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A family balance sheet is comprised of income, 
assets and liabilities. Non-wealthy families are 
witnessing a steep decline in real earnings, while 
living wages remain out of reach for many. 
Meanwhile, systemic inequities allow the affluent to 
accumulate more wealth, as the rest of America finds 
itself with fewer assets and more debt, reducing their 
ability to climb the economic ladder.

As net worth for the non-wealthy declines, families 
across the nation face increasingly stressful kitchen 
table conversations, as they must choose what to cut 
to survive. Ultimately, when off-balance families are 
unable to gain a firm fiscal foothold, they cannot build a 
strong financial foundation that allows them to weather 
financial storms and pursue a life of prosperity.

On a national level, the study examined the 
Federal Reserve’s 2010 Survey of Consumer Finances, 
specifically examining two groups: those whose 
incomes amount to $15 per hour of full-time income 
or lower, and those with higher incomes.

The study finds that low-income households 
bear a disproportionate debt burden relative to 
income; higher-income families have 2-3 times more 
income per dollar of debt, depending on the type 
of debt examined, making them better able to pay 
off their balances. Despite this, the vast majority of 

low-income earners continue to prioritize their debt 
payments.

The 2014 study’s key national findings include:

►► When measuring ability to pay, low-income 
households comparatively lack the resources 
to handle their debt loads, relative to income. 
This group bears a disproportionate debt 
burden.

►► Low-income households have little to fall 
back on in case of emergencies, and live on the 
brink of financial insolvency.

►► Nine of 10 low-income households make debt 
payments a priority, not reporting payments 
more than 60 days past due.

Getting by on less than a living wage is 
challenging enough, but, as this study shows, it can 
be even more difficult when debt is added to the 
equation. As large as our living wage numbers are, 
the methodology employed to calculate them does 
not factor in as a variable debt payments; we examine 
basic needs only. Debt has become a wide-spread, 
pervasive and structural phenomenon in the United 
States, and low-income workers are not exempt.

It is up to Congress and state legislatures to 
address the pervasiveness of debt and the lack of state 
investments to help working families by raising the 
wage floor, strengthening safety net programs, and 
making investments that help working families thrive.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  •  NATIONAL

Making ends meet can be difficult for any low-wage worker, but for households saddled with debt, 
supporting a family on low wages can be next to impossible.

Across the country, families are finding that the amount they need to earn to make ends meet — 
or a living wage — far exceeds minimum-wage incomes. And, when you factor in the debt loads 

many households face, it is clear that our nation’s families are falling short of meeting their basic needs.

Families out 
of balance debt

income

wealth

VIEW NATIONAL FINDINGS & METHODOLOGY
www.thejobgap.org
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STATE SUMMARY  •  IDAHO

LOW WAGES, CYCLE OF DEBT KEEP IDAHOANS FROM MAKING ENDS MEET

For too many workers in Idaho, wages aren’t enough to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 
of $7.25 per hour provides only half of what a single adult needs to get by, and less than 30 percent of 
what a single adult with two children needs in order to provide for her family’s basic needs. 

Because many low-income families are unable to save for emergencies, when costs arise that are 
not in their monthly budget they must look elsewhere for funds. In many cases, this means turning to payday 
loans. While these are supposed to be one-time loans, in reality they often end up trapping low-wage workers 
in a cycle of debt, making it even more difficult for these workers to support themselves and their families.

