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The last year has seen a dramatic increase in 
economic inequality in the United States. As the 
prices of gas, food, and health care skyrocket-
and the housing crisis worsens—families and 
individuals are seeing their wages stretched thin-
ner and thinner.

The Northwest is no exception. As elsewhere in 
the country, people here struggle to find work that 
pays a living wage: a wage sufficient for an indi-
vidual or family to meet basic needs. Living-wage 
jobs simply are not available to everyone who 
needs them. As a result, many people who work 
earn far less than the amount needed to make 
ends meet. For them, work alone is not enough.

Rather than improving, this picture is worsening. 
The living wage continues to outpace actual wage 
growth, leaving paychecks increasingly unable to 
cover a basic standard of living.

The 2008 Job Gap: Tough Times for Northwest 
Families, takes stock of the Northwest economy.  
This report provides calculations of:

A living wage for all counties in Idaho, Mon-
tana, Oregon, and Washington
The percent of job openings that pay a living     
wage

The ratio of the number of living wage job 
openings to the number of people looking for 
work. 

Single Adult              $11.49     $10.95        $12.39         $12.27

Single Adult with one child
 

Single Adult with two children

Two adults (one working) with two children

Two adults (both working) with two children*

$20.57     $18.38        $21.18         $19.63

$24.71     $22.77        $26.70         $26.56

$22.94     $23.33        $25.41         $24.46

$31.90     $29.97        $34.18         $33.59
*combined wage of both wage-earners

As few as one in five job openings in the region offers a wage that could support a working family. The job 
gap ratios below indicate that over the course of 2007, there were as many as ten times as many job seekers 
as there were living wage jobs.  

LIVING WAGES IN THE NORTHWEST

Household Configuration                         Idaho    Montana     Oregon     Washington

- -



NORTHWEST
JOB GAP

- -

The stories of people working in the Northwest 
illustrate the difficult trade-offs that occur when a 
full-time job does not pay a living wage. Many are 
forced to make difficult choices between paying 
for prescriptions, balanced nutrition, and monthly 
bills. 

These trade-offs can have severe consequences. 
For example, as costs continue to rise, health 
insurance is often the first necessity to be cut from 
the family budget. As a result, more and more 
families fall into a gap where they either can’t 
afford coverage at all or can’t afford the quality of 
coverage they need, and are left just one health 
emergency away from financial catastrophe. As 
the cost of gasoline and food rise, families’ 
economic security becomes only more threatened.

Ensuring the financial wellbeing of the residents 
of the region is a primary responsibility of state 
governments. These findings indicate that 
increasing access to work, without guaranteeing 
adequate wage levels and providing income 
supplements, is insufficient to fulfill that responsi-
bility. To meet this challenge, lawmakers and 
policymakers have several options at their 
disposal to increase the number of living wage 
jobs and meet the basic needs of the region’s 
residents.

The findings in this report are based on data from 
2007, the most recent year for which data on job 
openings, wages, and employment are available. 
As a result, they do not reflect the alarming 
economic trends of 2008, which make action on 
the part of lawmakers even more urgent.

Total 
Job Seekers

Total 
Job Openings

513,000 245,496

Household 1 
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult
w/ 1 Child

Household 3
Single Adult

w/ 2  Children

Household 4
2 Adults, 1 working

w/2 Children

Living Wage Job Openings 163,193 79,881 45,726.6 54,142

Job Seekers per
Living Wage Job Opening 3 6 11 9

Percent of All Job Openings
Paying Less than a Living Wage

34% 67% 81% 78%
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The United States has entered a period of 
economic crisis. Increasingly, individuals and 
families are finding that their paychecks do not 
cover the cost of living, including food, health 
care, and rent. Additionally, as the price of gaso-
line continues to rise, even the cost of getting to 
work is making it difficult for Americans to pay 
for basic necessities.

Families and individuals have long found that 
work alone often is not enough. Even families 
with two working parents have struggled to pay 
for basic necessities. However, as the economic 
outlook worsens, and salaries stagnate, more and 
more people go to work each day knowing that 
they cannot count on their wages to provide basic 
security.   

As a result, people are being forced to make tough 
and often dangerous decisions between adequate 
health care, balanced nutrition, or paying the bills. 

This report takes a close look at current jobs and 
job openings in the Northwest economy, and 
addresses the question of whether these jobs 
provide wages that can truly support individuals 
and families. The findings of this report have 
direct implications for public debates about 
economic policies, such as wage standards or tax 
incentives for business development. It also raises 
the issue of what types of public supports our 
state governments should consider to make sure 
that everyone is able to care for their basic needs.
 

The 2008 Northwest Job Gap is one in a series of 
studies that calculate the cost of basic household 
budgets in the Northwest to determine the living 
wage for certain household types and measure the 
availability of these living wage jobs.  This living 
wage is used to find that “job gap”: the percent of 
job openings that pay less than a living wage and 
the ratio of the number of living wage job open-
ings to the number of people looking for work.  

To calculate a living wage for each state, the Job 
Gap Study estimates the costs of basic needs such 
as housing, food, utilities, transportation, health 
care, and childcare, for certain household sizes.  
Data for this calculation come from state and/or 
federal public data sources, such as the U.S. 
Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS), the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), the U.S. Department of 

Transportation, the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture (USDA), the U.S. Census Bureau, the Con-
sumer Expenditure Survey, and others. Wage and 
occupational data are derived from data each state 
reports to the Bureau of Labor Statistics as part of 
the BLS’s Occupational Employment Statistics 
(OES) program. 

Occupation and wage data are available from data 
reported by each state following guidelines devel-
oped by the states in cooperation with the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics and the Employment and Train-
ing Administration.  The March 2006 Current 
Population Survey (CPS) was used to calculate the 
job-seeking population in all four Northwest 
states.  

For a complete discussion of the methodology of 
this study, see the Technical Notes.
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A living wage is a wage that allows families to 
meet their basic needs, without public assistance, 
and that provides them some ability to deal with 
emergencies and plan ahead.  It is not a poverty 
wage.

Living wages are calculated on the basis of family 
budgets for several household types.  Family bud-
gets include basic necessities, such as: food, hous-
ing, utilities, transportation, health care, child 
care, clothing and other personal items, savings, 
and state and federal taxes. Living wages for a 
single adult range from $10.95 an hour, or $22,773 
a year, in Montana to $12.39 an hour, or $25,762 a 
year, in Oregon. This assumes full-time work on a 
year-round basis. For a single adult with two 
children, living wages range from $22.77 an hour, 
or $47,363 a year, in Montana to $26.70 an hour, or 
$55,531 a year, in Oregon.

For all family configurations in all four Northwest 
states, the minimum wage and the federal poverty 
threshold are a fraction of the living wage.  For 
example, in the Northwest, minimum wages in 
2007 varied from $5.15  an hour, or $10,712 a year 
(the federally mandated minimum wage, assum-
ing full-time work throughout the year), in Idaho 
to $7.93 an hour, or $16,494 a year, in Washington. 
Not even the recent increase in the federal mini-
mum wage to $7.25 an hour (to be reached incre-
mentally by 2009), or $15,080 a year, moves these 
families much closer to earning a living wage.

Many people who are currently working struggle 
to make ends meet in jobs that pay insufficient 
wages. This study compares living wage data to 
occupation and wage data from each state, and 
calculates the number and proportion of job open-
ings that pay a living wage for each household 
type. 

State by state living wage estimates, as shown in 
the table below, are:

For a single adult, the living wage ranges from 
$10.95 an hour ($22,773 a year) in Montana to 
$12.39 an hour ($25,762 a year) in Oregon. This 
assumes full-time work on a year-round basis.

Household 1: Single Adult            $11.49     $10.95        $12.39         $12.27

Householde 2: Single Adult with one child
 

Household 3: Single Adult with two children

Household 4:
Two adults (one working) with two children
Household 5:
Two adults (both working) with two children

$20.57     $18.38        $21.18         $19.63

$24.71     $22.77        $26.70         $26.56

$22.94     $23.33        $25.41         $24.46

$31.90*     $29.97*      $34.18*        $33.59*

*The combined wages of both working adults need to total this amount.

NORTHWEST LIVING WAGES                        Idaho   Montana   Oregon    Washington
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For a single adult with one child, the living wage 
ranges from $18.38 an hour ($38,234 a year) in 
Montana to $21.18 an hour ($44,064 a year) in 
Oregon.

For a single adult with two children, the living 
wage ranges from $22.77 an hour  ($47,363 a 
year) in Montana to $26.70 an hour ($55,531 a 
year) in Oregon.

