
America’s  
Changing Economy
Searching for Work that Pays  
in the New Low-Wage Job Market

WASHINGTON STATE

By Ben Henry and Allyson Fredericksen
DECEMBER 2013

JobGap
2013

STUDY

15th ANNUAL



1  |  Alliance for a Just Society

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  |  UNITED STATES

The Job Gap Study examines what workers need to earn in a full-time job for their families to make 
ends meet. The study assumes workers receive no public assistance and covers five distinct household 
types, from a single individual to a married couple with two children.

The 2013 Job Gap Study’s national findings include:

•	 The	National	Job	Gap:	7	Job-Seekers	for	Every	Job	that	Pays	Above	the		
Low-Wage	Threshold:	For every projected job opening above a low-wage threshold of 
$15 an hour, there were 7 job-seekers in 2012.

•	 Nearly	18	Million	Job-Seekers	Out	of	Luck:	With 20.8 million job-seekers and 
2.9 million projected job openings that pay better than $15 an hour in 2012, there were  
17.9 million more job-seekers than jobs that pay above the low-wage threshold.

•	 An	Increasing	Share	of	Low-Wage	Jobs	since	End	of	Great	Recession:	In terms 
of actual employment rather than projected openings, the share of U.S. jobs that pay below the 
$15 an hour low-wage threshold increased from 36.55% in 2009 to 39.45% in 2012.  There 
were 51.4 million low-wage jobs in 2012.

•	 “Jobless	Recovery”	Masks	Loss	of	Higher-Wage	Jobs,	Replacement	with		
Low-Wage	Jobs:	The number of jobs in occupational categories with median wages above 
$15 an hour dropped by 4 million from 2009 to 2012, masked by an increase of 3.6 million 
jobs with median wages below $15 an hour.

The Job Gap Study’s findings point to a national crisis in creating the types of jobs workers 
and families need to make ends meet. The findings have serious implications for low-wage 
workers and for communities of color (since people of color make up a disproportionate share 
of low-wage workers). They also have serious implications for economic growth, as the trend 
toward lower-wage jobs undermines consumer purchasing power and the economy-boosting 
potential of new job creation.

These trends call for action from Congress and state legislatures to address the job gap through 
a balance of raising wage floors and strengthening safety 
net programs. These actions are needed both to create new 
opportunities for workers and families to make ends meet, 
and to re-orient job creation toward growth jobs that boost the 
economy and the local, state and national levels.

T he Alliance for a Just Society’s 15th annual Job Gap Study 
finds that a small, and shrinking, proportion of jobs pay 
enough for families to make ends meet, and that the number 

of job-seekers far exceeds the number of job openings that pay a 
living wage in every geography studied. The study also finds that 
recent and proposed minimum-wage increases fall short of the 
income levels it takes to get by in America today.

Read the National  
Job Gap Study online: 
www.thejobgap.org
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WASHINGTON
2013 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 
(12-24months) 
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 
toddler and 
school-age child; 
wages per adult

Food $203 $386 $509 $742 $371
Housing & utilities $772 $944 $944 $944 $472
Transportation $620 $566 $566 $1,237 $691
Health care $131 $330 $458 $515 $258
Household, clothing & 
personal (18%)

$431 $557 $619 $860 $448

Savings (10%) $240 $309 $344 $478 $249
Child care $0 $314 $1,197 $0 $599
State/federal taxes (annually) $4,610 $5,131 $6,655 $6,049 $4,321

Gross income needed (monthly) $2,780 $3,834 $5,192 $5,280 $3,447
Gross income needed (annually) $33,356 $46,009 $62,299 $63,359 $41,363
LIVING	WAGE	(HOURLY) $16.04 $22.12 $29.95 $30.46 $19.89

Legislature Should Invest in Wages and Supports

W hile Washington State’s minimum wage is the highest in 
the country, it is significantly less than our study’s living 
wage standards. Part-time work pushes the real value 

of low wages down even further, making it difficult for low-wage 
workers to support themselves and their families.
                                                             

STATE SUMMARY  |  WASHINGTON

With eight job-seekers for each projected living-
wage job opening for a single adult (and 22 
for each job that supports a worker, his or her 
spouse and two children), more jobs need to 
pay better wages, or working families will not be 
able to afford to cover their basic needs.

