
 Why We Need to Raise Wages for 
America’s Lowest-Paid Families



Acknowledgements
Bare Minimum: Why We Need to Raise Wages for America’s Lowest-Paid Families is an initiative of The 
Leadership Conference Education Fund. This project was overseen by June Zeitlin and Emily Chatterjee, 
with significant staff assistance provided by Arielle Atherley, Amanda Jackson, and Sergio Lopez, and 
review and editing provided by Ellen Buchman, Tyler Lewis, Kristine Lucius, and Seema Nanda. 

The Education Fund and its partners conducted interviews with people working at or near the 
minimum wage for this report. We would like to thank Amanda Jackson, Sergio Lopez, Arielle 
Atherley, and Elisa Minoff for conducting the interviews. We are grateful to our colleagues at the 
Restaurant Opportunities Centers United (ROC United) and the Service Employees International 
Union (SEIU) for connecting us with some of the working people we interviewed. We are deeply 
indebted to all of those who took time out of their busy schedules to talk with us. In particular, we 
would like to thank Rita, Mercelis, Latesha, Krizma, Thea, Trupti, Quantina, and Stephen.

We would like to thank Elisa Minoff, a consultant for the Georgetown Center on Poverty and 
Inequality, who was the principal author of this edition of the report, which is based on previous 
editions by Indivar Dutta-Gupta and Kali Grant of the Georgetown Center on Poverty and Inequality. 
Huixian “Anita” Li conducted the data analysis and updated all of the graphs and tables. Indivar Dutta-
Gupta provided significant feedback and advice at every step of the process. Casey Goldvale provided 
helpful analysis and Laura Tatum offered feedback on the entire report.

We are grateful to the following individuals who reviewed all or part of the report and provided useful 
data, information, and advice: Amanda Lowe, Amy Sherer, and Cheryl Bates-Harris from National 
Disabilities Rights Network; Judy Conti, Yannet Lathrop, Tsedeye Gebreselassie, Paul Sonn, and Raj 
Nayak from National Employment Law Project; Julie Vogtman from National Women’s Law Center; 
David Cooper from Economic Policy Institute; Rachel West from Center for American Progress; 
Meghan Maury from National LGBTQ Task Force; Arun Ivatury from SEIU; and Teófilo Reyes from 
ROC United. 

The design and layout were created by Tom Drymon of Nice Work Company.

Finally, we would like to thank the JPB Foundation for its financial support of this initiative.

This report, an update and expansion of our 2015 report, Raising Wages, Reducing Inequality, 
Sustaining Families: Why raising the minimum wage is a civil and human rights issue, is part of our 
continuing collaborative efforts to raise awareness among the civil and human rights community 
about the need for stronger minimum wage policies to advance equity and fair pay for individuals and 
families trying to get by in low-paying jobs. We hope our allies and partners throughout the country 
benefit from the report’s narrative and associated resources to advance their respective work.

The authors and publisher are solely responsible for the accuracy of statements and interpretations contained in this 
publication; any views expressed are attributable to them.

Copyright Creative Commons © 2018 by The Leadership Conference Education Fund and Georgetown 
Center on Poverty and Inequality. Notice of rights: This report has been published under a Creative 

Commons license. This work may be copied, redistributed, or displayed by anyone, provided that proper attribution is 
given and that the adaptation also carries a Creative Commons license. Commercial use of this work is disallowed.





Why We Need to Raise Wages for 
America’s Lowest-Paid Families



BARE MINIMUM:  Why We Need to Raise Wages for America’s Lowest-Paid Families

Table of Contents
Foreward ..........................................................................................................................................................1

Introduction and Summary ..............................................................................................................................3

Living on Minimum Wage ............................................................................................................................8   
   Unpacking the Low-Wage Workforce ........................................................................................................10
   Making Ends Meet ......................................................................................................................................12
   Working for Less—People Working  
   for Tips and People with Disabilities ...........................................................................................................14

The Case for Raising the Minimum Wage ...............................................................................................21
   Eliminating the tipped minimum wage  
   and the subminimum wage for  
   working people with disabilities .................................................................................................................27

The Economic Impact of Raising the Minimum Wage ...........................................................................31

Recent Progress is Under Threat ...............................................................................................................33

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................................38

Endnotes ........................................................................................................................................................39



1BARE MINIMUM:  Why We Need to Raise Wages for America’s Lowest-Paid Families

Foreword
“[W]e know that we have no future in a society in which 6 million Black and 
White people are unemployed and millions more live in poverty. Nor is the 
goal of our civil rights revolution merely the passage of civil rights legislation. 
Yes, we want all public accommodations open to all citizens, but those 
accommodations will mean little to those who cannot afford to use them.1

– A. Philip Randolph, 1963 Speech at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom

Raising wages is more than a question of economics. It’s a question of values that forces us to 
grapple with whether we as a nation value the people who are the engine of our economy.

For civil and human rights leaders, this has never been anything but a moral question. The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the U.N. General Assembly in December 1948, declared 
that “Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself 
and his family an existence worthy of human dignity.”2

Who can argue with the statement that working people should be able to live in dignity? Today,  
low-paid working people care for our family members. They pick our fruits and vegetables. They 
clean our homes and offices. They cut our hair and serve lunch to our children.3 They do valuable 
work that benefits us all. And they should be paid fairly for the work they do.

Raising the federal minimum wage and eliminating the tipped minimum wage and the subminimum 
wage for certain workers with disabilities is essential to allow working people to cover basic expenses 
like housing, food, transportation, childcare, health care, and other necessities. Eliminating the tipped 
minimum wage and the subminimum wage for people with disabilities would also rectify longstanding 
injustices and ensure that no one will work for pennies in America.

The modern civil rights movement of the 20th century framed wages as a question about our 
character as a nation and our commitment to democratic ideals. In his argument for a march on 
Washington in 1942, A. Philip Randolph said that “A community is democratic only when the 
humblest and weakest person can enjoy the highest civil, economic, and social rights that the 
biggest and most powerful possess.”

In the more than 30 years between 1979 and 2012, the top 1 percent’s share of all income in 
America nearly doubled (from 8.9 percent to 17.3 percent of total income).4 The vast majority of 
working people have seen their wages stagnate over the same period. If wages had risen along 
with their increasing productivity, then incomes for most working people would be about 20 percent 
higher than they are now.5
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Bare Minimum: Why We Need to Raise Wages for America’s Lowest-Paid Families makes a case 
for raising wages that is grounded in history, economics, and movements across the country, but 
particularly in the lived experience of our lowest-paid working people. Eight working people from 
across the country share with us their experiences trying to make ends meet on incomes just above 
the federal minimum wage. The data in our report is compelling; the stories make it real.
 
America’s working people deserve a raise because they should be paid fairly for the work they do. 
When President Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed the law creating the first federal minimum wage 
in 1938, it was intended to be a floor. But it must be a floor that is strong enough to support working 
people, not so shaky that we question the very foundation of the home.

Vanita Gupta      Peter Edelman
President and CEO     Faculty Director 
The Leadership Conference Education Fund  Georgetown Center on Poverty and Inequality
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Introduction and Summary
Every morning, Rita wakes up at 5:00 a.m. so she can get to the private elementary school where 
she works to get breakfast ready for the kids. Her job as a lunch room manager in Tampa, Florida 
is hard, but she enjoys the work: “It’s good, I like it,” she says. Each day after breakfast is finished, 
Rita turns to overseeing the preparation and serving of lunch and ordering food for the next day. It is 
up to her to ensure that there are enough meals to feed the hungry little mouths that pass through 
her doors. Her previous job was at a hotel in St. Petersburg, where setting up banquets left her with 
a hip injury requiring two surgeries. At 36 and with children of her own, she is happy her current job 
leaves her weekends free to spend with her kids. “What I don’t like is the pay,” Rita explains. Rita 
makes just $9.50 an hour. She often works more than 40 hours a week, but the school does not pay 
overtime. She also has no paid vacation or paid sick days. That means that when school is out, Rita 
does not get paid. When she is sick and needs to take the day off, she does not get paid. “You get 
paid the hours you make. That’s it.”

Rita is one of millions of Americans working at, or near, the minimum wage. She makes just over 
a dollar more than the Florida minimum wage of $8.25 an hour, and two dollars over the federal 
minimum wage of $7.25 an hour. Today, 2.2 million working people are paid the federal minimum 
wage of $7.25 an hour or less.6 Approximately another 23 million people are paid between $7.25 and 
$11 an hour.7 Nearly half (42.4 percent) of working people in our country make less than $15 per hour.8

Women and people of color are over-represented among low-paid working people. Indeed, women 
of color like Rita are more likely than any other group to be paid the lowest wages.9 

Making ends meet on such low wages is difficult to impossible. Rita was born in the Dominican 
Republic and grew up in New York City in a tight-knit family with five brothers. Today, she lives in 
Tampa with her own five kids. If it were up to her, she explains, “I’d stay home [with my kids]. 
But I have to help my husband pay the bills.” Rita’s husband works as a barber, and his pay varies 
depending on the number of customers he has on a given day, and how much they decide to tip. He 
makes about $12 for an adult haircut and $10 for a child’s haircut, but he also must pay rent on the 
chair in the barber shop that he uses. Some weeks, he only takes home one or two hundred dollars 
after paying the rent on the chair. 

Rita’s family sometimes has trouble paying the bills. They cannot afford daycare, so Rita’s mother 
helps out by taking care of the two youngest kids, ages 2½ and one, while Rita and her husband 
work and the three older children are at school. After paying for food, clothing, car insurance, and 
other necessities, money is so tight some months that they end up being late on their rent payments. 
Everyone feels the strain. “You can’t even go on vacation, stuff like that. You are stuck in your house,” 
Rita explains. Rita and her husband would like to start their own business. “What we want to do, we 
want to put money away, so we can open a barber shop ... But right now? I don’t think so.”



