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WORKPLACE
DIGNITY

IN 2013, MAKE THE ROAD NEW YORK  
SERVED AND ENGAGED 14,000 COMMUNITY 
MEMBERS AND WON MAJOR VICTORIES TO 
IMPROVE THE LIVES OF MILLIONS MORE.

We promote good jobs with a living wage and 
workers’ right to organize. 
MRNY’s work—including our landmark Wage 
Theft Prevention Act—has helped make New 
York’s worker protections a model for the nation.
Helped win guaranteed paid 
sick days for one million 
NYC workers.

Trained 1,865 workers in 
workplace rights, health, 
and safety. 

Placed 275 people in jobs 
with an average hourly wage 
of $13.21, helped 735 access 
job training and certificates, 
and incubated a cleaning 
cooperative to create living 
wage jobs.

Provided full legal 
representation to 445 low-
wage workers to collect 
unpaid wages and enforce 
workplace laws. 

Helped win collective 
bargaining contracts in six 
car washes, turning the tide 
in the campaign to organize 
5,000 of the city’s most 
exploited workers.

Helped increase the state’s 
hourly minimum wage from 
$7.25 to $9, giving 1.5 million 
workers a raise.

MAKE THE ROADNEW YORK

DIGNIDAD, COMUNIDAD Y PODER

EDUCATION
QUALITY

We advocate for a 
dignified learning 
environment for  
all students. 
MRNY has helped 
thousands of parents  
and students impact  
the direction of their 
public schools. 

Supported 80% of students 
in four Bushwick high 
schools to apply for college 
and financial aid, achieving 
a 75% acceptance rate, while 
advocating for better college 
access for young immigrants.

Broke ground on a new 
public elementary school 
and won commitments to 
build another, adding a total 
of 1,420 new seats to relieve 
severe school overcrowding 
in northwest Queens.

Helped 1,609 adults learn 
English, computer skills, 
civics, and pass their high 
school equivalency exams.

Worked to reform 
discipline policies that 
disproportionately expel and 
criminalize students of color.

Founded and supported 
10 Gay-Straight Alliances, 
bringing our LGBTQ 
awareness and anti-bullying 
curriculum to 1,000 students.
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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  •  NEW YORK

NEW YORK’S WORKING FAMILIES NEED A RAISE TO MAKE ENDS MEET

For too many workers in New York, wages aren’t enough to make ends meet. The state’s 2013 minimum 
wage of $7.25 per hour provided just over one-third of what a single adult needed to get by outside 
of New York City, and only 20 percent of what a single adult with two children needed in order to 
provide for her family’s basic needs. In New York City, the gap was even greater, providing only 32 

percent of what a single adult needed to earn and only 18 percent of what was needed by a single parent with 
two children. Even the current minimum wage of $8.00 provides less than half of what a single adult needs to 
earn in most of the state and just over a third of what that single adult would need in New York City.

Workers who must rely on tips to supplement their income face an even more difficult time getting by, as 
tips earned often only go toward getting their income up to the non-tipped minimum wage, with actual wages 
being significantly less. Because tipped workers rely on customer tips to supplement their very low wages, 

DEBT IN NEW YORK STATE, BY THE NUMBERS

$4,952
AVERAGE CREDIT CARD 

DEBT, 2013
Source: TransUnion, as reported by 

the Washington Post

$212,318
AVERAGE DEBT 
OUTSTANDING  

PER MORTGAGE, 2012
Source: CoreLogic

8%
PORTION OF 
MORTGAGES 

UNDERWATER, 2012
Source: CoreLogic

$25,537
AVERAGE DEBT  

AT GRADUATION, 2012
Source: The Project  

on Student Debt

* Per working adult
Note: These numbers are statewide but exclude New York City.

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  $921  $1,133  $1,133  $1,133  $1,133 

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

Health care  $157  $300  $423  $473  $473 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $478  $600  $662  $904  $941 

Savings (10%)  $266  $333  $368  $502  $523 

Child care  —  $691  $1,669  —  $1,669 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $6,521  $8,113  $11,792  $8,374  $13,480 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $3,202  $4,702  $6,330  $5,722  $4,011*

Gross income needed (annually)  $38,420  $56,421  $75,965  $68,668  $48,126*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $18.47  $27.13  $36.52  $33.01  $23.14*
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they are more likely than other workers to live in 
poverty, especially when tips are not consistent.

