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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  •  VIRGINIA

EXPANDING MEDICAID WOULD HELP WORKERS MAKE ENDS MEET

For too many workers in Virginia, wages aren’t enough to make ends meet. The state’s minimum wage 
of $7.25 per hour provides just over one third of what a single adult needs to get by, and only one fifth 
of what a single adult with two children needs in order to provide for her family’s basic needs. 

Additionally, because Virginia has not expanded eligibility for Medicaid, 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 have trouble staying healthy, but can end up with significant medical debt 
for even minor visits to the doctor or delay treatment and risk conditions worsening to even more expensive 
emergencies. Such debt forces lower-income workers to find ways to stretch their already insufficient wages 
further or cut back on other necessary expenses like food or housing. 

* Per working adult

DEBT IN VIRGINIA, BY THE NUMBERS

$5,329
AVERAGE CREDIT 
CARD DEBT, 2013

Source: TransUnion,  
as reported by the 
Washington Post

314,000
POTENTIAL 

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

Family Foundation

$229,565
AVERAGE DEBT 
OUTSTANDING  

PER MORTGAGE, 
2012

Source: CoreLogic

20%
PORTION OF 
MORTGAGES 

UNDERWATER, 
2012

Source: CoreLogic

$25,017
AVERAGE DEBT  

AT GRADUATION, 
2012

Source: The Project  
on Student Debt

27%
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  $927  $1,107  $1,107  $1,107  $1,107 

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

Health care  $156  $319  $498  $550  $550 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $480  $598  $674  $917  $954 

Savings (10%)  $266  $332  $375  $509  $530 

Child care  —  $563  $1,409  —  $1,409 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $6,651  $8,412  $11,100  $9,481  $13,174 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $3,218  $4,589  $6,079  $5,885  $3,903*

Gross income needed (annually)  $38,622  $55,062  $72,951  $70,615  $46,833*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $18.57  $26.47  $35.07  $33.95  $22.52*
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EXPANDING MEDICAID
For nearly 50 years, Medicaid has provided health 
care 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 health care. 
Traditionally, Medicaid has been available for children 
and their caregivers with incomes that average 
41 percent of the federal poverty line or below.1 
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 Expansion would help reduce the cost of living 
for low-income workers, making wages stretch 
further and helping ensure that families don’t have to 
go without health care to afford other necessities.

As of August 2014, Virginia has failed to expand 
Medicaid eligibility, leaving 314,000 Virginians in 
a gap between eligibility and ACA subsidies.3 For 
these workers and their families, affordable health 
care is nearly impossible to obtain, 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, those bills can turn into 
medical debt that families must continue to pay off 
for months or years to come.

Additionally, expanding Medicaid would create 
additional demand for health services, creating new jobs 
in the health care sector. Health care sector jobs typically 
have a median wage well above Virginia’s minimum 
wage of $7.25 per hour, and many pay more than the 
living wage of $18.57 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, 
which creates even more jobs in other sectors.

SOLUTIONS
Too many working families in Virginia depend on 
poverty-level wages, which requires cutting back on 
essentials, and, for those without access to affordable 
health insurance, living with sky-high medical debt 
or avoiding treatment and preventive care that can 
result in expensive emergencies. Working families 
need more support, including increased wages, to 
help ensure that full-time work provides the ability to 
make ends meet.

Expanding Medicaid would allow hundreds of 
thousands of workers in Virginia access to affordable 
health care, 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.

REFERENCES
1 Medicaid.gov. Medicaid and CHIP program information: non disabled adults.  

http://www.medicaid.gov/Medicaid-CHIP-Program-Information/By-Population/Adults/
Non-Disabled-Adults.html

2 Mulvey, J., Baumrucker, E., Fernandez, B., and C. Scott (2011). Definition of income in 
PPACA for certain Medicaid provisions and premium credits. Congressional Research 
Service. http://www.ncsl.org/documents/health/defincacamedicdprov.pdf

3 The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation (2014). A closer look at the impact of state 
decisions not to expand Medicaid on coverage for uninsured adults.  
http://kff.org/medicaid/fact-sheet/a-closer-look-at-the-impact-of-state-decisions-not-to-
expand-medicaid-on-coverage-for-uninsured-adults/

$18.57 LIVING WAGE for single adult
How much you have to make PER HOUR to live in VIRGInIa

VIRGINIA LIVING WAGE $18.57/HOUR

VIRGINIA MINIMUM WAGE $7.25/HOUR GAP $11.32 / HOUR

WHAT TO cUT?