Rita’s family is not alone in their struggles. Most low-paid working people, like Rita, do not have 
savings. According to a recent report by the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve, 44 percent 
of American adults cannot afford a $400 emergency.10 Twenty percent of families with a worker 
paid the federal minimum wage live in poverty.11 And many low-paid working people must rely on 
government-funded benefits to cover basic necessities. 12 

These circumstances are not a result of fate—they are a result of policy choices. As Philip Alston, 
the U.N. Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights recently noted, “The United 
States is one of the world’s richest, most powerful, and most technologically innovative countries; 
but neither its wealth nor its power nor its technology is being harnessed to address the situation in 
which 40 million people continue to live in poverty.”13 

Our current circumstances are due in part to how little we pay a significant share of working people 
living in America. After World War II, economic growth improved the living standards of working 
families up and down the economic ladder. Working people saw their wages rise as productivity—or 
how much workers produced per hour—increased. Since 1973, however, our economy has become 
out of balance. As productivity has risen, income for the top 20 percent—and especially the top 
one percent—of households has soared.14 Wages for the average working person, however, have 
essentially stagnated.15 For the lowest-paid working people, wages have fallen in inflation-adjusted 
terms–meaning more people are working for wages that buy a whole lot less than what they could 
have purchased decades ago. 16 

Two important developments have contributed to the stagnation and decline in wages for working 
people over the last 40 years. First, the share of the workforce represented by a union has 
plummeted, from 24 percent in 1973 to 10.7 percent today, which has impacted working people’s 
ability to bargain collectively for higher wages and benefits. This is in large part a result of a 
concerted attack by employers on the right of working people to speak up together.17 

Second, the value of the federal minimum wage has eroded.18 Since 1938, the federal minimum 
wage has set a national floor on wages for working people. But the minimum wage does not rise 
automatically with either prices or wages. Instead, Congress must act for the federal minimum wage 
to increase in order to ensure that working people are paid fairly for the work they do. Congress last 
voted to raise the minimum wage in 2007:  the current minimum wage of $7.25 an hour went into 
effect in 2009. Since then, it has lost 13 percent of its value.19 
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“The United States is one of the world’s richest, most powerful, and most 
technologically innovative countries; but neither its wealth nor its power 
nor its technology is being harnessed to address the situation in which 40 
million people continue to live in poverty.” –Philip Alston, U.N. Special Rapporteur



Some people are also paid even less than the federal minimum wage. Under federal law, people 
working for tips may be paid as little as $2.13 an hour by their employers as long as their wages 
from tips bring their incomes up to the standard minimum wage of $7.25 an hour. This “tipped 
minimum wage” has been frozen at $2.13 an hour for more than 25 years. As a result, poverty rates 
are twice as high for people working for tips, two-thirds of whom are women.20 Women of color in 
tipped occupations are especially likely to live in poverty.21 

In addition, while sexual harassment is prevalent in many low-paid occupations, low-paid people 
working for tips such as restaurant workers experience particularly high rates of sexual harassment, 
in part because of the power imbalances created by the practice of tipping.22

Some people with disabilities who work in specific settings may also receive total pay far less than 
the minimum wage.23 Federal law allows employers who have applied for special approval from the 
Department of Labor to set their wages for people with disabilities in sheltered workshops based on 
a piece-rate standard of how much they produce per hour. As a result, people working in sheltered 
workshops may be paid as little as pennies an hour.24 At wages this low, it is impossible for people 
with disabilities to survive without support from family and government benefits.25 

Bare Minimum updates and significantly expands previous minimum wage reports by The 
Leadership Conference Education Fund and the Georgetown Center on Poverty and Inequality.26 This 
edition is grounded in the stories of working people. Over the last five months, The Education Fund 
and its colleagues conducted interviews with Rita and other people working at or near the minimum 
wage to better understand how trying to sustain a family on low wages impacts the lives of working 
people and families. Their stories are shared in this report. 

This edition also reflects new data on who is paid low wages, which we define as less than $15 per 
hour, and new research on the economic and social effects of raising the minimum wage.27 Finally, 
this edition highlights the struggles of working people paid by their employers even less than $7.25 
an hour—in particular, people working for tips and certain people with disabilities working in sheltered 
workshops. Drawing on our own interviews and Bottom Dollars, a powerful documentary about 
working people with disabilities, we tell the stories of these working people.28 We also analyze the 
research on the effects of these wages on the economic security, health, and safety of these working 
people. 

As we detail below, raising the minimum wage and including more working people under its 
protections will not only help individual working people like Rita, but it can also help redress 
longstanding inequities in American society. 

The majority of low-paid working people who would benefit from raising the minimum wage to $15 
are women, particularly African-American and Hispanic working women who are overrepresented in 
low-paid jobs. 
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Research suggests that raising the minimum wage will help reduce poverty, inequality, the gender 
pay gap, and the racial wage gap.29 Raising the minimum wage complements other policies that 
support working people’s ability to sustain their families and achieve economic stability—most 
notably, union organizing and collective bargaining. Historically, minimum wage increases have 
boosted working people’s income without affecting unemployment rates. The most exhaustive 
review of research on the impacts of the minimum wage on employment finds that, on balance, 
impacts on employment are “both statistically insignificant and very close to zero.”30 

Figure 1: Women Benefit Most from Raising the Minimum Wage—Especially 
African-American and Hispanic Women 
Percentages of Women Affected by Increasing the Federal Minimum Wage to $15 by 2024 

Figure 2: African Americans and Hispanics Benefit from Raising the Minimum 
Wage at High Rates 
Percentages of Working People Affected by Increasing the Federal Minimum Wage to $15 by 2024 

Recognizing the wide-ranging benefits of raising the minimum wage, dozens of states and localities 
have raised their minimum wages over the last several years.31 On January 1, 2018 alone, minimum 
wage increases went into effect in 18 states and 19 cities and counties. They will be joined by three 

Figure 1
Women Benefit Most from Raising the Minimum 
Wage—Especially Women of Color
Percentages of Women Affected by Increasing the Federal Minimum Wage
to $15 by 2024

Group          Percent    

Women           33.80% 

African-American Women         43.10% 

Hispanic Women              38.40%

White Women                    31.50% 

Asian Women                20.40% 
     
Source: Economic Policy Institute, 2017. Available at http://www.epi.org/publication/15-by-2024-would-lift-wages-for-41-million/. 
  

Group          Percent    

African American                   40.10% 

Hispanic              33.50% 

White, non-Hispanic                  26.50%

Asian or other                    22.40%
race/ethnicity 
     
Source: Economic Policy Institute, 2017. Available at http://www.epi.org/publication/15-by-2024-would-lift-wages-for-41-million/.

Figure 2
People of Color Benefit from Raising the Minimum 
Wage at High Rates
Percentages of Workers Affected by Increasing the Federal Minimum Wage to 
$15 by 2024
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more states and 18 more cities and counties later this year. Many of these increases, when fully 
phased in, will raise state and local minimum wages to between $12 and $15 per hour.32  

Unfortunately, in some states progress is unlikely or actively threatened. Twenty-one states have 
minimum wages at or below the federal minimum wage (see Figure 17). Twelve have minimum 
wages that are only slightly higher, under $9 (see Figure 16).33 Seventeen of the 21 states stuck at 
the federal $7.25 an hour minimum wage have passed “preemption” laws that prohibit cities and 
counties from implementing higher local minimum wages.34 In 2017, state preemption laws in Iowa 
and Missouri nullified local minimum wage laws that had already gone into effect—causing some 
people’s paychecks to decrease. 35 These preemption laws have been passed by overwhelmingly 
white state legislatures to overturn minimum wage hikes adopted in cities that are majority African 
American—hurting people of color and women in the process.36 

Meanwhile, the Trump administration has undertaken an all-out assault on unions, which have 
historically helped raise the pay of working people and are helping to lead the fight for a higher 
minimum wage today.37 The administration embraces so-called “right-to-work” policies that make 
it harder for unions to collect dues and support themselves, and the president’s appointees to 
the National Labor Relations Board have issued rulings that make it harder for working people to 
organize and speak up together.38 

The administration is also trying to roll back regulations that protect and bolster working people’s 
pay. The U.S. Department of Labor has proposed a regulation that would allow employers to 
confiscate working people’s tips and has indicated that it wants to make fewer people eligible for 
overtime pay than the rule promulgated by the previous administration would have.39 

Many working people feel under threat in the current political climate.40 Several people told us they 
did not want to share their stories of working for low wages for fear of losing their jobs or being 
targeted by immigration authorities. For those who did agree to share their stories, we have not 
used their last names to help protect their privacy.

In the context of these threats, the civil and human rights community believes that it is more 
important than ever that Congress raise the federal minimum wage and include more working 
people under its protections. We recommend:

n Raising the federal minimum wage to $15 per hour as quickly as possible through  
a series of regular steps; 

n Indexing the minimum wage once it reaches $15 per hour so that it will continue  
to keep up with cost and standard of living;

n Eliminating the tipped minimum wage; and 
n Eliminating the subminimum wage for certain working people with disabilities.

We believe doing so will help Rita and working families across the United States live a better life 
with dignity. 
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Living on Minimum Wage 
Mercelis, or “Azzi” as he is known by his friends and family, has been working for as long as he can 
remember. “Since I was able to walk,” he jokes. Today, Mercelis, who is 33, lives about five miles 
from where he grew up with his mother, three brothers, and grandmother, in West Columbia, South 
Carolina. He enjoys spending time with his family, which now includes his own two boys, ages 10 
and 12, and his fiancée. Most of the time, however, he is working. Mercelis works as a plumber and 
welding assistant, and he also helps out at his cousin’s restaurant when they need a hand. On the 
side, he writes poetry, raps, and produces songs. He is also developing a small event planning and 
promotion business to create another stream of income. Working is what Mercelis has always done. 

Mercelis comes from a family of entrepreneurs. Over the years, his family started several 
businesses, and everyone in the family always contributed as they were able. He would sweep 
floors, take out the trash, mow lawns, and run errands. Some of the businesses failed. “Some 
things work out and others don’t,” he explains. “But when it doesn’t work out, you feel it. [It] puts 
great strain on the family and [you] risk losing other things.” Mercelis got his first formal job at 16, 
making $5.25 an hour at Burger King. The money in fast food was too little to make ends meet. In 
his twenties, he turned to selling drugs, and he was incarcerated in federal prison for seven years. 

Mercelis directly experienced America’s system of mass incarceration. Since the 1970s, America’s 
prison population has exploded. Today, approximately 2.2 million people are behind bars, more 
than three times the number in 1980. African-American men like Mercelis are more likely to be 
imprisoned than any other group.41 And people who experience mass incarceration often find it 
much harder to find work once they are released.42 

When Mercelis was released from prison just before Thanksgiving in 2016, he found that “just 
making money at all” without resorting to what “put me in prison in the first place” was extremely 
difficult. He searched high and low for work. He finally secured employment through a temp agency, 
making $8.25 an hour at a produce company—just a dollar more than the federal minimum wage. 