Additionally, because Idaho has not expanded eligibility for Medicaid, lower-income workers whose wages 
are too high for Medicaid but too low for federal subsidies are often left without adequate health care. Without 
health insurance, workers not only can have trouble staying healthy, but can end up with significant medical 

* Per working adult

DEBT IN IDAHO, BY THE NUMBERS

$4,549
AVERAGE CREDIT 
CARD DEBT, 2013

Source: TransUnion,  
as reported by the 
Washington Post

86,000
POTENTIAL 

UNINSURED BY 
LACK OF MEDICAID 
EXPANSION, 2014
Source: Henry J. Kaiser 

Family Foundation

$140,212
AVERAGE DEBT 
OUTSTANDING  

PER MORTGAGE, 
2012

Source: CoreLogic

22%
PORTION OF 
MORTGAGES 

UNDERWATER, 
2012

Source: CoreLogic

$26,751
AVERAGE DEBT  

AT GRADUATION, 
2012

Source: The Project  
on Student Debt

23%
CHANGE 

BETWEEN 2008 
AND 2012

Source: The Project  
on Student Debt

STATEWIDE
2014 Monthly  
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with 
a school-age child 
(age 6-8 years)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 
school-age child 
(6-8 years)

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

Food  $205  $391  $516  $752  $752 

Housing & utilities  $562  $710  $710  $710  $710 

Transportation  $631  $577  $577  $1,260  $1,407 

Health care  $139  $282  $379  $437  $437 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $384  $490  $545  $790  $826 

Savings (10%)  $213  $272  $303  $439  $459 

Child care  —  $301  $866  —  $866 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $4,700  $4,751  $5,492  $5,898  $8,116 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $2,526  $3,419  $4,353  $4,878  $3,067*

Gross income needed (annually)  $30,310  $41,024  $52,239  $58,535  $36,799*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $14.57  $19.72  $25.12  $28.14  $17.69*
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debt for even minor visits to the doctor. Such debt 
forces lower-income workers to find ways to stretch 
their already insufficient wages further or cut back on 
other expenses. 

EXPANDING MEDICAID
For nearly 50 years, Medicaid has provided 
healthcare for families with children living in 
poverty. With the Affordable Care Act’s Medicaid 
Expansion component, though, even more people 
across the country can access affordable healthcare. 
Traditionally, Medicaid has been available for children 
and their caregivers with incomes that average 
41 percent of the federal poverty line or below.1 
However, expansion of Medicaid ties eligibility to 
income rather than whether a person has children, 
with an eligibility threshold up to 138 percent of the 
federal poverty line.2 This would help reduce the 
cost of living for low-income workers, making their 
wages stretch further and helping ensure that they 
don’t have to go without healthcare to afford other 
necessities.

However, Idaho has so far failed to expand Medicaid 
eligibility, leaving 86,000 Idahoans in a gap between 
eligibility and ACA subsidies.3 For these workers and 
their families, affordable health care may be difficult 
to come by, leading to high medical bills when family 
members get sick or there is a medical emergency. 
When workers don’t have the funds to pay for the 
bills, they can turn into medical debt that families 

must continue to pay off for months or years to come.
Additionally, expanding Medicaid could create 

additional demand for health services, creating jobs in 
the healthcare sector. Healthcare sector jobs typically 
have a median wage well above Idaho’s minimum 
wage of $7.25 per hour, and many pay more than the 
living wage of $14.57 for a single adult. These new 
jobs would allow workers to support themselves 
and their families without foregoing necessities, and 
spread their income throughout the local economy.

INCREASING WAGES 
Idaho’s minimum wage is far from a living wage for 
a single adult, let alone a family. At $7.25 an hour, the 
minimum wage provides only half of what a single 
adult working 40 hours per week needs to earn to 
cover basic necessities. For a single adult with two 
children, the picture is even worse. The minimum 
wage is only covers 29 percent of their living 
expenses. Low-wage workers are no small portion 
of the population, either. Idaho has the dubious 
distinction of having the largest percentage of the 
workforce earning minimum wage in the nation.4

Idaho’s minimum wage hasn’t increased since 
2009; while the minimum wage has remained 
stagnant, the purchasing power of low-wage workers 
has decreased because of inflation, meaning that 
those making minimum wage four years ago saw 
their $7.25 go further than minimum-wage workers in 
Idaho today. 

