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Living Wages & Good
Jobs

The United States has an affordability problem: wages have not kept up with the rising cost of living.

Introduction: The Problem and Solution

The United States has an affordability problem: wages have not kept up with the rising cost of living. Since
the start of the second Trump Administration in January 2025, inflation has soared, unionization rates have
fallen, worker protections have been weakened, and it’s becoming increasingly easier for employers to
discriminate against their workers. Through policies, executive orders, and other administrative actions, the
administration has made the cost of living unaffordable and workplaces less safe, and cut worker rights. The
current war with Iran and consumer tariffs have also cost workers, triggering rising prices of basic
necessities for millions of households.*

The modern economy is constantly changing. Many Americans are working more than one job to make ends
meet, such as taking on app-based gig work with few benefits. But all workers need a high-quality job that
pays a living wage with benefits such as paid sick days, paid family and medical leave, health insurance, and
retirement benefits. The right to a union and bargain collectively greatly contributes to financial stability and
affordability, as workers can demand higher wages, predictable schedules, and improvements on workplace
benefits.
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— Current State of Play

The Attack on Labor Unions and Workers’ Rights

The second Trump Administration has made it harder for workers to collectively organize in the workplace.
In fact, Trump’s National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) oversaw a 30 percent drop in union elections from
2024 to 20252%--an outcome of Trump firing an NLRB board member, which resulted in the board’s inability
toreach quorum for 345 days. That, in turn, meant that the board could not enforce workers’ rights such as
cases involving alleged illegal firings and other unfair labor practices. Additionally, President Trump has

issued executive orders that strip union protections from more than one million federal workers.?

Eliminating Evidence of Workplace Discrimination

The administration has weaponized the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) by
stripping civil rights protections for women, transgender workers, and other protected groups. The EEOC
has attempted to remove Title VII protections from transgender workers, announced it will no longer
process complaints alleging disparate impact violations-a cornerstone of civil rights enforcement for over
50 years-and dismantled critical infrastructure for monitoring workplace discrimination.* In July 2026, the
EEOC voted to issue a proposed rule to eliminate demographic workforce data collection known as EEO-1,
along with other data collection requirements.> Without this data, workplace discrimination against women,
people of color, and other marginalized groups would be harder to identify. These EEOC data have been used
to facilitate civil rights enforcement, guide evidence-based policymaking, and help employers evaluate their
own practices for the past 60 years. They have also provided substantial evidence of workplace
discrimination based on race and gender, harming workers in hiring, advancement, and remuneration.
Without race and gender workforce data, the federal government, employers, and states will no longer be
able to identify hiring, pay, and promotion disparities, job segregation, and other barriers to equal
opportunity at work.

Workplaces Have Become More Dangerous

The second Trump Administration has also made workplaces across the country more dangerous. In July
2025, the Department of Labor (DOL) introduced an extensive plan to reduce regulations affecting
important workplace safety regulations in the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA),
including removing safety risks that are "inseparable" from certain jobs, terminating COVID-related deaths
and hospitalization monitoring, and removing respiratory protection standards and musculoskeletal injury
reporting.® These policy changes hurt Latino, Black, immigrant, and women workers the most. In fact, Latino
workers experience the highest rates of fatal occupational injury, and Black workers also face elevated risks.”
Immigrant workers are overrepresented in industries with dangerous conditions, including construction,
agriculture, warehousing, and manufacturing.

Workplace safety and health are not limited to injuries or fatalities. Gender-based violence and harassment
(GBVH) is deeply embedded across low-wage jobs and male-dominated industries. This includes sectors
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such as hospitality, domestic work, agriculture, construction, and warehousing. Women—particularly Black
women, immigrant women, and women in temporary roles—face heightened exposure to harassment,
assault, and coercion on the job.? Federal workplace safety frameworks provide limited proactive
protections against these forms of harm. OSHA does not offer a comprehensive standard that addresses
GBVH as a workplace safety issue, and enforcement mechanisms remain limited. These gaps leave workers
without consistent tools for prevention or accountability.

— Who is Affected?

