
LOW WAGE
NATION

F A C T  S H E E T

January 2015 
By Ben Henry and Allyson Fredericksen

DOWNLOAD THE FULL REPORT ONLINE
www.thejobgap.org

Nearly half of new U.S. jobs don’t 
pay enough to make ends meet

NEW YORk CITY Job
Gap

The

► 55% of openings don’t pay living wage
SINGLE ADULT

PERCENT AVAILABLE  
JOBS THAT DON’T  
PAY LIVING WAGE

SINGLE ADULT 
with two children

►81% of openings don’t pay living wage

81%

PERCENT AVAILABLE  
JOBS THAT DON’T  
PAY LIVING WAGE

Total job openings: 148,960

www.thejobgap.org

55%

NEW YORk Job
Gap

The

► 61% of openings don’t pay living wage

SINGLE ADULT
PERCENT AVAILABLE  

JOBS THAT DON’T  
PAY LIVING WAGE

SINGLE ADULT 
with two children

►89% of openings don’t pay living wage

PERCENT AVAILABLE  
JOBS THAT DON’T  
PAY LIVING WAGE

Total job openings: 148,960

www.thejobgap.org

61%

89%



NATIONAL SUMMARY

•A large proportion of workers are not earning living wages: Nearly two of five existing jobs pay less than 
$15 an hour.

•Nearly half of new jobs are low-wage jobs: About 48 percent of projected national job openings do not 
pay $15 or higher. In analyzing individual states, that percentage ranges from 35 percent (Massachusetts) to 
61 percent (South Dakota).

•There are not enough living wage jobs to go around: Nationally, there are seven times more job-seekers 

than there are projected jobs paying $15 or higher, leaving workers seeking better wages with few options.

MOST OF AMERICA’S JOB GROWTH IS TAKING PLACE  
IN LOW-WAGE OCCUPATIONS.

• Largest-growing occupations don’t pay living wages: Among the top 10 occupations with the most 
projected job openings, just one has a median wage greater than $15 an hour. The four occupations with the 
greatest projected number of job openings are in retail and food service, with median wages ranging between 
$8.81 and $10.16 an hour. Many of these low-wage, high-growth occupations disproportionately employ women 
and people of color, negatively affecting their chances of making ends meet.

• Largest-growing jobs are among the lowest-paying: Two of the top five occupations with the most 
projected job openings also rank among the top five in lowest pay.

FOR WORKERS TO MAKE ENDS MEET, RAISE WAGES, 
STRENGTHEN SUPPORT SYSTEMS, AND INVEST IN HIGHER-
WAGE INDUSTRIES LIKE HEALTH CARE. 

•Invest in higher-pay industries, like the health care sector: Out of the 61 “Healthcare Practitioners 
and Technical” occupations defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, just two have a median wage 
that is less than $15 an hour. Even in the lower-paying “Healthcare Support Occupations,” the majority of 
occupations pay more than $12 per hour, significantly above the federal minimum wage. Investing in health 
care and other higher-wage industries can reverse the trend of primarily low-wage job growth.

• Increase the minimum wage to benefit workers in all industries: Raising the wage floor would move all 
occupations toward providing wages that can meet basic needs.

•Strengthen support systems: Federal and state programs like food stamps, the Earned Income Tax Credit, 
and child care subsidies help working families earning less than a living wage get by.

WE LIVE IN A NATION WHERE WORKERS ARE NOT EARNING 
ENOUGH TO MAKE ENDS MEET, AND HAVE FEW OPTIONS  
TO INCREASE THEIR WAGES.

Workers are falling short financially in our nation, and there are few living wage 

jobs to go around. With most of America’s job growth taking place in low-wage 

occupations, the reality facing workers is clear: America is becoming a low-wage 

nation and, without action, the living wage crisis will only continue to worsen.



Eight years ago, I emigrated from Peru to New York City. I was a trained elementary teacher 

in Peru, but here I work hard cleaning houses and bathrooms to earn money for my family. I’ve 

applied to numerous jobs with New York schools to use my teaching skills, but I don’t have the 

connections or the English abilities. I have my documents, but each time I call to apply they tell 

me there are no positions available.

I earn $9 per hour and my husband, who also does cleaning for a living, earns $13. Even 

working full-time, we can barely cover the basic costs of living in Queens. New York is the most 

expensive state in the country and we can barely make it. We can’t afford to have savings.

In order to afford the rent, our family has to share our apartment with another family. It’s 

crowded and we don’t have the privacy that I would like to have, especially having a 6-year-

old daughter, but it’s the only way that we can afford the rent. I’d also really like to send my 

daughter to a better school someday.

We live paycheck-to-paycheck and my daughter, Michelle, notices it. I’ve heard her praying 

to God to “send my mami some money so that she can buy me a little doll,” and it breaks my 

heart not to be able to do anything.

While I’m at work, Michelle is in school or being taken care of by a neighbor, who also 

happens to be an unemployed professional. Michelle tells me, “Moms should be with their 

kids,” but I have to keep working to make ends meet.

“We live paycheck-to-paycheck and my daughter, Michelle, notices it. I’ve heard her 

praying to God to ‘Send my mami some money so that she can buy me a little doll’ 

and it breaks my heart not to be able to do anything.” 

IT BREAKS MY HEART NOT TO BE 
ABLE TO DO ANYTHING

GLADYS COLOMA
QUEENS, NEW YORK

NEW YORK STATE (EXCEPT NYC)  Total Job Openings: 148,960 

Household 1:  
Single adult

Household 2: Single 
adult with one child

Household 3: Single 
adult with two children

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

Living wage levels $18.47 $27.13 $36.52 $33.01

Living wage job openings 58,410 35,460 16,410 21,490

Job seekers per living wage opening n/a n/a n/a n/a

Percent of all job openings paying less than a living wage 61% 76% 89% 86%

NEW YORK CITY  Total Job Openings: 137,540 

Household 1:  
Single adult

Household 2: Single 
adult with one child

Household 3: Single 
adult with two children

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

Living wage levels $22.49 $31.23 $40.66 $37.49

Living wage job openings 61,890 45,230 25,730 31,340

Job seekers per living wage opening n/a n/a n/a n/a

Percent of all job openings paying less than a living wage 55% 67% 81% 77%



The Alliance’s Job Gap Economic Prosperity Series examines the ability of working families to 
move beyond living paycheck-to-paycheck in today’s economy, seeking to understand both the 
barriers keeping families from achieving economic prosperity and what actions policymakers 
can take to help families and communities thrive. www.thejobgap.org

JobGap
The

Economic
Prosperity series

ALLIANCE AFFILIATES

The Center for Community Growth (Pennsylvania)

The Center for Intercultural Organizing (Oregon)

Citizen Action of New York

Connecticut Citizen Action Group

Idaho Community Action Network

Indian People’s Action (Montana)

Maine People’s Alliance

Make the Road New York

Montana Organizing Project

OneAmerica (Washington)

Oregon Action

Race Forward

Restaurant Opportunities Center United

Virginia Organizing

Washington Community Action Network

The Alliance for a Just Society’s mission is to execute regional and national 
campaigns and build strong state affiliate organizations and partnerships that 
address economic, racial, and social inequities. www.allianceforajustsociety.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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