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low-wage work, part-time hours, and the erosion of good jobs have become a  
worrisome trend. From 2002 to 2012, the bottom three-quarters of Oregon’s income 
distribution saw their net income decrease. The “economic recovery” has bypassed 
working Oregonians and gone straight to the wealthiest: 95 percent of the income  
gains from 2009 to 2012 went to the top 1 percent of income earners.

Many Oregonians are working hard but not getting ahead, and families across  
Oregon are struggling to make ends meet. At the same time, the country’s largest  
corporations are reporting record prof ififits. In the “High Cost of Low Wages,” we share 
new research about Oregon ‘s low-wage workers and document the impact their  
low-wage jobs have on their lives. We also provide new data on the costs of public  
assistance support for these workers and show how it represents a new form of  
corporate subsidy to the largest companies employing low-wage workers in the state.  

for Too
ManY
oregonians,
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Over 400,000 Oregonians are  
employed in low-wage work. 

in this repOrt we Offer A  
detAiLed pOrtrAit Of OregOn’s 
LOw-wAge wOrkfOrce.   
This workforce consists of people 
employed in occupations that pay a 
median wage of $12 an hour or annual 
median earnings of $25,000 or less. 
we find: 

•	 over 400,000 oregonians are  
employed in low-wage work.  
Low-wage work is a growing share 
of oregon’s economy. in many areas 
of the state where unemployment 
remains high after the 2008  
recession, most of the job openings 
are for low-wage work. 

•	 systematic low-wage work (when 
salaries are set far below the costs 
needed to raise a family) means the 
demand for public services is at a 
record high – over 1 million  
oregonians now rely on food 
stamps and other assistance to feed 
and support their families.

•	 women are more likely than men to 
end up in low-wage jobs; they are 
also more likely to be single parents 
trying to support a family. Low 
wages and irregular, part-time hours 
make their lives even more difficult.

•	 forty five percent of Latino and fifty 
percent of african american workers 
are employed in low-wage industries.

•	 75 percent of all low-wage workers 
fall into just 5 major occupational 
categories; sales and retail; food Prep 
and serving; Personal Care services; 
Building and grounds Cleaning;and 
health Care support.

•	 The majority of parents we  
interviewed for this study reported 
being forced to work erratic 
schedules and nonstandard shifts, 
and most reported their schedules 
changed weekly.

•	 workers outside the Portland metro 
area are far more likely to end up 
in low-wage jobs than their urban 
counterparts.

 

this repOrt ALsO expLAins hOw 
MAny cOrpOrAtiOns Use LOw-
wAge wOrkers And the sOciAL 
service sAfety net tO sUBsidize 
their prOfits. 

•	 Many oregonians work hard every 
day but still must rely on public 
safety net programs to make ends 
meet. we find that 197,000  
oregonians receiving public  
assistance in January 2014 worked 
the previous year. 

•	 The cost of providing this assistance 
is high—taxpayers subsidize  
corporations’ reliance on a low-
wage workforce to the tune of $1.7 
billion a year. 

•	 Most of the workers on public  
assistance are employed in four 
major sectors: accommodation and 
food service; retail Trade; health 
Care and social assistance; and 
administrative and waste services.

•	 Most employers in the sectors 
employing workers receiving public 
assistance are large, profitable  
corporations.

•	 oregon has one of the highest  
percentages of workers receiving 
state assistance and one of the lowest 
corporate tax rates in the country. 

 
OUr reseArch On LOw-wAge 
wOrk in OregOn hAs severAL 
cOMpOnents.

•	 we carefully examine official  
government statistics on employment 
and wages and provide extensive 
data documenting the growth of 
low-wage work and its effects on 
low-income workers in oregon. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

•	 Through an evaluation of economic 
trends, we show that major  
corporations’ reliance on low-wage 
workers is increasing, and low-wage  
employment is replacing jobs that 
used to pay a middle-class salary. 
while wages decline for most  
workers, corporate profits are at 
record highs. 

•	 Through an in-depth analysis of  
industry trends and public assistance 
recipients, we examine the cost to 
oregonians of the systematic low 
wages set by major corporations 
and industries. in our analysis of 
the 197,000 working adults who 
were enrolled in supplemental  
nutrition assistance Program (snaP) 
in oregon, we show that taxpayers 
spend an estimated $1.7 billion 
each year providing assistance to 
working families in oregon. 

•	 Through 45 interviews with low-
wage working parents (in 2008 and 
2014), most of whom are single 
mothers, we put faces to the statistics 
and come to understand the impact 
of these working conditions on 
their lives. These are women and 
families who play by the rules and 
work hard, but are still not getting 
ahead. Their stories underscore the 
importance of affordable and acces-
sible childcare, reliable schedules, 
paid sick days and health care. 
Their stories reinforce the need for 
legislative action to protect working 
oregonians and their families. 

