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The Job Gap Economic Prosperity series examines the ability of working families to move beyond living             

paycheck-to-paycheck in today’s economy, seeking to understand both the barriers keeping families from achieving 

economic prosperity and what actions policymakers can take to help families and communities thrive. www.thejobgap.



Education is often lauded as the great equalizer and a solution to the growing income 

gap. But, as the cost of college breaks family budgets and requires students to take out 

thousands of dollars in educational loans, wages, even for those with a degree, have not 

kept pace, and have even declined in many occupations.

For millions of people in the United States, it is difficult to pay even for basic expenses like 

food or housing, let alone to put money aside for emergency or retirement savings or to 

pay off student debt. 

Beginning in 1999, the Alliance for a Just Society produced an annual living wage report 

calculating how much it actually costs to make ends meet, including paying for basic 

expenses like food and housing, as well as the ability to save for the future. Now that the 

Alliance for a Just Society is part of People’s Action Institute, this report series will continue 

that work to show how current state and federal minimum wage rates fall short of providing 

a true living wage. 

In 42 states and in Washington, D.C., the living wage for a single adult is greater than $15 per 

hour, and in 26 states it exceeds $16 per hour. Nationally, the living wage for a single adult 

is closer to $17.28 an hour. When adding in repayment of student debt, the national living 

wage for a single adult rises to $18.67 per hour. 

For families with children, the cost to make ends meet is even higher. In the 18 states and 

Washington, D.C. where a living wage for other family sizes was calculated, the living wage 

for a single adult with two children ranges from $26.39 in South Carolina to $41.11 in 

California, and $43.86 in Washington, D.C.

While 43 million people in the United States have student loan debt,1 the distribution and 

impact of that debt is not equal. Students of color and their families are more likely to take 

out student loans,2 and, while the average starting wage for those with a bachelor’s degree 

is enough to cover expenses including student debt, majors with more women and people 

of color see starting wages below the cost of living. And, because women and people 

of color are overrepresented in low-wage work 3 due to underlying structural issues and 

discrimination, they are more likely to struggle to pay off student loans after graduation.4  5 

When workers aren’t paid enough to cover their cost of living, set aside some savings and 

pay their student debt, something has to give. That may mean foregoing payments on their 

student loans, or it might mean leaving the utility bill unpaid to put food on the table.

Attending college should not require students to be saddled with thousands of dollars in 

debt after graduation, and those who graduate with debt need jobs that pay enough to 

make ends meet, including the ability to repay their loans.

Executive Summary

2People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff



Introduction

When adding in repayment 

of student debt, the national 

living wage for a single adult 

rises to $18.67 per hour.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff3

What does it really take to make ends meet? Is a person 

really making ends meet if they or their family lacks access to 

quality health care, to affordable child care, to an affordable 

place to live, or doesn’t have enough left over to save for 

emergencies and eventual retirement? What if a person can 

pay basic expenses, but does not have enough to pay for 

college or to repay their student loans?

Millions of people in the United States find it is difficult to 

even pay for basic expenses like food or housing, let alone 

have enough to put some aside for emergency or retirement 

savings, or to pay off their student debt.

Beginning in 1999, the Alliance for a Just Society produced 

an annual living wage report calculating how much it actu-

ally costs to make ends meet for households in select states. 

Last year, for the first time, the report included a living wage 

calculation for all 50 states and Washington, D.C. Now that 

the Alliance for a Just Society is part of People’s Action Insti-

tute, this report series will continue to examine what it takes 

to make ends meet and show how current state and feder-

al minimum wages rates fall short of providing a true living 

wage. 

A living wage represents the amount a full-time worker 

needs to be paid to make ends meet, including the ability to 

set money aside for savings and emergencies. In urban and 

rural states across the country, the living wage is consistently 

far higher than the minimum wage, and higher than most 

people would guess. 

Traditionally, though, a living wage does not include debt 

payments. This year, we also include a student debt living 

wage that takes into account the median monthly student 

debt payment in each state.

In 42 states and in Washington, D.C., the living wage for 

a single adult is greater than $15 per hour. No state has                 

a living wage for a single adult that is less than $14.50 an 

hour. Nationally, the living wage for a single adult is closer to 

$17.28 an hour. When adding in repayment of student debt, 

the national living wage for a single adult rises to $18.67 per 

hour. For working families with children, the cost to make 

ends meet is even higher.

In the 18 states and Washington, D.C. where a living wage   

for other family sizes was calculated, the living wage for a 

single adult with two children ranges from $26.39 in South 

Carolina to $41.11 in California, and $43.86 in Washington 

D.C.
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The Living Wage

While 43 million people in the United States have student 

loan debt,6 that debt is neither distributed equally nor is the 

impact of that debt the same for all borrowers. Students of 

color are more likely to take out student loans than are white 

students.7 And, because hiring discrimination and systemic 

and historical oppression mean women and people of color 

are more likely to be paid low wages,8 they are more likely 

to struggle to pay off their student loans after graduation.9 10

When workers are paid a wage that falls short of their cost 

of living, including savings and student debt payments, 

something has to give. Working families make tough choices 

on what to cut. Yet, when it comes to buying food versus 

making a student debt payment, the choice for most people 

is clear. 

Students should not be saddled with thousands of dollars in 

debt after graduation. However, those who do graduate with 

debt need jobs that pay enough to make ends meet. And, 

making ends meet should include not only basic necessities 

like food and housing, but the ability to put aside money for 

savings and to pay off existing debt.

While 29 states and Washington, D.C. have a state minimum 

wage that is higher than the federal minimum wage,11 all fall 

well short of an actual living wage. The federal living wage for 

a single adult, as a weighted average of states’ living wages, 

is $17.28 per hour, or nearly $36,000 annually. The federal 

minimum wage of $7.25 provides just 42 percent of that.

As previous research has shown,12 there are not enough 

living wage jobs to go around. This year’s research shows an 

increase in the living wage for a single adult in nearly every 

state and at the national level. A combination of state and 

local campaigns and, in some cases, automatic increases 

secured in previous years led to a large number of cities 

and counties, as well as 17 states and Washington, D.C., to 

increase their minimum wage in the last year.13  14 While these 

increases have made a significant difference in the lives of 

low-wage workers, even these increases have not provided 

workers with a living wage.

Forty-three states have a living wage above $15 per hour 

for a single adult, and in no state can a single adult make 

ends meet on less than $14.50 per hour. Yet, only nine states 

have a minimum wage greater than $9 per hour and while 

California and Massachusetts reach $10 per hour, each still 

falls well short of providing a living wage. Even Washington, 

D.C.’s recent minimum wage increase to $11.50 provides 

only 52 percent of the District’s single adult living wage.

Additionally, 43 states and Washington, D.C. have a lower 

minimum wage for tipped workers than for non-tipped 

workers.15 Tipped occupations such as restaurant service 

are often seen as a way to help students through college. 

However, half of tipped workers are 30 years or older and 

tipped workers live in poverty at three times the rate of the 

overall workforce.16 And, with women and people of color 

more likely to work in tipped occupations, separate tipped 

subminimum wages only keep tipped workers farther from 

financial stability.  

