to
the executive branch. In most cases these recommenda-
tions are merely advisory, which gives the executive branch
enormous discretion in setting the minimumwage. Coun-
tries in which national legislatures participate directly in
minimum-wage setting are a distinct minority—only
17 countries worldwide according to Desilver (2021).5

The United States belongs to this small group of countries.
How might these institutional differences help explain the
United States’ outlier status?
In nations in which legislatures must approve minimum

wage increases, there are two political logics at work that
diminish the likelihood of policy change. The first is that
there are more veto points. When the executive sets the
minimum wage without needing legislative approval,

there are typically no veto points. By contrast, in systems
in which legislatures must approve minimum-wage hikes,
multiple veto points usually exist. In presidential systems,
the legislature is a veto point, and in bicameral systems,
each chamber is a veto point. In parliamentary systems,
coalition governments must secure the support of multiple
parties, each of which could potentially block a hike in the
minimum wage. As the number of veto points increases,
policy change is less likely (Tsebelis 1995).

As historical institutionalist scholars have noted, polit-
ical systems with many veto points are vulnerable to policy
drift. The US minimum wage is a frequent example used
to illustrate the point that the failure to update a policy
alters its intended effect, in this case, providing America’s
poorest workers a decent minimum living standard (Béland,
Rocco, and Waddan 2016; Galvin and Hacker 2020;
Hacker 2004; Hacker and Pierson 2014; Hacker, Pierson,
and Thelen 2015). Political institutions that widely disperse
power also provide more opportunities for organized inter-
ests to block action and therefore favor actors that benefit
from the status quo (Hacker et al. 2022). Thus, political
systems with many veto points are not neutral: they favor
some organized interests over others.

These political institutions interact with minimum-
wage–setting institutions to shape the terrain on which
battles over increases to the minimum wage are fought. In
the United States, business interests need only defend the
status quo, because raising the minimum wage requires
legislative action and they have many opportunities to
block legislation. For example, a bill can be killed quietly
in committee, filibustered in the Senate, or defeated in
either chamber of Congress.

But why do executives choose to side with workers and
raise the minimum wage? We argue that executives with
the authority to raise the minimum wage without legisla-
tive approval face strong electoral incentives to approve
increases. In political business-cycle fashion, generous
raises put money in voters’ pockets as they go to the polls.
Research shows that executives are especially likely to
increase minimum wages around election time, and this
electoral effect holds across ideological differences among
executives and in both competitive autocracies and
democracies (Caraway, Ford, and Nguyen 2019; Caraway
and Öker 2022). Even executives who might be ideolog-
ically predisposed against raising the minimum wage, and
who have closer links to business than to labor-based
interest groups, face political consequences if they are
too stingy. Whereas executives in countries in which
legislatures must approve minimum-wage increases can
duck responsibility for not raising it, voters in countries
where the executive makes the call know exactly who to
blame for stagnant wages.

Scholarship on the US federal minimum wage has
rarely highlighted the importance of this peculiar set of
minimum-wage–setting institutions in large part because
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these institutions have remained constant over time:
Congress has set the minimum wage since 1949.6 There-
fore, social scientists have directed their attention to new
factors that have emerged since then. One obvious
development is increased partisanship and polarization
since the 1970s, which has made the minimum wage a
more divisive policy than it used to be (Bartels 2016;
Rose 2020). Although Democrats have historically and
until the present been stronger proponents of a higher
minimum wage, moderate Republicans from states with
higher unionization rates had frequently joined Demo-
crats to pass increases to the minimum wage (Gitterman
2014). As Republicans became more conservative and as
partisanship became more polarized, however, Republi-
cans increasingly “utilized the complexities of the legis-
lative process to block or moderate policy changes” on the
minimum wage (Bartels 2016, 201; see Gitterman
2014). Scholars have also argued that the declining power
of labor unions has contributed to the infrequency of
minimum-wage increases (Bartels 2016). As union mem-
bership falls—with a corresponding drop in the number
of votes that unions might influence—politicians may
not respond as vigorously to their demands.
All these factors certainly play an important role in

explaining inaction on the minimum wage. We, however,
find the work of scholars who emphasize the status quo
bias of American political institutions more persuasive.
Miller (2023), for example, argues that the United States’
“veto exceptionalism” not only produces policy gridlock
but also does so in a way that systematically advantages
powerful groups. Drawing on the work of comparativists,
Miller shows that the United States has an exceptionally
high number of veto points and aligns with scholars who
argue that the status quo bias of US political institutions is
exacerbated—not caused—by polarization (Hacker 2004;
McCarty 2007). Even without polarization and weak
unions, then, minimum-wage increases would happen less
frequently in the United States than in countries where
executives have the authority to raise them. Yet these
scholars have not mapped out the distinctive logics at play
in different minimum-wage–setting institutions.
Similarly, the limited comparative work on the politics

of the minimum wage has not focused on how variations
in institutions shape the politics of minimum-wage setting
(Aghion, Algan, and Cahuc 2011; Kim and Wu 2023;
Koçer and Visser 2009; Wilson 2017; Wong 2023). An
important exception is Kozák and Picot (2025), who
present evidence that parties on the Left deliver higher
minimum-wage increases when the government has full
control over minimum-wage setting. In their coding
scheme, which draws on Visser’s (2019) 9-point ordinal
variable for government control over setting the minimum-
wage level, all countries in which the government controls
minimum-wage setting are grouped together. In other
words, because the US government has the authority to

raise the minimum wage, its political institutions are effec-
tively treated as identical to those in which the executive can
raise the minimum wage without involving the legislature.

Case Selection
To demonstrate how institutions shape the politics of the
minimum wage, we conduct controlled comparisons of
the United States, Hungary, and the United Kingdom.
Our research design does not aim for strict experimental
control or follow a “most similar systems” approach that
assumes nearly identical structural characteristics (Mill
2013) — an objective that can seldom be met in the real
world. Scholars of comparative politics often select cases
for comparison based on their similarity on theoretically
relevant factors and their dissimilarity on a new and
potentially important explanatory variable (Skocpol and
Somers 1980; Slater and Ziblatt 2013). In this case,
Hungary and the United Kingdom differ from the United
States in that the executive can unilaterally authorize
increases to the minimum wage, but they also share
similarities with the United States on other theoretically
relevant variables.
Our comparison of Hungary and the United States

accounts for two key factors that Americanist scholars
identify as causally important: union power and partisan
polarization. As shown in figure 1 (panel a), polarization
levels are closely aligned and have followed similar trends
in Hungary and the United States. AlthoughHungary had
a much higher union density rate in the early 1990s, it has
since declined sharply, resulting in similar levels in both
countries today (figure 1, panel b). However, Hungary
also has some important differences with the United
States. It is a small, post-communist, Eastern European
country with a vastly different political history and polit-
ical culture, and it is far less affluent than the United States.
To allay these concerns, we also compare the United