•	 finally, we identify policy solutions 
that will reward work and support 
families by providing workers with 
higher wages and other support  
that will give them a fair shot at a 
better life.

e x e c U t i v e  s U M M A ry
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The sTaTe of  
worK in oregon

More than half the 

students in Oregon 

public schools are 

eligible for free or 

reduced-price lunch. 

Between 2008 and 

2012, Oregon’s poverty 

rate of 15.5 percent 

exceeded the U.S. 

average of 14.9 percent. 

O r e g O n  w O r k f O r c e  r e p O r t:  c h A p t e r  O n e

2001   2002   2003   2004   2005   2006  2007   2008   2009   2010   2011   2012

introduction & Overview 

oregon’s economy is a story of opposites. 
gross state product has grown at a rate three 
times faster than the U.s. economy, but most 
families have seen their real income drop over 
the past decade. Unemployment and under-
employment rates remain high, and oregon’s 
recovery from the 2008 recession has been 
slow. Though some metro areas are seeing 
promising growth in high-wage jobs, most of 
the new jobs elsewhere in the state pay only 
low wages, or are part-time. Corporate profits 
soar and the rich are getting richer, but over 1 
million oregonians were enrolled in snaP or 
received oregon health Plan benefits in 2013. 
More than half the students in oregon public 
schools are eligible for free or reduced-price 
lunches. Between 2008 and 2012, oregon’s 
poverty rate of 15.5 percent exceeded the U.s. 
average of 14.9 percent.1

oregon’s gross state product, a measure of the 
size of the economy, has been growing rapidly—
since 2001, three times faster than the U.s. 
economy (figure 1).2 This is largely due to 
growth in computer and electronic products 
manufacturing, which grew 344 percent be-
tween 2001 and 2012.3 Unfortunately, growth 
in profits in this sector has not translated into 
additional jobs, which dropped by 25 percent 
over the same time period.4 

spurred on by the recession, jobs have  
disappeared throughout oregon’s  

manufacturing sector. Between 2007 and 2010, 
oregon lost 155,000 jobs, about half of them 
in manufacturing and construction.4 Job losses 
have been greatest among middle-wage jobs 
(those earning between $25,000 and $50,000 
annually for full-time work),5 and many 
counties saw unemployment rates soar above 
15 percent.6 while the recession accelerated 
job losses throughout the United states, this 
trend had already occurred for many years 
due to corporate outsourcing. To boost profits, 
U.s.-based multinational companies cut their 
U.s. labor force by 2.9 million people between 
1999 and 2009 while creating 2.4 million jobs 
in other countries.7

some jobs, like those at McDonald’s and 
walmart, can’t be moved overseas, but employers  
have found other ways to cut labor costs: by 
cutting wages and benefits, outsourcing jobs to 
contractors who pay low wages, and keeping 
workers on part-time schedules so they do not 
qualify for benefits. 

Cutting workers’ share of profits extends beyond 
fast food and big-box retail; real wages for most 
workers in oregon have declined over the past 
decade.8 as middle-wage jobs disappear, they 
are replaced with new jobs that pay low wages. 
since wages, salaries, tips and pensions make up 
the majority of income for most oregon families, 
declines in worker compensation mean falling 
incomes. The bottom three-quarters of oregon’s 
income distribution saw their real income  
decrease between 2002 and 2012 (figure 2).9 

Note about citations:  We use a modified Vancouver style which minimizes disruption of the text and keeps the citation list descriptive and concise. References that 
were previously cited are identified by their original number. 
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Women are more likely 
than men to end up in 
low-wage jobs; they are 
also more likely to be  
single parents trying to 
support a family. Low 
wages and irregular, part-
time hours make their 
lives even more difficult.

Fig. 1 Oregon’s economy has Outpaced U.s. economy

cumulative growth in inflation-adjusted gsp/gdp since 2001

source: Ocpp analysis  
of Bureau of economic  
Analysis, gdp by state in 
chained 2005 data series