For two adults, one of whom is working, with 
two children, the living wage ranges from $22.94 
an hour ($47,723 a year) in Idaho to $25.41 an 
hour ($52,847 a year) in Oregon.

For two adults, both of whom are working, with 
two children, the living wage ranges from $29.97 
an hour ($62,332 a year) in Montana to $34.18 an 
hour ($71,086 a year) in Oregon. This means that 
the combined wages of both working adults 
need to total this amount.

            $40.00

            $35.00

            $30.00

            $25.00

            $20.00
$15.00

Idaho

            $10.00
              $5.00

              $0.00
Montana Oregon Washington

Federal poverty thresholds  are the original 
version of the federal poverty measure, which 
was calculated by multiplying the cost of a mini-
mum food budget by three.   When this formula 
was derived in 1964, it was generally true that 
food occupied one-third of a typical family 
budget. Since then, however, living expenses 
such as housing, gasoline, utilities, health care, 
and child care have increased much faster than 
food. Because spending on food has fallen  

dramatically as a proportion of all costs and the 
formula for the poverty threshold has not been 
adjusted to accommodate this change, the 
federal poverty measure substantially underes-
timates a family’s basic needs.   Many families 
with incomes above the federal poverty thresh-
old still lack sufficient resources to meet their 
basic needs. 



The federal minimum wage is a wage floor of 
$6.55 an hour and represents an attempt to 
provide a basic standard of living for workers.  
Federal minimum wage rates are not indexed to 
inflation, and increases are passed only at the will 
of Congress as amendments to the Fair Labor 
Standards Act. The federal minimum wage was 
increased to $5.85 an hour from $5.15 an hour on 
July 24, 2007, and it will reach $7.25 an hour in 
2009. Prior to this increase, the minimum wage
had not been changed since 1997.

Where an employee is subject to both the state and 
federal minimum wage laws, the employee is 
entitled to the higher of the two minimum wages.  

In Idaho and Montana, the state minimum wage 
is the same as the federal minimum wage, so the 
purchasing power of minimum wage workers has 
continued to fall behind the cost of living, even 
with the recent increase. Washington became the 
first state to index the state minimum wage to 
inflation when a statewide initiative passed in 
1998.  Similarly, a successful ballot initiative in 
Oregon raised that state’s minimum wage in 1998, 
and indexed its minimum wage to inflation.  

Despite the fact that minimum wages are higher 
in Washington and Oregon than in Idaho and 
Montana, the minimum wage in all of these states 
is lower than the living wage for any family struc-
ture. 

$60,000

      $50,000

      $40,000
$30,000

Idaho

      $20,000
      $10,000

                $-
Montana Oregon Washington

As the cost of living continues to increase, the 
Northwest economy is not creating enough living 
wage jobs for all those who need them, according 
to two indicators. These include the percentage of 
job openings that pay less than a living wage, as 
well as the number of job seekers compared to the 
number of job openings that pay a living wage.

For a person searching for a living wage job, this 
study finds that the market is limited. Of all

Northwest job openings, 34 percent pay less than 
a living wage for a single adult and 81 percent pay 
less than a living wage for a single adult with two 
children, as shown in the graph below. It is impor-
tant to note the distinction between jobs and job 
openings. Not all jobs come open during the 
course of a year, but some jobs may open repeat-
edly during a year due to turnover or seasonality 
of the work. Job openings are of particular interest 
because they provide employment opportunities 
for people looking for work.  State-by-state 
figures are as follows:

- -
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In Idaho, 33 percent of job openings pay less 
than the $11.49 an hour living wage for a single 
adult and 88 percent pay less than the $24.71 an 
hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children.
 
In Montana, 40 percent of job openings pay less 
than the $10.95 an hour living wage for a single 
adult and 83 percent pay less than the $22.77 an 
hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children.

In Oregon, 39 percent of job openings pay less 
than the $12.39 an hour living wage for a single 
adult and 86 percent pay less than the $26.70 an 
hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children.
 
In Washington, 30 percent of job openings pay 
less than the $12.27 an hour living wage for a 
single adult and 77 percent pay less than the 
$26.56 an hour living wage for a single adult 
with two children.

100%

        80%

        60%
  40%

Idaho

        20%

          0%
Montana Oregon Washington

The percentage of job openings that pay a living 
wage vary from state to state for a number of 
reasons, including the mix of industries and 

Another indicator of the job gap is the number of 
job seekers compared to the number of job open-
ings that pay a living wage. Overall, there are 
more people looking for work than there are job 
openings that pay a living wage.

As shown in the table, for each job opening that 
pays at least the living wage for a single adult, 
there are two to four job seekers, depending on 
the state. For each job opening that pays at least 
the living wage for a single adult with two 
children, there are 10 to 19 job seekers, depending 
on the state. 

related occupations in a state, and the prevailing 
wage levels, which also vary from state to state.

- -
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Single Adult              

Single Adult 
with one child

 

Single Adult 
with two children
Two adults (one working) 
with two children

NORTHWEST
JOB GAP
Job Seekers per Job Opening

Idaho Montana Oregon Washington

2:1 2:1 4:1 3:1

4:1 4:1 10:1 6:1

10:1 6:1 19:1 10:1

7:1 7:1 17:1 8:1

Job gap ratios are calculated by dividing the 
number of people who were looking for work at 
some point during 2007 by the number of job 
openings that year. The ratios indicate that, for 
example, there are two to four times as many job 

State-by-state figures are:
In Idaho, for each job opening that pays at least 
the $11.49 an hour living wage for a single 
adult, there are two job seekers on average. For 
each job opening that pays at least the $24.71 an 
hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children, there are ten job seekers on average.

In Montana, for each job opening that pays at 
least the $10.95 an hour living wage for a single 
adult, there are two job seekers on average. For 
each job opening that pays at least the $22.77 an 
hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children, there are six job seekers on average.

seekers as there are job openings that pay at least 
the living wage for a single adult, not necessarily 
that there are two to four people competing for 
each job of that type. The ratios do not take into 
account characteristics of job seekers such as their 
household size, skills, or education and training.

In Oregon, for each job opening that pays at 
least the $12.39 an hour living wage for a single 
adult, there are four job seekers on average. For 
each job opening that pays at least the $26.70 an 
hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children, there are 19 job seekers on average.

In Washington, for each job opening that pays at 
least the $12.27 an hour living wage for a single 
adult, there are three job seekers on average. 
For each job opening that pays at least the 
$26.56 an hour living wage for a single adult 
with two children, there are ten job seekers on 
average.
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A job gap ratio of four to one, for example, does 
not necessarily imply there are four people com-
peting for each job opening at that wage level. It 
simply indicates that over the course of a year 
there were four times as many job seekers as there 
were living wage jobs at or above that wage level. 
Available data do not provide details on what 
sorts of jobs workers from households of different 
sizes actually pursue, so no precise conclusions 
can be reached about the applicant pool for jobs at 
different wage levels. The applicant pool also 
depends on the skills and education and training 
of job seekers, as well as other factors. Large 
ratios suggest greater competition among job 
seekers for available job openings.

When families are unable to find work that pays 
living wages, many are forced to make difficult 
choices between adequate health care, balanced 
nutrition, paying bills, and saving for emergencies.
The personal stories in this report illustrate some of 
the complex issues and choices choices confronted 
by households below the living wage.
 

My family shares an apartment: my oldest son, his wife, 
their three children, my eighteen-year-old son, and me. 
Three wage earners in our household, and even pooling 
all our earnings it’s so hard to make ends meet. 

The fact is we don’t make ends meet. I have a college 
degree, and I try and try and try to get good work, and 
there’s just nowhere to turn. Right now, I work in 
customer service or doing admin, mainly in temporary 
jobs. Before 9/11 I worked as a travel agent, but then my 
position was eliminated. I’ve also had jobs get sent 
overseas. Over the past four years, I’ve had about ten 
different jobs, and my hourly wage is still the same as in 
1999.

Meanwhile, the cost of everything has tripled—water, 
gas, rent—and then there are the student loans to pay 
back. Every day, we grown-ups skip meals so the kids 
have something to eat. My sons work as chefs, so at least 
they can get some food there. Plus, my children and I are 
uninsured (though thankfully, the children are enrolled 
in the Oregon Health Plan). I can’t go to the doctor, 
even at the county health department, because of the 
twenty dollar fee. We’re often late on rent—we just 
don’t have the money—and our utilities get shut off at 
least once a year.