While 36.8 million Americans, or 11.1 percent of the population, live in poverty, millions of Americans are
among the “working poor”, which is defined as people who have spent at least 27 weeks working or looking
for work during a year but have incomes below the national poverty line ($14,580 for individuals and
$19,720 for a family of two).” The latest data shows that in 2023, 6.1 million people were considered
“working poor” Women, Latino, and Black workers are more likely than men and white workers to be among

those working and still in poverty.

6 1 people counted among the “working poor” in 2023 —
° working or looking for work, with incomes below the poverty
million line

This is due in large part to disproportionately low wages and earnings. While the federal minimum wage
hasn’t been raised since 2009, individual purchasing power has decreased significantly. After adjusting for
inflation, today’s minimum wage of $7.25/hour is 40 percent lower than the minimum wage in 1970, which
would be $13.77/hour in today’s dollars.'® While the

majority of states, territories, and districts have $7 25

adopted higher minimum wage laws than the federal ¢ /hour

government, not all have. These discrepancies in wage today’s federal minimum wage — 40
percent lower than the 1970 minimum

laws create racial and geographic disparities in both
wage, adjusted for inflation

wages and poverty.'!

Workers who work part-time, whether involuntarily or voluntarily, are much more likely to be part of the
working poor. Involuntary part-time work is defined as workers who work part-time due to being unable to
find full-time work; and women make up the majority of part-time workers.*? Due to low wages and rising
inflation, people need to take on more work, sometimes multiple jobs, to make ends meet. The gig economy,
which historically has a low barrier to entry, has led to a significant increase in the number of people working
through an app-based platform. App-based work has risen exponentially in recent years, with 64 million
people in the U.S. engaged in some form of gig work and 7.3 million working in app-based delivery or ride
hailing in 2023.*®* However, due to the misclassification of gig workers as independent contractors instead of
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employees, these workers do not have access to minimum wage protections, employer-sponsored health
care, Social Security benefits, and unemployment insurance. This misclassification creates a two-tiered
system in the labor market: app-based jobs are missing equitable protections, resulting in lower wages and
no benefits.

App-based work is not the only low-wage, precarious industry in which workers, rather than the employer or
government, take on job-related risks and receive few non-wage benefits or legal protections.** Temporary
work through staffing agencies is a high-traffic and high-profit industry meant to serve workers seeking job
training for further work opportunities. These agencies largely serve communities of color, Black
communities, and women of color. The amount of workers hired through staffing agencies is increasing, with
an estimated 13 million to 16 million U.S. workers hired through staffing agencies annually.” Yet federal
policy does not enforce or regulate temporary work and allows large companies in sectors such as
warehousing, manufacturing, and retail to pay these workers low wages, risk their health and safety, and

discriminate against workers of color.

While the cost of living continues to rise, wages remain stagnant and people are increasingly looking for
different jobs in the labor market. Growing industries such as app-based gig work and temporary work are
unregulated and put workers at risk. Federal policy must fill this gap and create a standard for what a high-

quality job in the United States looks like.

— A Bold Vision Forward: A High-Quality Job for All

Everyone deserves a high-quality job: one that pays a living wage; promotes safety and health; is free from
GBVH; has a stable work schedule; protects a worker’s right to collectively bargain; and provides access to
benefits such as paid sick days, paid family and medical leave, health insurance, and retirement benefits. Such
jobs allow people to balance work, school, and family obligations and promote both economic stability and

career advancement.