Oregon center for public 
policy www. ocpp.org

percent 
change from 

2002 to 
2012,  

adjusted for 
inflation

percentile of income

Fig. 2  
change in Average 
Adjusted gross  
income by percentile 
of income between 
2002 and 2012, 
Oregon
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But not everyone is suffering. while wages and benefits shrink, corporate 
profits have reached record highs. These profits go to shareholders in the 
form of dividends and stock buybacks. since the top 1 percent owns more 
than half of all corporate stock,10 they are the ones who benefit the most. 
as a result, the recovery from the great recession has been one of the most 
lopsided in american history. from 2009 to 2012, the top 1 percent captured 
95 percent of income gains.11 as the incomes of the top 1 percent have grown 
and the incomes of most everyone else have shrunk, wealth disparities have 
grown larger. The top 0.1 percent (1 in 1,000) in the U.s. now hold over 20 
percent of all the wealth—about as much as the bottom 90 percent combined.12

while the rich get richer, more and more working people earn so little they 
qualify for social safety net programs. oregon has one of the country’s highest 
participation rates in the supplemental nutrition assistance Program (snaP, 
formerly known as “food stamps”), with an average of 21 percent of the state’s 
population (over 817,000 people on average) receiving monthly benefits in 
2013.13 Many of these snaP recipients work; about 197,000 adults who were 
enrolled in snaP in oregon in January 2014 worked the previous year.14 

The cost of public assistance to workers represents a large taxpayer subsidy 
to profitable corporations. Companies are able to boost profits by having 
taxpayers subsidize the basic needs of their low-wage workforce. To put the 
numbers into perspective, this report compares corporate profits to the cost 
of public assistance for workers’ families. 
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Low-wage worKers 
in oregon

Fig. 3 Jobs in Oregon
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The number of low-wage jobs is  
rapidly increasing in oregon. we  
define low-wage work and the low-
wage workforce as those occupations 
with a median wage threshold of $12 
an hour or annual median earnings of 
$25,000 or less; this is the standard 
used by oregon’s state economist in a 
recent report.5 however, this  
definition is conservative—many  
low-wage jobs are only part-time, so 
many workers bring home far less  
than $25,000 per year.

over 412,000 oregon workers met 
these criteria for low-wage work—
roughly 25 percent of all workers.8 
our wage threshold includes the 
estimated 9 percent of oregon workers 
who are paid minimum wage, which 
would pay only $18,870 annually for 
full-time work.15

Many good-paying jobs have  
disappeared from the state, and  
outside of major metropolitan areas 
most new jobs pay only low wages.  
in 2013, 29 percent of all the job 
vacancies in oregon were for positions 
paying less than $10 an hour.16

Table 1 shows that nearly 75 percent 
of all low-wage workers fall into just 
five major occupational categories: 
sales and retail; food Preparation 
and serving; Personal Care services; 
Building and grounds Cleaning and 
Maintenance; and health Care  
support. Just 23 occupations account 
for 86 percent of the low-wage jobs.17  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1 also shows the median hourly 
wages for some of the most common 
low-wage jobs in oregon. The median 
wage for these jobs was between $9.21 
and $12.00 per hour.18 The industries 
that employ most of these low-wage 
workers have been growing over time 
(figure 3).4 Later in this report, we  
describe these industries in more detail. 

of the ten fastest-growing occupations 
identified by the oregon employment  
Department, most were low-wage jobs 
that require little education.19 only 
two of the top ten fastest-growing  
occupations in oregon typically  
require education beyond high school.
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When we first interviewed the working 
parents in our sample, 82 percent were 
employed at the time and 16 percent 
received Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF). Most notable in our 
sample of low-wage workers is just how 
low their earnings were: the average 
nominal wages for our sample rose from 
around $10 per hour in January 2007  
to $10.50 per hour in March 2009.  
This parallels Oregon’s minimum wage  
increases over that same time period: 
from $7.80 in January 2007, to $7.95 
in January 2008, to $8.40 in January 
2009.  However, they didn’t all work 
full-time and we found that the estimated 
average monthly gross income in the 
sample was $1,300, an especially low-
wage considering the average family size 
(2.7 children). Only 39 percent of our 
original sample had paid sick leave; 
another 22 percent had some form of 
paid time off other than sick leave, making 
it difficult to use in response to an  
unexpected illness or family health issue.

terry,* a mother of two children 
(ages 10 and 4), was relying on 
tAnf and financial aid while going 
to beauty school through the Jobs 
program. Because of an injury to her 
shoulder caused by domestic violence 
and ten years of work in the tire shop, 
she left her job at Walmart. When Terry 
worked at Walmart, she had received 
SNAP benefits and a childcare subsidy. 
Her mother, who cared for Terry’s  
children, was able to be flexible in 
scheduling, which was critical since  
Terry’s schedule changed constantly. 
Her mother died suddenly and, aside 
from the enormous trauma of the loss,  
it was very difficult for Terry to find a new 
childcare arrangement.