States to the United Kingdom. Although polarization in
the United Kingdom remains low, it is increasing (figure 1,
panel a), and the unionization rate, which is relatively low,
has also declined (figure 1, panel b). Both countries are also
long-established Western democracies with LMEs (Hall
and Soskice 2001). Adding the comparison to the United
Kingdom also helps address concerns about the potential
effects of differences in national wealth levels (figure 1,
panel d).
This comparative approach allows us to isolate our key

variable—wage-setting institutions—while controlling for
alternative explanations (Slater and Ziblatt 2013). Because
Hungary and the United Kingdom, which have similar
wage-setting institutions, have both adopted far more
generous minimum-wage policies than the United States
yet all three countries share other characteristics that
scholars have identified as theoretically salient, we hope
to convince readers that institutions are an important part
of the explanation for the different outcomes. This
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comparison therefore adopts a theory-building logic whose
objective is to illustrate and evaluate a theory’s explanatory
power, rather than to explicitly test it (George and Bennett
2005; Skocpol and Somers 1980).
Before proceeding to the case studies, we should also

address some common objections to this comparative
framework. One objection is that Hungary and the United
States are not comparable because Hungary is less demo-
cratic than the United States. Although Hungary has
experienced autocratization in recent years, before 2010
the United States and Hungary had nearly identical scores
on the V-Dem Liberal Democracy Index (Coppedge et al.
2021; see figure 1, panel c). Hungarian governments
raised minimum wages regularly before and after 2010,

so autocratization is not a convincing explanation for the
greater frequency of wage adjustments in Hungary.
Another objection is that lower polarization in the United
Kingdom creates greater demand for minimum-wage
adjustments and makes increases more likely. Although
polarization is less pronounced (figure 1, panel a), it has
increased since 2017, yet governments have continued to
adjust the minimum wage annually. Finally, some may
think that these three countries should not be compared
because the United States has a federal system of govern-
ment and the others are unitary states. Yet federalist
systems are not characterized by high levels of stagnation
in the national minimum wage. Of the 11 federal coun-
tries with national statutory minimumwages in place from

Figure 1
Political Polarization, Liberal Democracy, Unionization Rate, and GDP Per Capita in Hungary, the
United Kingdom and the United States (1990-2023)
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Source: OECD/AIAS ICTWSS (2023) and World Bank (2025a).
Note: The V-Dem Political Polarization Index (v2cacamps) measures the extent to which a society is divided into antagonistic political
camps. It ranges from 0 to 4. The V-Dem Liberal Democracy Index (v2x_libdem) measures a country’s adherence to democratic principles,
combining individual country scores on the protection of individual liberties, rule of law, and judicial/legislative constraints on the executive. It
ranges from 0 to 1.
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2000 to 2020,7 the average real increase was 192% and the
median was 52%.8 With one exception, Nigeria, the
legislature played no role in minimum-wage–setting, and
tellingly, the real value of the minimum wage there fell by
47%. Other countries with a federal system also raised the
minimum wage far more frequently than the United
States: an average of 12 times (the median is 15 times)
as opposed to just twice in the United States.9 In the next
section we show in greater detail how US wage-setting
institutions are the most powerful explanation for its
outlier status.

The United States
The United States’ peculiar system of minimum-wage
setting, which gives Congress statutory authority over
the federal minimum wage, creates an institutional obsta-
cle course unlike any other country in the world. Legisla-
tors who support raising the minimum wage must build a
bipartisan coalition and clear three veto points—the
House, the Senate, and the president— to win passage
(Gitterman 2014). Super-majoritarian institutions, proce-
dural rules, and the need to reconcile legislation between
chambers before sending a bill to the president create
additional roadblocks and opportunities to derail legisla-
tion. In the House, for example, the majority party can
refuse to hold hearings, leaving minimum-wage bills to
languish in committee. In the Senate, minority parties
have more power than in the House because limiting
debate and amendments from the floor normally requires
unanimous consent, which the majority leader must nego-
tiate with both parties. Minority parties can therefore
usually move to attach amendments to bills from the floor,
which opens avenues for supporters of the minimum wage
to force it onto the agenda. The need to win 60 votes to
overcome a filibuster, however, means that bills that do
not have bipartisan support are unlikely to become law.10

By preventing the minimum wage from coming to a vote,
which its opponents are keen to do given its popularity,
legislators who oppose it often do not even have to vote
against it (Witko et al. 2021). Should both chambers settle
on a bill, a presidential veto, which requires a two-thirds
majority to override, or the mere threat of one, erects an
additional roadblock to change. American political insti-
tutions allow for a diffusion of responsibility that is nearly
impossible in settings where wage setting is centralized in
the executive.
This institutional setting confers systematic advantages

to organized interests that oppose the minimum wage. In
the United States as elsewhere, employers are the primary
interest group opposing minimum-wage increases, and
labor organizations are the main force supporting higher
minimum wages. In Congress, employers join forces with
the GOP (Republicans), which is ideologically predis-
posed against raising the minimum wage, whereas unions
are more tightly aligned with Democrats. The political

maneuvering around the minimum wage therefore typi-
cally involves a coalition of labor-based interest groups,
Democrats, and some moderate Republicans confronting
a coalition of employers and the GOP. The business
community has greater resources for lobbying than other
interest groups, and it deploys them to derail legislation
that it opposes (Baumgartner et al. 2009). Because
minimum-wage bills must clear many hurdles to secure
passage, opponents have numerous opportunities to pre-
vent the bill from landing on the president’s desk. Labor
organizations and their allies, by contrast, have fewer
resources than business and must navigate an institutional
and procedural gauntlet for the bill to become law.
The consequences of these political institutions and

vesting Congress with authority over the minimum wage
are apparent in table 1 and figure 2. The president has only
signedminimum-wage bills into law two times since 1991;
as a result, its real value has fallen by almost 20%. The first
increase took place in 1996 when Democrats held the
presidency and the GOP controlled both chambers, and
the second was in 2007 when the GOP held the presi-
dency and Democrats had majorities in both chambers. A
good place to begin our analysis, then, is with these
successful efforts to raise the minimum wage. After that,
the analysis proceeds to failed efforts, focusing first on
Republican administrations (Bush (I and II) and Trump)
and then onDemocratic administrations (Clinton, Obama,
and Biden).
The 1996 increase under President Clinton is notable