The success of higher minimum wages at the city and county 

level,17 as well as lower poverty rates for workers in states 

that do not have a separate base wage for tipped workers,18 

shows that even greater increases and one fair wage for all 

workers can help workers and their communities to thrive.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

A living wage allows families to meet their basic 

needs, without public assistance, and provides 

them some ability to deal with emergencies and 

plan ahead. It is not a poverty or survival wage. 

In this report, living wages are calculated on the 

basis of family budgets for several household 

types. Family budgets include basic necessities 

such as food, housing, utilities, transportation, 

health care, child care, clothing and other 

personal items, savings, and state and federal 

taxes. This assumes full-time work at 40 hours 

per week, for 52 weeks per year (year-round).

Living wage calculations are based on data from 

2015 or the most recent year available, adjusted 

for inflation, and use publicly available datasets 

from state and federal sources.

For more information, see the 

Technical Notes section of this report.

What is a Living Wage?



Alabama $15.49 $7.25 47% Montana $14.93 $8.05 54%

Alaska $17.92 $9.75 54% Nebraska $15.03 $9.00 60%

Arizona $16.18 $8.05 50% Nevada $16.62 $8.25 50%

Arkansas $14.58 $8.00 55% New Hampshire $17.68 $7.25 41%

California $19.90 $10.00 50% New Jersey $20.08 $8.38 42%

Colorado $17.48 $8.31 48% New Mexico $15.60 $7.50 48%

Connecticut $19.57 $9.60 49% New York $20.42 $9.00 44%

Delaware $18.33 $8.25 45% North Carolina $15.88 $7.25 46%

District of Columbia $21.92 $11.50 52% North Dakota $14.98 $7.25 48%

Florida $17.29 $8.05 47% Ohio $14.96 $8.10 54%

Georgia $16.48 $7.25 44% Oklahoma $14.96 $7.25 48%

Hawaii $21.73 $8.50 39% Oregon $16.49 $9.75 59%

Idaho $14.90 $7.25 49% Pennsylvania $16.73 $7.25 43%

Illinois $17.57 $8.25 47% Rhode Island $17.33 $9.60 55%

Indiana $15.46 $7.25 47% South Carolina $15.79 $7.25 46%

Iowa $15.10 $7.25 48% South Dakota $14.50 $8.55 59%

Kansas $15.23 $7.25 48% Tennessee $15.27 $7.25 47%

Kentucky $15.03 $7.25 48% Texas $15.91 $7.25 46%

Louisiana $15.87 $7.25 46% Utah $16.06 $7.25 45%

Maine $16.27 $7.50 46% Vermont $17.89 $9.60 54%

Maryland $20.40 $8.75 43% Virginia $18.95 $7.25 38%

Massachusetts $19.98 $10.00 50% Washington $17.59 $9.47 54%

Michigan $15.78 $8.50 54% West Virginia $15.00 $8.75 58%

Minnesota $16.52 $9.50 58% Wisconsin $15.69 $7.25 46%

Mississippi $15.18 $7.25 48% Wyoming $15.05 $7.25 48%

Missouri $15.39 $7.65 50%

Table 1: Single Adult Living Wage vs. Minimum Wage by State

State
Single Adult 
Hourly Living 
Wage

Minimum 
Wage

Minimum 
Wage as % of 
Living Wage

State
Single Adult 
Hourly Living 
Wage

Minimum 
Wage

Minimum 
Wage as % of 
Living Wage

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff5



Student Debt

Eric Holmberg
             CHICAGO, IL

I grew up in Nebraska and am now a junior at 

the University of Chicago, where I also work as 

a barista. My parents worked hard to provide for 

me and my siblings when we were growing up, 

but I am a self-supporting college student, which 

means that I rely entirely on my school’s financial 

aid package to attend college.

In addition to taking out tens of thousands 

of dollars of loans, the University of Chicago 

requires me to work throughout the school year 

and summer in order to pay for school. I am 

expected to put a majority of my earnings toward 

tuition, leaving little for rent or groceries, let 

alone services I need that the university does not 

provide.

I appreciate the value of hard work, but it is 

disappointing when my wealthier peers do better 

in class, exceed in extracurricular activities, or get 

more sleep than I do because they don’t have to 

spend so many hours working a low-wage job to 

survive. 

6People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

At $1.3 trillion,19 student loan debt is second only to mortgage 

debt as the largest share of all consumer debt, with 43 million 

borrowers nationwide.20 Increased tuition, room and board, and 

other fees – along with stagnant or declining real wages21 – 

leave families unable to afford the cost of attending even once-

affordable public universities. Instead, students and their families 

take out thousands of dollars in student loans, adding costs to 

graduates’ and sometimes families’ budgets for years to come.

In 2006, the average total cost of attending a public 4-year 

university, including tuition, room and board, and other fees, 

was $12,796 per year,22 or about $15,287 in 2016 dollars. Today, 

that figure has risen to $19,548 per year.23 State investment in 

higher education has dropped across the country in recent 

years,24 leaving students and their families to pick up a larger 

percentage of the total cost of attending college. That higher 

price tag for students and their families has not coincided with 

higher wages. Instead, wages have largely remained stagnant 

or dropped over the past several years,25 leaving families with 

less money and greater costs. State and federal grants and 

scholarships have failed to keep up,26 resulting in 70 percent 

of students relying on loans to help make up the difference.27

In 2015, the national median student debt load for graduates 

of all higher education institutions was $23,581, with a median 

payment of $242 per month.28 Across the country, the median 

student debt load for graduates upon starting repayment ranges 

from a low of $14,104 in Wyoming, where most students attend 

2-year colleges, to a high of $28,205 in Hawaii, and $32,282 in 

Washington, D.C.

Due to some of the same factors blocking many people of color 

from high-wage employment, student debt especially impacts 

students of color and their families. A 2013 study found that while 

65 percent of white households borrowed money for college, 

67 percent of Latinos and 80 percent of black households 

borrowed.29  Additionally, black and Latino students are more 

likely to attend for-profit institutions, which notoriously require 

students to take out significant student loan debt, and are less 

likely to complete their degree, leaving them with student loan 

debt but less access to high-wage employment. 30

That higher price tag for 

students and their families has not 

coincided with higher wages.



7

State Median 
Student Debt

Alabama $25,162 $258 Montana $21,848 $224

Alaska $15,451 $159 Nebraska $24,970 $256

Arizona $21,168 $217 Nevada $25,049 $257

Arkansas $25,832 $265 New Hampshire $21,629 $222

California $19,445 $200 New Jersey $22,780 $234

Colorado $24,623 $253 New Mexico $24,679 $253

Connecticut $23,651 $243 New York $20,181 $207

Delaware $24,925 $256 North Carolina $25,687 $264

District of Columbia $32,282 $331 North Dakota $20,831 $214

Florida $22,637 $232 Ohio $23,533 $242

Georgia $25,650 $263 Oklahoma $25,671 $263

Hawaii $28,205 $289 Oregon $27,112 $278

Idaho $27,993 $287 Pennsylvania $25,714 $264

Illinois $22,471 $231 Rhode Island $19,572 $201

Indiana $21,681 $223 South Carolina $24,424 $251

Iowa $27,700 $284 South Dakota $27,501 $282

Kansas $21,051 $216 Tennessee $24,549 $252

Kentucky $25,297 $260 Texas $20,790 $213

Louisiana $22,522 $231 Utah $25,869 $265

Maine $24,414 $251 Vermont $21,939 $225

Maryland $27,447 $282 Virginia $26,026 $267

Massachusetts $22,708 $233 Washington $22,559 $232

Michigan $23,253 $239 West Virginia $23,375 $240

Minnesota $23,905 $245 Wisconsin $25,464 $261

Mississippi $25,959 $266 Wyoming $14,104 $145

Missouri $24,380 $250

Median Monthly 
Payment

Table 2: Median Student Debt and Monthly Payment for Graduates by State

State Median 
Student Debt

Median Monthly 
Payment

If I were making a living wage, I could afford to spend more of 

my time in college on schoolwork and personal enrichment. 