MAJOr  
OccUpAtiOn  
grOUp cOMMOn JOBs

tOtAL  
eMpLOy-
Ment

MediAn 
hOUrLy  
wAge

MediAn 
AnnUAL 
eArnings 
fOr  
fULL-tiMe 
wOrk

sales and 
retail

Retail Salespersons* 60,120 $11.00 $22,890

Cashiers* 34,650 $10.14 $21,090

Counter and Rental Clerks 4,750 $11.18 $23,260

food  
preparation 
and serving 
related

Combined Food Preparation 
and Serving Workers, 
Including Fast Food* 31,020 $9.31 $19,360

Waiters and Waitresses* 26,190 $9.23 $19,200

Restaurant Cooks 20,270 $10.64 $22,140

Personal Care and Service 
Workers, All Other 13,060 $10.42 $21,670

Bartenders 10,290 $9.29 $19,320

Counter Attendants,  
Cafeteria, Food Concession, 
and Coffee Shop 6,730 $9.43 $19,620

Dishwashers 6,720 $9.28 $19,300

Cooks, Fast Food 6,430 $9.27 $19,290

personal care 
and service

Personal Care Aides* 17,420 $10.73 $22,310

Personal Care and Service 
Workers, All Other 13,060 $10.42 $21,670

Childcare Workers* 4,940 $9.78 $20,340

Building and 
grounds 
cleaning and 
Maintenance 
Occupations

Janitors and Cleaners, 
Except Maids and  
Housekeeping Cleaners* 25,260 $11.75 $24,440

Maids and Housekeeping 
Cleaners* 12,050 $10.11 $21,020

Landscaping and 
Groundskeeping Workers 9,110 $11.99 $24,940

health care 
support Home Health Aides*† 3,960 $10.92 $22,710

Other sectors

Laborers and Freight, Stock, 
and Material Movers 25,290 $12.00 $24,960

Automotive and Watercraft 
Service Attendants 7,080 $9.49 $19,730

Packers and Packagers, 
Hand 6,760 $9.49 $19,740

Preschool Teachers,  
Except Special Education 6,090 $11.79 $24,520

Farmworkers and Laborers, 
Crop, Nursery, and  
Greenhouse 5,180 $9.21 $19,150

*Major growth sector, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics
† Data do not reflect the pay raise for nearly 20,000 Home Care (APD) workers negotiated in 2013. 

Table 1 top 23 Occupations for Low-wage workers in Oregon (2013)

Lives on the Front-lines

*In this report, in all references to respondents we use pseudonyms.
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who are
Low-wage worKers? 

Low-wage Jobs Are  
Mostly held by Adults

Contrary to the notion that low-wage jobs primarily represent 
entry-level positions for young workers, most of the people 
working low-wage jobs are adults. national estimates show 
that over 88 percent of these workers are older than 20 and 
the average age of a worker with a minimum wage job is 35 
years old.20 retail trade and accommodation and food  
services are the two industries that tend to have the youngest 
workers, but even there the median age of working oregon 
adults receiving snaP is 27 years old.14 

Because so many adults are working in low-wage jobs, there 
are fewer opportunities for teenagers to enter the workforce. 
Teenagers aged 16-19 have had a steady decline in their 
labor participation in oregon.21  

the special challenges facing  
working women 

women are more likely than men to work in low-wage jobs. 
women make up 75 percent of all workers in the most  

common low-wage occupations.22 in oregon, women made 
up 57 percent of the workforce, but 64 percent of all  
part-time workers, and 60 percent of minimum wage  
workers in 2013.23 The wage gap also persists with women 
earning less than men in all industries—even in industries 
where women outnumber men, such as health care. 

almost two-thirds of women in oregon are the primary  
or co-breadwinner for their families.24 female-headed  
households number over 166,000 in oregon.25 about 32  
percent of female-headed households are paid less than 
$25,000 a year. Low wages are even more common in  
female-headed households with children: 54 percent of 
those households earn less than $25,000 annually.26

These low wages mean that the poverty rates among female- 
headed households are high. one in three female-headed 
households, and 53 percent of female-headed households with 
children under 5 years old, live below the federal poverty line.26

race Matters: communities  
of color and Low-wage work

People of color have historically constituted a  
disproportionate share of the low-wage workforce, and  
we see that trend continuing in the post-recession period. 
according to the american Community survey, in oregon, 
people from communities of color represent about 20 percent 
of all low-wage workers. when looking at employment trends 
within a community, as Table 2 shows, half of all Black 
or african american workers and 45 percent of all Latino 
workers are employed in low-wage industries.27 among 
oregon’s foreign-born workforce, 35 percent earned less than 
$25,000 a year.28 

 

Demographics of low-wage workers in oregon contradict many long-held stereotypes. The vast majority of the low-wage  
workforce is comprised of adults over 20, many of whom have a college degree or some level of higher education. women,  
people of color and people living in rural areas make up the largest percentage of the low-wage workforce. according to  
national data the average minimum wage worker is most likely to be a 35-year-old woman.20

who are Low-wage workers in Oregon:   
75% work in just 5 major occupations,  
64% are women, 20% are people of color
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camelia is a Latina mother of three children, 
ages 10, 8 and 5. when we interviewed her  
in 2009, she had worked for four years  
providing one-on-one care for developmentally 
disabled adults. Her schedule—determined by the 
agency she worked through—had shifted often over 
the years, including evening and weekend work. 