because it was the first time that a minimum-wage increase
was signed into law when Republicans controlled at least
one chamber of Congress (Gitterman 2014, 382). The
driving force behind this successful episode was a group of
two dozen House Republicans, largely from northeastern
states with strong union bases, who worked with Demo-
crats to bring a bill to the floor. Unwilling to vote against a
popular issue with voters in an election year, 93Republicans
joinedDemocrats to pass a bill that combined tax breaks for
small businesses with a 90-cent increase in the minimum
wage over two years (Weisman 1996a; 1996b; 1996c).
In the Senate, minimum-wage legislation faced a higher

hurdle because there was not a contingent of moderate
Republicans who supported a minimum-wage hike. To
overcome resistance from GOP leadership, Democrats
exploited Senate procedures to add minimum-wage
amendments to almost every bill on the floor and filibus-
tered bills when that failed (Weisman and Rubin 1996).
With an election on the horizon and nothing much to
show for legislatively, Majority Leader Lott broke the
gridlock by bringing a relatively clean minimum-wage bill
to the floor that included some tax relief for small busi-
nesses, and it passed 74–24 (Cassata 1996; Weisman
1996b). The two chambers hammered out their differ-
ences in conference and President Clinton signed the bill
when it reached his desk (Rubin 1996a; 1996b).
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In the next successful effort to raise the minimum wage
in 2007, Democrats held majorities in both theHouse and
the Senate, and the GOP controlled the presidency. With
a majority in the House, Democrats quickly delivered on
their campaign promise to raise the minimum wage in
their first 100 hours, passing a standalone increase, 315–
116, with the support of 82 Republicans (Sandler 2007).
In the Senate, however, Democrats held fewer than 60

seats and needed to entice some Republicans to join them.
GOP Senators demanded tax breaks for small businesses in
exchange for their support (Rubin 2007). Over the next
three months, House and Senate leaders negotiated over
the tax relief component of the bill and reached an
agreement in late April (Sandler 2007). The legislation
stalled, however, after some Republicans in both chambers
criticized the bill. To avoid a presidential veto, Democrats

Table 1
Party in Control of the Presidency, the House, and the Senate (2001–24)

Year Presidency House Senate Minimum- wage increase?

1991–92 Bush I (GOP) Democrats Democrats No
1993–94 Clinton (Democrats) Democrats Democrats No
1995–96 Clinton (Democrats) GOP GOP Yes
1997–98 Clinton (Democrats) GOP GOP No
1999–2000 Clinton (Democrats) GOP GOP No
2001–2 Bush II (GOP) GOP 50–50 No
2003–4 Bush II (GOP) GOP GOP No
2005–6 Bush II (GOP) GOP GOP No
2007–8 Bush II (GOP) Democrats Democrats Yes
2009–10 Obama (Democrats) Democrats Democrats No
2011–12 Obama (Democrats) GOP Democrats No
2013–14 Obama (Democrats) GOP Democrats No
2015–16 Obama (Democrats) GOP GOP No
2017–18 Trump (GOP) GOP GOP No
2019–20 Trump (GOP) Democrats GOP No
2021–22 Biden (Democrats) Democrats 50–50 No
2023–24 Biden (Democrats) GOP Democrats No

Figure 2
Real Value of the U.S. Federal Minimum Wage in 2024 Dollars
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attached the minimum-wage increase to an emergency
spending bill for the war in Iraq, a White House priority.
After both chambers passed the bill (348–73 in the House,
80–14 in the Senate), President Bush signed it, and the
minimum wage rose to $7.25/hour over three years
(2007–9; Sandler 2008).
Both cases illustrate the obstacle course that bills must

traverse to become law. Both were also cases of divided
government in which one party controlled both chambers
of Congress and the other party held the presidency.
However, these institutional and partisan configurations
occurred four other times (Bush I (1991–92), Clinton
(1997–98 and 1999–2000), and Obama (2015–16), but
no minimum-wage increases were enacted. Neither epi-
sode of a minimum-wage bill becoming law, surprisingly,
occurred during a period of unified Democratic govern-
ment. To illustrate how minimum-wage legislation can be
easily derailed no matter the partisan configuration in Con-
gress and the presidency, we now analyze the many failed
attempts under GOP and Democratic administrations.
Given that Republicans are less supportive of the min-

imum wage than Democrats, it is unsurprising that no
increases to the minimumwage occurred during periods of
unified GOP government. In the House, Republican
leaders used committee control to prevent minimum-
wage bills from reaching the floor (CQ Weekly 2004;
West 2017). In the Senate, the GOP fended off efforts by
Democrats to tag minimum-wage amendments onto bills
important to Republicans with cloture motions, points of
order, and unanimous consent agreements; by withdraw-
ing the legislation; or by defeating amendments when they
came to a vote (CQWeekly 2004; Sandler 2006; Swindell
2006; Wayne 2004). When a group of Republican
senators tried to attach minimum-wage amendments
to other legislation (twice in 2005), these efforts also
failed (Swindell 2006).
One effort in 2006, however, nearly succeeded. With a

midterm election on the horizon, Democrats in the
House, by agreeing to an estate tax reduction, secured
sufficient support from moderate Republicans to win
committee adoption of a minimum-wage amendment to
the fiscal 2007 spending bill for the Departments of Labor,
Health and Human Services, and Education. The bill
narrowly passed in the House, only to be blocked in the
Senate by a filibuster by Minority Leader Reid, who
objected to the estate tax provision (Sandler 2006; Wayne
2006).
The odds of a bill reaching the desk of a Republican

president improved when Democrats controlled one or
both chambers. Under Bush I (1991–92), no action was
taken in Congress on the minimum wage even though
Democrats controlled both chambers. The president had
just signed a bill raising the minimum wage in 1989, and
increases took place in 1990 and 1991, making action less
urgent. Democrats in the House introduced two bills, but

both were referred to committee. Democrats also con-
trolled the House during the last two years of Trump’s first
term (2019–20). After taking back the House in the 2018
midterms, Democrats passed a bill to raise the minimum
wage to $15/hour (231–199, with three Republicans
supporting it). But Republicans controlled the Senate,
and Majority Leader McConnell refused to take up the
“Raise the Wage Act” (Bose 2019), which was referred to
committee.11