My pursuit of education is held back by poverty wages.

I’m organizing workers and residents in Cook County to 

pass legislation to pay workers a living wage. As a student, 

getting a living wage on campus matters to me not only 

because it would help me make ends meet, but because 

it would affect student and non-student workers alike and 

make our university a better place. We are told that students 

are not full workers deserving of high wages, because we are 

young and dependent on our university, but this is a false 

narrative. Fighting for living wages has allowed me to build 

relationships with older service workers on my campus who 

also suffer from poverty wages. We share many common 

experiences and we would all benefit from living wages.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff
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Student Debt and the Living Wage

Alabama $15.49 $16.98 Montana $14.93 $16.23

Alaska $17.92 $18.84 Nebraska $15.03 $16.51

Arizona $16.18 $17.43 Nevada $16.62 $18.10

Arkansas $14.58 $16.11 New Hampshire $17.68 $18.96

California $19.90 $21.05 New Jersey $20.08 $21.42

Colorado $17.48 $18.93 New Mexico $15.60 $17.06

Connecticut $19.57 $20.97 New York $20.42 $21.62

Delaware $18.33 $19.80 North Carolina $15.88 $17.40

District of Columbia $21.92 $23.83 North Dakota $14.98 $16.22

Florida $17.29 $18.63 Ohio $14.96 $16.35

Georgia $16.48 $18.00 Oklahoma $14.96 $16.48

Hawaii $21.73 $23.40 Oregon $16.49 $18.10

Idaho $14.90 $16.56 Pennsylvania $16.73 $18.25

Illinois $17.57 $18.90 Rhode Island $17.33 $18.49

Indiana $15.46 $16.74 South Carolina $15.79 $17.24

Iowa $15.10 $16.74 South Dakota $14.50 $16.13

Kansas $15.23 $16.48 Tennessee $15.27 $16.72

Kentucky $15.03 $16.53 Texas $15.91 $17.14

Louisiana $15.87 $17.21 Utah $16.06 $17.59

Maine $16.27 $17.71 Vermont $17.89 $19.19

Maryland $20.40 $22.02 Virginia $18.95 $20.49

Massachusetts $19.98 $21.32 Washington $17.59 $18.93

Michigan $15.78 $17.16 West Virginia $15.00 $16.38

Minnesota $16.52 $17.93 Wisconsin $15.69 $17.20

Mississippi $15.18 $16.71 Wyoming $15.05 $15.89

Missouri $15.39 $16.83

Table 3: Traditional Single Adult Living Wage vs. Student Debt Living Wage by State

State
Hourly Living 
Wage

Student Debt 
Hourly Living 
Wage

State
Hourly Living 
Wage

Student Debt 
Hourly Living 
Wage

While traditionally living wage calculations have not included 

any debt payments or payments for college, the reality is 

that workers paying for college or paying off student debts 

actually face a higher cost of living than those who are not. 

Even for households with incomes that otherwise approach a 

typical living wage, adding hundreds of dollars per month for 

education can eliminate the possibility of financial stability.

When student debt payments are added to the traditional 

living wage, the national student debt living wage for a single 

adult climbs to $18.67 per hour. Across the country, adding 

in median monthly student debt payments would increase 

single adult living wages to more than $16 per hour in every 

state and more than $17 per hour in most states.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff
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 Tonja Galvan
          DES MOINES, IA

Our family and our community would all 

be better off if jobs were steady and paid 

enough for us to actually make ends meet.

Though the average starting salary for bachelor’s degree 

graduates is enough to cover the student debt living wage for 

a single adult, at $50,651, or $24.35 per hour,31  salaries vary 

widely by major. For example, majors with a high proportion 

of white males, such as computer and information sciences,32  

see starting salaries of $65,000. At the same time, English 

and Psychology, which see more women and people of 

color, have median starting salaries of $35,000 and $32,750 

per year, respectively – lower even than the traditional living 

wage for a single adult. As with employment, both overt and 

systemic discrimination also play a part in college majors’ 

demographics,33 reinforcing a system where women and 

people of color are more likely to be in lower-paying work 

after graduation.

In fact, overall women and people of color with bachelor’s 

degrees are paid significantly less than white males.33 For 

example, black men and Latinos with bachelor’s degrees are 

paid 78 cents and 81 cents, respectively, for every dollar paid 

to similarly-educated white men. Black women and Latinas 

with degrees are paid only 72 cents and 69 cents for every 

dollar paid to white men with degrees. These disparities are 

caused by discrimination in hiring, as well as systemic barriers 

and assumptions about what work is valued. This makes it 

more difficult for women and people of color to make ends 

meet, to cover basic expenses and to pay off their student 

debt.

You might think that three paychecks would be enough for a family of four to 

make ends meet, but for my family and others like us who are paid low wages, it 

often doesn’t come close. I have worked at the John Deere plant in Ankeny, Iowa 

for about nine years. It’s a good job that pays what looks like a good wage – over 

$20 per hour – but at the end of the month it doesn’t go very far. My paycheck 

not only supports me, but also goes toward helping out my mom, my daughter, 

and my 8-year-old granddaughter, since we all moved in together to help each 

other out. While my mom and daughter are working too, both are paid much 

lower wages than I am. On top of that, my daughter is going to college right now, 

chipping away at her time and our budget.

On top of everything else, I don’t even know how much longer I’ll have a job. 

Over the past three years my company has laid off over 800 people, and we 

know it’s just a matter of time before the rest of us at the plant get laid off, too. 

Planning for that future is impossible. Utilities have gone up, the mortgage has 

gone up; when we can’t pay everything, we just choose bills out of a hat to see 

what we’ll pay and what we’ll push to the next month. It might not be the best 

system, but at least it helps keep the stress down.

For now, we push forward and lean on one another. More job stability and higher 

wages for everyone would mean that we don’t have to all live together, and that 

my granddaughter wouldn’t have to ask me if we can help find furniture for her 

classmate’s family. 

Because that’s the thing: this isn’t just us. All across our neighborhood, other 

families are struggling to get by, too. At least we have each other, and I know 

that we’re teaching my granddaughter about the value of family and of sticking 

together through thick and thin. 

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff
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State Findings

TABLE 4:
California 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $1,084.70 $1,383.27 $1,383.27 $1,383.27 $1,383.27

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $154.40 $368.88 $506.28 $563.75 $563.75

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$522.81 $686.17 $752.33 $1,001.04 $1,038.47

Savings (10%) $290.45 $381.20 $417.96 $556.13 $576.93

Child Care $0.00 $570.30 $1,782.91 $0.00 $1,782.91

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$6,532.61 $9,107.99 $13,949.20 $8,332.62 $13,707.78

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$3,448.86 $5,141.35 $7,124.96 $6,255.72 $4,347.24

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$41,386.30 $61,696.19 $85,499.52 $75,068.67 $52,166.91

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$19.90 $29.66 $41.11 $36.09 $25.08

California $19.90 $10.00 $21.05
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage

The living wage for a single adult is $19.90 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $41.11 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $21.05, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

California’s minimum wage of $10 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 50 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and less than a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.