For Mercelis, his starting wage at the produce company was not enough to cover his own basic 
living expenses, not to mention his children’s, who split their time between his house and their 
mother’s home. If Mercelis worked full time at $8.25 an hour, he would make only $16,500 a year.43 
Where Mercelis lives, just across the Congaree River from South Carolina’s capital, a single adult 
needs $32,020 to cover basic living expenses, according to the Economic Policy Institute’s (EPI) 
Family Budget Calculator.44 

For working families, the federal minimum wage is not a living wage. It is a poverty wage. Today, 
someone who is working full-time, year-round and paid the federal minimum wage earns $14,500 a 
year.45 A family of two or more with a full-time working person paid the federal minimum wage falls 
below the poverty line—which, at $16,543 for an adult with one child is arbitrarily low,46 according to 
many experts.
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Figure 3: Minimum Wage is Insufficient to Meet Basic Needs in Key Cities 
The Living Wage in Cities where Working We Profiled Live

Figure 4: Minimum Wage is Insufficient to Lift Families Out of Poverty 
Annual Minimum Wage Earnings and Poverty Line for Families of 2 to 4, 1964-2017 (2017 dollars)

Columbia SC Denver CO Jackson MS Rochester NY Tampa FL Tiffin OH Washington DC

Note: Basic-needs wages are calculated using Economic Policy Institute’s Family Budget Calculator for 2014, on a 40 
hour-work-week basis. Inflation measured using the CPI-U-RS and the CPI projection for 2017 from CBO (2017).    

Sources:  Economic Policy Institute, 2015. Available at http://www.epi.org/resources/budget/. Congressional Budget Office, 2017. 
Available at https://www.cbo.gov/publication/52801. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017. Available at 
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/research-series/home.htm. 

Basic-needs Wage for Single Adult
Basic-needs Wage for Single Adult with One Child in 2017

$16.02 $15.56
$14.51

$15.54 $15.29
$14.37

$22.74$23.59 $28.68 $23.62

$29.99

$25.45
$22.62

$42.48

Figure 3
Minimum Wage is Insufficient to Meet Basic Needs
Basic-needs Wage in Selected Cities (Metropolitan Statistical Areas) in 2017, by 
Household Type

Figure 4
Minimum Wage is Insufficient to Lift Families
Out of Poverty
Annual Minimum-Wage Earnings and Poverty Line for Families of 2 to 4, 1964-2017 
(2017 dollars)

$25,000

$20,000

$15,000

$10,000

$5,000

$0

1          5          9          13          17          21          25          29          33          37          41          45          49          53

Poverty line for a family of 4: $24,889 

1968
$19,788

2017
$14,500

Poverty line for a family of 3: $19,815

Poverty line for a family of 2: $16,917

Note: Minimum wage estimates and poverty thresholds for 2017 are inflated from 2016 thresholds, based upon CBO projections for 
2017. Annual earnings calculated assuming working people work 40 hours per week, 50 weeks per year.

Source: Georgetown Center on Poverty and Inequality's calculations based on  Economic Policy Institute, U.S. Census Bureau, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, and Congressional Budget Office data, 2018.
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Unpacking the low-wage workforce 

Low-paid working people—who, in this report, we define as working people making less than $15— 
are a diverse group.

Women of all races make up a majority of working people making less than $15 per hour. 
Fifty-five percent of working people making less than $15 are women.47 An even greater share 
(64.3 percent) of working people making $7.25 per hour or less are women. (As discussed more fully 
below, some working people, such as people working for tips, may be paid less than $7.25).48 

Women of color are especially likely to be paid low wages. If working people of all races, ethnicities, 
and genders were paid equally—that is, if there were no systemic pay gaps between these groups—
then we would expect the share of women paid low wages to be the same as their share of the overall 
workforce. Unfortunately, this is not the case. African-American women make up 6 percent of the total 
workforce, but 11 percent of the workforce paid less than $10 an hour. Latinas make up 7 percent of 
the total workforce, but 14 percent of the less-than-$10 workforce. White, non-Hispanic women make 
up 30 percent of the total workforce, but 39 percent of the less-than-$10 workforce. Asian American 
women make up 3 percent of the total workforce, but 4 percent of the less-than-$10 workforce.49

Figure 5: African-American Women are the Most Overrepresented  
in the Lowest-Paid Workforce
Share of Working People Paid Hourly Minimum Wage or Less and Share of Labor Force, by Gender, 
Race and Ethnicity, in 2016

All women White women African-American
women

Latinas Asian women

Note: Estimates for the above race groups—White, Black or African American, and Asian—do not sum to all women because data 
are not presented for all races. Persons whose ethnicity is identified as Hispanic or Latino may be of any race.    

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Available at  https://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/minimum-wage/2016/home.htm#table1; 
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm.

Share of workers paid hourly minimum wage Share of the labor force

64%

47%

37%

6% 8%
11%

3% 3%

11%

49%

Figure 5
African American Women Are the Most Overrepresented 
Among the Lowest Paid Workers
Share of Workers Paid Hourly Minimum Wage or Less and Share of Labor Force, by 
Gender, Race and Ethnicity, in 2016
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Among people working for the lowest wages—those paid at or below the federal minimum wage of 
$7.25, African-American women are the most over-represented.

One such woman is Krizma. Krizma tags bags for a major American airline at Denver International 
Airport and was paid $10 an hour when we talked to her—just 70 cents above Colorado’s minimum 
wage at the time.50 At 24, she lives with her sister and mother, who can work only part-time 
because of an illness. She laughs when she describes the small raises she has received over the 
three years she has worked with the airline. Her pay started at $8, when she was a wheelchair 
assistant: “Then it went up to $8.23, then it went up to $9, then it went up to $9.50, and then it 
went up to $10… I mean… 23 cents. I was shocked myself.” She pays rent and contributes to other 
household expenses out of her bi-weekly paychecks. “My last check went so quick I couldn’t even 
blink my eyes… I barely had enough to make it to the next week. [It was] horrible.”

People of color—both men and women—are more likely to work in jobs that pay less than 
$15 per hour. African Americans constitute 12 percent of the total workforce, but they account for 
15 percent of people making less than $15 per hour. Fully 54 percent of African Americans are paid 
less than $15 per hour. Similarly, Latinos make up 16.5 percent of the workforce, but 23.2 percent of 
working people making less than $15. Almost 60 percent of Latinos make less than $15.51 

Figure 6: People of Color are More Likely to Make Less than $15 per hour
Percentages of Working People Making Less than $15 Wage within Each Demographic Group, 2012-
2014

Immigrants are more likely to work in low-paid jobs, including jobs paying less than the 
minimum wage.52 Fully two-fifths (42.2 percent) of working immigrant women earn less than 
$20,000 a year in occupations that are often invisible working but provide much of the backbone to 
modern life. They work as maids and housekeepers in homes as well as hotels, cashiers, janitors 
and building cleaners, cooks, and nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides.53

LGBTQ individuals and families are at heightened risk of low pay and poverty. For many 
working people, being LGBTQ compounds the disadvantage they already face because of race 
and/or gender. Married or partnered LGBTQ parents are more than twice as likely as non-LGBTQ 

Group          Percent    

Latino                     59.50% 

African American                54.10%

White            36.40%

All Workers                            42.40% 
     
Source: National Employment Law Project. November 2015. Available at: 
http://www.nelp.org/content/uploads/Growing-Movement-for-15-Dollars.pdf.

Figure 6
People of Color Are More Likely To Make Less Than $15 
An Hour
Percentages of Workers Making Less than $15 Wage within Each Demographic Group, 
2012-2014
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parents to have incomes at or near the poverty line.54 More than half of African-American children 
in gay male households live in poverty—the highest poverty rate of any children in any household 
type.55 More than one-third of children living with lesbian couples are in poverty.56 According to a 
recent national survey, nearly one third (29 percent) of transgender and gender non-binary people 
live in poverty, and their unemployment rate is 15 percent—nearly three times higher than the 
unemployment rate for the U.S. population as a whole at the time of the survey.57 

These data point to disturbing trends in employment and pay in the LGBTQ community. 
Unfortunately, it is impossible to get a complete picture of LGBTQ income and poverty because the 
U.S. Census Bureau currently fails to collect information on sexual orientation and gender identity in 
national surveys like the decennial census and the American Community Survey.58

Formerly incarcerated individuals experience underemployment and low wages at high rates. 
The lasting consequences of incarceration on labor market outcomes are well-established.59 Research 
has shown that, even after controlling for other characteristics like education and age, people who 
were once incarcerated work fewer weeks per year, have average wages that are about 11 percent 
lower, and have reduced yearly earnings that are about 40 percent lower than people who have not 
been incarcerated.60 Research has shown that many employers are reluctant to hire people with 
criminal records, and people of color who have been incarcerated have a particularly hard time securing 
employment. One experiment found that having a criminal record reduced the likelihood of a call back  
by 50 percent for White job applicants. But for African-American applicants, who were less likely 
to receive a callback in the first place, the effect was even larger.61 These circumstances lead more 
formerly incarcerated people into the low-paid, minimum wage workforce. 62 

Making ends meet
“I’d like to think I’m pulling myself up into being a middle-class worker,” Mercelis told us. His hopes 
for his family were reflected in many of the stories we have heard. After returning to his community, 
Mercelis eventually went to welding school four nights a week while working during the day. Then 
he landed work as a plumber, and his pay increased. Even with the raise, however, he has difficulty 
paying for his children’s school expenses, again echoing the many challenges of sustaining one’s 
family on low-wage work that we heard. “I don’t remember [public] school being so expensive.” 
He noted that it seems there is “always something to pay for”: clothes, haircuts, school supplies. 
Mercelis is striving to provide for his family, but it is hard. 