Under Democratic presidents, similar dynamics in the
House and the Senate were in play that kept minimum-
wage legislation off the president’s desk. A critical period to
analyze is the first two years of Clinton’s (1993–94) and
Obama’s (2009–10) first terms, when Democrats con-
trolled both chambers of Congress, but no minimum-
wage legislation was signed into law. House Democrats
introduced three differentminimum-wage bills in 1993 and
1994, but they never made it out of committee, because
Clinton feared that pressing on the minimum wage would
jeopardize other legislative priorities (Greenhouse 1993).
Under Obama, other issues, most notably the Affordable
Care Act, trumped the minimum wage during the first two
years of his first term (Bartels 2016). In addition, the last
increment of the increase enacted in 2007 occurred
in 2009, the first year of President Obama’s first term,
and the economic turmoil in the wake of the 2008 financial
crisis made congressional Democrats reluctant to press for a
minimum-wage hike.
Democratic presidents often faced GOP control in both

chambers. Although this configuration boded poorly for
winning passage of a minimum-wage bill in Congress, as
analyzed earlier, Clinton signed a minimum wage into law
in 1996 when Republicans held majorities in both cham-
bers. In Clinton’s second term, Republicans also con-
trolled both chambers. Democrats in the House and the
Senate introduced minimum-wage bills in 1998, but
Republican leaders referred them to committee. Moderate
Republicans who voted for the 1996 bill were not yet ready
to support another increase (Nitschke 1998).
During the last two years of Clinton’s presidency,

Democrats in both chambers and even some Republicans
introduced minimum-wage bills. Most never made it to
the floor for a vote, but with a big election on the horizon,
both the House and the Senate passed bills to increase the
minimum wage in 2000 (Nitschke 1999). President Clin-
ton, however, wanted a clean bill that was not loaded down
with tax breaks and insisted that the wage hike be imple-
mented over two (not three) years. Unable to iron out
differences between the House and Senate bills in confer-
ence and facing a looming presidential veto, the GOP
leadership in the Senate let the bill die during the lame-
duck session (CQ Weekly 2000). Efforts to raise the
minimum wage to $15 during Obama’s last two years in
office met similar fates. After Republicans took the Senate
in the 2014 midterms, they controlled both chambers.

7

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592726104939 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592726104939


Democrats introduced four different bills to raise the
minimum wage in 2015 (Fandos 2015), but none made
it to the floor for a vote.
The batting average for minimum-wage bills did not

improve when Democrats held both the presidency and a
majority in one chamber of Congress. Obama faced a
GOP House and a Democratic Senate from 2011–14.
Democrats introduced minimum-wage bills in both
chambers in 2011–12, but having lost their majority in
the House and falling short of the 60 votes needed in the
Senate, the bills languished in committee. After Obama’s
reelection in 2012, Democrats in the House and the
Senate revived their minimum-wage bills, but they made
no headway. The GOP easily defeated a motion by House
Democrats to tag a minimum-wage increase onto a job
training bill (Ota 2014), and in the Senate, the Democrats
could not overcome a Republican filibuster (Peters 2014).
President Biden, who supported raising the minimum

wage (Yglesias 2020), also faced steep odds, with a 50–50
split in the Senate during his first two years and a GOP-
controlled House in his last two years in office. In January
2021, Democratic lawmakers put forward a $15/hour bill
in the Senate and tried to circumvent the filibuster
through budget reconciliation by attaching a minimum-
wage increase to the coronavirus relief bill (CQ Magazine
2021; Luhby and Krieg 2021). Reconciliation would have
allowed a simple majority in the Senate to pass the bill,
but the Senate parliamentarian blocked this maneuver
(Cochrane and Edmondson 2021).12 House Democrats
introduced three different bills to raise the minimumwage
in 2023–24, but they never made it to the floor. In the
Senate, two bills, one byDemocrats that would have raised
the minimum wage to $15/hour and another by five GOP
senators that would have raised it to $11/hour, met a
similar fate.13

After the bruising defeat of minimum-wage legislation
in the Senate in 2021, Senator ElizabethWarren observed,
“If we would get rid of the filibuster, then we wouldn’t
have to keep trying to force the camel through an eye of a
needle…. Instead, we would do what the majority of
Americans want us to do, and in this case that’s raise the
minimum wage” (Cochrane 2021). Warren was certainly
correct that in this instance a minimum-wage increase—
perhaps not to $15/hour—would have passed the Senate
without the filibuster. But as illustrated earlier, multiple
veto points make raising the minimum wage a difficult
proposition, and the filibuster was not the cause of every
failure. As Miller (2023, 1610) observed, “Overcoming
veto exceptionalism requires an alignment of the stars that
seems as mystical as it is opportunistic. Even when public
pressure is high, it takes only one weak link for the
moment to be lost.”
Thinking through several counterfactuals illustrates

how things might have turned out differently if the
president could have raised the minimum wage without

congressional approval. Clinton would have endorsed a
minimum-wage increase in 2000, and Obama would have
also likely raised it in 2012, just before his reelection bid.
Biden would have also raised the minimum wage (likely
not in 2021 but just before his aborted reelection bid). In
these three cases, Democratic presidents who wanted to
raise the minimum wage confronted a GOP-controlled
House that would have blocked an increase, even without
a filibuster in place in the Senate where Democrats held
the majority. Facing a tight race in 2020, there was even a
fair chance that Trump would have been unable to resist
the temptation to raise the minimum wage to increase his
chances of victory in key battleground states.

The pivotal role that institutions play is evident if we
compare the United States to other countries in the 1970s
and 1980s, when polarization was less acute in the United
States than it is today. Between 1970 and 1989, the US
government agreed to raise the minimum wage three
times, resulting in seven increases (in 1974, 1975, 1976,
1978, 1979, 1980, and 1981).14 As scholars of the min-
imum wage in the United States have argued, increases
happened more regularly when polarization was at lower
levels. However, the United States still raised the mini-
mum wage far less frequently than other OECD countries
with national statutory minimum wages in which the
executive had authority to raise the minimum wage.
Between 1970 and 1989, France raised its minimum wage
every year, and New Zealand increased it in 16 of 20 years
(ACIL Economics and Policy Pty Ltd 1994; Institut des
Politiques Publiques 2025). After their transitions to
democracy in 1974 and 1975, respectively, Portugal and
Spain raised the minimum wage annually until 1989.15

But we do not need to rely solely on hypotheticals and
counterfactuals to imagine how different institutions
could have produced dramatically different results. We
can look to Hungary and the United Kingdom, which
both bear important similarities to the United States
but place authority over the minimum wage in the
executive.

Hungary and the United Kingdom
Hungary and the United Kingdom are striking contrasts
to the United States. Both countries’ governments have
raised the minimum wage almost every year, regardless of
their political stripe, and these annual increases have
resulted in a substantial rise in the real value of the
minimum wage. Why have governments in these two
countries been such consistent supporters of raising the
minimum wage? We argue that the institutional setting in
which the executive has the power to raise the minimum
wage without legislative approval reduces barriers to policy
change and creates a political logic that entices govern-
ments to support increases to the minimum wage.