Will we ever see the end of this?

There’s still a lot of racial discrimination out there. 
Because of my name, people think I’m Arab and 
discriminate against me for that. Because I’m African 
American and wrap my hair, people think I’m militant, 
and hold that against me.

There’s no way I can express how difficult this is. I cut 
back on eating, I don’t drive or buy anything, and the 
stress is horrible, plus it makes my eczema act up. 
There’s nothing left to cut. Nothing. We need to change 
this situation, for me, my family, and for all of us.
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IDAHO

The living wage for a single adult is $11.49 an 
hour. This is based on 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 
$24.71 an hour.

Thirty-three percent of job openings pay less 
than $11.49 an hour, the living wage for a single 
adult. Eighty-eight percent, almost nine out of 
ten, pay less than $24.71 an hour, the living 
wage for a single adult with two children.

For each job opening that pays at least $11.49 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult, there 
are two job seekers on average. For each job 
opening that pays at least $24.71 an hour, the 
living wage for a single adult with two 
children, there are ten job seekers on average.

   $40.00

    $30.00
$20.00

    $10.00

           $0.00

Household Type
1 2 3 4 5

           $0.00
Idaho

Minimum
Wage

$60,000.00
$50,000.00
$40,000.00
$30,000.00
$20,000.00
$10,000.00

Federal
Poverty
Level

Living
Wage

$10,712
$17,170

$51,401

For a single adult household, $11.49 an hour or 
$23,905 a year.

For a single adult with one child, $20.57 an hour 
or $42,787 a year. 

For a single adult with two children, $24.71 an 
hour or $51,401 a year.

For two adults, both of whom are working, with 
two children, $31.90 an hour or $66,362 a year 
(which means that the combined wages of both 
working adults need to total this amount).

Living wages for Idaho are: These are statewide averages. In some counties, 
costs are higher (particularly for housing and 
child care) and, as a result, living wages are 
higher. In other counties, including most of the 
state’s rural counties, costs and therefore living 
wages are lower.  For example, the living wage 
for a family with a single adult with two children 
in Ada County is $55,962 a year or $26.90 an hour 
while in Minidoka County the living wage for 
that same family is $47,084 a year or $22.64 an 
hour. This study includes detailed living wage 
analyses for all Idaho counties (see appendix). 
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Idaho Family
Budgets 2007 Household 1

Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult

w/ a school-age
child (age 6-8)

Food  $175

Housing & Utilities

Transportation

Health Care
Household, clothing
& personal items

Savings

Child Care

State & Federal Taxes

Household 3
Single Adult
w /a toddler

(12-24 months &
a school-age child

(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

$329  $436 $637 $637

 $534 $646  $646 $646 $646

 $405 $626  $626 $988 $1.177

 $108 $268  $276 $335 $335

 $306 $467  $496 $651 $699

 $170 $260  $276 $362 $388

 $0 $497  $1,041 $0 $1,041

 $3,532 $5,673  $5,839 $7,297

Living Wage (at 2080 
hrs per yr)  $11.49 $20.57  $24,71 $22.94 $31.90*

Gross Monthly Income
needed
Gross Annual Income
needed

*Total amount earned by two working adults

Of all job openings in Idaho, 33 percent pay less 
than the $11.49 an hour living wage for a single 
adult, as shown in the chart below.  Almost nine 
out of ten, 88 percent, pay less than the $24.71 an 
hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children. It is important to note the distinction 
between jobs and job openings. Not all jobs come 
open during a year. Job openings are of particular 
interest because they provide employment 
opportunities to people looking for work.

In addition, there are more people looking for 
work than there are job openings that pay a living 
wage. As shown in the table below, job gap ratios, 
which compare job seekers to job openings, are:

For each job opening that pays at least $11.49 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult, there 
are two job seekers on average.

For each job opening that pays at least $24.71 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult with 
two children, there are ten job seekers on aver-
age.



Idaho
Job Gap

Total 
Job Seekers

Total 
Job Openings

36,000 29,369

Living Wage Job Openings 19,658 8,316 3,614 5,184

Job Seekers per
Living Wage Job Opening 2.1 4.1 10.1 7.1

Percent of All Job Openings
Paying Less than a Living Wage

33% 72% 88% 82%

- -

I am 44-years-old and have lived in Idaho for eight 
years. I have a 17-year-old daughter, a 14-year-old son, 
and a 13-year-old son. For six years, I worked in real 
estate. Work was really slow, and it was difficult to pay 
the bills. I only made about $3,000 per month and I 
didn’t have health insurance, so I didn’t take care of 
myself for six years. We also had the water turned off a 
couple times.

Finally, I left the real estate business for a job in commu-
nications to try to make more money, but recently I was 
laid off.  I’m still paying off hospital debt I accrued then 
even though I had health insurance. The premiums were 
$112 per month and co-pay was about 20 percent, and 
with food, gas, and housing being so expensive, I 
couldn’t pay the hospital right away.

We have to stretch our dollar as much as we can. We 
don’t eat out and try to eat healthy, but healthy food 
costs so much more. For four months, I had to go on food 
stamps, and over the last few months I have been late on 
my mortgage payments, which are $1,200 a month. My 
utilities are also up to $200 per month, at least 20 
percent higher than a year ago.

Gas prices also have had a huge impact on my life. I try 
to schedule everything at once, so I make fewer trips, but 
I still have to spend about $350 on gas each month. Both 
my real estate jobs and communications required lots of 
driving. In real estate, I was self-employed, so I received 
no reimbursement. And, at my communications job, my 
reimbursement was capped at $100 a month. That made 
it impossible to save while I was working.

(continued)
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So, now I’ve lost my health insurance and will be losing 
my house to foreclosure.

To be a productive member of society, you need to be 
healthy, and access to healthy food is an important part 
of that. Fast food places prey on low-income people. 
Working people should be able to afford healthier food.

Families also need some sort of sliding scale health care. 
I made too much to qualify for Medicaid but not enough 
to cover my health care costs. I have high blood pressure, 

(continued)

 but I’ve stopped taking my medication and don’t go to 
the doctor anymore. If I have to choose between taking of 
my kids and going to the doctor, I’m always going to 
choose my kids.

It’s ironic because in a plane crash, they always tell you 
to put your oxygen mask on first so you can do a better 
job of helping your kids. I want to take care of myself so 
I can take better care of my kids, but I can’t. However, 
I’m thankful that I am at least healthy enough to work. 
I’m also grateful to be here, because I love my country.

MONTANA

The living wage for a single adult is $10.95 an 
hour. This is based on 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 
$22.77 an hour.

Living wages for Montana are:

Forty percent of all job openings pay less than 
the $10.95 an hour living wage for a single 
adult. Three quarters of all job openings pay 
less than the $22.77 an hour living wage for a 
single adult with two children.

   2007 Montana Living Wage vs 
2007 Minimum Wage
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Forty percent of all job openings pay less than 
the $10.95 an hour living wage for a single 
adult. More than four out of five of all job open-
ings pay less than the $22.77 an hour living 
wage for a single adult with two children.
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For a single adult household, $22,773 a year or 
$10.95 an hour.

For a single adult with one child, $38,234 a year 
or $18.38  an hour.

For a single adult with two children, $47,363 a 
year or $22.77 an hour.

Living wages for Montana are:
For two adults, one of whom is working, with 
two children, $48,534 a year or $23.33 an hour.

For two adults, both of whom are working, with 
two children, $62,332 a year or $29.97 an hour 
(which means that the combined wages of both 
working adults need to total this amount).

Montana
Family
Budgets 2007
Food  $175

Housing & Utilities

Transportation

Health Care
Household, clothing
& personal items

Savings

Child Care

State & Federal Taxes

$329  $436 $637 $637

 $483 $607  $607 $607 $607

 $405 $626  $626 $988 $1.177

 $111 $270  $328 $386 $386

 $293 $458  $499 $655 $702

 $163 $255  $277 $364 $390

 $0 $230  $734 $0 $734

 $3,211 $4,926  $5,271 $4,901 $6,737

Living Wage (at 2080 
hrs per yr)

 $1,898 $3,186  $3,947 $4,045 $5,194*

 $47,363 $48.534 $62,332*

 $10.95 $18.38  $22.77 $23.33 $29.97*

Gross Monthly Income
needed
Gross Annual Income
needed

 $38,234 $22,773

These are statewide averages. In some counties, 
costs are higher (particularly for housing and 
child care) and, as a result, living wages are 
higher. In other counties, including most of the 
state’s rural counties, costs and therefore living 
wages are lower. For example, the living wage for 

a family with a single adult with two children in 
Gallatin County is $51,994 a year or $24.97 an 
hour while in Dawson County the living wage for 
that same family is $45,790 a year or $22.01 an 
hour. This study includes detailed living wage 
analyses for all Montana counties (see appendix). 

