
LOW WAGE
NATION

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
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►9 job seekers for every 1 job opening 
► 49% of openings don’t pay living wage
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► 31 job seekers for every 1 job opening 
►85% of openings don’t pay living wage
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Total job seekers: 290,000 
Total job openings: 63,319
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KEY FINDINGS FOR OREGON
Forty-nine percent of job openings pay less than $15.96 

an hour, the living wage for a single adult. More than 
four out of five, 85 percent, pay less than $30.75 an hour, 
the living wage for a single adult with two children.

For each job opening that pays at least $15.96 an hour, 
the living wage for a single adult, there are nine job-
seekers on average. For each job opening that pays at 
least $30.75 an hour, the living wage for a single adult 
with two children, there are 31 job-seekers on average.
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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.



In 2007, at age 19, I was laid off for a second time as the Great Recession came into full swing. Despite a 
long effort to look for work and find ways to better my life, in 2010, I was unemployed again. The only job I 
could find after many months of searching was at a Walmart. Although I worked as many hours as I could, and 
sold plasma for additional income, I could not afford to pay all my bills. My car was repossessed, my phone 
was turned off, and my credit cards were cancelled. I quickly found that my Walmart wage could not support 
college attendance.

I moved to Oregon a few months later, hoping to find better work and a better opportunity for my future. 
However, the only work I was able to attain was as a teacher’s aide at a local high school. Although I liked the 
work, it paid the minimum wage and required only a few hours a week. This meant that — despite my best 
efforts to look for more work, enroll in college, and continue selling off my plasma for extra income — I could 
not afford rent. By the spring of 2011, I became homeless, and could only find shelter in a broken-down SUV.

For months I lived in the SUV while continuing to apply for any and all jobs I could. I began receiving food 
stamps and eating free meals provided by charities, and continued to sell plasma. I did all that I could to not 
look homeless for job interviews, including having a set of clean clothes and maintaining a membership at the 
local YMCA. In all my searching, I never gained employment. 

Eventually, I became ill and had to stop looking for work. Selling my plasma twice a week for about a year, as well as being undernourished, 
were major factors in my becoming ill. Not only could I not sell plasma while I was sick, but, because of that, I had to give up my YMCA 
membership, haircuts, and clean clothing. Because food stamps only provided for about half the month’s food costs, I needed what little 
money I made from selling my plasma for food. It was in the spring of 2011, when I reached the point where I had to choose my health 
instead of the now unrealistic idea of finding a job.

By summer I made a few friends who were local activists, and college students. Because I made so little in 2010, I now qualified for some 
income-based grants to attend college. Over the next three years my friends helped me out enough that I was eventually able to get back 
on my feet, attend college, and find a place to stay. It wasn’t easy, and I learned a lot along the way.

The lesson that became most clear to me during this hardship was that my story is not unique. I learned that despite what I had been 
told, my becoming homeless was not all my fault. I learned that more than 10 million people in the U.S. had been laid off since the beginning 
of the Great Recession. I learned that since 2009 there have never been less than 12 million Americans unemployed and looking for a job 
every month. I learned so much, but I above all, I learned that a great injustice had been done to myself, my family, and many millions in my 
generation. I learned that if this was to be rectified, if justice was once again to prevail, if people weren’t made to be unemployed against 
their will, things needed to change in a big way.

2014 OREGON JOB GAP Total Job Seekers: 290,000 Total Job Openings: 63,319 

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 $15.96 $23.74 $30.75 $31.14

Living wage job openings 32,524 17,520 9,263 8,467

Job seekers per living wage opening 9 to 1 17 to 1 31 to 1 34 to 1

Percent of all job openings paying less than a living wage 49% 72% 85% 87%

“Even with that, my income was not nearly enough pay my bills. My car 
was repossessed, my phone was turned off, and my credit cards were 

cancelled. Hoping to enter college to improve my circumstances, I found 
that I had no G.I. Bill benefits, I didn’t qualify for any federal grants, and a 

Walmart wage could not support college attendance.”

KEITH HAXTON
ASHLAND, OREGON

I SOLD MY PLASMA  
TO MAKE SOME EXTRA MONEY



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
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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

 