Minimum-wage–setting institutions in Hungary and
the United Kingdom differ sharply from those in the
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United States. Whereas raising the US federal minimum
wage requires Congress to initiate action and for numerous
institutional obstacles to be cleared, in Hungary and the
United Kingdom the executive can do it with the stroke of
a pen, without authorization from parliament. In both
countries, the process begins when specialized bodies
make minimum-wage recommendations to the govern-
ment—in Hungary, a tripartite committee (the Reconcil-
iation Council [OÉT] or the Permanent Consultation
Forum [VKF], depending on the year) and in the United
Kingdom, the Low Pay Commission, comprising repre-
sentatives from unions, employers, and academia. These
bodies forward recommendations to the government
annually, but the government is not obligated to accept
them. Thus, although there is more scope for technocrats
to participate in wage setting than in the United States, the
politicians in the executive branch are the ones who make
the final determination.16 Once a decision is reached, the
Hungarian government simply issues a decree. In the
United Kingdom, the Secretary of State for Business and
Trade announces amendments to the National Minimum
Wage Regulations. Unlike the United States, there are no
veto points or super-majoritarian hurdles that must be
overcome to raise the minimum wage.
But the formal rules of the minimum-wage–setting

process on their own do not explain why executives and
ruling parties in the United Kingdom and Hungary,
regardless of their political orientation, use this power to
deliver substantial wage gains to low-paid workers. As in
the United States, labor unions in both countries have
closer ties with left-leaning parties (Avdagic 2005; Draca,
Green, andHomroy 2023; Johnston and Pattie 2007; Trif
and Szabó 2023) and conservative parties have closer ties
with the business community (Csik, Gulyás, and Kampis
2015; Stark and Vedres 2012; Wilks-Heeg and Hopkin
2025). However, unlike the United States, the executive
has the authority to raise the minimum wage. This

centralized executive control over the minimum wage
means that employers cannot exploit multiple veto points
to block increases, which creates a more level playing field
than in the United States.
At the same time, executive authority over minimum-

wage setting means that it is impossible to diffuse respon-
sibility for failing to raise it. In the United States, there are
many ways for minimum-wage bills to fail, and legislation
can often be defeated quietly. But in Hungary and the
United Kingdom, executives cannot sidestep responsibil-
ity for stagnant or declining wages. Because authority is
vested with them, voters know whom to blame if the real
value of their paycheck declines. In parliamentary systems
such as Hungary and the United Kingdom, moreover,
executive inaction on the minimum wage affects the fate
not only of the prime minister but also of the entire party
that they represent. Fear of punishment at the polls,
combined with the hope of winning votes by delivering
substantial raises during election season, creates strong
incentives for politicians, regardless of ideology, to support
minimum-wage increases. Both conservative and left-
leaning governments have raised the minimum wage
almost every year (see tables 2 and 3), and these regular
pay hikes have added significantly to its real value (see
figures 3 and 4).
Political scientists would not be surprised that left-leaning

governments, which usually have strong ties to trade unions,
consistently support minimum-wage increases. It is more
surprising, however, that conservatives have also embraced
the minimum wage. In fact, as illustrated in figures 3 and 4,
although both leftist and rightist governments have consis-
tently endorsed minimum-wage increases, their real value
rose even more dramatically when conservative parties were
in charge. As in the United States, conservative parties in
both countries have packaged minimum-wage increases
with compensatory measures to appease their business allies.
Fidesz, for example, paired significant wage hikes with

Table 2
Prime Ministers, Coalitions, Ideology, and Minimum-Wage Increases in Hungary (1990-
Present)

Term Prime minister Coalition parties Ideology Annual MW raise?

1990–93 József Antall MDF, FKgP, KDNP Nationalist-Conservative Yes
1993–94 Péter Boross MDF, EKgP, KDNP Nationalist-Conservative Yes
1994–98 Gyula Horn MSZP, SZDSZ Socialist-Liberal Yes
1998–2 Viktor Orbán I Fidesz, FKgP, MDF Nationalist-Conservative Yes
2002–4 Péter Medgyessy MSZP, SZDSZ Socialist-Liberal Yes, except 2003
2004–6 Ferenc Gyurcsány MSZP, SZDSZ Socialist-Liberal Yes
2006–9 Ferenc Gyurcsány MSZP, SZDSZ Socialist-Liberal Yes
2009–10 Gordon Bajnai MSZP Socialist Yes
2010–14 Viktor Orbán II Fidesz, KDNP Nationalist-Conservative Yes
2014–18 Viktor Orbán III Fidesz, KDNP Nationalist-Conservative Yes
2018–22 Viktor Orbán IV Fidesz, KDNP Nationalist-Conservative Yes
2022–25 Viktor Orbán V Fidesz, KDNP Nationalist-Conservative Yes
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reductions in employer social security contributions
(Naczyk and Eihmanis 2023), and when the Conservatives
began to support the minimum wage after years of opposi-
tion in 2015, they paired an increase with a cut in the
corporation tax, a deal the party framed as a uniquely
Conservative “compact” (Financial Times, 2015). Next,
we demonstrate that similar political logics drove politicians
to raise the minimum wage regardless of their party’s
ideology in both Hungary and the United Kingdom.
In Hungary, the last communist government intro-

duced the minimum wage in 1989 (Kertesi and Köllõ
2003). Although the real value of the minimum wage did
not change significantly in the first decade of its existence,
frequent adjustments helped maintain minimum living

standards during the difficult transition from a controlled
to a free-market economy. Painful economic reforms
weakened the welfare state and resulted in increased
poverty and unemployment (Baxandall 2002; Ferge and
Tausz 2002; Phillips et al. 2006). The minimumwage was
also a reference point for many social welfare programs,
and if its value declined, these programs would fail to
provide a sufficient social safety net (Vanhuysse 2003).
Both left and right governments approved modest nom-
inal increases during this decade that prevented a substan-
tial erosion in the real value of the minimum wage.

Governments of all political persuasions continued to
support annual increases in the 2000s, but the real value of
the minimum wage only began to rise dramatically when

Table 3
Prime Ministers, Party, Ideology, and Minimum Wage Increases in the United Kingdom
(2000–24)

Term Prime minister Party/parties Ideology Annual MW raise?