Household 1
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult

w/ a school-age
child (age 6-8)

Household 3
Single Adult
w /a toddler

(12-24 months &
a school-age child

(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

*Total amount earned by two working adults
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Total 
Job Seekers

Total 
Job Openings

25,000 23,409

Household 1 
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult
w/ 1 Child

Household 3
Single Adult

w/ 2  Children

Household4
2 Adults, 1 working

w/2 Children

Living Wage Job Openings 13,988 5,774 4,015 3,570

Job Seekers per
Living Wage Job Opening 2.1 4.1 6.1 7.1

Percent of All Job Openings
Paying Less than a Living Wage

40% 75% 83% 85%

Of all job openings, 40 percent pay less than the 
$10.95 an hour living wage for a single adult, as 
shown in the chart below. Over four out of five 
job openings, 83 percent, pay less than the $22.77 
an hour living wage for a single adult with two 

children. It is important to note the distinction 
between jobs and job openings. Not all jobs come 
open during a year. Job openings are of particular 
interest because they provide employment 
opportunities to people looking for work.

In addition, there are more people looking for 
work than there are job openings that pay a living 
wage. As shown in the table on the following 
page, job gap ratios, which compare job seekers to 
job openings, are:

For each job opening that pays at least $10.95 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult, there 
are two job seekers on average.

For each job opening that pays at least $22.77 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult with 
two children, there are six job seekers on aver-
age.

Montana
Job Gap
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OREGON

The living wage for a single adult is $12.39 an 
hour. This is based on 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 
$26.70 an hour.

Thirty-nine percent all job openings pay less 
than the $12.39 an hour living wage for a single 
adult. Over four out of five of all job openings, 
86 percent, pay less than the $26.70 an hour 
living wage for a single adult with two 
children.

For each job opening that pays at least $12.39 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult, there 
are four job seekers on average. For each job 
opening that pays at least $26.70 an hour, the 
living wage for a single adult with two 
children, there are 19 job seekers on average.
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Living wages for Oregon are:

I’m a 46 year old mother of two sons, 22 and 20. I have 
one son in college and other has a job working at the 
Portland Airport. I live alone with a cat and two birds. 
My sons are so fantastic and I’m very proud of them.  
Four months ago, I was working full-time and had 
great benefits for myself and my younger son. I kept 
him on my benefits because he was a full-time student.  
I have a BA in Social Science, which has qualified me 
for a variety of jobs; I’ve worked as legal secretary, 
sales, nurses aide.  Despite my high blood pressure, 
high cholesterol, I have been able to maintain health 
insurance coverage, which was especially important 
when I was diagnosed with fibromyalgia.   Life was 
going good because I had a job that was fulfilling and 
that I excelled in, and I was able to manage my health 
issues.  

My name is Theresa.  I live in Portland, OR. (continued) 
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(continued) 

Four months ago I was injured in an assault and my 
health issues became much worse. I received nerve 
damage to my arm.  The pain kept me up at night, and 
the event triggered my fibromyalgia. Eventually, the 
pain became too much for me to manage my job, and I 
was let go. This meant I was suddenly without a 
salary, or retirement, and most importantly, health 
insurance.    

I could no longer afford to see my family practitioner to 
get treatment for the nerve damage in my arms, so I’ve 
been trying home remedies with limited success.  But 
the biggest impact financially has been the necessity of 
getting my prescriptions filled.  It costs over $300 a 
month for just one of the three prescriptions I

take.  Fortunately, I received unemployment benefits, 
but that will run out soon, and I’m worried about how 
I will pay my rent—let alone get my medications.  I 
have no savings, no retirement, no  safety net. It’s a 
very scary place to be.

Recently, a naturopath offered to help me without 
charging anything.  I am happy to say that because of 
her generosity and her referral to a sliding fee 
acupuncture clinic, I am on the mend. 

I am now looking for a job again, but with the current 
economy looming ahead, I am concerned about the job 
market.  It’s amazing how this single event derailed my 
security so much.
                                                                   *Pseudonym 

For a single adult household, $25,762 a year or 
$12.39 an hour.

For a single adult with one child, $44,064 a year 
or $21.18 an hour.

For a single adult with two children, $55,531 a 
year or $26.70 an hour.

Living wages for Oregon are:

For two adults, one of whom is working, with 
two children, $52,847 a year or $25.41 an hour.

For two adults, both of whom are working, with 
two children, $71,086 a year or $34.18 an hour 
(which means that the combined wages of both 
working adults need to total this amount).

These are statewide averages. In some counties, 
costs are higher (particularly for housing and 
child care) and, as a result, living wages are 
higher. In other counties, including most of the 
state’s rural counties, costs and therefore living 
wages are lower. For example, the living wage

for a family with a single adult with two children 
in Multnomah County is $58,503 a year or $28.13 
an hour while in Lake County the living wage for 
that same family is $48,755 a year or $23.44 an 
hour.  This study includes detailed living wage 
analyses for all Oregon counties (see appendix). 



- -

Oregon
Family
Budgets 2007
Food  $175

Housing & Utilities

Transportation

Health Care
Household, clothing
& personal items

Savings

Child Care

State & Federal Taxes

$329  $436 $637 $637

 $595 $709  $709 $709 $709
 $405 $626  $626 $988 $1.177

 $106 $244  $374 $433 $433

 $320 $477  $536 $692 $739

 $178 $265  $298 $384 $411

 $0 $448  $989 $0 $989

 $4,398 $6,867  $7,901 $6,734 $9,953

Living Wage (at 2080 
hrs per yr)

 $2,147 $3,672  $4,628 $4,404 $5,924*

 $55,531 $52,847 $71,086*

 $12.39 $21.18  $26,70 $25.41 $34.18*

Gross Monthly Income
needed
Gross Annual Income
needed  $44,064 $25,762

Of all job openings, 39 percent pay less than the 
$12.39 an hour living wage for a single adult, as 
shown in the chart below. Over four out of five 
job openings, 86 percent, pay less than the $26.70 
an hour living wage for a single adult with two 
children.

It is important to note the distinction between 
jobs and job openings. Not all jobs come open 
during a year. Job openings are of particular inter-
est because they provide employment opportuni-
ties to people looking for work.

In addition, there are more people looking for 
work than there are job openings that pay a living 
wage. As shown in the table on the following 
page, job gap ratios, which compare job seekers to 
job openings, are:

For each job opening, regardless of pay, there 
are three job seekers on average.

For each job opening that pays at least $12.39 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult, there 
are four job seekers on average.

Household 1
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult

w/ a school-age
child (age 6-8)

Household 3
Single Adult
w /a toddler

(12-24 months &
a school-age child

(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child
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For each job opening that pays at least $26.70 an 
hour, the living wage for a single adult with 
two children, there are 19 job seekers on aver-
age.

OREGON
JOB GAP

Total 
Job Seekers

Total 
Job Openings

177,000 66,459

Living Wage Job Openings 40,759 16,987 9,412 10,662

Job Seekers per
Living Wage Job Opening 4.1 10.1 19.1 17.1

Percent of All Job Openings
Paying Less than a Living Wage

39% 74% 86% 84%

We’ve depended mostly on my husband’s business to 
make it, but this year with the economy shrinking, it’s 
been more difficult to find work.  We’ve even had to lay 
off our one son, Ryan, who has been working for us for 
some time.  Some months we’re lucky if we bring in
$3000 for the whole family. Small contractors like us 

I am 60 years old, and live in Portland with my 
husband, Randy and youngest son, Richard, who is 21.  
Our older children are from 23 to 43 – we are very 
proud of all of them.  My husband and I own a general 
contracting company, and I work as a pre-school 
teacher.  I also pick up babysitting from time to time for 
some extra money.

work paycheck to paycheck, and lately we’ve gone a 
whole month with only one or two days of work

I’ve tried to increase the number of hours I work in the
pre-school, but the money isn’t very good, and it is 
hard to find hours.  