Across the country, the living wage for a single adult ranges 

from $14.50 per hour in South Dakota to $21.73 in Hawaii, 

and $21.92 per hour in Washington, D.C. For families with 

children, though, the cost of living can be even greater. In 

addition to the living wage for a single adult, the living wage 

for four other family sizes was calculated for 18 states and 

for the District of Columbia. These other household sizes 

illustrate the added costs for families with children, including 

the high cost of child care. While no states’ minimum wage 

provides a living wage for a single adult, those wage floors fall 

even shorter of providing enough for people with children to 

make ends meet.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff



TABLE 5:
Connecticut 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $1,029.01 $1,293.79 $1,293.79 $1,293.79 $1,293.79

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $161.44 $287.10 $421.39 $470.93 $470.93

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$510.65 $643.35 $708.74 $955.47 $992.89

Savings (10%) $283.69 $357.42 $393.74 $530.81 $551.61

Child Care $0.00 $738.59 $1,963.52 $0.00 $1,963.52

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$6,671.58 $9,680.25 $14,647.14 $9,356.75 $15,600.52

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$3,392.89 $5,119.46 $7,121.54 $6,087.87 $4,389.82

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$40,714.62 $61,433.49 $85,458.53 $73,054.47 $52,677.79

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$19.57 $29.54 $41.09 $35.12 $25.33

Connecticut

11

The living wage for a single adult is $19.57 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $41.09 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $20.97, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Connecticut’s minimum wage of $9.60 does not allow 

working families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum 

wage provides only 49 percent of a living wage for a single 

adult and less than a quarter of the living wage for a single 

adult with two children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$19.57 $9.60 $20.97
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 6:
District of 
Columbia 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities 1239.44 $1,467.44 $1,467.44 $1,467.44 $1,467.44

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $157.17 $307.26 $455.27 $510.39 $510.39

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$562.18 $691.81 $760.62 $1,008.74 $1,046.17

Savings (10%) $312.32 $384.34 $422.57 $560.41 $581.21

Child Care $0.00 $729.16 $2,028.57 $0.00 $2,028.57

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$8,114.27 $10,972.17 $16,180.80 $11,051.19 $17,695.39

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$3,799.43 $5,486.88 $7,602.65 $6,525.07 $4,657.62

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$45,593.17 $65,842.57 $91,231.76 $78,300.80 $55,891.46

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$21.92 $31.66 $43.86 $37.64 $26.87

District of
Columbia

The living wage for a single adult is $21.92 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $43.86 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $23.83, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Washington, D.C.’s minimum wage of $11.50 does not allow 

working families to make ends meet. The District’s minimum 

wage provides only 52 percent of a living wage for a single 

adult and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single 

adult with two children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$21.92 $11.50 $23.83
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 7:
Florida 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $830.91 $1,029.79 $1,029.79 $1,029.79 $1,029.79

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $173.97 $374.78 $531.24 $586.36 $586.36

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$464.25 $599.28 $670.20 $918.32 $955.75

Savings (10%) $257.92 $332.93 $372.33 $510.18 $530.97

Child Care $0.00 $316.64 $963.10 $0.00 $963.10

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,007.35 $5,706.97 $6,377.30 $6,654.90 $8,637.90

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,996.44 $4,121.53 $5,217.88 $5,656.37 $3,496.32

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$35,957.32 $49,458.42 $62,614.58 $67,876.46 $41,955.87

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$17.29 $23.78 $30.10 $32.63 $20.17

Florida

The living wage for a single adult is $17.29 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $30.10 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $18.63, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Florida’s minimum wage of $8.05 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 47 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$17.29 $8.05 $18.63
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 8:
Idaho 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $574.92 $727.11 $727.11 $727.11 $727.11

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $146.67 $299.51 $462.67 $520.14 $520.14

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$393.43 $504.79 $577.39 $826.10 $863.52

Savings (10%) $218.57 $280.44 $320.77 $458.94 $479.74

Child Care $0.00 $365.36 $931.27 $0.00 $931.27

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$4,772.96 $5,410.62 $6,181.17 $6,330.19 $8,789.75

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,583.46 $3,620.62 $4,654.08 $5,116.95 $3,230.55

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$31,001.47 $43,447.38 $55,848.94 $61,403.35 $38,766.62

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$14.90 $20.89 $26.85 $29.52 $18.64

Idaho

The living wage for a single adult is $14.90 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $26.85 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $16.56, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Idaho’s minimum wage of $7.25 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 49 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$14.90 $7.25 $16.56
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 9:
Illinois 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $814.16 $984.69 $984.69 $984.69 $984.69

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $167.78 $406.16 $510.67 $566.96 $566.96

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$458.52 $595.84 $653.78 $902.20 $939.62

Savings (10%) $254.73 $331.02 $363.21 $501.22 $522.01

Child Care $0.00 $678.49 $1,604.32 $0.00 $1,604.32

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,984.85 $8,270.31 $10,647.13 $8,340.41 $12,883.69

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$3,046.04 $4,677.93 $6,123.71 $5,707.24 $3,949.05

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$36,552.53 $56,135.11 $73,484.57 $68,486.90 $47,388.56

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$17.57 $26.99 $35.33 $32.93 $22.78

Illinois

The living wage for a single adult is $17.57 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $35.33 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $18.90, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Illinois’ minimum wage of $8.25 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 47 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and less than a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$17.57 $8.25 $18.90
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 10:
Iowa 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1:
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $565.34 $715.78 $715.78 $715.78 $715.78

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $171.79 $319.25 $466.02 $522.31 $522.31

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$397.31 $506.89 $575.40 $823.81 $861.23

Savings (10%) $220.73 $281.61 $319.66 $457.67 $478.46

Child Care $0.00 $375.80 $1,079.74 $0.00 $1,079.74

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$4,920.60 $5,560.26 $7,595.44 $7,598.84 $11,024.00

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,617.35 $3,655.21 $4,909.34 $5,209.95 $3,391.52

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$31,408.21 $43,862.58 $58,912.03 $62,519.39 $40,698.29

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$15.10 $21.09 $28.32 $30.06 $19.57

Iowa

The living wage for a single adult is $15.10 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $28.32 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $16.74, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Iowa’s minimum wage of $7.25 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 48 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children. 