Camelia had a number of challenges working for this 
employer. Despite having sick leave and vacation 
accrual, she was not allowed to use those days for 
her own or her children’s illnesses. During her  
pregnancy she contracted the flu and had to miss 
work, but when she called in her supervisor was  
angry with her. She reported getting in trouble 
another time when she had to miss work due to her 
son being sick. She found she could not take more 
than one day off at a time without getting in trouble. 

Ultimately, Camelia was fired when she missed two 
days of work due to a migraine headache. She was 
told that if she could not provide a doctor’s note by 
5:00 p.m. on the second day she would lose her job. 
Her doctor did not call her back until 5:45pm, and 
as promised she was fired at 5:00 p.m. Camelia said 
she thought that she was targeted because she had 
complained about her supervisor’s behavior when 
she missed work earlier for illness. We asked if other 
employees faced this treatment and she said, “I was 
the only Hispanic worker there and I felt I was being 
discriminated against.”

Table 2 communities of color and Low-wage work

cOMMUnities
percentAge wOrking  
in LOw-wAge indUstries† 

All Oregon 39.8

Men 30.3

women 50.3

white 39.8

Black or  
African American 52.3

Asian 32

hispanic and 
Latino 45.3

Table 3 Job vacancies in Oregon, 2013 

vacancies
< $10 
/hour part-time temporary

statewide  32,441 29% 33% 24%

portland 
tri-county  16,057 

  
22%

  
31%

  
17%

northwest 
Oregon / 
willamette 
valley  7,808 41%

  
36%

  
29%

central  
Oregon  3,003 30%

  
38%

  
36%

southwest 
Oregon  2,853 

  
25%

  
38%

  
21%

eastern  
Oregon  1,262 

  
50%

  
38%

  
41%

Oregon Employment Department

regional divide

in oregon, both urban and rural areas have lost middle-wage 
jobs and seen growth in low-wage jobs. however, while 
metropolitan areas have also seen growth in high-wage jobs, 
rural areas have not.5 in a 2013 survey of job vacancies,  
the oregon employment Department found available jobs 
outside the Portland metropolitan area were more likely to 
be part-time, temporary, and pay low wages (Table 3).16

† Service, Sales Related and Office and Administrative occupations. 
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ChaLLenges Low-wage 
worKers faCe

One-quarter of part-time 
workers would work full-time 
if they could get the hours.

The difficulties of low-wage work don’t end with low wages. other challenges—lack of full-time work, unreliable schedules, 
lack of crucial benefits like paid sick leave and retirement—create additional hurdles for workers to navigate. add to these  
societal challenges such as the rising cost of living and lack of affordable housing and childcare, and you have a picture of  
hundreds of thousands of families for whom day-to-day life is a struggle. with no ability to amass savings, these families  
essentially operate without a safety net, with financial disaster always lurking one minor pitfall away. 

part-time work

Low wages are not living wages for oregon families,  
especially when only part-time work is available. The oregon 
employment Department reported that 49 percent of all  
vacancies for jobs paying less than $15 an hour were for  
part-time work.16 

Part-time workers (those working fewer than 35 hours a 
week) made up over 24 percent of oregon’s workforce in 
2012, higher than the U.s. average of 19 percent.29

about one-quarter of the part-time workers in oregon today 
are classified as “involuntary part-time workers.” These 
workers would rather have full-time work but cannot find it, 
or have had their hours cut. The number of involuntary part-
time workers expanded during the recession and remains 
above pre-recession levels.30

Part-time employment is a significant part of the struggle to 
make ends meet for low-wage workers of color. about 20  
percent of Latino and african american workers work part-
time and the challenge was noted several times in our  
interviews. even more striking, a national study that  
included oregon found that 60 percent of african american 
and 46 percent of Latinos work part-time involuntarily—  
they would work full-time it were offered to them.31