At the same time as our income is decreasing, we’re 
seeing costs of basic necessities increase.  While I do a 
good job of bargain hunting, it is becoming more 
difficult to find nutritious food we can afford, and fills 
my dietary needs as a diabetic.  We also depend on our 
car and a van for the business, so the skyrocketing gas 
prices are really hurting us. 
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Fortunately, my husband, Randy is a veteran and so 
gets his health care from the VA.  We pay $386 a 
month for health insurance for me, but together we still 
have to pay around $150 per month on prescriptions.  
Our son Richard has no coverage at all. 

Working families like ours are seeing the basic costs of 
life go up while at the same time the economy is slow-
ing down.  We bailed out Wall Street, something needs 
to be done to help families too.  

WASHINGTON

The living wage for a single adult is $12.27 an 
hour. This is based on what is needed to meet 
basic needs and provides some ability to deal 
with emergencies and plan ahead. The living 
wage for a single adult with two children is 
$26.56 an hour.

Thirty percent of all job openings pay less than 
the $12.27 an hour living wage for a single 
adult. Seventy-seven percent pay less than the 
$26.56 an hour living wage for a single adult 
with two children.

For each job opening that pays at least the 
$12.27 an hour living wage for a single adult, 
there are three job seekers on average. For each 
job opening that pays at least $26.56 an hour, 
the living wage for a single adult with two 
children, there are ten job seekers on average.

Living wages for Washington are:

I am from the state of Oaxaca. When I decided to 
emigrate to the other side in 1994, it was because of  the 
lack of opportunities. It took me two days and three 
nights to make it to Tijuana, and later, to the U.S. I 
was working 12 hours a day, 6 days a week with a wage 
of 150 dollars a week. It was difficult finding some-
thing better because of language issues, and I didn’t 
have the experience needed. I do carpentry, but I had to 
learn other trades to be able to survive and earn a little 
more. I realized I was working more than a lot of other 
people, working in different trades, but it’s the only 
way I could keep working. 
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My situation now is a little different. I make 25 dollars 
an hour and I work 40 hours a week. It is a decent 
salary, but I still have to work at a different company 
over the weekends. We don’t take vacations; we have to 
work constantly to pay for our children’s education, to 
make payments on our condominium that took eight 
years to buy. I have three children who are 21, 18 and 
11 years old; the older ones are attending community 

college. My wife doesn’t work consistently, maybe 
about 2 or 3 days of the week, and she cleans houses. 

When I arrived, I knew that the key was to learn the 
language and to have respect for others. There was a 
person born in Oaxaca who once said, “Respect for 
others’ rights is peace.” I have worked hard to main-
tain steady work and be responsible. It just seems like 
wages should go a little farther. 

Washington’s Living Way

For a single adult household, $25,530 a year or 
$12.27 an hour.

For a single adult with one child, $40,841 a year 
or $19.63 an hour.

For a single adult with two children, $55,241 a 
year or $26.56 an hour.
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Living wages for Washington are:

For two adults, one of whom is working, with 
two children, $50,871 a year or $24.46 an hour.

For two adults, both of whom are working, with 
two children, $69,871 a year or $33.59 an hour 
(which means that the combined wages of both 
working adults need to total this amount).

These are statewide averages. In some counties, 
costs are higher (particularly for housing and 
child care) and, as a result, living wages are 
higher. In other counties, including most of the 
state’s rural counties, costs and therefore living 
wages are lower. For example, the living wage for 

a family with a single adult with two children in 
King County is $62,052 a year or $29.83 an hour 
while in Asotin County the living wage for that 
same family is $47,699 a year or $22.93 an hour. 
This study includes detailed living wage analyses 
for all Washington counties (see appendix). 

   2007 Washington Living Wage 
Compared to Other Income
Benchmarks, Household 3   2007 Washington Living Wage vs 

2007 Minimum Wage
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Now I’m the one who’s looking for work. I’ve applied to 
over 20 places in the last three months, and dozens of 
other places have told me that they’re just not hiring. 
I’m stuck in a tough cycle. I don’t have enough money 
to go back to school this quarter, which means I can 
apply only for low-paying work – but even that I can’t 
get, so I’m having trouble finishing my education.

Without my father still working and help from my 
family, I’d be in deep, deep trouble, but it’s still hard 
for me. My father has good health insurance, but I’m 
too old to qualify for it. If I get sick, it could be serious. 
Food isn’t cheap and we have to watch our budget. We 
keep our driving to a minimum and hardly ever drive 
out of Lynnwood. My brother manages to spend no 
more than $800 on the upkeep of his car only because 
he does all the work on it himself. 

Right now I feel like I’m standing on a trap door.

The best thing that could be done to improve the 
system is to take the burden of health care off families. 
We also need to increase the availability of jobs with 
decent wages. The average person is not asking for the 
fanciest house. They just want to eat, a roof over their 
heads, and some form of job security, so they know they 
can support their family tomorrow. 

I am 25 years old and I have lived in Lynnwood my 
whole life. I live with my parents and two brothers 
Kevin and Kris, who are 24 and 27. When I was 16, my 
dad lost his job as a longshoreman, and I was forced to 
provide for our family as an Albertson’s courtesy clerk. 

It was tough. We wound up being late on many rent 
payments, had our utilities turned off, used credit 
cards for health care bills, and were very close to 
getting evicted. Since then, my dad has found work 
again and managed to support us, but he has to work 
seven days a week, 70-80 hours a week. But it took 20 
years to pay off our debt. 
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Washington
 Family
Budgets 2007
Food  $175

Housing & Utilities

Transportation

Health Care
Household, clothing
& personal items

Savings

Child Care

State & Federal Taxes

$329  $436 $637 $637

 $639 $781  $781 $781 $781

 $405 $626  $626 $988 $1.177

 $113 $241  $339 $397 $397

 $333 $494  $545 $701 $748

 $185 $275  $303 $389 $416

 $0 $296  $1,110 $0 $1,110

 $3,329 $4,337  $5,556 $4,155 $6,683

Living Wage (at 2080 
hrs per yr)

 $2,128 $3,403  $4,603 $4,239 $5,823*

 $55,241 $50,871 $69,871*

 $12.27 $19.63  $26.56 $24.46 $33.59*

Gross Monthly Income
needed
Gross Annual Income
needed  $40,841 $25,530

*Total amount earned by two working adults

Of all job openings, 30 percent pay less than the 
$12.27 an hour living wage for a single adult, as 
shown in the chart below. Over three quarters, 77 
percent, pay less than the $26.56 an hour living 
wage for a single adult with two children.

Household 1
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult

w/ a school-age
child (age 6-8)

Household 3
Single Adult
w /a toddler

(12-24 months &
a school-age child

(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

It is important to note the distinction between 
jobs and job openings. Not all jobs come open 
during a year. Job openings are of particular inter-
est because they provide employment opportuni-
ties to people looking for work.
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For each job opening that pays at least the 
$26.56 an hour living wage for a single adult 
with two children, there are ten job seekers on 
average.

Washington
Job Gap

Total 
Job Seekers

Total 
Job Openings

275,000 126,259

Living Wage Job Openings 88,788 48,804 28,686 34,726

Job Seekers per
Living Wage Job Opening 3.1 6.1 10.1 8.1

Percent of All Job Openings
Paying Less than a Living Wage 30% 61% 77% 72%

In addition, there are more people looking for 
work than there are job openings that pay a living 
wage. As shown in the table on the following 
page, job gap ratios, which compare job seekers to 
job openings, are:

For each job opening, regardless of pay, there 
are two job seekers on average.

For each job opening that pays at least the 
$12.27 an hour living wage for a single adult, 
there are three job seekers on average.



- -

I am 34 years old and I have lived in Idaho for ten years. 
I live with my 39-year-old husband Damon and 
10-year-old son Austin. I am a full-time student seeking 
part-time work, and Damon is a cook who sometimes 
does construction. We get $600 per month in unem-
ployment and when Damon starts his new job he will be 
making about $9/hour. After I get my CPA, I hope to 
make a living wage, but right now we are struggling to 
get by and we can’t save any money.

We go to a food bank twice a week and receive USDA 
commodities on the Nez Perce Reservation. It’s the only 
 

It is difficult to afford our $450 rent and we have been 
late on our payments. We’ve also been evicted and had 
our utilities shut off. Right now, we don’t have power 
yet because we have to pay to have it installed on the 
property we are buying. And we don’t have water 
service or a well, so we have to haul water.  

Working people need the state to provide health care for 
all, and that includes dental.  They also need a better 
public transportation system and more good jobs.

way we make it through the month. Sometime we have 
had to skip meals so we could feed Austin. On top of 
that, my husband and I have no health insurance – 
fortunately, our son is covered by Medicaid.  I have poor 
dental health, and I’ve paid for dentures, but I can’t 
afford to have my teeth pulled.