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$15.10 $7.25 $16.74
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 11:
Kansas 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $613.53 $781.73 $781.73 $781.73 $781.73

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $147.80 $336.24 $455.95 $512.23 $512.23

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$403.36 $527.62 $589.36 $837.78 $875.20

Savings (10%) $224.09 $293.12 $327.42 $465.43 $486.22

Child Care $0.00 $362.52 $1,109.13 $0.00 $1,109.13

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$4,792.30 $5,874.34 $7,196.87 $6,681.31 $9,787.43

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,640.26 $3,783.29 $4,983.11 $5,211.08 $3,393.49

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$31,683.17 $45,399.43 $59,797.30 $62,533.00 $40,721.92

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$15.23 $21.83 $28.75 $30.06 $19.58

Kansas

The living wage for a single adult is $15.23 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $28.75 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $16.48, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Kansas’ minimum wage of $7.25 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 48 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and a quarter of the living wage for a single adult with two 

children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$15.23 $7.25 $16.48
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 12:
Louisiana 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $661.30 $815.04 $815.04 $815.04 $815.04

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $166.12 $341.19 $517.51 $572.63 $572.63

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$419.89 $537.19 $613.08 $861.20 $898.63

Savings (10%) $233.27 $298.44 $340.60 $478.45 $499.24

Child Care $0.00 $380.52 $942.55 $0.00 $942.55

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,026.85 $5,997.98 $6,964.96 $7,318.28 $9,729.55

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,751.61 $3,864.74 $4,928.97 $5,394.32 $3,372.87

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$33,019.34 $46,376.91 $59,147.69 $64,731.87 $40,474.43

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$15.87 $22.30 $28.44 $31.12 $19.46

Louisiana

The living wage for a single adult is $15.87 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $28.44 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $17.21, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Louisiana’s minimum wage of $7.25 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 46 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and a quarter of the living wage for a single adult with two 

children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$15.87 $7.25 $17.21
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 13:
Maine

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $709.60 $881.16 $881.16 $881.16 $881.16

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $150.38 $336.06 $427.13 $476.68 $476.68

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$428.03 $552.44 $607.02 $853.75 $891.17

Savings (10%) $237.79 $306.91 $337.23 $474.30 $495.10

Child Care $0.00 $389.07 $1,153.35 $0.00 $1,153.35

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,302.86 $6,519.18 $7,819.12 $6,841.20 $10,146.50

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,819.83 $4,001.43 $5,177.26 $5,313.13 $3,474.92

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$33,837.92 $48,017.12 $62,127.09 $63,757.56 $41,699.07

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$16.27 $23.09 $29.87 $30.65 $20.05

Maine

The living wage for a single adult is $16.27 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $29.87 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $17.71, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Maine’s minimum wage of $7.50 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 46 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and a quarter of the living wage for a single adult with two 

children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$16.27 $7.50 $17.71
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 14:
Michigan 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $634.55 $805.75 $805.75 $805.75 $805.75

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $168.55 $306.87 $434.52 $490.80 $490.80

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$413.80 $526.29 $590.01 $838.42 $875.85

Savings (10%) $229.89 $292.38 $327.78 $465.79 $486.58

Child Care $0.00 $445.57 $1,109.37 $0.00 $1,109.37

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,242.80 $5,995.20 $7,243.92 $7,140.93 $10,197.49

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,735.81 $3,868.99 $4,990.87 $5,252.99 $3,412.50

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$32,829.76 $46,427.90 $59,890.48 $63,035.93 $40,950.01

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$15.78 $22.32 $28.79 $30.31 $19.69

Michigan

The living wage for a single adult is $15.78 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $28.79 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $17.16, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Michigan’s minimum wage of $8.50 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 54 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and just under one-third of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$15.78 $8.50 $17.16
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage
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TABLE 15:
Montana
2016 Monthly 

Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $580.56 $740.12 $740.12 $740.12 $740.12

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $145.38 $334.79 $448.33 $505.80 $505.80

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$394.52 $516.86 $577.06 $825.77 $863.19

Savings (10%) $219.18 $287.14 $320.59 $458.76 $479.55

Child Care $0.00 $392.02 $1,065.10 $0.00 $1,065.10

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$4,763.06 $6,140.74 $7,414.51 $7,268.81 $10,034.10

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,588.67 $3,775.20 $4,888.85 $5,193.32 $3,348.40

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$31,064.09 $45,302.41 $58,666.22 $62,319.87 $40,180.76

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$14.93 $21.78 $28.20 $29.96 $19.32

Montana

The living wage for a single adult is $14.93 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $28.20 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $16.23, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Montana’s minimum wage of $8.05 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 54 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.
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TABLE 16:
New Mexico 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $635.10 $783.55 $783.55 $783.55 $783.55

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $173.71 $377.98 $471.94 $529.41 $529.41

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$415.23 $538.51 $593.82 $842.53 $879.95

Savings (10%) $230.69 $299.17 $329.90 $468.07 $488.86

Child Care $0.00 $344.14 $959.49 $0.00 $959.49

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$4,769.38 $5,782.69 $6,502.55 $6,452.76 $9,111.13

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,704.30 $3,817.78 $4,800.35 $5,218.42 $3,303.69

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$32,451.60 $45,813.34 $57,604.18 $62,621.10 $39,644.24

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$15.60 $22.03 $27.69 $30.11 $19.06

New Mexico

The living wage for a single adult is $15.60 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $27.69 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $17.06, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

New Mexico’s minimum wage of $7.50 does not allow 

working families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum 

wage provides only 48 percent of a living wage for a single 

adult and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single 

adult with two children.
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TABLE 17:
New York
2016 Monthly 

Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $1,099.80 $1,326.88 $1,326.88 $1,326.88 $1,326.88

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $154.41 $303.90 $432.71 $482.25 $482.25

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$526.58 $655.83 $719.84 $966.57 $1,004.00

Savings (10%) $292.55 $364.35 $399.91 $536.98 $557.78

Child Care $0.00 $689.21 $1,764.21 $0.00 $1,764.21

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$7,369.15 $8,814.84 $13,171.46 $9,032.01 $14,484.84

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$3,539.56 $5,067.27 $6,860.94 $6,122.50 $4,274.52

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$42,474.68 $60,807.28 $82,331.34 $73,469.97 $51,294.19

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$20.42 $29.23 $39.58 $35.32 $24.66

New York

The living wage for a single adult is $20.42 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $39.58 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $21.62, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

New York’s minimum wage of $9.00 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 44 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and less than a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.

People’s Action Institute | Waiting for the Payoff

$20.42 $9.00 $21.62
Single Adult 

Hourly Living Wage
Minimum Wage Student Debt 

Hourly Living Wage



24

TABLE 18:
Oregon 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $704.26 $875.57 $875.57 $875.57 $875.57

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $135.94 $322.95 $471.94 $529.41 $529.41

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$423.08 $547.76 $616.82 $865.53 $902.96

Savings (10%) $235.04 $304.31 $342.68 $480.85 $501.64

Child Care $0.00 $540.20 $1,304.02 $0.00 $1,304.02

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$6,103.42 $8,213.96 $10,215.76 $9,290.41 $13,690.35

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,859.07 $4,267.81 $5,582.12 $5,582.70 $3,730.66

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$34,308.80 $51,213.73 $66,985.45 $66,992.42 $44,767.87

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$16.49 $24.62 $32.20 $32.21 $21.52

Oregon

The living wage for a single adult is $16.49 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $32.20 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $18.10, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Oregon’s minimum wage of $9.75 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 59 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and just under one-third of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.
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TABLE 19:
South 

Carolina
2016 Monthly 

Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $648.07 $779.01 $779.01 $779.01 $779.01

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $168.68 $335.05 $437.03 $492.15 $492.15

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$417.22 $526.65 $583.95 $832.08 $869.50