Because many people can only find part-time and low-wage 
work, they are working multiple jobs to try to make ends 
meet. in 2012, oregon had the highest rate among the Pacific 
states of multiple job holding, with people with multiple jobs 
making up 6.7 percent of the total employment numbers.32 
across the U.s., more women than men work multiple jobs, 
and single women are even more likely to work more than 
one job.33
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rachel, shania, and Abby had highly variable schedules that demanded 
complete flexibility when we first interviewed them. Rachel and Shania had 
to cope with “just-in-time scheduling” practices: each week they found out what 
days and shifts they would be working the following week. Rachel, who worked at 
a movie theater, had the fortuitous experience of finding a highly flexible childcare 
provider. Shania, who worked at a large grocery store, had a more difficult time, 
finding that there were few providers who could meet her scheduling needs: “A lot 
of places, they’ll only watch kids—like some will watch kids on weekends, some 
will watch them only up until 6:00 at night, you know? So it’s really, really hard to 
find somewhere that is open weekends and late hours.” As a result, Shania moved 
her children to several different providers, trying to find someone she felt confident 
in and who could accommodate her schedule.  

Abby’s work at a call center also required her to be completely flexible. She would 
have to call in the evening before to see if there was work for her the next day. 
Sometimes she was dismissed early if there wasn’t sufficient work. The grandparents 
of the youngest two were paid through Employment Related Day Care to provide 
care for all the children.

The majority of the  
parents we originally 

interviewed experienced 
 erratic employment 

schedules and  
nonstandard shifts.  

Fifty-four percent 
worked schedules that 
changed weekly, and 

69 percent worked  
nonstandard hours. 

Some were allowed to 
have input into their new 

schedule, but most did 
not have this privilege.

erratic and nonstandard schedules

Low-wage part-time workers are also disproportionately affected by a lack of  
control over their work schedules. 

employers in occupations such as retail, food service and home health have been 
increasing their reliance on “just-in-time” scheduling practices to guide their 
staffing decisions.34 These scheduling strategies include requiring workers to be 
“on call” to receive notification—sometimes with just a few hours’ notice—to come 
into work, or to be given a week or less notice of upcoming work schedules and the 
amount of work hours they will be given.  

The experiences reflected in our interviews are representative of a national trend 
of erratic and unstable work hours. a groundbreaking national survey of workers 
ages 26-32, which included respondents from oregon, found that 81 percent of 
part-time workers reported fluctuations in their work schedules and hours, with 
49 percent reporting they were given one week or less of advanced notice on work 
schedules and hours.35 sixty-four percent of food service workers, 55 percent of 
home care workers and 50 percent of retail workers reported that they are given 
less than a week’s notice of their work schedules; 49 percent of part-time women 
workers report being given less than one week’s notice in scheduling as well. in 
addition, 49 percent of african americans and 46 percent of Latino workers were 
given a week or less notice of work hours and schedules, compared to 39 percent  
of white workers. They also reported higher rates than white respondents of  
working in jobs where employers having complete control over the timing of  
work schedules.

working parents are not shielded by employers from these unpredictable scheduling 
practices. working fathers report fluctuations in work schedules and hours 79  
percent of the time; working mothers report the same 69 percent of the time.35
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tory worked at subway earlier in the study period.  
This job was completely inflexible. She was allowed no time 
off for illness and when she had to have a scheduled surgery 
she reported that she would have to miss work. She said, 
“They let me go because I had surgery.” After a short period 
of relying on unemployment, she then found another job but 
had that job for only three weeks. Her mother was  
hospitalized and she had no other care for her daughter so 
when she missed work she was fired again.

tabitha worked in manufacturing through a temp 
service. Her job was not family friendly. The employer was 
very strict about punctuality—each minute she arrived late or 
missed a day due to illness counted towards a tally of work 
time missed. This was difficult for her because one of her 
sons has asthma and she has to stay home with him a lot.  
Ultimately, she lost this job due to her absences. 

After Joyce returned from maternity leave, she lost  
her $40,000 a year salaried position managing a  
restaurant because she could not accommodate a radical 
and unanticipated shift in schedule from day shifts to  
evening shifts. Joyce had a Bachelor of Arts degree and 
more than 10 years of work in the restaurant industry  
before she got a managerial position. Her boss had not  
consulted with Joyce about the schedule change and 
refused to negotiate. She felt that her boss had used the 
change in schedule to force her out.