Krizma doesn’t have children, and she reflects that with her work tagging bags at the airport money 
is so tight that “to be honest, I couldn’t even afford kids.” For Krizma, her biggest financial obstacle 
is her “mom being sick.” Her mother has health insurance, but it is “not enough to cover her 
medical bills.” Krizma estimates that up to a third of her paycheck goes to helping her mom cover 
expenses related to “her medication, her doctor’s visits, and her copayments and her lab work.” 
Every last penny from her paycheck gets spent. Krizma’s goal is simple: “I want a better job with 
more pay.”
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Many low-paid working people support families. Over 31.5 million children—two of every five 
(42.9 percent) U.S. children—live in households with at least one working person earning under 
$15 per hour.63 Working mothers are especially likely to be paid low wages. Almost one in five 
working mothers with children under three are employed in low-wage occupations. Half of these 
working mothers are raising children on their own, and one-third fall under the poverty line. They 
are disproportionately African-American (20.8 percent), Latina (30.4 percent), and immigrant (26.5 
percent) women.64 Raising the income of working families is essential for the future of our country, 
as more than a decade of research has shown how low incomes negatively impacts children’s 
health, economic opportunity, and educational success.65 

Today, low-paid working people are significantly older and more educated than they once were,66 
and, like Rita, Mercelis, and Krizma, they usually contribute significantly to their families’ income.67

Low-paid working people are less likely to have full-time hours or have work that follows 
workplace standards. Employers who pay low wages are also less likely to have workplace 
standards such as health care or paid leave68 Eighty-five percent of low-paid workers do not have any 
earned sick time.69 When Oxfam America conducted a national survey of low-wage working people in 
2013, 19 percent of working mothers said they had lost a job from being sick or caring for a sick child.70 
Many employers who pay low wages also do not guarantee full-time hours or predictable schedules. 
In a survey, close to nine in 10 working people in retail and food service reported the number of hours 
they worked fluctuated significantly over the previous month.71 Close to 70 percent of working people 
in retail report that they would like more hours than they currently work, another survey found.72 
People of color report having less control over their schedules than White working people.73

Many low-paid working people must rely on government benefits to make ends meet 
because their wages are insufficient. In 2016, 29 percent of families with a working person 
earning the federal minimum wage were enrolled in Medicaid and 16 percent received food 
assistance through the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). Even more were eligible 
for these benefits but did not enroll.74  Working people who are paid more than the federal minimum 
wage also need government benefits to make ends meet.75 All told, 10 million working people 
earning under $15 per hour depend on SNAP to sustain themselves.76 In 2016, income supports 
from the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and the Child Tax Credit (CTC) lifted nearly 9 million adults 
and children in working families out of poverty, and made another 19 million less poor.77 

Benefits like the EITC, the CTC, and SNAP provide vital support to working families, but they cannot by 
themselves achieve economic security for low-paid working people. Most notably, not all of the lowest-
paid working people are eligible for programs like SNAP, the EITC, and the CTC.78 Among the largest 
of these benefits, the EITC and the CTC are paid just once a year and thus are generally unavailable to 
help with hardships and routine monthly expenses. For families who do receive supportive government 
benefits, they are not always enough to allow them to make ends meet. A family of four with one 
person working full time at the minimum wage still falls below the federal poverty line even after the 
minimum wage is combined with income supports such as the EITC and the CTC.79 
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By paying low wages and failing to provide workplace benefits such as health care and sick days, 
many employers are effectively passing the burden of sustaining working families on to taxpayers, 
all the while increasing their own private profits. Raising the minimum wage can help ensure 
that employers are paying employees a fair wage and not relying on taxpayers to subsidize their 
employees’ low wages.80 

Working for less—people working for tips and 
people with disabilities
Working at or near the federal minimum wage makes it difficult-to-impossible for working families to 
make ends meet, but some people earn even less than the federal minimum wage. Under the Fair 
Labor Standards Act (FLSA), certain categories of working people can be paid less than the standard 
federal minimum wage by their employers, including people working for tips and certain working 
people with disabilities.

These two exceptions to the standard minimum wage are a legacy of the unquestionably racist 
compromise that produced the nation’s first wages and hours legislation. The FLSA was crafted as 
a compromise to maintain the Jim Crow racial order. When Congress originally debated the FLSA, 
southern Democrats balked at the idea of guaranteeing African Americans a wage floor. Texas Democrat 
Martin Dies stated openly in hearings on the legislation that “you cannot prescribe the same wages 
for the Black man as the White man.”81 In the end, the bill did not provide protections to occupations 
where African Americans made up a significant share of the labor force, including agricultural and 
domestic labor, the principal occupational categories of African Americans in the South.82

The racist assumptions that shaped the FLSA as a whole also influenced the treatment of people 
working for tips and people with disabilities. 

People working for tips. When Congress debated the FLSA over the course of 1937 and 1938, 
lawmakers did not discuss people working for tips.83 The final text of the FLSA did not explain how 
to treat tips when calculating whether workers were being paid the minimum wage. Like many 
other working people, however, people who worked in restaurants were not covered by the act’s 
protections.84 Subsequent Supreme Court decisions, meanwhile, held that employers could count their 
employees’ tips towards their wages when determining whether they were paid the minimum wage.85 
So long as people’s income from tips met or exceeded the established federal minimum wage, 
employers did not need to pay them anything.86 The effect of the FLSA and these court decisions, 

When Congress originally debated the FLSA, southern Democrats balked at 
the idea of guaranteeing African Americans a wage floor. Texas Democrat 
Martin Dies stated openly in hearings on the legislation that “you cannot 

prescribe the same wages for the Black man as the White man.”  
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therefore, was to reinforce the practice of tipping, which itself had its origins in the Reconstruction-era 
compromise that denied many African Americans the full benefits of their economic contributions. 

Before the Civil War, tipping was frowned upon in the United States: It was viewed by many as an 
aristocratic practice that was incompatible with American democracy. After the Civil War, however, 
many restaurants and rail operators embraced tipping because it allowed them to “hire” newly 
freed slaves without having to pay them. They would be forced to work for tips alone.87 An early 
20th century southern journalist recounted being uncomfortable tipping White working people. As 
he observed in 1902, “one expects … Negroes [to] take tips… it is a token of their inferiority. But 
to give money to a White man was embarrassing to me.”88 Tipping kept African Americans in an 
economically and socially subordinate position. The FLSA sanctioned this practice even after it was 
amended in 1966 to create a “tipped minimum wage,” which guaranteed a base wage for tipped 
employees to be paid by their employers.89

Today, under the law, people working for tips can be paid as little as $2.13 an hour by their employer 
as long as their average earnings after including tips meet or exceed the standard minimum wage.90 
The value of the tipped minimum wage has fallen dramatically since it was originally established in 
1966. That year, the tipped minimum wage was set at 50 percent of the standard minimum wage. 
It briefly rose as high as 60 percent of the standard minimum wage in the late 1980s. In 1991, the 
tipped minimum wage was $2.13 an hour and the regular minimum wage was $4.25 an hour. But in 
1996, in response to lobbying by the restaurant industry, Congress did not raise the tipped minimum 
wage when it increased the standard minimum wage, severing the proportional relationship between 
the tipped minimum wage and the standard minimum wage. The tipped minimum wage has been 
frozen at $2.13 an hour ever since.91 Today, the tipped minimum wage stands at less than 30 percent 
of the standard $7.25 an hour minimum wage, which itself is historically low. 

After the Civil War, however, many restaurants and rail operators embraced 
tipping because it allowed them to “hire” newly freed slaves without having 

to pay them. They would be forced to work for tips alone.
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Figure 7: Tipped Minimum Wage Has Fallen Significantly Below Minimum Wage 
Real Value of the Federal Minimum Wage and Subminimum Wage for People Working for Tips, 1966-
2017 (2017 dollars)

There are approximately 6 million people working for tips in the United States. The single largest 
tipped occupation is restaurant servers. Other people who work for tips are employed as food 
delivery drivers, nail salon workers, car wash workers, and others in the restaurant and hospitality 
industries.92 The vast majority (two-thirds) of people working for tips are women.93  Almost 40 
percent of people working for tips are people of color: 18 percent are Latino, 10 percent are African-
American, and 9 percent are Asian. Women of color and immigrants are overrepresented in the 
tipped workforce.94  

To comply with the law, people working for tips and their employers must follow confusing and 
complicated rules, and fully document tips, which are often received in cash.95 In part because of 
these rules, wage theft in industries where working people earn tips is pervasive. Researchers have 
found that people working in food and drink service are more likely than working people in any other 
industry to experience minimum wage violations. Fourteen percent of these working people report 
being paid less than the minimum wage, even after accounting for tips.96 

Nationally, the poverty rate for people working for tips (14 percent) is double that of non-tipped 
working people (7 percent).97 People of color who work for tips are more likely to live in poverty than 
White people who work for tips—17 percent compared to 14 percent.98 

Figure 7
Tipped Minimum Wage Has Fallen Significantly Below 
Minimum Wage
Real Value of the Federal Minimum Wage and Subminimum Wage for Tipped Workers, 
1966-2017 (2017 dollars) 
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There is strong evidence that the subminimum wage for people working for tips is largely responsible 
for the higher poverty rates experienced by people working for tips. Tipped wait staff and bartenders 
in states where they are paid the standard minimum wage have a lower poverty rate (10.2 percent) 
than their counterparts in states that have the $2.13 tipped wage (18.0 percent).99 Not surprisingly, 
given their low average wages, people working for tips are more likely than non-tipped working 
people to rely on some form of publicly funded benefit—46 percent compared to 35.5 percent.100

Figure 8: People Working for Tips Live in Poverty at Much Higher Rates 
Non-Tipped Working People, People Working for Tips, White People Working for Tips, and People of  
Color Working for Tips

Thea works as a bartender in Washington, D.C., while supporting her kids and going to school to 
complete a Masters in Social Work degree. She is 48 years old, and has been working in the service 
industry on and off for much of her life, and she often finds it difficult to pay for basic living expenses. 
Right now, Thea earns $5 an hour plus tips. Though some days she can make a decent amount of 
money, her pay is extremely unpredictable, and she never has money left over to put into savings. 
Thea was thrilled when her 21-year-old daughter decided to move back home to join her and her 
11-year-old daughter because she helps with the rent and other household costs. Together, they 
try to economize as best they can. Thea does not own a car. Recently, when her phone broke, she 
decided to delay buying a new one because of the expense. Then she realized that since she does 
not have a car, she needs her phone to hail a ride to get to work and school. She observes that, 
today, a phone is more a necessity than a luxury—a necessity she can barely afford on her wages 
and tips. 

In addition to low pay, people working for tips are much more likely to lack basic workplace standards 
such as fair scheduling rules. Many people working for tips across industries have unpredictable 
schedules as a result. Restaurants and bars are major users of “just-in-time” scheduling, meaning 
shifts might be canceled, shortened, or extended without notice, making it difficult for working 
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people to hold down a second job or plan for child care.101 

Stephen also works as a bartender in Washington, D.C., and he has experienced first-hand the impact 
of unpredictable scheduling on his income. As he explains it, he makes between $700 and $1200 
a month, depending on “how many shifts I get, if I take any time off, and how busy (in season) we 
are. In busier seasons, I make more. In slower months, I make less.” He often must fight for more 
hours. His management will assign him to work three days and he will ask for more, or pick up shifts 
from co-workers. He sometimes must wait for his pay. “Management will often not pay out our tips 
because there isn’t ‘enough money in the safe.’ Meaning, the restaurant doesn’t have enough cash 
on hand to pay out everyone’s tips, so they’ll write an ‘I-owe-you.’ That’s a problem, especially if I 
need money now. I have to wait. We usually will get our tips at the next shift, but sometimes, people 
will have to wait up to three shifts. We (the workers) do have to stay on top of management about 
things. I keep my clock out receipts to verify hours. No one trusts management.” He often works 
“doubles,” or two shifts back to back to make money. “I spend almost all day every Friday, Saturday, 
and Sunday at [the restaurant] because those are the days to make money. Then, I’ll work throughout 
the week and will barely make $50 [or] $60.”

