How to reform the reduction
on payroll taxes?

By Mathieu Bunel, Céline Emond, Yannick L’Horty

More than 20 billion euros are spent every year by the State
to compensate the general exemptions from social security
contributions, making this the leading employment policy plank
in France, both in terms of the total budget and the numbers
concerned — more than one employee out of two benefits from
the reduction in contributions. In these times of fiscal
pressure and the inexorable upward trend in unemployment,
questions are being raised about the sustainability of such a
scheme, whose scale, which was unified by the 2003 Fillon
reform, consists of a reduction that shrinks as the wage
rises, up to the level of 1.6 times the minimum wage (SMIC).
At the level of the SMIC, the reduction comes to 26 points
(28 points for firms with fewer than 20 employees).

In an article published in the Revue de l’OFCE (Varia, no.
126, 2012), we evaluate the impact of a complete removal of
the general exemptions as well as of a number of partial
reforms of the thresholds for exemption from social security
contributions, using the latest data suited to the analysis.
In our estimate, the simple elimination of all general
exemptions would lead to the destruction of about 500,000
jobs. We also explore the effects of reorganising the
exemption thresholds, by screening a number of possibilities
that would affect the various parameters that define the
exemption arrangements. In every case, a reduction in the
amount of exemptions would have a negative impact on
employment, but the extent of the job losses would vary from
simple to double depending on the terms of the reform. To
ensure the least negative effect would require that the
reductions in the exemptions spare the sectors that are most
labour-intensive, which means better treatment for the
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exemption schedules that are most targeted at low wages. Since
the goal is to improve the unemployment figures, it 1is
important to concentrate the exemptions on lower wages, and
thus to give a boost to the sectors that are richest in terms
of labour.

However, concentrating exemptions too much in the vicinity of
the minimum wage would increase the cost to employers of
granting wage rises, which would be favourable neither to
purchasing power nor to the quality of the jobs that condition
future employment. While a new balance can always be sought in
order to meet the urgent budget situation, to be sustainable
it must be good for today’s jobs without neglecting those of
the future.

20 billion euros in
reductions on employer
payroll taxes on low-wages.
But will 1t create jobs?

By Eric Heyer and Mathieu Plane

Every year the State spends nearly 1 percentage point of GDP,
i.e. 20 billion euros, on general reductions in employer
payroll taxes on low wages. It is thus legitimate to ask
whether a programme like this is effective. A large number of
empirical studies have been conducted to try to assess the
impact of this measure on employment, and have concluded that
it creates between 400,000 and 800,000 jobs.

As these estimates are performed using sector models, they do
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not take into account all the effects resulting from a policy
of reduced social contributions on low wages, and in
particular the impact of macroeconomic feedback, i.e. the
effect of income gains, competitiveness gains and the
financing of the measure.

In a recent study published in the_Revue de 1’OFCE (Varia, no.
126, 2012), we have attempted to supplement these evaluations
by taking into account all the impacts resulting from a policy
of reducing contributions on low wages. To do this, we
performed a simulation of this measure using the OFCE’s macro-
econometric model, emod. fr.

We were able to break down the various impacts expected from
these reductions on employment costs into two basic
categories:

1. An overall “substitution effect”, which breaks down into
a macroeconomic capital-labour substitution, to which is
added what can be called an “assessment effect” linked
to the targeting of the measure at low wages;

2. A “volume effect”, which can be broken down between
rising domestic demand due to lower prices and higher
payroll, competitiveness gains due to improved market
share internally and externally, and the negative effect
of the measure’s financing, whether that involves
raising the tax burden (prélévements obligatoires) or
cutting public spending.

Based on our assessment, summarized in Table 1, the exemptions
from employer social contributions on low wages lead to
creating 50,000 jobs in the first year and about 500,000 at
the end of five years. Of the 503,000 jobs expected within
five years, 337,000 would be due to the overall substitution
effect, with 107,000 linked to the macroeconomic capital-
labour substitution and 230,000 to the “assessment effect”
linked to the sharp reduction in labour costs on low wages. In
addition, 82,000 jobs are generated by the addition to
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household income and 84,000 by competitiveness gains and the
positive contribution of foreign trade to the change in GDP.
On the other hand, the “volume effect” on employment becomes
negative if the measure is financed ex post: increasing a
representative mix of the fiscal structure reduces the overall
impact of the measure by 176,000 jobs at 5 years; reducing a
representative mix of the structure of public spending reduces
employment by 250,000 at 5 years.

Table 1. Impact on employment of the exemptions on employer social security contributions
on low wages without taking into account the reaction of our trade partners
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Some of the jobs created come from competitiveness gains
related to taking market share from our trading partners due
to lower prices of production following the reduction in
labour costs. This price-competitiveness mechanism works only
if, first, firms pass on the reductions 1in social
contributions in their prices of production, and second, our
trading partners are willing to lose market share without a
fight. We therefore simulated a polar opposite case in which
it is assumed that our trading partners respond to this type
of policy by enacting similar measures, which would negate our
external gains.

While this does not modify the impact on employment related to
the “substitution effect”, this assumption does change the
“volume effect” of the measure, eliminating 84,000 jobs from
gains in market share and increasing the negative effect of ex
post financing due to the measure’s multiplier effect on
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weaker activities. In total, in the scenario in which the
measure 1is funded ex post and does not allow gains 1in
competitiveness, the exemptions on employer social security
contributions on low wages would create between 69,000 and
176,000 jobs within five years, depending on how it 1is
financed (Table 2). This result puts the initial figure of
500,000 jobs into perspective.

Table 2. Impact on employment of exemptions on employer social security
contributions on low wages if our trade partners do adopt a similar policy
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