2000–1 Blair Labour Left-center Only in 2001
2001–5 Blair Labour Left-center Yes
2005–10 Blair/Brown Labour Left-center Yes
2010–15 Cameron Conservatives and Liberal Democrats Right-center Yes
2015–17 Cameron/May Conservatives Right-center Yes
2017–19 May Conservatives Right-center Yes
2019–24 Johnson/Truss/Sunak Conservatives Right-center Yes
2024– Starmer Labour Left-center Yes

Figure 3
Real Value of the Hungarian National Minimum Wage in 2024 Forints22
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the Fidesz-led government implemented a record-setting
43.6% wage hike in 2001, followed by an 18.8% increase
just months before the 2002 elections (Kertesi and Köllõ
2003). Fidesz hoped that generous raises would translate
into votes from minimum-wage earners, whose numbers
had exploded from just 5% to 19% of the workforce
(Naczyk and Eihmanis 2023). Voters removed Fidesz
from office anyway, and after the large hikes in the
previous two years, the newly elected left-leaning govern-
ment opted not to raise the minimum wage in 2003—the
first time this ever happened.
The failure to approve even a small raise provided

ammunition to the Fidesz-led opposition, which accused
the government of welfare retrenchment (Tóth and Neu-
mann 2004). Annual increases resumed, although they
were more modest in scale than under Fidesz. In real
terms, the value of the minimum wage was relatively flat
through 2010 due largely to the severe economic crisis and
conditionalities in the IMF’s 2008 rescue package, which
called for minimum-wage restraint (Connolly and Tray-
nor 2008). The only real increases that occurred
between 2003 and 2010 coincided with the lead-up to
the 2006 elections. The Fidesz-led opposition attacked the
government for cuts to social welfare programs, and the
government softened the blow by increasing theminimum
wage by 3.8% and 5.5% in real terms in 2005 and 2006
(Naczyk and Eihmanis 2023).
Before 2010, both left and right governments in Hun-

gary held office for substantial periods of time, but since
then the Fidesz party has ruled in coalition with the

Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP). The min-
imum wage played a central role in the model of Fidesz’s
leader, Viktor Orbán, for a “work-based society,” which
aimed to replace the Western-style welfare state with a
system that rewarded work and reduced dependence on
state-sponsored welfare programs (Szikra 2014; Vidra
2018). As Orbán consolidated his party’s power and weak-
ened democratic institutions (Buzogány 2017; Csehi 2019;
Haggard and Kaufman 2021; Vegetti 2019), Fidesz has
exercised a relatively free hand in realizing this vision.
Orbán’s work-based society programs required higher
wages if Fidesz was to retain working-class support and
prevent the opposition from attacking the government on
bread-and-butter issues: this resulted in regular real
increases to the minimum wage, and especially large raises
in the run-up to elections (Naczyk and Eihmanis 2023).
Between 2010 and 2024, the real value of the minimum
wage soared by 97%.
Similar dynamics were in play in the United Kingdom,

which was a relatively late adopter of a national statutory
minimum wage.17 The Conservative Party had opposed
the introduction of the national statutory minimum wage
when it was enacted in 1997 during the first Blair ministry
(Weishaupt 2018). Set at 3.6 pounds in 1999, the Labour
government was initially reluctant to authorize annual
increases to the minimum wage, and for two years its real
value sank. But with an election looming in 2001 and
mounting concern about low turnout in the urban heart-
lands, the government announced an inflation-busting
11% increase three months before the election

Figure 4
Real Value of the U.K. National Minimum Wage in 2024 Pounds
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(Atkinson and Elliot 2001). After a landslide victory, the
Labour government continued to support rises in the
minimum wage that exceeded inflation until the financial
crisis hit in 2008. Although the government signed off on
the annual wage hikes recommended by the Low Pay
Commission, the real value of the minimum wage began
to decline, a pattern that continued after Conservatives
took the reins of government.
Yet, by the time that Conservatives reclaimed power

in 2010, influential party figures had already begun to back
away from their opposition to the minimum wage. Party
leader David Cameron stated as early as 2005 that the
Tories did not want to turn back the clock to 1997. In 2008
Boris Johnson, the mayor of London, became “the conser-
vative face of the Living Wage campaign” by honoring his
pre-election pledge to set a new Living Wage for London’s
public-sector employees (Weishaupt 2018, 63). Conserva-
tives also began to see a link between low wages and the
rising cost of tax credits (Mabbett 2023).
Raising the minimum wage thus became part of the

Conservative Party’s vision of reducing pressure on the
public purse by making work pay. The first Cameron
ministry was nevertheless slow to reverse course and only
endorsed modest minimum-wage increases during its first
years in office. Conservatives abandoned this policy of
wage restraint in the run-up to the 2015 election. Aware of
the crushing impact of the economic crisis on working-
class voters, the party endorsed large increases in the
minimum wage that would restore its value to pre-
financial crisis levels (Watt andWintour 2014;Weishaupt
2018). Labour followed suit with its own, similarly gen-
erous proposal (Wintour 2014). After winning the elec-
tion, Chancellor Osborne rebranded the national
minimum wage as the national living wage and declared,
“Let me be clear: Britain deserves a pay rise, and Britain is
getting a pay rise” (Elliott and Wintour 2015).
Subsequent Conservative governments delivered on

this promise. In the shadow of frequent general elections
(in 2017 and 2019), Conservatives stuck to their pledge to
make work pay by delivering sizable real increases for the
next five years. On the eve of the COVID pandemic, they
promised to lift the minimum wage to two-thirds of
median earnings, a level higher than any other European
Union or G7 country (Partington and Butler 2021).
Despite the difficult economic situation during the pan-
demic, the Tory government continued to approve mod-
est increases that prevented a significant erosion in the real
value of the minimum wage, and once the pandemic
ended, both Conservative and Labour governments have
endorsed substantial real increases.
This change of heart by the Conservative Party is

evident in its manifestos as well. It is no surprise that the
Labour Party committed to raising the minimum wage in
every party manifesto between 2001 and 2019. However,
that the party ofMargaret Thatcher has committed to raise

the minimum wage in every election since 2015 is a
180-degree turn for the Tories. A policy that was once highly
partisan is now embraced by both the Left and the Right.
This contrasts sharply with the United States, where the
minimumwage divides the parties. Between 1992 and 2020,
the Republican Party’s manifestos never committed to raise
the minimum wage, while the Democratic Party pledged to
do so before every election except 2004 and 2008.18 This
weaker commitment to the minimum wage supports our
contention about the importance of institutions in explaining
the United States’ outlier status.

The Hungarian and United Kingdom cases powerfully
illustrate how institutions shape minimum-wage policy
outcomes. The concentration of wage-setting authority in
the executive branch has enabled executives in both coun-
tries to authorize consistent minimum-wage increases, even
amid the rise of the Right, increasing partisan polarization,
and weakened labor unions. In contrast to the United
States, where legislative gridlock and multiple veto points
hinder minimum-wage hikes, institutional frameworks in
Hungary and the United Kingdom allow the government
to act unilaterally. Unable to duck responsibility for falling
real wages, governments of all political stripes have not only
defended the real value of the minimumwage but have also
authorized significant real increases in its value. Govern-
ments were likely to be especially generous during election
season, when they could offer low-wage workers a raise as a
carrot to draw them to the polls and to punch the ballot for
the governing party. The consequences of these different
institutions are also clear. Where low-wage workers in
Hungary and the United Kingdom have experienced a
substantial improvement in minimum pay, those in the
United States have not.