People working for tips like Stephen and Thea not only suffer from low pay and unpredictable 
scheduling, but they also lack other workplace standards. In the “accommodation and food services” 
sector, which includes hotels and restaurants where many working people are tipped, only 23 percent 
of employees have paid sick days, compared to 61 percent of all private sector employees.102 Only 30 
percent of these working people have employer-provided health care, compared to 70 percent of all 
other private sector employees. 103 A 2010 survey of people who work in restaurants found that 87.7 
percent reported not having paid sick days and 63 percent reported cooking and serving food while 
sick—a threat to themselves, and to their customers.104

Quantina’s experience demonstrates just how vulnerable the lack of workplace standards leaves 
working people. Quantina is 34 and until recently held jobs working for tips in Washington, D.C. 105 
Quantina started working at the age of 16, and over the years has worked as many as four jobs at 
a time—from front-line jobs in fast food to administrative work for small businesses. Quantina has 
taken college classes at night while working during the day, and has a long-term goal of establishing a 
small business helping other businesses find staff and advertise and promote their work. Until a few 
months ago, Quantina was waiting tables, paid just $2.77 an hour by their employer. 

Then Quantina was diagnosed with breast cancer. Quantina quit their job while undergoing 
chemotherapy and had four months without an income. Quantina was denied unemployment insurance 
and disability benefits. Quantina has used all their savings, but even so, Quantina’s car has been 
repossessed and Quantina was evicted from their home. Quantina is currently living with a grandmother. 
Quantina’s experience demonstrates how difficult it can be to survive when illness strikes someone who 
is earning only the tipped minimum wage with no access to workplace standards—a fact of life for the 
vast majority of people working for tips. Quantina believes that all people should have access to basic 
services, such as health care: “We can’t work if our bodies aren’t well.”
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Working people with disabilities. The subminimum wage for certain people with disabilities, 
like the subminimum wage for people working for tips, leaves this community deeply vulnerable to 
poverty and exploitation. And as with the tipped minimum wage, the origins of the subminimum 
wage for people with disabilities can be traced to the same historical moment when many southern 
lawmakers were preoccupied by preserving the only-recently-established Jim Crow racial order. 

In 1937, President Roosevelt’s Department of Labor (DOL) initially proposed a subminimum wage for 
people it called “substandard workers” because it wanted to make sure that veterans with disabilities 
were able to get jobs in the manufacturing-based economy, even if at lower pay. During hearings 
on the legislation, however, the department’s proposal was embraced by some individuals who 
also wanted to pay African-American working people a lower wage. These individuals argued that 
a subminimum wage was necessary in the South where working people were purportedly “slower 
of movement and less oriented toward production.” Critics called this argument out for what it was: 
just another way “to discriminate against Negro workers.”106 When Congress eventually passed the 
FLSA, it clarified that only those “whose earning capacity is impaired by age or physical or mental 
deficiency or injury” could be paid the subminimum wage for people with disabilities.107 But civil 
rights activists were right to be concerned about the creation of a subminimum wage for a vaguely 
defined group of working people.108

Today, approximately 200,000 people with disabilities are paid less than the standard minimum 
wage.109 As a group, people with disabilities—and especially people of color with disabilities—
experience high rates of unemployment and poverty.110 The number of people with disabilities 
paid subminimum wages is a small fraction of the 26.3 million working-age adults who have 
a disability,111 but those earning a subminimum wage often struggle to make ends meet even 
though they are working. The subminimum wage is a major reason why. Employers who have 
received a special “certificate” from the DOL may pay working people with disabilities according 
to their “productivity.”112 As the DOL explains it, these are “commensurate wage rates—based on 
worker’s individual productivity, no matter how limited, in proportion to the wage and productivity of 
experienced workers who do not have disabilities performing essentially the same type, quality, and 
quantity of work in the geographic area from which the labor force of the community is drawn.”113 In 
other words, there is no absolute wage floor for people with disabilities paid subminimum wages. If 
an employer determines a person with disabilities is minimally productive, he or she can be paid as 
little as pennies an hour.114

Quantina demonstrates how difficult it can be to survive when illness 
strikes someone who is earning only the tipped minimum wage with 

no access to workplace standards. They believe that all people should have 
access to basic services, such as health care:  

“We can’t work if our bodies aren’t well.”
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Historically, most working people with disabilities paid a subminimum wage have been employed 
by sheltered workshops. Sheltered workshops have existed since the mid-19th century, but they 
only became widely used in the 1950s and 1960s, as many people with disabilities were leaving 
institutionalized care. The idea behind such workshops is that they can provide a supportive 
environment where working people with disabilities can receive job training and experience that 
will help them find regular, or “competitive,” employment in the community. But in practice, many 
working people remain stuck at sheltered workshops for years.115 

Sheltered workshops often do not make reasonable accommodations for people with disabilities, 
or take into account the limits imposed by a working person’s disability when assigning specific job 
tasks. Le’Ron, who has cerebral palsy and uses a wheelchair, was tasked by his Jackson, Mississippi 
employer with picking up clothes from the floor and putting them in a barrel. When he bent over 
to pick up the clothes, however, he could not pick himself back up. He had to ask a colleague for 
help. It “was real demeaning,” he recalls. Because of his low “productivity,” he was paid less than 
a dollar an hour. He explains, “When I saw that check for $2.50, I said ‘I quit. I can go get me a real 
job.’”116 Le’Ron was not alone. Many working people with disabilities are paid pennies an hour. 117 On 
average, people with disabilities paid the subminimum wage earn about $2.50 an hour, according to a 
GAO survey.118 

In addition to low-pay, people with disabilities in these subminimum wage jobs, like people working 
for tips, can see their paychecks fluctuate considerably. For working people with disabilities, this is 
because they must take periodic “tests” to determine their average hourly “productivity.” These 
tests determine their wage rates. In response to such tests, their wages can decrease or increase 
significantly from one pay period to the next. 119

Pamela knows well the frustration that comes with such low and variable pay. Pamela lives with her 
cat in a well-kept apartment in Tiffin, Ohio. She enjoys sewing, going for walks, and shopping. When 
she has time, she embroiders intricate pillowcases for family and friends. As she describes it, she has 
a learning disability “as to math, reading, and spelling.” That is why she works full-time at a sheltered 
workshop. 

For the last six years, Pamela has sorted floor tiles at a small factory, discarding those that are faulty 
and “chaining” the good ones. She makes on average $3 and change an hour. The minimum wage in 
Tiffin, Ohio is $8.15. She has not been offered help transitioning to work in the community. Pamela 
believes people who are doing the same work should be paid the same wages: “When I’m working I 
feel that I should be paid as an equal person.”120

Gloria agrees. Gloria has worked in a small factory in Rochester, New York for eight years. She uses 
sign language to communicate. Her evaluations describe her as an “excellent worker.” “Yeah, they 
tell me I’m a good worker,” she says with a broad smile. “My boss loves me.” The minimum wage 
in Rochester is $9.70 an hour, but Gloria’s average wage at the factory is only $3.50. “It’s not fair,” 
Gloria states flatly.121
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The Case for Raising the Minimum Wage
When President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt initially called 
on Congress to pass what 
became the Fair Labor 
Standards Act (FLSA), he 
argued that the nation should 
guarantee “all our able-bodied 
working men and women a 
fair day’s pay for a fair day’s 
work.”122 The FLSA was a 
landmark bill, but it did not 
live up to the president’s 
rhetoric. Four-fifths of working 
people (including most 
African Americans) labored 
in occupations that were 
not originally covered by the 
federal minimum wage.123 
What was more, the minimum 
wage was set at just 25 cents 
an hour, or $3.80 in 2017 
dollars. It was not indexed 
to either inflation or average 
wages, ensuring that the real 
value of the federal minimum 
wage would erode over time 
unless Congress took action.124 

Over the years, Congress has 
raised the minimum wage 
and expanded its coverage 
to more working people. (On 
the gradual inclusion of more 
occupations under the FLSA’s 
protections, see Figure 9). The 
minimum wage reached its 
historical peak in 1968 at $9.90 an hour (2017 dollars). Over the last 50 years, however, it has fallen 
significantly in real, inflation-adjusted, terms. The current federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour, 
which went into effect in 2009, leaves working people paid the federal minimum wage significantly 
worse off than their counterparts 50 years ago. In effect, their paychecks are 27 percent smaller.125  

Sources: All dollar figures are in nominal terms. Based on Grossman, Jonathan. “Fair Labor 
Standards Act of 1938: Maximum Struggle for a Minimum Wage.” U.S. Department of Labor. 
June 1978. http://www.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/flsa1938.htm, “History of Changes to the 
Minimum Wage Law.” U.S. Department of Labor. Available at http://www.dol.gov/whd/ 
minwage/coverage.htm, and “Minimum Wage for Tipped Workers.” National Employment Law 
Project. 2008. http://nelp.3cdn.net/331eca7ebfeefd2a6b_58m6y1f5f.pdf.

Figure 9
Federal Hourly Minimum Wage
Key Points in Legislative History

1938
FLSA enacted with the first 
national minimum wage of $.25, to 
increase to $.40 by 1945.

1955
Enactment of minimum wage 
increase from $0.75 to $1.00.

1966
Significant expansion of enterprises 
covered, including extension of 
coverage to public schools, nursing 
homes, laundries, the entire 
construction industry, and some 
farms; tipped workers covered and 
tipped minimum wage established; 
and minimum wage increased from 
$1.25 to $1.60 ($1.30 for farm workers).

1977
Enactment of unified minimum 
wage for farm and nonfarm workers; 
minimum wage raised in four steps 
from $2.30 to $3.35, and retail 
enterprise coverage sales threshold 
adjusted to account for inflation; 
tipped minimum wage raised to 60 
percent of minimum wage in 1980.

1996
Enactment of minimum wage 
increase in two steps from $4.25 
to $5.15; tipped minimum wage 
frozen at $2.13.

1949
Enactment of minimum wage 
increase from $0.40 to $0.75 and air 
transport industry workers covered.

2007
Enactment of minimum wage increase 
in three steps from $5.15 to $7.25.

1961
Enactment of minimum wage increase 
in two steps from $1.00 to $1.25, 
significant expansion to cover more 
retail trade workers and coverage of 
entire enterprises based on sales 
(retail trade) established.

1974
Coverage expanded to many public 
employees and domestic workers, and 
minimum wage increased in three steps 
from $1.60 to $2.30 (increased from 
$1.30 to $1.60 for farm workers).

1989
Uniform sales threshold of $500,000 
annually established for enterprise 
coverage of both retail and non-retail 
businesses; coverage expanded to many 
small retail firms; minimum wage raised 
in two steps from $3.35 to $4.25; tipped 
minimum wage lowered to 50 percent of 
minimum wage in 1991 ($2.13).