RAISING THE MINIMUM WAGE
New York’s minimum wage doesn’t provide enough 
for working families to make ends meet. Even with 
the recent increase to $8.00 per hour, the minimum 
wage falls well short of a living wage, providing less 
than half what even a single adult needs to earn to get 
by, let alone a parent with children. In New York City, 
that wage makes even less of a dent in addressing 
families’ budgets. With such a gap between earnings 
and expenses, many working families have to make 
difficult choices between essentials like food and 
health care in order to pay the bills.

Low-wages do not only affect workers, but 
their families as well. When parents are forced to 
work multiple jobs, they often cannot focus on their 
children and provide them with the support they 
need to succeed. Parent involvement can be a key 

component in children’s achievement.1 Additionally, 
low-wages keep workers from becoming homeowners 
and paying property taxes that are used to fund their 
children’s schools.2

Additionally, because New York statute does not 
allow local governments to pass local minimum wage 
laws different from the state,3 some areas of the state 
with high costs of living, like New York City and 
Ulster County, are left with workers whose wages 
barely make a dent in their monthly budget. Even if 
local governments in these areas wished to pursue 
a local minimum wage closer to a living wage, they 
would be unable to do so.

ABOLISHING THE TIPPED MINIMUM WAGE
Tipped workers in New York are only required to be 
paid between $4.90 and $5.65 per hour, depending 
on their type of employment4 -- only 60-70 percent of 
the non-tipped minimum wage. The gap between the 
tipped and non-tipped minimum wage is supposed 

$18.47 LIVING WAGE for single adult
How much you have to make PER HOUR to live in nEW YORK

NEW YORK LIVING WAGE $18.47/HOUR

NEW YORK MINIMUM WAGE $7.25/HOUR GAP $11.22 / HOUR

WHAT TO cUT?

NEW YORK

FOOD  
$1.18 

HOUSING/UTILITIES 
$5.31

TRANSPORTATION 
$3.64

HEALTHCARE
$0.91 

HOUSEHOLD  
CLOTHING  

& PERSONAL 
$2.76 

SAvINGS 10%
$1.53 

STATE &  
FEDERAL TAXES 

$3.13

Job
Gap

The

$22.49 LIVING WAGE for single adult
How much you have to make PER HOUR to live in nEW YORK CItY

NEW YORK LIVING WAGE $22.49 / HOUR

NEW YORK MINIMUM WAGE $7.25 / HOUR GAP $15.24 / HOUR

WHAT TO cUT?

NEW YORK cITY

FOOD  
$1.18 HOUSING/UTILITIES 

$7.30
TRANSPORTATION 

$3.64
HEALTHCARE

$0.91 
HOUSEHOLD CLOTHING  

& PERSONAL 
$3.26 SAvINGS 10%

$1.81 
STATE &  

FEDERAL TAXES 
$4.38

Job
Gap

The
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to come from tips, with the employer paying the rest 
if tips fall short.5 However, in practice this is hard to 
track, and investigations have shown that violations 
are common.6 Additionally, this leaves customers to 
subsidize the wages of tipped workers, rather than 
requiring businesses to pay their workers fairly.

Tipped workers are twice as likely to live in 
poverty compared to non-tipped workers, but in 
states where servers receive the full minimum wage, 
poverty rates are much lower.7 When the economy 
is slow or when weather keeps customers at home, 
tipped workers see their hours cut and tips shrink, 
causing many to turn to public support just to stay 
afloat. Food servers collect food stamps at twice the 
rate of the U.S. workforce as a whole, and are three 
times more likely to live below the poverty line.8

SOLUTIONS
Working families in New York need a raise. Increasing 
the state’s minimum wage to $10.10 and index it to 
inflation, while still short of a living wage, would be a 
step in the right direction. Because that still falls short 
of a living wage, though, efforts by fast food workers 
and others to increase wages and unionize in those 
businesses is also vital to helping working families 
make ends meet.

Additionally, local governments should be able to 
increase their local minimum wage above the state 

minimum wage to address the higher cost of living in 
some areas and help workers move closer to earning a 
living wage. 