Additionally, moving forward with a Basic 
Health Option modeled on the state’s long-

running Basic Health Plan could help reduce 
the cost of living for thousands of low-wage 
workers, while also helping them to stay 
healthy. Without increased revenue, though, 
the state will continue to face budget deficits 
that threaten the safety net, leading working 
families to continue to struggle to provide for 
their basic needs.
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INCREASING WAGES
At $9.19 per hour, Washington State has the 
highest minimum wage in the country. However, 
the reality is that Washington’s wage floor still 
falls short of a living wage, denying workers the 
ability to support themselves and their families. 
The minimum wage is just 57% of our study’s 
living wage for a single adult, and is less than 
a third of what a single adult with two children 
needs to earn.

Momentum in Washington is building for 
a minimum wage that more closely resembles 
a living wage. In SeaTac, a ballot measure to 
raise the city’s minimum wage to $15 per hour 
for hospitality and transportation workers has 
passed, illustrating the potential for a higher 
minimum wage to pass in communities across 
Washington. While $15 per hour is still short 
of a living wage, it would be a significant step 
in the right direction toward helping workers 
provide for themselves and their families.

In addition to fights to raise the minimum 
wage, workers in the historically low-wage fast-
food industry are speaking out for higher wages 
and the right to unionize. In Washington, cooks 
and food servers (“Combined Food Preparation 
and Service Workers, Including Fast Food”) 
earn a median hourly wage of $9.45, while 
“Fast Food Cooks” earn a median hourly wage 
of $9.40.1 While these are slightly higher than 
the state minimum wage, when considering that 
these jobs typically provide 24 hours of work per 

week,2 these Washingtonians must work multiple 
jobs or live in poverty.3 The fast-food wage of 
$9.45 is 59% of the living wage for a single 
adult, and less than one-third what a single 
parent needs to cover expenses for his or herself 
and two children.

BASIC HEALTH
While other states struggle over whether or not 
to expand Medicaid eligibility, Washington 
approved expansion with bipartisan support. In 
2012, the state proposed approval of a Basic 
Health Plan Option, which would provide “an 
opportunity, through active state purchasing of 
coverage, to offer essential health benefits on 
an affordable basis to individuals with incomes 
between … 138-200 percent” of the federal 
poverty line.4 The Basic Health Option would 
help ineligible low-wage workers from falling 
through the cracks.

Washington’s Basic Health Plan has provided 
low-cost health coverage for workers and their 
families who earn up to 200% of the federal 
poverty line5 (and for some legal residents who 
don’t qualify for Medicaid because of their 
immigration status6) since 1987.7 Low-cost health 
care helps reduce the cost of living for low-
income workers, and continuing that coverage 
through the Basic Health Option would ensure 
that low-income workers above the expanded 
Medicaid threshold would have a lower-cost 
health care option available to them.

2013 Washington Job Gap Total Job-Seekers:  
547,634

Total Job Openings: 
122,930

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with 
one child

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
two children

Household 4:  
Two adults (one 
working) with 
two children

Living wage job openings 71,946 48,444 26,477 24,847
Job Gap: Seekers per living wage opening 8:1 11:1 21:1 22:1
Percent of all job openings paying less than 
a living wage 41% 61% 78% 80%
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Like Washington’s Basic Health Plan, the 
Basic Health Option would help low-wage 
workers afford health care. The Basic Health 
Option would cover adults age 65 or under 
with incomes between 138% and 200% of the 
federal poverty level, who are not eligible for 
Medicaid, do not have affordable coverage 
through their jobs, and are citizens or are 
legally present immigrants or refugees.8 The 
program would use federal funding available 
to states specifically to set up federally funded 
programs like Washington’s Basic Health Plan 
in states across the country.9 Implementing the 
Basic Health Option would help ensure that the 
Affordable Care Act makes health care more 
affordable for more people in Washington, 
especially low-income workers. 

RAISING REVENUE
Safety net programs like Basic Health are on 
the chopping block, in large part because there 
is not enough revenue to cover all of the state’s 
costs. Rather than working to increase revenue, 
however, the Legislature has chosen to balance 
the budget by cutting vital safety net programs. 