Support Living Wages and Equal Pay for All Workers

Raising the minimum wage is not enough to afford the basic costs of living in 2026. According to the MIT
Living Wage Calculator, a “living wage” for a single adult with no dependents would be $25.98 per hour or
roughly $54,000 a year for residents of Washington, D.C.*

Currently, almost 26 million workers are earning less than $17 per hour, 42 million workers are earning less
than $20 per hour, and over 66 million workers are earning less than $25 per hour.'” This means that half of

the U.S. workforce is earning less than the living wage required to afford basic needs.
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6 6 workers earn less than $25 an hour — half the U.S. workforce
earns less than a living wage

million

Ensuring that all workers earn a living wage means removing certain exceptions from current labor law. The
$2.14/hour federal tipped wage, $3.50/hour disability wage, and incarcerated worker wage of less than
$1/hour, all of which perpetuate the legacy of slavery, must be abolished.'® The Fair Labor Standards Act,
which was implemented in 1938, left out minimum wage protections for all workers in the agriculture,
farmwork, and domestic industries. Almost seventy years later, Black and Latino workers continue to be
overrepresented in these low-wage fields: in 2022, 78 percent of U.S. agriculture workers identified as
Latino, 34 percent of whom were women.*’ Black women are still disproportionately represented in
domestic and care jobs, such as home health aides, personal care aides, and child care workers. In fact, one in

five workers in these sectors is a Black woman.?

The Living Wage for All Act would get us closer to ensuring all workers earn a living wage. It would raise the
federal minimum wage to $25 per hour through a phased approach that reflects both the cost of living and
the structure of the modern economy. It would also eliminate all subminimum wages, including for tipped
workers, youth workers, and workers with disabilities, ensuring that every worker is guaranteed a full wage

from their employer.?

The modern economy demands app-based gig and temp work, and we must ensure these sectors pay a living
wage, protect workers from on-the-job risks, and meet basic living standards, including a strong ABC test

against misclassification.?

By establishing a strong, protective, pro-employee test, policymakers can streamline the process for workers
to prove they are employees who have been misclassified as independent contractors. The Empowering
App-Based Workers Act would create important protections for gig workers across the country and ensure
they are paid more fairly.
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AFFORDABILITY CRISIS IN PRACTICE $875amonth
TO COVER LIVING EXPENSES ON MINIMUM WAGE

® o
Aa
A SINGLE PARENT WASHINGTON, D.C.

Consider a single parent making minimum wage in Washington, DC—the district/state??
with the highest minimum wage in the country—of $18.40 an hour, which would equate
to an annual salary of $38,272.22 On average, housing alone costs $27,768 per year for a
single parent with one child in the District of Columbia,?* leaving only $10,504 for the
entire rest of the year—or just $875 a month—to cover all other expenses including
food, transportation, utilities, health care, and child care. Even in the state with the
highest minimum wage, a single parent earns too little to cover all their monthly bills
and will be forced to pick and choose between paying for food or keeping the lights

on.

Support Policies That Protect Workers’ Right to Organize

Protecting unions and the right to collectively organize is vital to raising wages and safeguarding democracy.
On average, unions raise wages of their workers by 10 to 15 percent, while also improving benefits and
workplace procedures such as retirement plans and predictable scheduling.?¢ These improvements
contribute substantially to financial stability for families and positively impact affordability. Research has

shown that tripling union membership? would:

e Deliver a 14.5 percent raise for the median worker, amounting to more than $7,700 annually, or nearly
$270,000 over a 35-year career.

e Shift $1.2 trillion to workers annually.

e Significantly narrow racial wage gaps. Because unions tend to boost wages more for Black and Latino
workers than for white workers due to job sectors such as construction and manufacturing, tripling union
membership would close racial wage gaps by more than one-third.

* Increase the number of people with health insurance. Since unions increase other forms of
compensation, like health insurance benefits, the number of non-elderly people without health insurance
would fall by approximately 25 percent. Unions further reduce uninsured rates by advocating for
increased public benefits like Medicaid.
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e Strengthen communities. States with high union density invest more in public education, have higher
unemployment insurance benefits, and have adopted Medicaid expansion.

e Protect democracy. Unions boost voter turnout, equip workers with civic skills, and actively defend
voting rights. States with high union density have passed far fewer voter restriction bills than states with
low density.?®

Legislation, such as the Protecting Workers Right to Organize (PRO) Act would make it easier for workers
to collectively organize. It would impose fines of between $50,000 and $100,000 on employers that fire
employees who try to unionize their workplace. It would also require the NLRB to seek a court injunction to
immediately reinstate workers if they have been illegally fired for union activity; prohibit employers from
holding “captive audience” meetings, which are meant to intimidate employees and discourage employees
from organizing, and from forcing employees to enter into arbitration agreements, which is when employees
waive their right to collective and class action lawsuits;?’ and set a timeline for the collective bargaining
process between unions and employers, as well as prohibit the delay of union elections by having the NLRB

set union election guidance.