Figure 9: Federal Hourly Minimum Wage:  
Key Points in Legislative History
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The value of the minimum wage has fallen over the last 50 years even as the productivity of the 
average working person has doubled.126 In the early post-war period, wages for middle- and even 
low-wage working people closely tracked productivity—increasing as productivity increased. In 
contrast, since the late 1960s wages have stagnated or even fallen as productivity has risen. For the 
lowest-paid working people who have seen their inflation-adjusted hourly wages fall, economists 
directly blame “the erosion of the minimum wage.”127

The minimum wage would be significantly higher had it kept pace with the growth in the cost of 
living, average wages, or productivity since its 1968 peak. 

Figure 10: Real Value of the Federal Minimum Wage Has Not Kept up with 
Productivity or Average Wage 
Real Value of the Federal Minimum Wage, Actual and Hypothetical, at Various Growth Rates,  
1968-2017 (2017 dollars)  

This history demonstrates why it is important that Congress not only raise the minimum wage, but 
also pass into law an automatic adjustment to keep pace with increasing prices and rising living 
standards in the future. “Indexing” the minimum wage to either inflation or wages (or both) can help 
accomplish this goal. Indexing the minimum wage to inflation, as many states currently do, ensures 
that the minimum wage keeps up with the cost of living, so that people working at the minimum 
wage have the same purchasing power in the future as they do today.128 Indexing to average or 
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Real Value of the Federal Minimum Wage Has Not Kept 
Up with Productivity or Average Wage
Real Value of the Federal Minimum Wage, Actual and Hypothetical, at Various Growth 
Rates, 1968-2017 (2017 dollars) 
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median wages helps ensure that the minimum wage keeps up with rising living standards, so that 
as the average working person benefits from economic growth, so does the lowest-paid working 
person.129 

Rita, Mercelis, Krizma, Thea, Stephen, Quantina, Le’Ron, Pamela, and Gloria would directly benefit 
from guaranteeing a higher minimum wage to all working people. A higher minimum wage that is 
automatically updated so that it does not fall behind prices or living standards could also benefit us 
all by addressing many imbalances and existing inequities in American society. 

Today, more than 40 million people, or 12.7 percent of the population, live in poverty.130 Inequality 
is rife, as the bottom fifth of households earn only 5 percent of the nation’s before-tax income, 
while the top quintile receive 53 percent.131 Barriers for women, people of color, and people with 
disabilities remain immense. 

This poverty and inequality is driven in part by low wages, and society pays real costs. Research 
strongly suggests that raising the minimum wage will help us to begin to tackle some of our 
country’s deepest problems. In this section, we detail the research indicating that raising the 
minimum wage will:

n Reduce poverty 
n Reduce income inequality 
n Reduce the gender pay gap 
n Reduce the racial wage gap

Poverty. Economists generally agree that raising the minimum wage reduces poverty.132 According 
to a recent analysis by Arindrajit Dube at the University of Massachusetts, a 10 percent increase 
in the minimum wage reduces the nonelderly poverty rate by about 5 percent. The income gains 
stemming from a minimum wage increase are partly offset by reductions in public assistance. Dube 
projects that increasing the federal minimum wage to $12 an hour (2017 dollars) would result in a 
2.45 percentage point reduction in the nonelderly poverty rate (which stood at 13.5 percent in 2016). 
That means that 6.6 million fewer individuals would be living in poverty if the minimum wage were 
raised to $12 an hour.133 In previous work, Dube suggested that raising the minimum wage has 
“somewhat larger” effects on reducing poverty for “African American and Hispanic individuals and 
for children under the age of eighteen.”134 

Inequality. Since the 1970s, earnings inequality has grown tremendously. Much of the increase in 
inequality is a result of gains at the top of the income distribution, as executive pay has skyrocketed 
and pay for working people in the middle has stagnated.135 But inequality has also grown between 
median-wage working people and low-wage working people. No single factor is responsible for 
the growth in inequality between the middle and the bottom, but the literature suggests that the 
fall in the value of the minimum wage is a primary cause.136 A recent study by economists at MIT, 
the London School of Economics, and the Federal Reserve Board finds that the falling value of the 
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minimum wage is responsible for 38.6 percent of the increase in wage inequality between the 
typical working person at the 10th percentile of the wage distribution and the working person making 
the median wage between 1979 and 2012.137

Figure 11: Inequality Aggravated by Falling Minimum Wage 
The Contribution of the Fall in the Real Minimum Wage Between 1979 and 2012 to the Increase in 
Inequality Between the Bottom 10th Percentile and Median Wage 

Wage inequality has grown more for women than men, and raising the minimum wage would 
especially help reduce wage inequality for women. For women, wage inequality between the 
bottom 10th percentile wage and the median wage increased 74 percent between 1979 and 2012, 
and the falling value of the minimum wage is responsible for nearly half (48 percent) of this increase 
in inequality. For men, inequality between the 10th percentile wage and the median wage increased 
22 percent over this time period, and the falling value of the minimum wage accounts for 39 percent 
of this increase.138

Raising the minimum wage would reduce income inequality for all working people and especially 
help reduce inequality for people of color and women who are concentrated in low-paid jobs. 

The gender pay gap. Because women would benefit more than men, raising the minimum wage 
would also help shrink the gender pay gap.139 Overall, women in the United States working full-time, 
year-round are paid 80 cents for every dollar paid to men. The wage gap is even larger for many 
women of color.  Asian women are paid 85 cents for every dollar paid to White, non-Hispanic men, 
but some ethnic subgroups of Asian women fare significantly worse.140 African-American women 
make 63 cents and Latina women only 54 cents for every dollar paid to White, non-Hispanic men.141 
Meanwhile, immigrant women (of all races) are paid 67 cents for every dollar paid to native-born 
men.142 The gender wage gap is already smaller in states with minimum wages above the federal 
minimum wage. Women who work full time in states with a minimum wage of at least $8.25 per 
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hour—that is, at least a dollar above the federal minimum wage—face a wage gap of 13.5 cents, 
compared to a wage gap of 23 cents for women who work in states that follow the federal minimum 
wage of $7.25 per hour. In other words, the wage gap in these states is 41 percent smaller.143 

Eliminating the tipped minimum wage would also reduce the gender pay gap. In states that require 
tipped employees to be paid the regular minimum wage, the wage gap for all women working full 
time, year-round is 19 percent smaller than in states with a $2.13 tipped minimum wage.144 In those 
states, the wage gap for women in tipped occupations is 33 percent smaller, the poverty rate for 
women in tipped occupations is 27 percent lower, and the poverty rate for women of color in tipped 
occupations is 31 percent lower.145

Figure 12: Significant Gender/Racial Income Gaps Remain 
Full-Time, Year-Round Working People’s Median Annual Earnings by Race and Gender, 2016

The racial wage gap. African-American and Hispanic working people earn less than White working 
people. Among people who work full time and part time, African-American men’s median hourly 
earnings are 73 percent those of White men and Latino men’s earnings are 69 percent those of 
White men’s. Women of color are even worse off, as discussed above. These racial wage gaps have 
persisted for decades, and new evidence suggests that the wage gap between White and African-
American working people is increasing.146 

A recent study of the growth in the African-American-White wage gap between 1979 and 2016 
by economists at the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco found that though African-American 
working people’s earnings increased over this period, White working people’s income grew much 
more quickly. The earnings of African-American men fell from 80 percent of White male earnings 
to about 70 percent of White male earnings while African-American women’s wages fell from 95 
percent of White women’s to 82 percent. Even when taking into account factors that might explain 
African-American working people’s lower average pay (such as education, geography, or occupation/
industry), there is a large portion of the wage gap that is, as the authors note, “not traceable to 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2016. Available at 
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-income-people.html.

Figure 12
Significant Gender/Racial Income Gaps Remain
Full-Time, Year-Round Workers' Median Annual Earnings by Race and Gender, 2016

$57,925

$45,741

$65,603

$50,615

$41,293
$36,277 $37,354

$31,522

Men

Women

25BARE MINIMUM:  Why We Need to Raise Wages for America’s Lowest-Paid Families



26BARE MINIMUM:  Why We Need to Raise Wages for America’s Lowest-Paid Families

differences in easily measured characteristics, but rather is unexplained within our model.” What 
is more, this “unexplained” wage gap accounts for almost all of the recent growth in the African-
American-White wage gap.147 

Because African-American, Latino, and Latina working people are over-represented in low-paid jobs, 
they would benefit from minimum wage increases at higher rates. 

Figure 13: African-American-White Income Gaps Persist 
Non-Hispanic White Women’s, African-American Men’s, and African-American Women’s Median 
Incomes as a Percentage of Non-Hispanic White Men’s Income, 1987-2016 (2016 dollars)
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CPI projection for 2017 from CBO (2017). Productivity is measured as total economy productivity net depreciation.

Source: Economic Policy Institute, 2017. Available at 
http://www.epi.org/publication/another-year-of-congressional-inaction-has-further-eroded-the-federal-minimum-wage/. 
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Eliminating the tipped minimum wage and the 
subminimum wage for working people with disabilities 

People working for tips. In addition to raising the federal minimum wage, there are compelling 
reasons to eliminate the tipped minimum wage entirely and ensure that all working people are paid 
one fair wage.