Lack of paid sick Leave

Low-wage workers juggle children, shifting schedules, and 
forced part-time work. on top of this, they usually have no 
basic job safety net to protect their low-wage job if there is a 
life disruption. Low-wage workers are very unlikely to earn 
paid sick leave. The Bureau of Labor statistics estimates that 
only 30 percent of workers in the U.s. earning $11.15 an hour 
or less have access to paid sick leave. rates are even lower 
for part-time workers, regardless of wage levels. workers in 
retail sales, service and agricultural sectors are the least likely 
to have paid sick leave on the job.36 The oregon employment 
Department found that only 31 percent of employers provide 
paid sick leave to full-time workers, and only 12 percent 
provided paid sick leave part-time workers.37 workers who 
lack paid sick leave often delay medical care, which results 
in easily treated conditions worsening. Ultimately, serious 
illness causes loss of work time and wages.38

of the parents we interviewed, 39 percent had paid sick 
leave, 39 percent did not, and 22 percent had some paid 
leave they could use for illnesses. Many told us stories of the 
challenges of not having sick leave to care for their children 
and some lost jobs as a result.  

even when workers have paid sick leave or family leave,  
the fear of retaliation from their employers is strong and 
prevents them from taking their leave. in a national survey, 
almost a quarter of respondents reported having lost a job 
or being threatened with termination for taking sick time.39 
Thirty-one percent of women workers and 40 percent of 
black workers fear reprisal from their employer for calling in 
sick.40 workers report being unable to care for loved ones and 
children for fear of retaliation by their employers. Low-wage 
women workers also face some of the harshest employer  
retaliation for being pregnant, with over a third of all  
pregnancy-related complaints to the U.s. equal employment 
opportunity Commission being filed from the top four  
low-wage sectors: health care support, retail, accommodation 
and food services, and administrative and waste services.41
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tory had cycled through a number of jobs found 
through the tAnf Jobs program. All of the jobs were 
temporary, subsidized through the Jobs Program, and none 
transitioned to permanent positions. She had her own work 
disruptions—she experienced a terrible, violent assault in her 
home that physically and emotionally disabled her for a long 
period; she had a baby and subsequently experienced 
a chronic infection for which she had to be hospitalized. 
When her son was an infant, she took additional job training  
classes before returning to more temporary positions 
through the Jobs Program. Luckily, she consistently  
received a Section 8 housing subsidy, Social Security for  
her daughter (who is autistic), and Oregon Health Plan for 
the entire family.

Abby left a job at a call center because her pay was 
insufficient to cover the family’s basic needs and she 
was about to be evicted for nonpayment of rent. After a  
period of homelessness, she moved her family to another 
state and worked for a bill collection agency before moving 
back to Oregon where she again experienced periods of 
homelessness and unemployment. She was able to get on 
OHP and get necessary dental work to remove her teeth 
and replace them with dentures. After months of dental 
work, she went back to school and earned her Associates  
in Arts degree, hoping to transfer to a four-year institution, 
but managing school and family were too much. After  
another period of homelessness, she finally got the  
housing subsidy she desperately needed to stabilize her 
family. She eventually found a job in a fast food restaurant 
earning $9.20 an hour with no benefits.

health care

Lacking health insurance can result in delayed care and 
financial crises. Low-wage workers are less likely to gain 
health care coverage from their employers and more likely  
to receive public health care or have no health care at all.42 
only 21 percent of oregon employers in leisure and  
hospitality sectors offer health care benefits to full-time 
workers, and only 4 percent offered coverage to part-time 
workers.37 only 13 percent of employers in leisure and  
hospitality and 34 percent of employers in retail offer  
medical coverage for dependents, so even if workers are  
covered their children may receive medical assistance.  

in oregon, the affordable Care act helped cut the uninsured 
rate in oregon by 63 percent between october 2013 and 
april 2014.43 The affordable Care act, which took effect 
in 2014, increased the number of people who have health 
insurance by expanding Medicaid coverage and penalizing 
larger employers that do not offer coverage to  
full-time workers. in response, some large employers cut 
workers hours to part-time levels,44 and companies such as 
Trader Joe’s, Target, forever 21 and walmart cut health care 
benefits for part-time employees.45

even though more people now have health insurance, high 
deductible plans and inflexible sick leave policies keep 
workers from receiving medical care. 

Job churning

significant job turnover adds to the struggles of low-wage 
workers. The interviews with low-wage workers in 2007  
and 2014 document this challenge. fifty-three percent of our 
respondents reported changing jobs during the 2007-2009 
study period. fifty-nine percent experienced a period of 
unemployment in that time, and 18 percent were  
unemployed when we interviewed them in 2009. Parents  
cycled in and out of employment because jobs were  
temporary, low pay meant they were unable to make ends 
meet, they were “let go” after periods of missed work due to 
illness and other family crises, the job ended due to the  
recession and industry decline, or for reasons not provided 
by the employer. evidence from our interviews in 2014  
suggests these patterns have continued, despite improvements 
to the economy. 
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wages are Down,  
BUT CosTs are UP

for low-wage working parents in  
Oregon, childcare subsidies are nothing 
short of a lifeline. Parent after parent 
reported that their earnings were so low that  
without a childcare subsidy, it would be 
impossible for them to work at all. 