Savings (10%) $231.79 $292.58 $324.42 $462.26 $483.06

Child Care $0.00 $315.41 $855.58 $0.00 $855.58

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,029.63 $5,483.90 $5,698.18 $6,457.17 $8,411.77

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,737.02 $3,698.22 $4,574.62 $5,160.74 $3,193.57

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$32,844.20 $44,378.67 $54,895.41 $61,928.88 $38,322.79

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$15.79 $21.34 $26.39 $29.77 $18.42

    South
Carolina

The living wage for a single adult is $15.79 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $26.39 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $17.24, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

South Carolina’s minimum wage of $7.25 does not allow 

working families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum 

wage provides only 46 percent of a living wage for a single 

adult and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single 

adult with two children.
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TABLE 20:
Virginia 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $940.65 $1,124.14 $1,124.14 $1,124.14 $1,124.14

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $165.61 $342.98 $537.55 $592.67 $592.67

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$489.60 $614.91 $695.37 $943.49 $980.91

Savings (10%) $272.00 $341.62 $386.31 $524.16 $544.95

Child Care $0.00 $581.94 $1,474.36 $0.00 $1,474.36

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$6,777.89 $8,709.56 $11,684.65 $9,830.57 $13,762.24

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$3,284.81 $4,723.92 $6,311.22 $6,060.81 $4,035.37

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$39,417.69 $56,687.05 $75,734.62 $72,729.71 $48,424.39

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$18.95 $27.25 $36.41 $34.97 $23.28

Virginia

The living wage for a single adult is $18.95 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $36.41 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $20.49, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Virginia’s minimum wage of $7.25 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 38 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and just one-fifth of the living wage for a single adult with 

two children.
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TABLE 21:
Washington

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $898.09 $1,125.57 $1,125.57 $1,125.57 $1,125.57

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $137.91 $329.21 $467.65 $525.12 $525.12

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$472.03 $611.83 $678.25 $926.96 $964.38

Savings (10%) $262.24 $339.90 $376.80 $514.98 $535.77

Child Care $0.00 $381.83 $1,372.70 $0.00 $1,372.70

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,122.72 $6,070.69 $8,157.41 $6,781.97 $9,882.99

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$3,049.29 $4,286.77 $5,820.53 $5,714.93 $3,776.99

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$36,591.47 $51,441.21 $69,846.35 $68,579.17 $45,323.83

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$17.59 $24.73 $33.58 $32.97 $21.79

Washington

The living wage for a single adult is $17.59 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $33.58 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $18.93, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Washington’s minimum wage of $9.47 does not allow 

working families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum 

wage provides only 54 percent of a living wage for a single 

adult and just over a quarter of the living wage for a single 

adult with two children.
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TABLE 22:
Wisconsin 

2016 Monthly 
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with

a school-age
child (age 6-8yrs)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 

school-age child 
(6-8yrs)

Household 4: 
Two adults (one 

of whom is 
working) with 
a toddler and a 

school-age child

Household 5: 
Two adults (both 

of whom are 
working) with 
a toddler and a 
school age child

Food $210.00 $405.76 $533.03 $775.23 $775.23

Housing & Utilities $638.15 $811.82 $811.82 $811.82 $811.82

Transportation $642.12 $586.77 $586.75 $1,281.92 $1,431.63

Health Care $163.60 $291.93 $428.80 $485.08 $485.08

Houshold, clothing, 
& personal (18%)

$413.47 $524.07 $590.10 $838.51 $875.94

Savings (10%) $229.70 $291.15 $327.83 $465.84 $486.63

Child Care $0.00 $472.68 $1,383.42 $0.00 $1,383.42

State/federal taxes 
(annually)

$5,078.36 $6,419.36 $8,579.97 $7,640.82 $11,262.53

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(monthly)

$2,720.23 $3,919.13 $5,376.74 $5,295.14 $3,594.14

Gross income needed 
per working adult 
(annually)

$32,642.80 $47,029.54 $64,520.93 $63,541.63 $43,129.74

Living Wage per 
working adult 
(hourly)

$15.69 $22.61 $31.02 $30.55 $20.74

Wisconsin

The living wage for a single adult is $15.69 per hour. This 

reflects what is needed to meet basic needs and maintain 

some ability to deal with emergencies and plan ahead. The 

living wage for a single adult with two children is $31.02 per 

hour. For those paying off student debt after graduating from 

college, the living wage for a single adult increases to $17.20, 

based on the state’s median student debt payment.

Wisconsin’s minimum wage of $7.25 does not allow working 

families to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 

provides only 46 percent of a living wage for a single adult 

and less than a quarter of the living wage for a single adult 

with two children.
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Recommendations

Nowhere in the United States does either the state or federal 

minimum wage provide a living wage that allows a single 

adult to support themselves, leaving millions of people 

struggling to get by. With 43 million people also paying off 

student loans, which are not included in traditional living 

wage figures, the minimum wage only falls farther below 

what is actually needed to make ends meet. 

In addition, because barriers still exist which 

make women and people of color more likely 

to be paid low wages even with a bachelor’s 

degree, the impact of the high cost of education 

and subsequent student loans falls hardest on 

those already struggling. Ensuring that working 

families can make ends meet requires a variety 

of tools, such as:

Increase the federal minimum wage to a living wage. 

Wages from a full-time job should be enough for at least a 

single adult to make ends meet. The federal minimum wage 

(and state minimum wages) should reflect the cost of living, 

including providing enough for workers to put aside money 

for emergencies and to save for retirement, and ideally to 

also pay off debts such as those from student loans.

Eliminate the tipped subminimum wage. Ensuring that all 

workers are guaranteed one fair wage, rather than having 

a lower base wage for tipped workers, will help millions of 

tipped workers out of poverty and put the responsibility on 

business owners to pay fair wages rather than relying on 

customers to provide enough in tips. 

Reinvest in higher education to remove the need for stu-

dent loans. Disinvestment in higher education has shifted 

the burden of paying for college onto students and their 

families and away from state governments. Reinvesting in 

higher education can help shift that balance back and make 

college affordable again so that students and their families 

can pay for college without falling deep in debt.

Expand tax-free student debt forgiveness. Currently, 

graduates working full-time for nonprofit organizations, 

the government, and some other occupations may have 

their remaining loans forgiven tax-free after 120 on-time 

payments.35 Other graduates may have their remaining debt 

forgiven after 240 payments if they are participating in a low-

income repayment plan. However, they must pay taxes on 

the amount forgiven, which can be a significant financial 

burden. Tax-free forgiveness should be expanded to include 

those with lower incomes regardless of occupation.

Establish work supports like paid sick days, and expand 

eligibility for the Family Medical Leave Act to more 

businesses and occupations. Paid sick leave is crucial to 

the well-being of all workers; it provides recovery time 

from illness rather than forcing employees to come in sick 

or risk losing their job. For parents with children, the risk of 

losing that job to take care of a sick child is a heartbreaking  

dilemma. 

Additionally, women without maternity leave are at risk of 

losing their jobs. For women earning less than a living wage, 

this can threaten their housing, health, and chance for them 

and their children to stay out of poverty.

Strengthen and enforce equal opportunity statutes. 

Systemic barriers and hiring discrimination continue to mean 

that women and people of color are more likely to earn low 

wages. Equal opportunity statutes like the Civil Rights Act 

and affirmative action were designed to help ensure that 

women and people of color are not discriminated against 

in the workplace and in other venues, helping give them a 

fair shot at earning a higher wage as well as preventing other 

discrimination. 