We have a car but it’s broken, and we can’t afford to fix 
it. We have a pickup for pulling the mobile home we live 
in, but it’s very expensive to drive and breaks every 
other day. Gas is really expensive, too. I take the Appa-
loosa bus to school and for a while it worked well. But 
recently the Appaloosa changed their schedules and now 
it doesn’t work so well. The city service is not conve-
nient because it only runs once an hour, which isn’t so 
good for running errands.

Many times, we have had to decide which necessities to 
pay for.  Last month, when I needed a tooth pulled, it 
cost us 150 dollars and we got evicted because I couldn’t 
pay rent that month.  My tooth was that bad.

The living wage estimates the level of income 
sufficient to meet a family’s basic needs and main-
tain a reasonable standard of living. When fami-
lies are unable to earn living wages, many are 
forced to make difficult choices between adequate 
health care, balanced nutrition, and paying the 

bills. If full-time workers are making trade-offs 
between basic needs, this indicates that our 
economy is failing many families. Since the living 
wage is a county-wide average, the budget for 
each individual family will vary according to its 
particular circumstances. 
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2003 2004 2005 2006

$10.43 $10.77

$ 8.81 $ 9.07

$11.16 $11.51

$ 9.83 $10.32

$10.41 $10.77

$ 9.20 $ 9.30

$11.38 $11.67

$10.41 $10.93

 

2003 2004 2005 2006

$21.83 $22.35

$17.85 $18.46

$23.39 $25.18

$19.98 $20.97

$22.18 $22.37

$19.52 $20.28

$23.40 $24.48

$22.23 $23.44

Over the past two years, there has been a marked 
increase in the cost of necessities such as food and 
gasoline, and health care costs continue to rise as 
they have for the past several years. Because this 
report’s living wage figures use 2007 data, 2008 
cost of living increases are not reflected in the 
living wages included here – and, therefore, fami-
lies face even greater challenges than those 
suggested by these figures. The following sections 
discuss the increasing strains on household bud-
gets.

In the past year, consumer food prices have 
increased by five percent.   The prices of many 
staple foods, such as grains, milk, and eggs, have 
increased by over 30 percent.   The U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, which oversees the Food 
Stamp Program, said that the cost of feeding a 
low-income family of four has risen six percent in 
the last year, making it the highest increase in food 
prices in 20 years.  
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In Washington, more people are looking to food 
stamps and food banks for relief, even as food 
banks themselves are struggling due to the rising 
costs of food and gas. More than 40,000 Washing-
ton residents signed up for food stamps between 
March 2007 and March 2008, according to the state 
Department of Social and Health Services.   This 
amounts to a six percent increase from 2007.   To 
combat rising food costs and the strain of increas-
ing numbers of Washington residents applying 
for food stamps, Governor Christine Gregoire 
announced in June that Washington state will 
raise the food stamp income eligibility threshold, 
and released $200,000 from an emergency fund to 
help food banks.  

In Oregon, 471,000 people receive food stamps, 
but many still cannot afford food and are forced to 
turn to food banks.    Food stamp use has even 
increased dramatically in suburban areas of 
Portland.   Oregon statewide food stamp use rose 
six percent from April 2007 to April 2008.    In 
Hillsboro and Gresham counties, food stamp use 
increased by 22 percent from April 2007 to April 
2008, and in Clackamas County it rose by 17 
percent.  

High food and gas prices are also affecting the 
estimated 20,000 senior nutrition programs across 
the country. Over the past year, fuel and food 
prices have increased almost 20 percent while 
these programs receive flat or reduced govern-
ment funding.   They have also received fewer 
donations because of the slowing economy.  

In addition, school lunch programs are struggling 
due to rising food prices. The costs of the main 
items offered in school lunches – fruit, vegetables, 
milk, and meat – have increased the most.   
Demand for corn-based ethanol, worldwide 
demand for food, and the weak dollar are widely 
blamed for the dramatic price increases.    
During the 2008-2009 school year, most schools 
plan to charge more for full-price meals and 
reduce the size of their staff.   Katie Wilson, 
president of the School Nutrition Association, 
says the government reimburses schools $2.57 per 
meal, but for many districts, the cost of a lunch is 
well over $3.00.  

Severe weather, including record flooding, heavy 
rains, and cold temperatures, combined with the 
large production of corn ethanol have created a 
“perfect storm” that has contributed and will 
continue to contribute to high food prices.   
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
U.S. food prices may increase as much as 5.5 
percent this year, the most since 1989.  

The past several years has seen a rise in out-of-
pocket health care costs coupled with a decrease 
in benefits, leaving many families at risk for finan-
cial ruin in the event of a medical emergency.

For people with access to employer-based health 
insurance, there are two components in health 
care costs: out-of-pocket costs and employee 
contributions to their health insurance plans. As 
health insurance premiums have increased, 
employees have been asked to bear more of their 
own health care costs. These rising costs account 
for much of the increase in the living wage over 
time.

Since 2001, according to the Kaiser Family Foun-
dation, “premiums for family coverage have 
increased 78 percent, while wages have gone up 
19 percent and inflation has gone up 17 
percent.”   In 2007, the average annual premium 
for family coverage was $12,106.   As costs for 
employers offering coverage have gone up, so 
have costs for employees.   

Workers are feeling the burden of these costs. In 
one study, half of workers in jobs paying the 
lowest wages reported having problems with 
medical bills or paying off accrued debt.   A 
recent survey found that six out of ten working-
age people worry about being able to afford the 
cost of their health insurance over the coming 
years.   Twenty-five percent of Americans say 
their family had problems paying for care in 2007, 
a seven percent increase from the previous year.   
For low-income families making under $35,000 
per year, this increases to 42 percent.   
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Indeed, the increased costs of health care are play-
ing an increased role in financial problems of both 
the insured and uninsured.  Nearly two in five 
adults have difficulty paying medical bills, have 
accrued medical debt, or both.   Medical bills 
and debt have become the leading cause of bank-
ruptcies, accounting for a majority of all personal 
bankruptcies.   

Although employer-sponsored insurance is the 
dominant form of coverage for the non-elderly, 
the share of the population with employer-
sponsored coverage has been declining steadily 
since 2000, particularly among those with low or 
modest incomes.   The rate of employer-based 
coverage for working-age adults fell from 63.6 
percent in 2000 to 59.7 percent in 2006,   and 
low-wage workers are less likely than others to be 
working in jobs that offer health insurance.   

This often leaves them with the individual 
market, where, depending on the state, insurers in 
the individual market may reject applicants based 
on health status and charge higher premiums 
based on age or health status. Moreover, the out-
of-pocket costs of even “bare-bones” individual 
plans easily exceed 10 percent of low-wage 
worker’s incomes,   and one California-based 
study determined that full-time minimum wage 
workers purchasing individual insurance must 
pay 35.1 percent of their income for that coverage.  
According to this study, “[u]sing adjusted premi-
ums and defining affordability at less than 8 
percent of family income, insurance has become 
unaffordable to single workers earning the 

Even for those not forced into bankruptcy, medi-
cal debt itself becomes a barrier to health care. 
Insured people with medical debt are four times 
more likely to skip treatment because of cost than 
are those who are insured without these financial 
problems.    In general, the care-seeking patterns 
among those with private insurance that have 
medical debt resemble the patterns of people with 
no insurance coverage.

median income and even less affordable for a 
single with low incomes.”   This study addition-
ally found that premiums increased by 23 percent 
in the individual market, while insurers spent 
proportionally less on covered services. 

As costs continue to rise, so does the number of 
uninsured. The number of people in the U.S. with-
out health insurance rose from 44.8 million in 2005 
to almost 47 million in 2006.   In 2008, 28 percent 
of Americans reported that they or their families 
have had a serious problem paying for health care 
and health insurance because of current economic 
conditions.   The percent of full-time working 
adults who lack health insurance rose to 17.9 
percent in 2006, up from 17.2 percent.   The 
number of full-time working adults who are unin-
sured climbed by 1.2 million, to 22.0 million.     

Lack of insurance is much more common among 
those with low incomes. A quarter of people with 
incomes below $25,000 are uninsured, almost 
triple the rate of people with incomes over $75,000 
(8.5 percent).   One-quarter of the uninsured live 
below the federal poverty level, which was 
$10,294 for a single adult and $20,614 for a four-
person household in 2006, and more than one half 
live below 200 percent of the federal poverty 
level.  

