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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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STATE SUMMARY  |  OREGON

OREGON
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 $685 $815 $815 $815 $407
Transportation $620 $566 $566 $1,237 $691
Health care $127 $289 $401 $458 $229
Household, clothing & 
personal (18%)

$409 $514 $573 $813 $425

Savings (10%) $227 $286 $318 $452 $236
Child care $0 $482 $1,202 $0 $601
State/federal taxes (annually) $5,940 $7,464 $9,075 $8,576 $6,173

Gross income needed (monthly) $2,765 $3,960 $5,140 $5,233 $3,475
Gross income needed (annually) $33,183 $47,516 $61,685 $62,793 $41,699
LIVING	WAGE	(HOURLY) $15.95 $22.84 $29.66 $30.19 $20.05

Legislature Should Invest in Wages and Supports

W hile Oregon’s minimum wage is one of the highest in 
the country, it is still less than the living wages in our 
study. Part-time work pushes down the real value of low-

wages even further, making it difficult for these workers to support 
themselves and their families. For each projected job opening that 
pays a living wage for a single adult, there are nine job-seekers 
(and up to 31 job-seekers for a worker plus his or her spouse and 
two children). Additionally, student debt burdens many workers, 
increasing their real cost of living. Without higher wages, increased 
public investments in higher education, and support for those paying 
off student loans, working families will continue to struggle to provide 
for their basic needs.
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INCREASING WAGES
At $8.95 per hour, Oregon has one of the 
higher minimum wages in the country. However, 
the reality is that the minimum wage in Oregon 
still falls short of a living wage, denying workers 
the ability to support themselves and their 
families. The minimum wage is only 56% of the 
calculated living wage for a single adult, and 
is 30% of what a single adult with two children 
needs to earn to support a family. 

Workers in the historically low-wage fast-
food industry are speaking out for higher wages 
and the right to unionize. In Oregon, cooks 
and servers (“Combined Food Preparation and 
Service Workers, Including Fast Food”) are paid 
a median hourly wage of $9.28.1 While this 
is higher than Oregon’s minimum wage, when 
considering that these jobs typically provide only 
24 hours of work per week,2 such wages leave 
workers with no choice but to work multiple jobs 
or live in poverty.3

When compared to actual living wages in 
Oregon, neither minimum-wage jobs nor the 
slightly higher median wage for fast-food jobs 
come close to providing enough for workers 
to get by. The living wage for a single adult 
in Oregon is $15.95 per hour, assuming full-
time work; neither minimum-wage nor fast-food 
wages come close to this, a problem that is 
compounded when considering the likelihood of 
part-time work for both.

ADDRESSING STUDENT DEBT
Student debt is a problem for students and 
graduates across the country, including in 
Oregon. While the living wage in our study for a 
single adult in Oregon is $33,183 annually, that 
does not include student loan payments or any 
other form of debt. For those with student loan 
debt, the cost of living can be far greater.

In the summer of 2013, the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau announced that  
total federal student loan debt had passed  
$1.2 trillion — second only to home mortgage 
debt.4 Since the peak of the Great Recession, 
state funding for higher education has declined 
across the nation, leaving students to pay a 
greater share of the cost education. With that 
decline in states’ investment, and with colleges 
facing rising costs, two-thirds of college 
graduates are left with student loans averaging 
$26,000.5

Oregon has cut higher education funding 
by 43% since 2008, making it more likely that 
students will have to take out student loans as 
colleges shift the cost burden from the state to 
students.6 With nine workers to each living wage 
job opening for a single adult (and 27 to one for 
a single adult with two children), graduates with 
student debt are less likely to find employment 
at high enough wages to cover all of their costs, 
including student loan payments. 

In 2013, Oregon’s Legislature passed a bill 
creating a commission to consider the creation 

2013 Oregon Job Gap Total Job Seekers:  
304,191

Total Job Openings: 
70,759

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 34,072 18,949 11,232 9,922
Job Gap: Seekers per living wage opening 9:1 16:1 27:1 31:1
Percent of all job openings paying less than 
a living wage 52% 73% 84% 86%
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of a “Pay It Forward” higher education pilot 
program to replace tuition and fees in the state.7 
Such a mechanism would replace tuition and 
fees with post-graduate contributions into a state 
trust fund, eliminating the need for student loans 
to cover tuition and fees.8 As contributions would 
be proportional to income,9 this would help lower 
the cost of living significantly for low-income 
graduates. Even with this change, though, the 
state needs to reinvest in higher education to shift 
the cost burden for higher education away from 
students.

SOLUTIONS
Even with one of the higher wage floors in the 
country, minimum-wage workers earn 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.
Additionally, the state should reinvest in 

higher education and support programs to help 
graduates paying off student loans. Rather than 
cutting higher education and putting a greater 
burden on students, the state should see higher 
education as an investment worth making, as 
those students go on to strengthen the state’s 
economy in the future. The state should also 
support endeavors like the Pay It Forward pilot 
program to help reduce the cost of living for 
graduates and eliminate the need for student 
loans.

For Oregon to truly emerge from the Great 
Recession, it is important that workers have the 
means to support themselves and their families. 
Increasing wages and addressing the student 
debt crisis would move Oregon forward while 
strengthening the financial standing of low-wage 
workers.
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My husband and I are getting by just fine; 
but getting by requires him to work 40, 50, 
sometimes even 60 hours in a given week. That 
is a lot of time out of one’s life to commit to a 
job. It doesn’t leave much time for enjoying the 
normal things, like spending an afternoon tossing 
a football back and forth, or taking a joy ride 
to a neighboring town just because. All day, all 
night, he works.

To keep our heads above water, I have to work 
as well. It’s not close to the long hours he pulls 
in. In fact, despite wanting to work more, I’m 
faced with just the opposite dilemma — my 
job has a restriction in place that doesn’t allow 
any of us to work more than 25 hours each 
week.

We make do with what we have. I want to 
increase my skills in this competitive job market 
by returning to school and obtaining my 
graduate degree. I’m mindful of the tuition costs 
of the schools that I am considering, so I only 
apply to those within my financial reach. Some 
schools unfortunately are beyond my grasp.

I would like to see a balance instituted in the 
workplace where my husband and I could work 
a normal 40-hour week and make an actual 
living wage at our jobs. Then we wouldn’t have 
to scrape by on minimal hours that aren’t enough 
to actually pay the bills, or, at the other extreme, 
work ungodly hours that leave us unable to 
spend time off of work and with each other. 
I’m sure there’s got to be a healthy solution that 
works for everyone.

‘I WOULD LIKE TO SEE A BALANCE INSTITUTED IN 
THE WORKPLACE WHERE MY HUSBAND AND I 
COULD WORK A NORMAL 40-HOUR WEEK AND 
MAKE AN ACTUAL LIVING WAGE AT OUR JOBS. 
THEN WE WOULDN’T HAVE TO SCRAPE BY  
ON MINIMAL HOURS THAT AREN’T ENOUGH  
TO ACTUALLY PAY THE BILLS.’

ANDREA	ANDERSON,	Medford, Ore.
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