Washington’s revenue system does not keep 
up with the state’s needs. Forty years ago, the 
state’s revenue system “generated 6.9 cents of 
every dollar of personal income produced in 
the state. Today it generates only 4.9 cents per 
dollar of personal income.”10 Additionally, the 
tax structure in Washington takes more out of 
low- and middle-income households than from 
high-income households, restricting the power 
of low-wages even further. A national report 
finds Washington’s tax structure to be the most 
regressive in the country.11

While there has been some progress made 
recently in addressing tax loopholes that hold 
back potential sources of revenue, the gains 
have been minimal when compared with recent 
budget deficits. Senate Bill 5882, passed 
during the second special legislative session of 
2013, will require new tax breaks to include 

sunset dates, a specific public purpose, rigorous 
performance metrics, and public information 
on the businesses that receive tax breaks.12 
This is a step in the right direction, but more 
work is needed to ensure that the budget is 
not balanced by cuts to Washington’s already-
unstable safety net.

SOLUTIONS
Washingtonians are earning poverty-level 
wages, as funding is cut for programs that 
help lower their real cost of living. Fast-food 
workers must often work multiple jobs to make 
their wages bring them above the poverty line, 
especially if they have children. Even with the 
highest minimum wage in the country, minimum-
wage earners make less than 60% of a living 
wage for a single adult. Wages for fast-food 
workers and other low-income employees need 
to increase, or families will continue to be unable 
to meet their basic needs.

In addition to increasing wages, a strong 
safety net to help keep low-income workers 
from falling through the cracks is essential. 
Washington’s Legislature will vote on whether 
or not to implement the Basic Health Option in 
the 2014 legislative session; implementation 
will help lower the cost of living for thousands of 
low-income workers who would otherwise have 
difficulty affording quality health insurance on 
the state’s health exchange.

Finally, the state’s revenue system isn’t 
working; the Legislature should enact new 
revenue measures to help balance the budget. 
Constant cuts to the state’s safety net and other 
vital programs hurt the economy in the long-term, 
as workers struggle to afford even their basic 
needs.
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I was raised poor, but was led to believe that 
an education would take me out of poverty and 
lead to success. As a first-generation college 
student, I pursued my college education with 
vigor so that I could be competitive in today’s 
job market. I graduated with national honors and 
went on to graduate school, earning a master’s 
degree. 

I believed that those who were smart, had talent, 
and worked hard would excel in their career 
field and find success in life. I thought that if 
I stretched my arms out far enough — that if I 
made the effort, and tried hard enough — I’d 
be able to grasp a hold of the American Dream. 
I was wrong. Today, I stand unemployed and 
unable to meet the needs of my family. 

The job market has no place for me. My degrees 
are in non-profit and education. I have applied 
for more than 300 jobs in the past two years, 
most of which I am overqualified for. I have 
interviewed more than 15 times with area 
colleges and universities. I have only had three 
interviews that were outside of the educational 
field. 

Now, I have an $85,000 student loan that I 
can’t afford to pay back, I live in a one-bedroom 
apartment with my husband and two children, 

and I constantly struggle to pay the most basic 
necessities. Life isn’t supposed to be this way. 
I did my part in preparing myself to contribute 
to society. I followed what I believed to be the 
path to the American Dream. I need a job that 
allows me to not only showcase my talent, but to 
support my family and improve my community.
I am feeling hopeless and helpless regarding my 
future and ability to provide for my family. I fear 
even worse conditions for my children and future 
generations, but I continue to try and obtain a 
little piece of the American Dream.

‘I THOUGHT THAT IF I STRETCHED MY ARMS OUT  
FAR ENOUGH — THAT IF I MADE THE EFFORT,  
AND TRIED HARD ENOUGH — I’D BE ABLE  
TO GRASP A HOLD OF THE AMERICAN DREAM.  
I WAS WRONG. TODAY, I STAND UNEMPLOYED 
AND UNABLE TO MEET THE NEEDS OF MY FAMILY.’

ANGELA	JOHNSON,	Spokane, Wash.
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