Like all workers, tipped workers like servers also 
need wages that allow them to make ends meet. The 
current tipped minimum wage falls well short. Rather 
than relying on customers to pay 30 to 40 percent of 
tipped workers’ income, the tipped minimum wage 
should be abolished to put the onus on businesses to 
ensure their workers are actually earning at least a 
minimum wage, if not more.

REFERENCES
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NEW YORK CITY, CITYWIDE
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  $1,266  $1,497  $1,497  $1,497  $1,497 

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

Health care  $157  $300  $423  $473  $473 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $565  $691  $753  $995  $1,032 

Savings (10%)  $314  $384  $418  $553  $573 

Child care  —  $615  $1,557  —  $1,557 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $9,118  $11,512  $15,668  $11,620  $17,082 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $3,898  $5,413  $7,047  $6,498  $4,357*

Gross income needed (annually)  $46,771  $64,962  $84,563  $77,976  $52,288*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $22.49  $31.23  $40.66  $37.49  $25.14*

* Per working adult
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It’s been a journey — my mom and I were homeless 
for a year in 2007. It took 11 months of looking almost 
every day to find a job. During that time my mom and 
I both became seriously depressed and she found out 
that she has Lupus. My mom has her ups and downs.  
She needs my help every day — help with showering 
and help with other daily chores.

Through all the ups and downs, I graduated 
from Dutchess Community College with a degree in 
Community Mental Health. Today, I am working two 
part-time jobs.

I work part-time at Taconic Resource Center for 
Independence. I am the independent living specialist 
— I help anyone with disabilities live a more 
independent life, for example, helping people move 
out of a nursing home into the community. I get $12 
an hour and work 20 hours a week.

I have a second job — I work on campus at the 
Office of Accommodative Services. They pay me $14 
an hour for 20 hours a week. At Taconic, I get sick 
days, holidays and vacation, but no health care. The 
college doesn’t offer me any benefits.

Even working two jobs, it’s hard for me to make 
ends meet. To work, I need a car and have to make 
payments. I don’t have health care and am still paying 
off medical bills. I just paid off an $800 hospital bill 
and I am currently paying $300 for a doctor’s note 
that I needed to return to work.

I do good work — I enjoy making a contribution. I 
just hope that I can earn enough to live independently 
and pay my own bills. Those jobs, even for someone 
with an A.A. degree, aren’t out there. I know, I’ve 
been looking.

‘I DON’T HAVE HEALTH CARE AND AM STILL PAYING OFF 
MEDICAL BILLS. I JUST PAID OFF AN $800 HOSPITAL BILL  
AND I AM CURRENTLY PAYING $300 FOR A DOCTOR’S NOTE  
THAT I NEEDED TO RETURN TO WORK.’

MANDI SHERADEN  •  POUGHKEEPSIE, NY
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I moved to New York from Mexico 21 years ago with 
my husband. We live in an apartment in Brooklyn 
with our two children. I work full-time in a bakery 
earning $8.55 an hour, but it has become harder and 
harder to get by. My husband works in construction 
earning $10 an hour.

About a year ago, I was at work when I had an 
accident. My hand got caught in a machine and I lost 
part of my right hand. Instead of being supportive 
and getting me help, my boss almost fired me and 
they didn’t put any money toward my medical 
insurance or bills.

After I went to the hospital, they sent us a bill for 
$19,000. We had absolutely no way to pay. Because 
of my medical expenses, I fell behind on my rent 
check, so my landlord filed a case in court. In the past 
month, I’ve had to go to court twice for not being able 
to pay our rent, which means more unpaid time that 
I have to take off from work. I just don’t know how I 
will get out of this debt.

Now, when we get to the end of the month, we 
can’t always afford food. We were on food stamps, 
but when my daughter got a job as a medical 
assistant, they took us off, saying we should be able 
to afford food. I think it’s really unjust, because 
sometimes people who really need the benefits can’t 
get them. We don’t get to eat every day, because we’re 
paying back what we owe. Some days I just have 
tortillas and eggs to cook.

Our wages are very low and our costs are very 
high. I just don’t know what else to do to pay off my 
debt. I tell my children to study hard so that they can 
get jobs that pay better than mine, so they don’t end 
up in my situation.