People of color are also much more likely to be 
uninsured than non-Hispanic whites.  African 
Americans are almost twice as likely (22 percent) 
and Hispanics are three times more likely (36 
percent) to be uninsured than non-Hispanic 
whites (13 percent).   Compared to non-Hispanic 
whites, African Americans and Latinos are less 
likely have employer-sponsored insurance.    
Even at higher income levels (above 200 percent 
of federal poverty level), people of color are more 
likely to be uninsured than non-Hispanic 
whites.  

Many people in the Northwest cannot afford 
adequate health care, and are underinsured or 
uninsured entirely. Although healthy uninsured 
families may get by without coverage for years,   
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when serious health problems arise any small 
savings quickly vanish to cover health care costs.  
Even insured families may find that the insurance 
they have been paying for doesn't cover all costs. 
All workers are at risk of falling into deep medical  

Transportation has quickly become another 
primary driver of living wage increases. The 
transportation component of the family budget is 
based on the cost of maintaining a private vehicle 
and the annual miles of vehicle travel, as com-
piled by the National Household Travel Survey. 
The costs reflect insurance, gas, vehicle purchase, 
and depreciation costs, as well as the cost of car 
insurance.

Lower-income Americans are being hit harder by 
soaring gas prices. They spend eight times as 
much of their disposable income on gasoline than 
their wealthier counterparts do.   As a result of 
higher gas prices, low-income families have been 
forced to cut back on necessities such as food and 
medicine in order to pay for gas. Seventy percent 
of low-income households reduced purchases of 
food, roughly 30 percent cut back on medicine, 
and almost 20 percent changed plans for their 
own or their children's education.   Nearly 30 
percent of low-income households skipped 
paying their home energy bill or paid less than the 
full bill, and approximately 10 percent had their 
natural gas and/or electricity shut off regardless 
of their budget cuts elsewhere.

According to a June 2008 Gallup poll, 15 percent 
of Americans can no longer afford the cost of driv-
ing or commuting, while 11 percent have been 
forced to cut back on travel and vacations.   
Eleven percent also report having little or no 
disposable income, and 10 percent say they 
cannot afford to go out much or at all anymore.

debt and not receiving vital health care. Trends 
that make it more difficult to obtain quality health 
coverage have a major impact on families who are 
struggling to earn a living wage. 

Housing and utility costs in the Northwest 
account for a substantial portion of the living 
wage. This cost category reflects both rental prices 
for apartments and the utilities costs associated 
with those apartments. Rising costs in both areas 
affect the rise in the living wage calculation. 

Extremely low-income households, with incomes 
equal to or lower than 30 percent of the local Area 
Median Income (AMI), continue to have virtually 
no affordable housing options in the private 
market. In 2005, there were only 10 counties in the 
U.S. in which the two-bedroom Fair Market Rent 
was affordable for extremely low-income renters.  
One-third of extremely-low-income renter house-
holds with children have earnings consistent with 
full-time work.   In no rural county or metropoli-
tan area in the U.S. can a renter with a full-time job 
at the prevailing minimum wage afford even a 
one-bedroom unit priced at the Fair Market Rent. 
And in Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington, 
the minimum wage is insufficient to afford even 
an efficiency or studio apartment.   

In 2007, apartment vacancies in Seattle were at a 
seven-year low, making it difficult for renters to 
find apartments.   In March 2008, apartment 
rents averaged $1,026 in King County and $1,071 
in Seattle – up 2.5 percent and 1.9 percent, respec-
tively, from September 2007 and about 8.5 percent 
in both cases from March 2007.   However, just 
as many people can no longer afford to live in 
Seattle, transportation costs are making long com-
mutes to Seattle impractical as well.  

Utility rate increases are also of particular concern 
to families, particularly as winter approaches. 
Sharp increases in oil and gas prices have led to 
increased utilities costs. The U.S. Energy Informa-
tion Administration estimated that average 
households spent almost 50 percent more on natu-
ral gas to heat their homes during the 2005/2006 
heating season, compared to the year before.  
These costs particularly affect those who cannot 
afford to insulate or weatherize their homes or 
seek alternative heating methods such as wood-
burning stoves.
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The findings of this report show that working full 
time is increasingly not enough to maintain an 
adequate standard of living. Even dual-income 
families, in which both adults are working, often 
find they are not earning enough. When families 
are unable to earn living wages, many are forced 
to make difficult choices between adequate health 
care, balanced nutrition, and paying the bills. 
These tradeoffs can have severe consequences. 
Both business and government must work 
together to ensure that working people in the 
Northwest are able to find work that pays living 
wages and receive the support that they need to 
live healthy, stable lives. 

Working families in the Northwest are doing all 
they can to support themselves and their families. 
But for many families, working hard is not 
enough. What can be done to make sure that fami-
lies can make ends meet? Findings from the 
Northwest Job Gap suggest a number of strategies 
that business, labor, government, and communi-
ties can pursue to close the job gap, promote 
living wage jobs, and make sure people are able to 
get and keep these jobs. 

establish job quality standards for employers 
and industries that receive public economic 
development and business assistance resources;

use living wage figures to set wage policies; 

pursue strategies aimed at creating high-wage, 
high-skill jobs; and

ensure workers a strong voice in decisions 
affecting them.

A number of options exist for increasing the 
number of living wage jobs and bringing current 
jobs up to living wage standards.  Lawmakers can:

investing in training; 

promoting job ladders and wage progression; 

expanding equal education and employment 
efforts;

promoting apprenticeship programs;

developing publicly funded jobs programs for 
the hard to serve, and

organizing communities to help shape com-
pany and government decisions regarding 
living wage jobs and low-income communities. 

                                                                            
The door to living wage work will remain shut as 
long as workers lack adequate training and 
education. To address this deficit, options include:  

If work alone can not meet the needs of families, 
the public sector should adopt measures to 
address this shortfall.  Options include: 

using living wage figures to determine eligibil-
ity for public assistance;

increasing access to health care, and expanding 
public programs that work; 

increasing food stamp eligibility and benefit 
levels;

improving public transportation systems, 
including subsidizing car-share programs, and 
investing in alternative energy sources;

subsidizing lower-cost loans to refinance 
current mortgages and creating harm-reduction 
measures for renters losing their homes due 
foreclosure;



- -

Given limitations in the available data and conti-
nuity of data sets, this study updates the previous 
Northwest Job Gap Study as closely as possible, 
using 2007 data.  Where 2007 data were not avail-
able, data for the closest year available were 
adjusted for inflation to reflect 2006 dollars.

increasing child care assistance for working 
parents;

creating new and/or expanding existing safety 
net programs linked to employment; and

developing new institutions and/or mecha-
nisms to provide workers stable benefits.

A living wage is a wage that provides a household 
with economic self-sufficiency, allowing it to meet 
its basic needs 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
State and federal taxes

Single Adult
Single adult with one child between the ages of 
six and eight

Single adult with two children, one between the 
ages of six and eight and the other between the 
ages of one and two

Two adults including one wage earner, with 
two children, one between the ages of six and 
eight and the other between the ages of one and 
two

Two adults, both wage earners, with two 
children, one between the ages of six and eight 
and the other between the ages of one and two

Household types were selected to reflect the range 
of budget requirements for five household types:

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.”    The 2002 
living wage calculation used the March 2002 Low 
Cost Food Plan. Monthly food costs for the living 
wage calculation for 2003 to 2007 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.
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The adults were calculated as: 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 year old 
child): HH4 and HH5 were calculated with one 
woman 20-50 years old, one man 20-50 years old, 
6-8 year old child, and one 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 1989-1991 data and 
updated monthly for inflation.  

Housing and utilities costs are derived from U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) Fair Market Rents and information 
provided by Qwest.

Fair Market Rent data are provided at a county 
level.   Fair Market Rents are gross rent and utili-
ties 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).  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 two 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 house-
hold will rent a one-bedroom unit.  

Qwest provided the cost of basic service for 
unlimited local calls, with no call waiting, voice 
messaging, or other extras.  The estimate does not 
include any long distance calls.    The estimate 
also does not include set-up fees or taxes. Each 

Transportation costs were derived using the 2006 
National Household Travel Survey from the U.S. 
Department of Transportation   and 2006 Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS) “Standard Mileage Rates” 
as an approximate cost for automobile travel.  

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 were adjusted 
for the number of adults, workers and persons in 
each household.    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 (48.5 cents per mile in 
2006), which accounts for vehicle cost, insurance, 
gasoline, repairs, depreciation, and vehicle regis-
tration fees.    