First, the tipped minimum wage perpetuates a system in which wage theft is rampant. Because 
tracking tips to ensure people working for tips are earning at least the equivalent of the regular federal 
minimum wage is difficult—and often left up to the person working for tips—the result is that people 
working for tips are often paid below the standard minimum wage. Their employers often do not make 
up the difference between their actual earnings and the standard minimum wage, as the law requires. 
When the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division investigated 9,000 full-service restaurants 
in 2010-2012, it found 1,170 infractions involving the so-called “tip credit” (the difference between 
the tipped minimum wage and the standard minimum wage). These infractions resulted in employers 
who had not paid people working for tips what they were owed being forced to pay nearly $5.5 million 
in back wages.148 Employers not only sometimes fail to make up the difference between working 
people’s tips and the minimum wage, but they also sometimes confiscate the tips directly, in violation 
of current federal law (though the Trump administration is proposing to weaken regulations that provide 
that tips are the property of the working people who receive them).149

Second, the tipped wage perpetuates a system of compensation that especially harms working 
people of color. People of color systematically earn less in tips than White working people. Studies 
of the restaurant industry have shown that customers discriminate against African-American 
servers, consistently tipping them less than White servers regardless of the quality of service.150 It 
is not surprising, then, that working people of color feel the impact of the tipped minimum wage 
more than White working people: 17 percent of people of color who work for tips live in poverty, 
compared to 14 percent of White people who work for tips.151

Third, the tipped minimum wage helps create a work environment in which sexual harassment is 
rampant. Low-paid working people across industries, from hospitality to farm work, experience 
high levels of sexual harassment.152 People working for tips in restaurants suffer sexual harassment 
at especially high levels.153 Tipped restaurant servers are highly dependent on customers for their 
income, and on management for good shifts. This situation creates a power imbalance that makes 
people working for tips —many of whom are women—particularly vulnerable to sexual harassment. 
Some people working for tips feel that they must tolerate inappropriate behavior just to put food on 
the table.154 

The accommodation and food services industry, which includes restaurants, hotels, and similar 
businesses, employs the largest percentage of people working for tips, and it is also the single largest 
source of sexual harassment claims in the country, accounting for 14.2 percent of all claims.155 In 
a national survey of the restaurant industry, people working for tips reported experiencing sexual 
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harassment at higher rates than non-tipped working people, and women in tipped industries who earn 
the tipped minimum wage of $2.13 an hour reported the highest rates of sexual harassment of all, 
double that of women earning tips in states that pay the same minimum wage to all working people.156 
As ROC United explains, “all too often the economic insecurity of living off tips contributes to higher 
levels of physical insecurity being reported by all people working in restaurants—and particularly 
women working in restaurants—in a workplace rife with sexual harassment.” 157

Finally, eliminating the tipped minimum wage will increase the economic security of all working 
people, especially women. Research has shown that working people in states that have eliminated 
the tipped minimum wage and require employers to pay people working for tips the prevailing state 
minimum wage before tips—so-called “One Fair Wage” states—are less likely to live in poverty. 
Nearly 15 percent of all people working for tips in states with a $2.13 an hour tipped minimum 
wage live in poverty, compared to 11.7 percent in states with one fair wage.158 The benefits of one 
fair wage are especially significant for women, who make up two-thirds of the tipped workforce 
nationally. 159 In states with one fair wage: the wage gap for women in tipped occupations is 33 
percent smaller; the poverty rate for women in tipped occupations is 27 percent lower; and the 
poverty rate for women of color in tipped occupations is 31 percent lower.160 There is also evidence 
that increasing wages for the predominantly female workforce in tipped occupations can help reduce 
poverty and shrink the gender wage gap. In states with one fair wage, the wage gap for all women 
working full time is 19 percent smaller; the poverty rate for all women is 13 percent lower; the 
poverty rate for African-American women is 8 percent lower; and the poverty rate for Latina women 
is 13 percent lower.161 Meanwhile, employment in the restaurant industry is healthy in states with 
one fair wage, suggesting that eliminating the tipped minimum wage does not negatively affect 
employment or the industry.162

Figure 14: Women in the Tipped Workforce are Less Likely to Live in Poverty in 
States with One Fair Wage 
Poverty Rates for Women and Women of Color in the Tipped Workforce, by State Tipped Minimum 
Wage Level, 2010-2014

States with a tipped minimum wage of $2.13 States where tipped minimum wage equals regular 
minimum wage

Source: National Women Law Center, 2016. Available at https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Tipped-Wage-10.17.pdf.
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Working people with disabilities. The subminimum wage for people with disabilities is even more 
complicated than the tipped minimum wage, and research suggests that employer compliance with 
relevant regulations of DOL is, if anything, worse. Historically, employer violations of the terms of 
the certificates they receive from the department that allow them to pay subminimum wages has 
been more the norm than the exception. In 1979, a DOL study found that 57 percent of workshops 
investigated by the agency violated the wage requirements of the FLSA.163 A GAO study of the 
same period found that 3.8 to 5.9 percent of sheltered workshops were investigated annually, and 
of those, 60 percent had underpaid their employees.164 When the GAO attempted to investigate 
again in the early 2000s, it found large numbers of wage violations among workshops employing 
people with disabilities, but it was impossible to tell how pervasive the violations were because 
DOL did not systematically investigate employers or keep accurate records of the investigations they 
did conduct.165 In the years since, DOL has attempted to improve oversight of employers paying 
subminimum wages to people with disabilities. But between 2004 and 2009, DOL conducted on 
average only 135 on-site reviews of employers with certificates to employ working people with 
disabilities at subminimum wages, representing only 4 percent of employers.166 This means that 
employers could be denying wages guaranteed to thousands of working people with disabilities 
under the FLSA, but DOL and the public are unaware. 

Even when employers do abide by their agreements with DOL and follow the FLSA, however, 
there are serious problems with the subminimum wage system and the sheltered workshops they 
support.

At its most benign, segregated work is an outdated service model that makes many working people 
with disabilities feel isolated and denies them the ability to earn a fair wage for their work. Over the 
last several decades, a consensus has emerged that jobs programs should seek to help people with 
disabilities integrate into their communities, and work in paid positions alongside people without 
disabilities. The recently reauthorized Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) encourages 
community integrated employment, and services that help people with disabilities transition to 
such employment. 167 Much of the work in sheltered workshops is repetitive, and does not prepare 
working people for jobs in the community. A GAO survey found that most working people at 
sheltered workshops have worked at the same workshop for more than five years, and some for 
as many as 20 years. In the year studied, only 5 percent of workers transitioned from sheltered 
employment to work elsewhere.168 As the National Disability Rights Network noted, “sheltered 
workshops have replaced institutions in many states as the new warehousing system and are the 
new favored locations where people with disabilities are sent to occupy their days.”169

“... sheltered workshops have replaced institutions in many states as the 
new warehousing system and are the new favored locations where people 

with disabilities are sent to occupy their days.”
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The sheltered workshop system and the subminimum wage that supports it also reinforces the 
economic insecurity of people with disabilities, and their physical and emotional vulnerability. 
Working people at sheltered workshops are paid very low wages—on average $2.50 an hour, 
according to the GAO survey.170 These low wages leave many working people with disabilities 
dependent on family support and government benefits, such as SSI and Medicaid, to survive.171 
Another study found that only 16 percent of people placed in sheltered work had health insurance.172  
In the worst cases, sheltered workshops create environments where people with disabilities have 
been abused and neglected—told to sit and stare blankly at a wall for hours on end or taunted 
and humiliated because of their disabilities.173 The subminimum wage for people with disabilities 
perpetuates a system that segregates working people with disabilities, makes abuse and neglect 
possible, and drastically limits working people’s opportunities.
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The Economic Impact of Raising 
the Minimum Wage
Raising the minimum wage and eliminating the tipped minimum wage and the subminimum 
wage for working people with disabilities in sheltered workshops would have sizable positive 
effects throughout American society. There is substantial support among economists for raising 
the minimum wage. In 2014, 600 economists, including seven Nobel Prize winners, signed a 
letter supporting a minimum wage increase.174 Research suggests that there would be few, if any, 
negative economic effects to raising the minimum wage.    

The most comprehensive studies of historical minimum wage increases have found that they do 
not cause detectable job loss. A common argument against increasing the minimum wage is that it 
will hurt those who it intends to help by reducing employment opportunities for low-wage working 
people. But there is little-to-no evidence that this has happened in the past. The most exhaustive 
study to date, an Upjohn Institute-published review of the evidence, found that raising the minimum 
wage had “little or no effect on employment and hours.”175 

Instead, research has shown that raising the minimum wage often leads to increases in productivity 
and reductions in turnover, resulting in savings for employers. 176 In addition, employers often 
respond with modest price increases, while working people respond by consuming more. 177 
Economists at the University of California Berkeley’s Center on Wage and Employment Dynamics 
have drawn on this research to predict that New York State’s decision to raise the minimum wage 
to $15 will lead to a net gain of jobs once it is fully phased in. The Berkeley economists predict that 
the new higher minimum wage will lead to some job loss, as companies mechanize processes, 
eliminate some jobs due to productivity increases, and raise prices (resulting in a drop in consumer 
demand that results in further job loss). But they expect this job loss will be more than balanced out 
by an increase in consumer demand that will lead to the creation of even more jobs.178

Today, cities across the country are in the process of implementing significant minimum wage 
increases. In some cases, the increases are higher and faster than what we have seen in recent 
decades. The evaluations of these increases are just being released, and in a few cases economists 
have come to opposite conclusions about the effect of these increases on employment.179 

But there are compelling reasons to believe that the country can sustain a significantly higher federal 
minimum wage today. Over the last 50 years, the economy has grown considerably, and productivity 
has nearly doubled. If the minimum wage had been raised to keep pace with productivity growth 
since the late 1960s, it would be almost $19 an hour today.180 In addition, a higher federal minimum 
wage may well be tolerated better by low-wage regions today than in the past, because there has 
been significant wage compression across the United States over the last several decades. Working 
people’s average pay in high-cost areas is more similar to working people’s average pay in low-cost 
areas than it once was.181 
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Figure 15: Median Wages in Low-Wage Regions are Closer to the National Median 
Wage than 50 Years Ago 
Census Division Median Wages as a Share of the National Median Wage, 1968, 1979, 2007, and 2013

Finally, tens of millions of working people would benefit from raising the minimum wage to $15 per 
hour.182 This is a significant share of America’s workforce, but we need to remember that even a 
$15 per hour minimum wage still falls short of meeting many families’ basic needs throughout the 
country.183 

Source: Economic Policy Institute's analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement microdata. 
Available at http://www.epi.org/publication/we-can-afford-a-12-00-federal-minimum-wage-in-2020/.
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Recent Progress is Under Threat 
As the value of the federal minimum wage has fallen in recent years, states and localities have 
led the way in adopting higher wages. A growing movement of advocates, including the Fight for 
$15, the Movement for Black Lives, labor unions and worker rights organizations, women’s rights 
organizations, and immigrants’ rights organizations, have fought successfully for state and local 
minimum wage increases.184

Currently, 29 states have minimum wages that are higher than the federal minimum of $7.25 an 
hour. On January 1, 2018, minimum wage increases went into effect in 18 states, following 19 state-
level increases in 2017.185 California, New York, and Washington, D.C.—which together have nearly 
one-fifth of the nation’s workforce—have recently enacted laws to increase their minimum wages 
in regular steps to $15 per hour.186 Arizona, Colorado, Maine, Oregon, and Washington State have 
all enacted laws to increase their minimum wages to between $12 and $14.75 an hour.187 Currently, 
campaigns are underway in more than a dozen states to raise their minimum wages to between 
$12 and $15 per hour, including: Connecticut, Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
Michigan, Missouri, Nevada, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and Vermont.188

Many states have minimum wages that are only slightly higher than the federal minimum wage, 
however. Twelve of the 29 states with minimum wages above the federal minimum have relatively 
low state minimum wages of under $9 an hour. Almost all of these 12 states were only able to enact 
higher minimum wages at all “because of grassroots citizen ballot initiatives, with minimum wage 
increases passed either directly by the voters or by legislatures in response to ballot campaigns.”189