‘AFTER I WENT TO THE HOSPITAL THEY SENT US A BILL FOR 
$19,000. WE HAD ABSOLUTELY NO WAY TO PAY. WE DON’T GET TO 
EAT EVERY DAY, BECAUSE WE’RE PAYING BACK WHAT WE OWE.’

CARLOTA ORTEGA  •  BROOKLYN, NY
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* Per working adult

NEW YORK COUNTIES  •  2014 FINDINGS

ALBANY
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  $767  $944  $944  $944  $944 

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

Health care  $157  $300  $423  $473  $473 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $440  $553  $615  $857  $894 

Savings (10%)  $244  $307  $342  $476  $497 

Child care  —  $666  $1,620  —  $1,620 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $5,766  $7,109  $10,095  $7,466  $12,389 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $2,925  $4,330  $5,877  $5,384  $3,809*

Gross income needed (annually)  $35,103  $51,960  $70,521  $64,605  $45,707*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $16.88  $24.98  $33.90  $31.06  $21.97*
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* Per working adult

NEW YORK COUNTIES  •  2014 FINDINGS

ULSTER
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  $947  $1,220  $1,220  $1,220  $1,220 

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

Health care  $157  $300  $423  $473  $473 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $485  $622  $684  $926  $963 

Savings (10%)  $269  $345  $380  $514  $535 

Child care  —  $666  $1,620  —  $1,620 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $6,639  $8,448  $12,183  $8,796  $13,727 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $3,248  $4,825  $6,434  $5,878  $4,056*

Gross income needed (annually)  $38,976  $57,899  $77,209  $70,535  $48,676*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $18.74  $27.84  $37.12  $33.91  $23.40*
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The Alliance for a Just Society is a federation of community-based 
social, racial and economic justice organizations.

www.ALLIANCEFORAJUSTSOCIETY.org

Make the Road New York builds the power of 
Latino and working class communities to achieve dignity 

and justice through organizing, policy innovation, 
transformative education, and survival services.

www.MAKETHEROAD.org

Citizen Action of New York is a grassroots 
membership organization taking on big issues that are at 

the center of transforming American society.

www.CITIZENACTIONNY.org

WORKPLACE
DIGNITY

IN 2013, MAKE THE ROAD NEW YORK  
SERVED AND ENGAGED 14,000 COMMUNITY 
MEMBERS AND WON MAJOR VICTORIES TO 
IMPROVE THE LIVES OF MILLIONS MORE.

We promote good jobs with a living wage and 
workers’ right to organize. 
MRNY’s work—including our landmark Wage 
Theft Prevention Act—has helped make New 
York’s worker protections a model for the nation.
Helped win guaranteed paid 
sick days for one million 
NYC workers.

Trained 1,865 workers in 
workplace rights, health, 
and safety. 

Placed 275 people in jobs 
with an average hourly wage 
of $13.21, helped 735 access 
job training and certificates, 
and incubated a cleaning 
cooperative to create living 
wage jobs.

Provided full legal 
representation to 445 low-
wage workers to collect 
unpaid wages and enforce 
workplace laws. 

Helped win collective 
bargaining contracts in six 
car washes, turning the tide 
in the campaign to organize 
5,000 of the city’s most 
exploited workers.

Helped increase the state’s 
hourly minimum wage from 
$7.25 to $9, giving 1.5 million 
workers a raise.

MAKE THE ROADNEW YORK

DIGNIDAD, COMUNIDAD Y PODER

EDUCATION
QUALITY

We advocate for a 
dignified learning 
environment for  
all students. 
MRNY has helped 
thousands of parents  
and students impact  
the direction of their 
public schools. 

Supported 80% of students 
in four Bushwick high 
schools to apply for college 
and financial aid, achieving 
a 75% acceptance rate, while 
advocating for better college 
access for young immigrants.

Broke ground on a new 
public elementary school 
and won commitments to 
build another, adding a total 
of 1,420 new seats to relieve 
severe school overcrowding 
in northwest Queens.

Helped 1,609 adults learn 
English, computer skills, 
civics, and pass their high 
school equivalency exams.

Worked to reform 
discipline policies that 
disproportionately expel and 
criminalize students of color.

Founded and supported 
10 Gay-Straight Alliances, 
bringing our LGBTQ 
awareness and anti-bullying 
curriculum to 1,000 students.
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