Health care expenses include insurance premiums 
as well as the out-of-pocket costs not covered by 
insurance. Estimates of health care expenditures 
were prepared for families that are covered by 
employer-sponsored insurance, as well as for 
families that purchase private non-group health 
insurance.    These two estimates provide some 
idea of the range of health care costs families 
experience, yet the figures are probably conserva-
tive.  Workers who earn low wages are far more 
likely than higher-wage earners to contribute a 
large share of their income to their health insur-
ance premiums.   Additionally, low-wage workers 
are much less likely than higher-wage earners to 
work in companies that offer health insurance to 
their employees.   In 2005 in the U.S., 54 percent 
of the population had employer-based insurance, 
5 percent purchased private, individual health 
insurance, 13 percent were covered by Medicaid, 
12 percent were covered by Medicare, and 16 
percent were uninsured.  

state’s basic phone cost was added to its weighted 
average Fair Market Rent to determine the whole 
cost of rent and utilities.
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Employer-Sponsored Insurance:
Average employee contributions to employer-
sponsored insurance premiums were obtained for 
each state from the Insurance Component Tables 
of the 2006 Medical Expenditure Panel Survey 
(MEPS).   Although MEPS contains some infor-
mation about co-payments and deductibles, it 
does not provide detailed information 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 
policy, and are instead paid by the individual or 
their family for health care received.    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 were based upon figures from the 
2006 MEPS Household Medical Expenditure 
Tables, which can be modified to produce specific 
out-of-pocket data by age and geographic 
region.   Out-of-pocket costs for those purchas-
ing private insurance and those buying into 
employer-sponsored health insurance were calcu-
lated using the same methods. 

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 readily 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.  None of the four states publish child care 
data at the county level.  Instead, each state gives 
child care costs by region.  The costs of the various    

types of child care were averaged for each region, 
weighted by that region’s population, and 
summed to produce a weighted average for the 
cost of child care in each state.

In all states, school-age children are assumed to 
attend half time and toddlers full time, 12 months 
a year.  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 spending 
estimates are derived from the Consumer Expen-
diture Survey (CES) and are calculated as a fixed 
percentage of total household spending minus 
child care and taxes.    Spending on these items, 
as a proportion of total income, is consistent 
across income categories.  No detailed expendi-
tures 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, cloth-
ing, 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 subse-
quent years of this study. As defined by the CES:  

Household costs include laundry and cleaning 
supplies, stationery supplies and postage, 
household linens (towels, sheets, etc.), sewing 
materials, furniture, floor coverings, major 
appliances, miscellaneous house wares (small 
appliances, plates, etc.), and other items needed 
to operate and maintain a household.  House-
hold costs are estimated at five percent.
 

1.
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Clothing and personal costs include clothing, 
personal care products, reading materials, and 
other personal expenses.  Clothing and 
personal costs are estimated at six percent.

2.

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 enter-
tainment expenses.  Entertainment costs are 
estimated at five percent. 

Miscellaneous costs include items not covered 
in the above categories such as school supplies, 
bank fees, and credit card finance charges.  Mis-
cellaneous costs are estimated at two percent. 

3.

4.

The American Savings Education Council (ASEC) 
has developed a formula for estimating the 
percentage of household income that families 
should save.    This study assumes that workers 
are not enrolled in employer-sponsored retire-
ment plans, given that only 33 percent of those 
with incomes between $10,000 and $25,000 
participate in an employer-sponsored retirement 
plan.   When applied to households in our study, 
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 were set at 10 percent of 
spending minus childcare and 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 were not included here because they are 
accounted for in housing (rental) costs.  State and 
local sales taxes were not added to the income tax

figure because they are already reflected in the 
cost of food, transportation, and household 
costs.    

The total living wage budget before taxes was 
assumed to represent each household’s annual 
income.  Federal and state income tax returns 
were prepared for each household using TaxCut 
software.    Employment taxes were calculated at 
7.65 percent of earned income (6.2% for Social 
Security, 1.45% for Medicare).  For federal taxes it 
was assumed that families would use the stan-
dard deduction and that there was no source of 
outside income.  Where appropriate, deductions 
were made for applicable child care and EITC 
benefits, including the $600 per child credit in 
effect from 2002.  Once the tax amount was calcu-
lated, it was added to each family’s monthly 
budget to determine the total living wage.

In general, areas with high population density 
and a proximity to major metropolitan areas tend 
to be high-cost areas.  Rural areas that are far from 
metropolitan areas tend to be low-cost areas.  In 
addition to the average statewide living wage 
budgets, household budgets have also been 
estimated for high- and low-cost areas. These 
distinctions are based on the costs of housing and 
child care, as these costs vary the most from high- 
to low-cost areas.  This provides an estimate of 
how costs vary across each state.

To estimate the cost of rent in high-cost areas, the 
two counties with the highest Fair Market Rents 
were averaged together.  The same method was 
used to estimate the cost of rent in low-cost areas.

For child care, county-specific data is not available 
in any of the states.  Instead, each state has child 
care regions made up of many counties.  To 
estimate the cost of child care in high-cost areas, 
the costs from the two most expensive regions 
were averaged together.  The same method was 
used to estimate the cost of child care in low-cost 
areas.



The costs of housing and child care for all counties 
and regions are included in the technical appen-
dix.  This can be used to further tailor the living 
wage budget to specific areas.

The unemployed—people who are not 
employed but are looking for work. Included 
are those who have been laid off, quit their jobs, 
are entering the workforce for the first time, or 
are re-entering it. Not included are those who 
are unemployed due to temporary layoff or 
those looking only for part-time work.

Involuntary part-time workers—people who 
work less than full-time, but want to work full-
time.

Discouraged workers and marginally attached 
workers—people who are not employed and 
not currently looking for work, but have looked 
for work within the past year. In the case of 
discouraged workers, they are not seeking 
work because they believe there are no jobs 
available or there are none for which they 
qualify.

Marginally attached workers are not seeking 
work due to personal or financial reasons.

Not included are people who prefer part-time 
work.

It is important to note that the unemployment rate 
reflects only the unemployed and, therefore, 
misses many job seekers—including discouraged 
and marginally attached workers. This suggests 
that there are many more job seekers for each 
living wage job opening than conventionally 
assumed.
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The job seeker figures used are likely an underes-
timate of the actual number of job seekers.  Ideally, 
the count of job seekers would capture everyone, 
working or not, who needs a living wage job. The 
figures understate the number of job seekers in 
that it does not count those who are working full-
time at less than a living wage job but want a 
living wage job, because data on this group do not 
exist. It overstates the number in that all the 
unemployed are counted, even though some may 
not be looking for a living wage job. Also, people 
who left the labor market and then re-entered the 
same occupation are counted among the job seek-
ers, whereas those who moved directly from one 
job to another in the same occupation are not. 
However, assuming even a fraction of the people 
working at less than a living wage job for a single 
adult want a living wage job, the count is, on 
balance, an underestimate.

Job openings due to growth—the result of new 
jobs being created by new or existing firms.

Job openings due to replacement—the result of 
people retiring, entering school or the military, 
moving across state boundaries, changing 
occupations, or otherwise leaving the occupa-
tion in which they currently work.

The analysis does not include job openings that 
result from people changing employers but 
remaining in the same occupation, since these are 
largely invisible to the average job seeker. Also not 
included, for similar reasons, are job openings for 
unpaid family workers and self-employment.

In determining which job openings paid a living 
wage, the state median wage for an occupation 
was used where available; this means that half the 
people in the occupation earn less and half earn 
more than that amount.  Not everyone will start at 
the median wage, but many should progress to 
that wage over time.  
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Idaho
County
Living
Wages

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
RankingCounties

Household 1
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult

w/ a school-age
child (age 6-8)

Household 3
Single Adult
w /a toddler

(12-24 months &
a school-age child

(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking
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Montana
County
Living
Wages

Idaho
County
Living
Wages
(continued)
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(12-24 months &
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(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 1
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult

w/ a school-age
child (age 6-8)

Household 3
Single Adult
w /a toddler

(12-24 months &
a school-age child

(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking
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Household 1
Single Adult

Household 2
Single Adult

w/ a school-age
child (age 6-8)

Household 3
Single Adult
w /a toddler

(12-24 months &
a school-age child

(age 6-8)

Household 4
Two Adults

(one working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Household 5
Two Adults

(both working)
w/ a toddler &
a school-age 

child

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
Ranking

Living Wage
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