Support a Federal Jobs Guarantee

During the 1963 March on Washington, Martin Luther King Jr. advocated for a job guarantee as a pillar of
economic justice, demanding that the United States government “guarantee a job to all people who want to
work and are able to work.”*° Indeed, the civil rights movement understood that a federal jobs guarantee
could be a powerful tool in building public infrastructure and achieving racial and economic equality.

“Guarantee a job to all people who want to work and are able to work.”

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. - 1963 MARCH ON WASHINGTON

In August 2026, 4.1 percent of people were unemployed, making the number of unemployed people
approximately 7 million. An additional 4.4 million people were underemployed, meaning they were seeking
full-time jobs but could only get part-time jobs. Finally, there are currently 5.7 million people who are not in
the labor force but who want a job.3! That means there are currently 17.1 million people who would benefit
from a federal jobs guarantee. This policy would disproportionately benefit Black and Latino workers as
these workers face a stark income gap compared to white workers.? For example, Black women spent twice
as long finding a job as white women in the second half of 2025, and young Black workers were twice as
likely to be unemployed.® Workers of color still face discrimination in the labor market and are most often
the “first ones fired, last one hired” during economic recessions. A federal jobs guarantee would be
economically inclusive to all workers who face discrimination in the workplace, including workers with

disabilities, transgender workers, caregivers, and people with criminal records.
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170 1 people who would benefit from a federal jobs guarantee
million

A federal jobs guarantee would stabilize the United States during an economic recession, stabilizing
consumer spending and making the economy more resilient against global shocks. A resolution has been
introduced to ensure a federal jobs guarantee, which supports the right to a quality job on public projects
across the country. These projects are current gaps in the U.S. economy and society such as child care, public

education, early childhood education, and implementing environmental conservation initiatives.>*

Support Policies that Promote a Workplace Free from Gender-Based Violence and Harassment

GBVH in the workplace is about having power over someone, not about sexual desire or attraction. This
pervasive form of violence and harassment is rooted in unequal power relations between and among women
and men, and it both reflects and reinforces the subordinate status of women in many societies.
Experiencing GBVH at work can have significant financial impacts, as it can interrupt or slow down career
advancement or even push survivors from their jobs altogether.>> While costs to survivors vary depending
on the circumstances, the survivor's occupation, and their career trajectory, GBVH at work can cost
survivors anywhere from $600 to $1.3 million over their lifetime.®® The affordability crisis only fuels
conditions that leave workers in positions where they feel they have to continue to work in unsafe work

conditions in order to make ends meet.

Congress can robustly implement policies to protect workers from violence and harassment in the
workplace. In fact, states such as Maine have already taken the lead by identifying GBVH as a consequential
barrier to workplace safety, dignity, and economic opportunity. The Maine Department of Labor has directed
their state OSHA office to integrate GBVH prevention work in their OSHA policies, regulations, and

practices.

The BE HEARD in the Workplace Act is federal legislation that would help eliminate GBVH in the
workplace. The bill invests in research about the economic impact of workplace harassment, requires regular
reporting on the prevalence of workplace harassment, and ensures that workers have access to more
information and training about what constitutes harassment and their rights if they are harassed. It also
negates mandatory arbitration and pre-employment non-disclosure agreements, which prevent workers
from coming forward and holding perpetrators and businesses accountable, and strengthens existing civil

rights laws.

ABOUT THIS BRIEF - ABOUT CLASP

This brief is part of A Stronger Foundation, CLASP’s recommendations for the 120th Congress, and is designed to be read and shared as a
standalone brief. CLASP is a national, nonpartisan anti-poverty organization advancing policy solutions that work for people with low incomes. -
clasp.org
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