Thirty-nine localities have adopted minimum wages that are higher than their state minimum wages, 
and a number have recently enacted legislation to raise their minimum wage for some or all private 
sector employees over the next several years to $15 per hour: Flagstaff, Arizona; Los Angeles; 
Minneapolis; San Francisco; San Jose; SeaTac; Seattle; and Montgomery County, MD.190 Chicago 
and Miami Beach have approved an increase to $13 and $13.31 an hour, respectively, though Miami 
Beach’s increase has recently been struck down by state courts.191 In many cities, the fight for a $15 
minimum wage began with strikes in the fast food industry and demands for union organization. The 
fight for a fair wage was then taken up by low-wage working people across the city, many of whom 
are women and people of color. In Minneapolis, the campaign to raise the local minimum wage was 
led by the Centro de Trabajadores Unidos en la Lucha and $15 Now, and it not only succeeded in 
convincing the city council to unanimously approve a $15 per hour minimum wage, it also won some 
of the strongest “Earned Sick and Safe Time” policies in the nation.192 

Some private sector employers have also embraced a $15 minimum wage. Employers such as 
Aetna, Facebook, Amalgamated Bank, the university-affiliated hospital Johns Hopkins Medicine, 
and academic institutions such as the University of Rochester have also raised base pay to $15 per 
hour for their working people and/or their contractors.193 Target recently announced that it will raise 
wages for all of their employees to at least $15 by 2020.194 
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There has also been recent progress in reducing 
the use of the subminimum wage for people 
with disabilities, and eliminating the tipped 
minimum wage in some states. Alaska recently 
repealed its minimum wage exemption for 
people with disabilities, joining Maryland and 
New Hampshire in phasing out the subminimum 
wage.195 Across the country, state human 
services agencies, in response to state and 
federal legislation, are working to move people 
with disabilities out of sheltered workshops 
and into competitive employment.196 Two court 
cases have also encouraged this movement. 
In Ohio, a precedent-setting administrative law 
decision in Magers v. Seneca Re-ad Industries 
required one sheltered workshop to pay three of 
its employees the standard minimum wage.197 In 
Oregon, more than 1,000 people with disabilities 
are being given the opportunity to leave sheltered 
workshops for competitive employment under 
the terms of the settlement of the 2012 class 
action lawsuit of Lane v. Brown, in which 
sheltered workshop employees alleged that the 
State of Oregon violated the Americans with 
Disabilities Act for segregating them in sheltered 
workshops where they had no interaction with 
their non-disabled peers.198 The U.S. Department 
of Justice intervened on behalf of the plaintiffs in 
this case.199 

For people working for tips, seven states 
currently require tipped employees to be paid 
the standard state minimum wage before 
tips: Alaska, California, Montana, Minnesota, 
Nevada, Oregon, and Washington.200 There are 
ongoing campaigns in Michigan, New York, 
and Washington, D.C., to eliminate the tipped 
minimum wage.201 Meanwhile, a number of 
restauranteurs have also eliminated tipping at 
their establishments—including Danny Meyer 
and Andrew Tarlow.202
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Figure 16: Federal and State Hourly 
Minimum Wages and Tipped Minimum 
Wages as of January 3, 2018
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Despite this progress at the state and local level and at individual companies, federal action is 
necessary. Over the next decade, economists expect the fastest job growth to occur in industries 
that employ large numbers of low-paid working people.203 Meanwhile, 21 states remain stuck at the 
federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour. 

Figure 17: Twenty-One States’ Minimum Wage is Stuck at $7.25 (as of January 3, 2018)

Ten of the 21 states stuck at $7.25 an hour are in the South.204 These southern states have large 
African-American populations, growing Latino and Asian American populations, and low rates of 
union representation, making it particularly difficult for the lowest-paid working people to win wage 
increases.205

What is more, 17 of the 21 states stuck at the federal $7.25 minimum wage have passed 
“preemption” laws that forbid cities and counties from implementing higher local minimum wages 
on their own.206 In 2017, state preemption laws in Iowa and Missouri nullified local minimum wage 
laws that had already gone into effect—causing some working people’s paychecks to decrease. 

207 Because the local wage hikes preempted by these laws would have disproportionately helped 
African Americans, who are overrepresented in minimum wage jobs in the cities that passed 
them, the effect of the preemption laws has been to stifle policies that would have reduced racial 
as well as economic inequality. Examining data from seven states that have recently passed 
preemption laws, the Partnership for Working Families found that in each case they were passed 
by overwhelmingly white state legislatures overturning municipal laws passed by majority African-

Source: Minimum Wage Tracker. “The Economic Policy Institute, January 2, 2018. Available 
athttp://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/#/min_wage/.

Figure 17
Twenty-one States Have a Minimum Wage Stuck at $7.25
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American cities.208 Preemption is often portrayed as a partisan conflict between Democratic cities 
and Republican state legislatures, but the essential effect of this struggle is to prevent progress for 
people of color and women working in low-paid jobs.209 

Figure 18: Many Southern States Stuck at $7.25 Have Large African-American and 
Latino Population 
African American and Latino Populations in the 10 Southern States Stuck at $7.25, 2016 

In 2016, for example, an all-white majority of the Alabama state legislature joined with the White 
governor to enact a preemption bill after the City Council of the majority African-American city of 
Birmingham unanimously passed a local minimum wage law.210 The Alabama NAACP has joined 
forces with several Birmingham fast food workers and Greater Birmingham Ministries to challenge 
the state law, claiming that it was enacted with “racial animus” and violates the Equal Protection 
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and the Voting Rights Act.211

Members of Congress have introduced widely supported legislation to raise the minimum wage 
in every Congress since 2012, to no avail.212 In 2014, a Senate filibuster blocked progress on a 
minimum wage bill despite the fact that a majority of senators supported it. According to the 
National Employment Law Project, “since then, no specific minimum wage increase has been 
allowed a hearing or a vote in Congress.”213 In 2017, the historic Raise the Wage Act was introduced 
by Sens. Bernie Sanders, I. Vt., and Patty Murray, D. Wash., and Reps. Bobby Scott, D. Va., and 
Keith Ellison, D. Minn. The bill would increase the federal minimum wage to $15 per hour by 2024. 
Thereafter, it would index the minimum wage to the median wage to ensure that it keeps up with 
increasing wages and reflects changes in the overall labor market. The bill would also eliminate the 
tipped minimum wage and the subminimum wage for people with disabilities. Previous legislation 

Source: 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. U.S. Census Bureau. 2016.
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has proposed eliminating the tipped minimum wage, but was not enacted. This is the first time 
proposed legislation would eliminate the subminimum wage for people with disabilities.214 Neither 
the House of Representatives nor the Senate has acted on it.

While Congress has failed to act, the executive branch under President Obama took some steps to 
improve pay for low-wage working people. In February 2014, Obama signed Executive Order 13658, 
which raised the minimum wage that federal contractors must pay their employees. As of January 
1, 2018, the minimum wage for federal contractors is $10.35 an hour.215 Two-hundred thousand 
working people were expected to benefit from the order.216

In the last several months, however, the Trump administration has taken actions that may well limit 
working people’s pay in order to benefit employers. Late in 2017, DOL gave notice that it plans 
to rescind an Obama-era regulation that forbids employers from requiring tipped employees from 
sharing their tips with non-tipped employees, such as cooks and other kitchen staff. This proposed 
rule from the Trump administration would essentially make tips the property of employers, and allow 
them to keep the tips for themselves so long as the people who earn the tips are paid the minimum 
wage. The Economic Policy Institute estimates that under the proposed rule, employers could pocket 
$5.8 billion in working people’s tips—$4.6 billion from women alone.217 In early February 2018, 
Bloomberg Law reported that DOL had prepared but then buried economic analysis for this proposed 
rulemaking that would have demonstrated that people working for tips would lose billions of dollars 
in wages if the proposed rule were to be finalized and implemented.218

In addition, DOL has indicated that it plans to limit eligibility for overtime pay. Under the FLSA, 
people working more than 40 hours a week must be paid 1.5 times their rate of pay for extra hours 
as long as their salary falls under a certain threshold. Under Obama, DOL promulgated regulations 
to raise that threshold significantly so that more working people would be eligible for overtime, but 
they were blocked by a federal district court. The Trump administration has indicated it may embrace 
a significantly lower threshold than that proposed under the Obama administration, resulting in fewer 
working people being paid overtime.219 

Despite progress in raising working people’s pay, bold federal action is necessary to counter these 
threats and ensure that working people get what President Roosevelt originally envisioned: “a fair 
day’s pay for a fair day’s work.”
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Conclusion
In an America as good as its ideals, every person should be able to fully contribute to, and benefit 
from, the economy. Working people should be able to live and work in dignity. 

We are not there yet. Too many people in the United States live in poverty, and middle- and 
lower-income working people are not being paid fairly for the work that they do. Past and present 
discrimination, and the persistence of economic and social policies shaped by Jim Crow, mean that 
women and people of color are more likely to be paid low wages that make it so that they cannot 
pay the bills. 

An economy that works for all of us would provide a livable floor on wages for all working people. A 
fair and adequate minimum wage that allows people to sustain their families and participate fully in 
our democracy is one of the foundations of economic security in the 21st century.

Raising the federal minimum wage and eliminating the tipped minimum wage and the subminimum 
wage for people with disabilities would bring us closer to this vision. It would help redress 
longstanding inequities in American society: bolstering the economic security of working families, 
reducing poverty and inequality, shrinking the racial and gender wage gaps, and creating safer 
workplaces where all working people are valued and treated with dignity and respect. 

Raising the minimum wage and expanding coverage to more working people would particularly help 
women, people of color, people with disabilities, immigrants, formerly incarcerated people, LGBTQ 
individuals, and other working people who are more likely to be paid low wages. It would be one 
important step toward casting off one of the remaining vestiges of Jim Crow.

Most Americans support raising the minimum wage. According to a 2015 poll by Hart Research 
Associates, nearly two in three voters support raising the federal minimum wage to $15 per hour by 
2020.220 Two-hundred anti-poverty, civil rights, faith, and labor organizations recently signed on to a 
letter endorsing raising the minimum wage in regular steps to $15 per hour by 2024.221 

It is time for Congress to pass and for the president to sign a significant minimum wage increase. 
The minimum wage should be increased to $15 per hour as soon as possible, through a series of 
regular steps. Once it reaches $15, the minimum wage should be indexed to either inflation, wages, 
or both, so that its real value keeps up with increases in the cost of living and living standards. 
Finally, the new minimum wage should be guaranteed to people who work for tips and working 
people with disabilities just as it is guaranteed to other working people. 

We need a minimum wage that works for Rita, Mercelis, Krizma, Thea, Stephen, Quantina, Le’Ron, 
Pamela, and Gloria. We need a minimum wage that works for all of us.
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