End-runs around Federal Inaction in the
United States
Although US national political institutions have been a
roadblock to delivering better pay to workers, federalism
provides interest groups with other pathways to raise
wages. Advocates of higher minimum wages have
responded to federal inaction by acting at the state level
(Rose 2020). As at the federal level, legislatures have the
authority to initiate bills to raise minimum wages in most
states, andmultiple veto points give business an advantage.
Pro-minimum-wage groups usually must winmajorities in
both legislative chambers and secure the governor’s signa-
ture, and many—but not all—state legislative chambers
have provisions similar to the US Senate filibuster that
require supermajorities to end debate and vote on a
question (Curry and Oldham 2025). This institutional
setting has also impeded efforts to pass increases to the
minimum wage at the state level.

Despite these obstacles, minimum-wage advocates have
faced better odds at passing legislation at the state level
than the federal level. When Democrats have controlled
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both legislative chambers, they have enacted increases to
the minimum wage and have even inserted indexing pro-
visions that assure that it keeps up with inflation in some
cases.19 In red states, labor organizations have depended
on ballot initiatives to take minimum-wage increases
directly to voters.20 Much of this action around minimum
wages at the local level was spurred by the Fight for $15
movement, which educated the wider public about the
need to raise the minimum wage to $15/hour. As more
states and localities adopted higher minimum wages,
scholars also exploited this variation to demonstrate that
higher minimum wages did not produce disemployment
effects (Minchin 2022). Thirty states and the District of
Colombia now have minimum wages that exceed the
federal minimum wage (Rose 2020), and more workers
earn these higher minimum wages than the $7.25/hour
federal minimum wage (Hickey 2025).
These state-level measures have improved minimum

wages for many workers in the United States. However,
these gains may be fragile. InMissouri, for example, voters
passed a ballot initiative that raised the minimum wage
and included an indexing provision, but Republican leg-
islators stripped the indexing provision from the law.
Consequently, the value of the minimum wage will erode,
and proponents of the minimum wage will have to start
from scratch to raise it again. Legislatures in some states
(e.g., Arkansas, Florida, Oklahoma), are also taking steps
to make it more difficult for citizens to qualify questions
for ballots and have raised the approval thresholds needed
for passage (Hickey 2025; Lopez 2025). Legislatures in red
states have also increasingly enacted preemption laws that
restrict the ability of blue cities to increase the local
minimum wage (Goodman and Hatch 2023).
American labor advocates have also begun to explore

alternatives to the statutory minimum wage such as
industry standards boards for setting minimum work-
place standards, including wages. These tripartite boards
make recommendations to state authorities to set stan-
dards in a particular industry, rather than throughout the
economy. Currently at least six states have created such
bodies for fast food (California), nursing homes
(Michigan and Minnesota), home care (Colorado and
Nevada), and farm work (New York; Center for Amer-
ican Progress 2024). Although these boards have deliv-
ered gains for some workers, it is no accident that they
are all in blue or purple states. Thus, even though state-
level initiatives have helped mitigate the effects of federal
inaction on the minimum wage, they are a poor substi-
tute for a federal statutory minimum wage that would
address wage stagnation for all. The United States’
peculiar institutional setting has produced a patchwork
minimum-wage landscape that has delivered substantial
gains for workers in some states while denying them to
workers in others.

Conclusion
The comparative analysis of the United States, Hungary,
and the United Kingdom underscores the critical role that
institutional frameworks play in shaping minimum-wage
policies. Although the legislative hurdles complicating
policy making on other issues have been well analyzed,
our study offers a fresh perspective by highlighting how
these same legislative processes have also impeded
minimum-wage increases in the United States. By placing
the United States within a comparative framework along-
side Hungary and the United Kingdom, we emphasize
how its institutional design has contributed significantly to
its persistent wage stagnation. This comparison reveals
that the challenges in the United States are not merely a
result of political stalemates but are deeply embedded in
the structure of its wage-setting institutions. Vesting the
authority to raise the minimum wage with Congress
means that any increase to the minimum wage must clear
both multiple veto points and numerous procedural hur-
dles. This institutional setting magnifies the effects of
partisan polarization and declining union power, creating
further barriers to wage increases.
By contrast, when the executive has the authority to

raise wages without legislative approval, institutional dif-
ferences can lead to vastly different policy outcomes, even
under similar political conditions. In both Hungary and
the United Kingdom, centralized executive control has
facilitated frequent and politically motivated wage hikes.
This finding challenges the notion that the obstacles to
raising the minimum wage in the United States are mostly
due to political divisions. Instead, it highlights how the
United States’ unique institutional setup exacerbates these
challenges, resulting in prolonged wage stagnation despite
strong public support for increases. Our analysis suggests
that if the United States were to consider institutional
reforms that allow for more centralized decision making in
wage policy, it might achieve more timely and substantial
wage adjustments. Ultimately, our study provides new
insight on the long-standing issue of wage stagnation in
the United States, underscoring the importance of insti-
tutional design in understanding and addressing these
challenges.
Our argument and analysis resonate with the existing

literature on welfare state development that shows that
high-veto systems have historically influenced both welfare
state expansion and retrenchment (Huber and Stephens
2001; Immergut 1992; Maioni 1998). Yet, scholars of
welfare states, despite the minimum wage being one of the
most common social welfare policies in the world and one
that disproportionately benefits low-wage workers (who
tend to be women and ethnic minorities), have not paid
much attention to how minimum wages fit into welfare
states. As Bonoli (2003) argues, minimum wages are
“predistributive” in that they reduce the incidence of
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low wages before government redistribution occurs
(Cantillon, Parolin, and Collado 2020; Mabbett 2016).
The direct costs of raising the minimum wage in the
private sector are paid by employers, not the government,
and their effects are not captured well by common metrics
such as government spending.
Unlike other social welfare policies, however, statutory

minimum wages also impinge directly on wage setting
through collective bargaining institutions. Historically,
unions in countries with high collective bargaining cover-
age have therefore opposed statutory minimum wages to
protect their bargaining autonomy (Furåker 2020; Marx
and Starke 2017; Meyer 2016; Nijhuis 2013; Soskice and
Carlin 2009). Today, most western democracies that do
not have minimum wages are coordinated market econo-
mies (CMEs), such as Denmark, Finland, Norway, and
Sweden, and unions negotiate directly with employers to
set minimum pay in different sectors of the economy.21