$14.57 LIVING WAGE for single adult
How much you have to make PER HOUR to live in IDaHO

FOOD  
$1.18 

IDAHO LIVING WAGE $14.57 / HOUR

IDAHO MINIMUM WAGE $7.25 / HOUR GAP $7.32 / HOUR 

WHAT TO cUT?

IDAHO

HOUSING/UTILITIES 
$3.24

TRANSPORTATION 
$3.64

HEALTHCARE
$0.80 

HOUSEHOLD  
CLOTHING &  
PERSONAL 

$2.22
SAvINGS 10%

$1.23 

STATE &  
FEDERAL 

TAXES 
$2.26

Job
Gap

The
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REGULATING PAYDAY LENDING
With such a gap between wages and the cost of living, 
many low-wage workers turn to payday lenders to 
help pay for emergencies or other large expenses. 
Idaho has no regulation on interest rates for these 
lenders, resulting in sky-high fees that, when the 
borrower is unable to repay, can trap them in a cycle 
of debt.5 These interest payments further drain low-
income families’ budgets and siphon money out of 
the local economy. In Idaho, it’s estimated that three 
out of four borrowers “churn” their loans, a symptom 
of being stuck in a debt cycle.6

To protect citizens, cities like Caldwell are 
considering zoning restrictions preventing more of 
these businesses from opening up in low-income 
areas. Another option is to cap interest rates on short-
term loans at 36 percent, a measure many other states 
have done and a national requirement for loans to 
active-duty military personnel.7 This would help 
protect consumers from wildly increasing fees and 
interest payments.

SOLUTIONS
Too many working families in Idaho depend on 
poverty-level wages, requiring cutting back on 
essentials, turning to payday lenders, and living with 
sky-high medical debt. Without an increase in the 
state’s minimum wage, many families will continue to 
be unable to meet basic needs. 

For low-income families who face emergencies 
or other unexpectedly large expenses, payday loans 
are often a tempting option. However, the lack 
of regulation on this industry allows lenders to 
charge excessive interest rates that keep low-income 
families in a cycle of debt. Regulations including rate 
caps and restrictions on clustering in low-income 
neighborhoods would help low-income families from 
getting caught in never-ending debt.

Expanding Medicaid would allow thousands 
of workers access to affordable healthcare, helping 
workers stay healthy and reducing medical bills. 
This in turn will decrease their likelihood of 
holding medical debt, allowing them to use their 
limited resources toward other necessary expenses. 
Additionally, expansion of Medicaid will create 
higher-paying jobs, allowing more families to earn 
wages high enough to make ends meet.
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I am 21 years old and married, and my wife and I 
have a beautiful 1-year-old daughter.  

I have worked for several years now as a heavy 
truck tire tech at a local tire store. I have had two 
raises since I began working here, and now I make 
$12 an hour. I work long hours and my days off are 
Thursday and Sunday, so I rarely get two days off 
together.

My employer pays for a portion of my health 
insurance, but I must also contribute about $70 
per month. On top of that the company requires 
us to wear uniforms and they charge us for having 
them cleaned each week. After all the other regular 
deductions, I take home about $1,600 a month. I 
continue to look for a better job, but, really, around 
here, I am lucky to have a job that pays more than 
minimum wage, which is $7.25 an hour.

We’ve been getting by, but with my growing 
daughter the expenses also continue to grow.

Our total budget comes to $1,568, and that doesn’t 
leave any room for emergencies or savings.

My wife just started working last month. She 
is working 20 hours a week as a laundry aide in a 
retirement facility. She makes $8.50 an hour, but will 
have to pay around $280 a month for childcare, so she 
will bring home less than $300 a month.  

Her income will certainly help us with things like 
medical and dental co-pays. My wife needs about 
$5,000 for dental work after insurance pays their 
portion and, right now, she has to suffer because we 
can’t afford that much.