However, enforcement of these policies isn’t consistent, 

leaving the statutes weak and ineffective. Strengthening and 

enforcing such statutes can help ensure that they actually 

benefit women and people of color.

Invest in state and federal safety net programs. Even if the 

minimum wage is increased to a living wage for a single adult, 

many people including caregivers, parents, those with high 

medical bills, and others may find that the minimum wage 
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Technical Notes

Student Debt Analysis

Analysis of median student debt and monthly student debt 

payments was completed using the 2014-2015 College 

Scorecard data from the U.S. Department of Education. This 

analysis included all institution types except institutions 

with 30 or fewer students in the cohort of those who had 

completed their program. Analysis included median debt 

and monthly debt payments for those who had completed 

their program (variables GRAD_DEBT_MDN_SUPP and 

GRAD_DEBT_MDN10YR_SUPP). 

The national median debt and monthly payment were based 

on weighting data for individual institutions by the number 

of students in their cohort as a proportion of all students in 

the completed cohort (author’s analysis of variable GRAD_

DEBT_N_SUPP). State median debt and monthly payment 

were similarly based on weighting data for individual 

institutions by the number of students in their cohort as a 

proportion of all students in the completed cohort in that 

state.

Living Wage Analysis 

Given limitations in the available data and continuity of data 

sets, this study updates the previous Job Gap Economic 

Prosperity Series living wage calculations as closely as 

possible using 2015 data. Where 2015 data were not available, 

data for the closest year available were adjusted for inflation 

to reflect 2014 dollars.

Family Living Wage Budgets

A living wage is a wage that provides enough for a household 

to meet its basic needs and have money for savings and 

miscellaneous personal and household expenses without 

government subsidy. For this study, a modified market basket 

approach was used. Household budgets, upon which living 

wages are based, include:

•	 Food;

•	 Housing and utilities;

•	 Transportation;

•	 Health care;

•	 Child care;

•	 Household, clothing, and personal items;

•	 Savings; and

•	 State and federal taxes

Household Assumptions

Household types are selected to reflect the range of budget 

requirements for five household types:

•	 Single adult

•	 Single adult with one child between the ages of 6 

and 8

•	 Single adult with two children, one between the 

ages of 6 and 8 and the other between the ages of 

1 and 2

•	 Two adults including one wage earner, with two 

children, one between the ages of 6 and 8 and the 

other between the ages of 1 and 2

•	 Two adults, both wage earners, with two children, 

one between the ages of 6 and 8 and the other 

between the ages of 1 and 2

Calculations were completed for a single adult for all 50 

states and Washington, D.C., and calculations for the other 

four household types were completed for 18 states and for 

Washington, D.C.

falls short of covering all of their expenses, and will continue 

to face tough choices. Federal programs like Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Children’s 

Health Insurance Program (CHIP) should be fully funded 

and strengthened. State programs like Earned Income Tax 

Credits (EITC) and child care subsidies should be bolstered. 

Invest in living wage jobs. Rather than investing in low-

wage employers, federal, state, and local contracts should 

be tied to wages to ensure that contracted workers are paid 

enough to make ends meet. Additionally, subsidies should 

go to companies that pay workers a living wage, providing 

incentive for companies to pay their employees enough to 

support themselves and their families. Businesses that fail to 

create and retain living wage jobs should face meaningful 

consequences
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Food

Food costs are derived from the “Low Cost Food Plan” in 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) monthly report 

“Cost of Food at Home: U.S. Average at Four Cost Levels.”36 

Food costs are based on an annual average of monthly food 

costs. 

The Low Cost Food plan values are based on food 

expenditures by the 25th to 50th percentiles of the U.S. 

population, as determined in the National Household Food 

Consumption Survey. This plan is 25-50 percent higher than 

the “Thrifty Food Plan,” which is used as the basis for food 

stamp allocations and federal poverty benchmarks. The 

Thrifty Plan was not used because nutritionists consider 

it to be nutritionally inadequate on a long-term basis. The 

Low Cost Plan is based on the assumption that all food is 

prepared at home.

Households are calculated based on the following: Single 

Adult HH1 (20-50 year old woman); Single Adult with Child 

HH2 (20-50-year-old woman and 6-8-year-old child); Single 

Adult with two children HH3 (20-50-year-old woman, 

6-8-year-old child, and 1- to 2-year-old child); HH4 and HH5 

are calculated with one woman 20-50 years old, one man 

20-50 years old, one 6-8-year-old child, and a 1-2-year-old 

child.

There are no adjustments for these food plans by state or 

region. Other reports indicate that the variation in food 

prices is small enough that geographic adjustments are not 

necessary. The USDA values are based on 2001-2002 data 

and updated monthly for inflation.37

Housing and Utilities

Housing and utilities costs are derived from U.S. Department 

of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Fair Market Rents 

and information provided by CenturyLink, Fairpoint, AT&T, 

Frontier, Sage Telecom, Verizon, Alaska Communications 

and Hawaiian Telecom. 

Fair Market Rent data are provided at a county level.38 Fair 

Market Rents are gross rent and utilities estimates “that 

would be needed to rent privately owned, decent, safe, and 

sanitary rental housing of a modest (non-luxury) nature with 

suitable amenities.” They include shelter rent plus the cost 

of all utilities, except telephones. HUD sets Fair Market Rents 

at the 40th percentile (in other words, 40 percent of the 

standard quality rental housing units are at or below this 

cost, but 60 percent cost more than this figure). The 40th 

percentile rent is drawn from the distribution of rents of 

all units occupied by renter households who moved to 

their present residence within the past 15 months. Public 

housing units and units less than 2 years old are excluded. 

It is assumed that families with one or two children will rent 

a two-bedroom unit, and that a single adult household will 

rent a one-bedroom unit.

Affordable housing is typically defined as less than 30 

percent of a household’s annual income. Households that 

spend more than this are considered “cost burdened” and 

may have difficulty affording other necessities.39

The cost of basic service for unlimited local calls, with no call 

waiting, voice messaging, or other extras was determined 

based on the rates from CenturyLink in Alabama, Arizona, 

Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Iowa, Indiana, Kansas, 

Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Mississippi, Montana, North 

Carolina, North Dakota, Nebraska, New Jersey, New Mexico, 

Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota, 

Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Virginia, and Washington. Verizon 

was used in California, Delaware, Massachusetts, Maryland, 

Rhode Island and Washington, D.C. and with conversations 

with experts in New York, where the state has a rate cap for 

basic phone service. AT&T was used in Arkansas, Illinois, 

Kentucky, Louisiana, and Oklahoma. In Connecticut and 

Wisconsin, rates for the most comparable phone plan from 

Sage Telecom were used, and Fairpoint was used for rates 

in Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire. Separately, West 

Virginia used Frontier rates, Hawaii used Hawaiian Telecom 

and Alaska used Alaska Communications. The estimate does 

not include any long distance calls.40 

The estimate also does not include set-up fees, federal fees, 

or taxes. Each state’s basic phone cost was added to its 

weighted average Fair Market Rent to determine the whole 

cost of rent and utilities for the state.