LMEs, by contrast, were early adopters of statutory min-
imum wages, and their comparatively low collective bar-
gaining coverage and use of means-tested benefits have
made the minimum wage a central pillar of welfare states.
Conservatives may support bringing minimum wages
closer to a living wage precisely because doing so can
reduce government spending on means-tested benefits
(Waltman 2008; Wilson 2017). Ironically, the higher
prioritization of market forces in LMEs has also made
their welfare states more dependent on state intervention
in wage setting.
Finally, this study contributes to debates around left

governments and minimum-wage politics. Although most
scholars argue that leftist parties champion higher mini-
mumwages as part of their commitment to workers’ rights
(Cova 2023; Durocher 2024; Feierherd et al. 2023;
Grimshaw, Bosch, and Rubery 2014), others contend that
the Left’s impact is conditional (Kozák and Picot 2025;
Rueda 2008). Rueda (2008) shows that left parties only
raise minimum wages where corporatism is weak. In their
analysis of minimum wage levels, Kozák and Picot (2025)
counter that wage-setting institutions, not corporatism,
matter, finding clearer partisan effects when governments
control level setting. As our case studies reveal, however,
even conservative governments have been strong sup-
porters of the minimum wage when the executive holds
the authority to raise them unilaterally. And even left
governments may have difficulty raising the minimum
wage if the executive does not have authority to do so.

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank Liz Suhay, Adam Dean, and
participants in the American Political Science Association
Comparative Labor Workshop (2025) and the American
Political Science Association annual meeting (2024) for
their helpful comments.

Notes
1 Worldwide, of the more than 150 countries with

statutory minimum wages in effect from 2010 to
2020, only 16 did not raise the minimum wage:
Antigua and Barbuda, the Bahamas, Barbados, Benin,
Burundi, the Central African Republic, Comoros,
Dominica, Gabon, Georgia, Guinea Bissau, Kosovo,
the Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Uganda, and the
United States (author collected data).

2 Theminimumwage is at least 42% of the median wage
and 33% of the average wage in other OECD countries
(Dingeldey, Schulten, and Grimshaw 2021, 12)

3 The figure for the United Kingdom is for the period
between 1999 and 2024.

4 There are also several European countries in which
statutory minimum wages are set through bipartite
negotiations between “social partners” (i.e., unions
and employers).

5 This is likely a slight overestimate of the number of
countries in which the legislature has meaningful
authority over minimum wages. Nigeria, for example,
shifted authority to a Tripartite Commission domi-
nated by the executive in 2019. And in Russia,
although the legislature must formally approve the
minimum wage, it is unlikely that it would reject an
increase that the authoritarian leader Putin supported.

6 Until Congress amended the Fair Labor Standards Act
(1938) in 1949, tripartite industry boards set mini-
mum wages (within prescribed limits; Andrias 2019).

7 These countries are Argentina, Australia, Belgium,
Brazil, Cyprus (we only have data from 2002 forward),
India, Nepal, Nigeria, Russia, St. Kitts & Nevis, and
Spain.

8 The average is much higher than the median because
Russia’s minimum wage increased by 1,475%. We
draw on author-collected data to calculate the real
increases.

9 In the United States, the 1996 legislation rolled out
the minimum-wage increases over two years and the
2007 legislation over three years, so the minimum
wage increased five times even though legislation was
only enacted twice. Even with this more generous
accounting, however, the number of increases is dra-
matically lower than in other federal countries.

10 Neither the Democrats nor the Republicans have held
60 seats in the Senate during the period analyzed.
Krehbiel’s (1998) model of pivotal politics, which
arrays senators along a left–right unidimensional
ideological continuum according to their ideal points,
shows how super-majoritarian institutions such as the
filibuster and presidential veto contribute to gridlock.
The support of pivotal senators is required for passage
of a new law. The pivotal senators for a filibuster are
the 40th and 60th most leftward positions and the
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33rd and 67th for a presidential veto. Any policy
between these pivots cannot be altered.

11 See https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/
senate-bill/150?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22%
5C%22minimum+wage%5C%22%22%7D&s=2&
r=5, accessed on August 21, 2024.

12 The parliamentarian’s decision meant that the Dem-
ocrats faced little choice but to strip the minimum-
wage provision from the final version of the bill,
because any senator could have raised a point of order
and had the provision removed (Emma and Everett
2021).

13 The Senate GOP bill was sponsored by Senator Cot-
ton and cosponsored by Senators Capito, Cassidy,
Romney, and Vance (https://www.congress.gov/
bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/2785, accessed on
August 21, 2024.)

14 The third time was in 1989, with increases going into
effect in 1990 and 1991. If these two increases are
included, then the United Stats raised the minimum
wage 9 times over 22 years.

15 See Pordata (https://www.pordata.pt/pt/estatisticas/
salarios-e-pensoes/salarios/salario-minimo-nacional,
accessed on September 4, 2025) and Ministerio de
Trabajo y Economía Social (https://www.mites.gob.
es/estadisticas/bel/SMI/index.htm, accessed on
September 4, 2025) for minimum-wage data in Por-
tugal and Spain.

16 Although these bodies are formally independent, the
executive exercises enormous control over them. In the
United Kingdom, the government has the power of
appointment to the Low Pay Commission and sets the
terms of reference for its deliberations each year (Low
Pay Commission 2024; Mabbett 2023; Waltman
2008). In Hungary, the VKF excludes radical unions,
and the government has the authority to disregard its
recommendations (Naczyk and Eihmanis 2023).

17 Minimum-wage legislation was part of the Trade
Boards Act of 1909. The act established industry-
based tripartite wages councils that could negotiate
minimum pay. By the late 1980s there were 26 wage
councils covering more than two million workers. The
Thatcher government weakened the power of the
trade boards, and most wage councils ceased to exist
in 1993 (Griffin and Gregory 2015).

18 The absence of a pledge in 2008 is likely a result of
Congress passing, and the president signing, a bill that
raised the minimum wage to $7.25 an hour over three
years in 2007.

19 Between 2003 and 2020, there were 1,080 unsuc-
cessful attempts to raise state minimum wages and
66 successful attempts. The vast majority of the
successful efforts—82%—occurred in states where
Democrats controlled both chambers. Most of the
remaining episodes of increases to the minimum wage

merely raised the state minimum wage to match the
federal minimum wage (Rose 2020).

20 Between 2003 and 2020, there were 21 ballot initia-
tives to raise the minimum wage, and all passed.
Eleven of these were in states where Republicans
controlled both chambers, six were in states with split
legislatures, three in states where Democrats held both
chambers, and one in a state with a nonpartisan
legislature (Nebraska; Rose 2020).

21 Germany was the first CME to adopt a minimum
wage in 2015. As unregulated low-wage labor markets
began to threaten their members and as public support
for higher minimum wages increased, unions dropped
their opposition to the minimum wage (Marx and
Starke 2017; Meyer 2016).

22 Fidesz was also in power between 1998 and 2002.
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