We try to save for emergencies, but every month 
something comes up and that extra $10 was always 
spent on something important like having our dog 
spayed at the low-cost clinic. We were devastated 
when she got really sick following surgery and died 
because we couldn’t afford thousands of dollars for 
emergency care. The reality that we can’t even afford 
a pet is really depressing considering we were both 
raised surrounded by pets.

‘I TAKE HOME ABOUT $1,600 A MONTH. OUR TOTAL BUDGET  
COMES TO $1,568, AND THAT DOESN’T LEAVE ANY ROOM  
FOR EMERGENCIES OR SAVINGS.’

TEEJAY HENRY  •  LEWISTON, ID

5R Photography

Our reality is that we can’t even afford to live in 
our own house because rent is out of our budget on 
what the two of us earn. We are fortunate to live in 
a nice house as roommates, but, as a young family, 
we can’t wait for the day we can move into our own 
place, and maybe have a little dog for our daughter to 
grow up with.
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* Per working adult

IDAHO COUNTIES  •  2014 FINDINGS

ADA
2014 Monthly  
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with 
a school-age child 
(age 6-8 years)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 
school-age child 
(6-8 years)

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

Food  $205  $391  $516  $752  $752 

Housing & utilities  $599  $747  $747  $747  $747 

Transportation  $631  $577  $577  $1,260  $1,407 

Health care  $139  $282  $379  $437  $437 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $393  $499  $555  $799  $836 

Savings (10%)  $219  $277  $308  $444  $464 

Child care  —  $322  $942  —  $942 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $4,882  $5,174  $5,956  $6,091  $8,579 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $2,593  $3,527  $4,519  $4,945  $3,149*

Gross income needed (annually)  $31,114  $42,319  $54,228  $59,341  $37,794*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $14.96  $20.35  $26.07  $28.53  $18.17*

CANYON
2014 Monthly  
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with 
a school-age child 
(age 6-8 years)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 
school-age child 
(6-8 years)

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

Food  $205  $391  $516  $752  $752 

Housing & utilities  $599  $747  $747  $747  $747 

Transportation  $631  $577  $577  $1,260  $1,407 

Health care  $139  $282  $379  $437  $437 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $393  $499  $555  $799  $836 

Savings (10%)  $219  $277  $308  $444  $464 

Child care  —  $265  $742  —  $742 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $4,882  $4,841  $5,234  $6,091  $7,859 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $2,593  $3,441  $4,259  $4,945  $3,019*

Gross income needed (annually)  $31,114  $41,295  $51,106  $59,341  $36,233*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $14.96  $19.85  $24.57  $28.53  $17.42*



* Per working adult

IDAHO COUNTIES  •  2014 FINDINGS

NEZ PERCE
2014 Monthly  
Family Budgets

Household 1: 
Single adult

Household 2: 
Single adult with 
a school-age child 
(age 6-8 years)

Household 3: 
Single adult with 
a toddler (12-24 
months) and a 
school-age child 
(6-8 years)

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

Food  $205  $391  $516  $752  $752 

Housing & utilities  $532  $680  $680  $680  $680 

Transportation  $631  $577  $577  $1,260  $1,407 

Health care  $139  $282  $379  $437  $437 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $377  $482  $538  $782  $819 

Savings (10%)  $209  $268  $299  $434  $455 

Child care  —  $322  $942  —  $942 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $4,551  $4,636  $5,625  $5,748  $8,237 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $2,472  $3,389  $4,398  $4,823  $3,089*

Gross income needed (annually)  $29,666  $40,664  $52,781  $57,882  $37,064*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $14.26  $19.55  $25.38  $27.83  $17.82*

ICAN provides a voice for Idahoans committed to progressive social change 
and develops the power necessary to create those changes.

www.IDAHOCAN.org

The Alliance for a Just Society is a federation of community-based 
social, racial and economic justice organizations.

www.ALLIANCEFORAJUSTSOCIETY.org