Housing and utilities does not include the cost of Internet, 

television service, or other additional optional utilities. While 

many families do include the costs of these in their utilities 

budget, for the purposes of this study, these are considered 

optional expenses so are not included in our report.
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Transportation

Transportation costs are derived using the 2009 National 

Household Travel Survey from the U.S. Department of 

Transportation (DOT)41 and 2015 Internal Revenue Service 

(IRS) “Standard Mileage Rates” as an approximate cost for 

automobile travel.42

The transportation component of the family budget is based 

on the cost of maintaining a private vehicle, and the National 

Household Travel Survey provides data on the annual vehicle 

miles of travel. The mileage totals are adjusted for the number 

of adults, workers and persons in each household.43 The 

number of annual vehicle miles traveled per household was 

then multiplied by the IRS standard mileage reimbursement 

rate for the year of the study which accounts for vehicle 

cost, insurance, gasoline, repairs, depreciation, and vehicle 

registration fees.44

Health Care

Health care expenses include insurance premiums as well as 

the out-of-pocket costs not covered by insurance. Estimates 

of health care expenditures are prepared for families that 

are covered by employer-sponsored insurance.45 While 

many families now purchase health insurance through state 

or federal exchanges, People’s Action Institute believes 

employers have a stake in ensuring that their employees have 

access to quality health care, therefore assumes that a living 

wage includes employer-sponsored insurance. 

Workers who earn low wages are far more likely than higher-

wage earners to contribute a large share of their income to 

their health insurance premiums.46 Additionally, low-wage 

workers are much less likely than higher-wage earners 

to work in companies that offer health insurance to their 

employees.47

In 2013 in the U.S., 48 percent of the population had employ-

er-based insurance, 6 percent purchased private, individu-

al health insurance, 16 percent were covered by Medicaid, 

15 percent were covered by Medicare, and 13 percent were 

uninsured.48 Asserting that all jobs should provide enough 

to make ends meet, including ensuring workers have access 

to quality health care, People’s Action Institute continues to 

include employer-sponsored health coverage in our living 

wage calculations.

Employer-Sponsored Insurance: Average employee con-

tributions to employer-sponsored insurance premiums were 

obtained for each state from the Insurance Component Ta-

bles of the 2014 Medical Expenditure Panel Survey (MEPS).49  

Although MEPS contains some information about co-pay-

ments and deductibles, it does not provide detailed informa-

tion about the typical package of health benefits. 

Out-of-Pocket Costs: Out-of-pocket costs represent the 

medical expenses that are not covered by an insurance pol-

icy, and are instead paid by the individual or their family for 

health care received.50 To arrive at a total figure for health 

care costs, an average value for out-of-pocket expenses was 

added to the family share of insurance premiums. Out-of-

pocket costs are based upon figures from the 2013 MEPS 

Household Medical Expenditure Tables, which can be modi-

fied to produce specific out-of-pocket data by age and geo-

graphic region.51 Out-of-pocket costs for those purchasing 

private insurance and those buying into employer-sponsored 

health insurance are calculated using the same methods.

Child Care

Child care expenses are based on the assumption that all 

single-parent households and households with two working 

parents require child care services. Estimates are derived from 

market rate surveys conducted by state welfare agencies. 

Because the federal government and most states subsidize 

child care for low-income families up to the 75th percentile 

— the statewide child care rate at which 75 percent of child 

care slots may be purchased — state-level data are typically 

available and are used for these estimates. 

As child care market rate surveys are done by each individual 

state, their methods vary. For this reason, this study’s 

methods vary slightly state-to-state. Most states provide 

child care costs by region, while some provide costs by 

county or ZIP Code. The costs of the various types of child 

care are averaged for each county, weighted by that county’s 

population, and summed to produce a weighted average 

for the cost of child care in each state. 2015 data was used 

where available, but for states with the most recent Market 

Rate Survey occurring in a year other than 2015, the figures 

were adjusted for inflation. 

Realizing that school-age children do not attend child care 

full-time during the school year, school-age children are 
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assumed to attend either half-time or part-time for 9 months 

(depending on how the state reports data) and full-time for 3 

months. In the two-parent household with only one parent 

working, it is assumed that child care is not necessary. So, 

in Household 1 (single adult) and Household 4 (two parents, 

two children, with only one working parent), child care costs 

are $0.

Household, Clothing, and Personal Items

Household, clothing, and personal spending estimates are 

derived from the Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES) and 

are calculated as a fixed percentage of total household 

spending minus child care and taxes.52 Spending on these 

items, as a proportion of total income, is consistent across 

income categories. No detailed expenditures or needs-

based estimates are available for these budget categories. 

A total percentage of 18 percent for this item is used in the 

household budget, based on the 1998 CES estimates. It is 

essential to use a percentage for household, clothing, and 

personal expenditures that is fixed over time. The first year 

of the Job Gap study was based on CES data from 1998. We 

believe that data from that year fairly represent household 

costs, and we have used the same proportions for subsequent 

years of this study. As defined by the CES:

1. Household costs include laundry and cleaning sup-

plies, stationery supplies and postage, household 

linens (towels, sheets, etc.), sewing materials, fur-

niture, floor coverings, major appliances, miscella-

neous house wares (small appliances, plates, etc.), 

and other items needed to operate and maintain a 

household. Household costs are estimated at five 

percent.

2. Clothing and personal costs include clothing, 

personal care products, reading materials, and other 

personal expenses. Clothing and personal costs are 

estimated at six percent.

3. Recreation and entertainment costs include fees for 

participant sports, admissions to sporting events, 

movies and video rentals, TV/sound equipment, 

music, pets, toys, and other entertainment expenses. 

Entertainment costs are estimated at five percent. 

4. Miscellaneous costs include items not covered in 

the above categories such as school supplies, bank 

fees, and credit card finance charges. Miscellaneous 

costs are estimated at 2 percent.

Savings

The American Savings Education Council (ASEC) has 

developed a formula for estimating the percentage of 

household income that families should save.53 This study 

assumes that workers are not enrolled in employer-sponsored 

retirement plans, given that only 33 percent of workers have 

access to an employer-sponsored retirement plan.54 When 

applied to households in our study,55 the recommendation 

is that families should save between seven and 13 percent of 

household income for retirement. Using the lower estimate 

of seven percent, an additional three percent was added to 

cover emergencies and allow families to plan ahead. Savings 

rates are set at 10 percent of spending minus child care and 

taxes.56

State and Federal Taxes

Taxes include federal taxes (including child care credits and 

the Earned Income Tax Credit), payroll taxes (Social Security 

and Medicare), and state income taxes where applicable. 

Property taxes are not included here because they are 

accounted for in housing (rental) costs, though rental credits 

are included where applicable. State and local sales taxes are 

not added to the income tax figure because they are already 

reflected in the cost of food, transportation, and household 

costs.57

The total living wage budget before taxes is assumed to 

represent each household’s annual income when calculating 

taxes. Federal and state income tax returns are prepared 

for each household using software from H&R Block.58  

Employment taxes are calculated at 7.65 percent of earned 

income (6.2 percent for Social Security, 1.45 percent for 

Medicare). For federal taxes it is assumed that families 

use the standard deduction and that there is no source of 

outside income. Where appropriate, deductions are made 

for applicable child care and EITC benefits, including the 

$600 per child credit. Once the tax amount is calculated, it 

is added to each family’s monthly budget to determine the 

total living wage.
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