VIRGINIA

FOOD  
$1.18 

HOUSING/UTILITIES 
$5.35

TRANSPORTATION 
$3.64

HEALTHCARE
$0.90 

HOUSEHOLD  
CLOTHING &  
PERSONAL 

$2.77 
SAvINGS 10%

$1.54 
STATE &  

FEDERAL TAXES 
$3.20

Job
Gap

The
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I’m a 30-year resident of Rocky Gap, Va., located in 
Bland County, a rural county of about 8,000 people. I 
live on a two-acre property in a house built over 150 
years ago. My daughter, her husband, and their four 
children also live on the property in a trailer.

I graduated from Emory and Henry College with 
a bachelor’s in history while working two jobs and 
raising two children. I had scholarships and funding 
to cover most of the costs, but I still needed to take 
out loans. I graduated with a little over $20,000 in 
debt, but, with interest, that grew to almost $40,000. 

Luckily this year, my loans were forgiven for being 
on disability. But, if my health improves and I return 
to work within the next five years, my student loan 
debt will become active again. Unless I make a living 
wage, I still won’t be able to afford to pay it off. Plus, 
getting that debt forgiven counts as income, so I still 
owe taxes on it.

Sicknesses in my family really put us over the 
edge financially. I was diagnosed with an immune 
system disease and heart problems. Even though I 
was working for the county and had state insurance, 
I had outrageous co-payments for medical tests. I 
refinanced my house to pay off the $7,000 in medical 
debt.  

Then, my son was diagnosed with an aggressive 
form of arthritis, so now he’s unemployed. We have 
to pay $120 a week for his medicine. Because Virginia 
failed to expand Medicaid, we’re hurting even more 
trying to cover his medical health costs.

It’s really hard to make ends meet even when 
living as cheaply as we can. We rely on food pantries, 
do without luxuries, and are working as hard as 
we can to pay off our debts. My mortgage is $384 a 
month and my vehicle payment is $240 a month. We 
are trying to pay off a $4,000 credit card debt created 
by my son’s medical situation. 

I receive about $700 in disability per month. My 

daughter and her husband earn about $50,000 per 
year with their working salaries combined. With 
costs still rising and our incomes stagnant, there’s not 
enough to cover basic expenses, let alone pay off our 
debt.

I am worried about my grandchildren because 
they are going to have even less opportunity than I 
had. I could live in a tent, my life is all I need, but I 
want a better future for my grandchildren.

‘EVEN THOUGH I WAS WORKING FOR THE COUNTY  
AND HAD INSURANCE, I HAD OUTRAGEOUS CO-PAYMENTS  
FOR MEDICAL TESTS. I REFINANCED MY HOUSE TO PAY OFF  
THE $7,000 IN MEDICAL DEBT.’

DENISE SMITH  •  ROCKY GAP, VA
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* Per working adult

VIRGINIA COUNTY-LEVEL  •  2014 FINDINGS

FAIRFAX
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  $1,215  $1,436  $1,436  $1,436  $1,436 

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

Health care  $156  $319  $498  $550  $550 

Household, clothing & personal (18%)  $552  $681  $756  $999  $1,036 

Savings (10%)  $306  $378  $420  $555  $576 

Child care  —  $788  $2,052  —  $2,052 

State/federal taxes (annually)  $8,014  $11,197  $16,219  $11,041  $16,922 

Gross income needed (monthly)  $3,732  $5,502  $7,606  $6,471  $4,609*

Gross income needed (annually)  $44,788  $66,018  $91,267  $77,652  $55,305*

LIVING WAGE (HOURLY)  $21.53  $31.74  $43.88  $37.33  $26.59*
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Virginia Organizing is a non-partisan statewide grassroots organization 
dedicated to challenging injustice by empowering people in local 

communities to address issues that affect the quality of their lives. Virginia 
Organizing especially encourages the participation of those who have 

traditionally had little or no voice in our society. By building relationships 
with individuals and groups throughout the state, Virginia Organizing strives 
to get them to work together, democratically and non-violently, for change.

www.VIRGINIA-ORGANIZING.org

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

www.ALLIANCEFORAJUSTSOCIETY.org