Mimi, a mother of four employed in food service,  
said: I would be out of a job. [The childcare subsidy] is  
everything to me. Without that, I would not be successful at 
all. I am so grateful for that program, you have no idea. 

Martha, a mother of two working as a server at a 
restaurant/bar, reported: There’s no way if you didn’t 
have state-care babysitting I could afford $600-700 a 
month, $800 a month [in childcare costs] with two kids.  
I make barely $900 a month right now with $324 of my 
son’s child support….

Mary, a mother of three children working at a  
rehabilitation facility as a cnA, said: I could work, but I’d 
be living out of a box, or my car. Because how do you pay 
rent and pay your day care? So I’m glad that we do [have a 
subsidy] so then I can work and do what I’m supposed to do.

oregon families are struggling to make ends meet, as  
wages stay low, because the costs of housing, childcare and 
education continues to rise.

Lack of Affordable, flexible childcare

affordable and flexible childcare is one of the most  
important factors that allow parents to maintain stable 
employment and to help poor families move out of poverty. 
Childcare improves employment stability for low-income 
parents and can lead to increases in wages.  

in 2012, oregon had the highest childcare costs in the U.s. 
when figured as a percentage of family income.46 The average 
cost for center-based infant care was 50 percent of the  
median income for single mothers. according to the Child 
Care aware report on Parents and the high Cost of Child 
Care, childcare costs have increased 8 times the rate of a 
family’s income.46 for all types of preschool care, oregon 
remains one of the least affordable states. 

finding reliable, trustworthy, high quality care is particularly 
challenging for parents with low earnings, erratic schedules, 
and nonstandard hours. Many of oregon’s low-wage workers 
are employed in the retail, health care and fast food industry. 
These jobs often require parents to work evening and  
weekend shifts. This adds to the complexity and burden of 
finding affordable and flexible childcare, not only because it is 

difficult to find professional childcare during these hours, but 
also because care during off hours tends to be more expensive. 

To accommodate irregular schedules, parents are often 
forced to patch together multiple childcare arrangements. 
of the 44 low-wage working parents we interviewed, over 
one-third reported needing to make such complex childcare 
arrangements with multiple providers. They might have 
different care arrangements during the week and weekend, 
or several different arrangements in the course of a given 
day. The families we interviewed described both primary 
and secondary childcare arrangements. Their primary care 
typically covered their usual, predictable schedule, and was 
often the care provided during standard business hours. 
secondary arrangements covered occasions when they had 
unexpected additional work, a schedule change that didn’t 
fit their provider’s availability, or shifts that occurred during 
nonstandard work hours. 
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Abby relied on tAnf and student loans 
and struggled to get her associate’s 
degree at the local community college. 
Her boyfriend cared for her children when 
she was in class; however, there were many 
disruptions to her schooling and personal 
life, and when she and her boyfriend broke 
up she began taking classes online. She 
eventually finished the AA degree in 2014 
through online classes. She had hoped to 
transfer to a university and work toward her 
BA, but juggling school and caring for her 
family was too much.

In summer 2012, Abby was evicted from 
her apartment in Salem for nonpayment of 
rent. From spring of 2013 until the time 
of the interview, she worked in a fast food 
restaurant, 25 hours/week, typically from 
9:00-3:00. She earned $9.20/hour and 
she received no employment benefits. She 
continued to rely on OHP and Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program benefits.  
She had $30,000 in student loans for the 
AA degree she earned. 

Our interviews of low-wage 
working parents also exposed 
this “diplomas and debt” 
trend. During the recession,
several of our interviewees 
went back to school in order 
to improve their job prospects; 
unfortunately, they received 
little to no benefit and now have 
large student loans. Two  
parents that went back to school 
were unemployed at the time 
of these interviews. One who 
received an Associates of Arts 
degree was working part-time 
at Arby’s for $9.20 an hour and 
had $30,000 in student loans. 

Lack of Affordable housing

housing is unaffordable for many low-wage workers. according to the  
U.s. Department of housing and Urban Development, housing costs that  
exceed 30 percent of household income are a primary indicator of a housing 
affordability problem.47 in 2014, rent and utilities for a two-bedroom  
apartment in oregon average $846, or approximately 40 percent of the gross 
income of a full-time worker earning $12.00 an hour.48 furthermore,  
affordable housing is often not available near areas with dense employment 
opportunities; in search of housing, people often move to places far from 
available jobs, necessitating long commutes and higher transportation costs.

diplomas and debt:  
the Mixed rewards of education 

a significant portion of workers in low-wage jobs have some college  
experience, a bachelor’s degree or higher.49 according to the american  
Community survey, almost half of food prep workers, over 68 percent of  
sales employees, and 71 percent of health care support occupations had  
college experience or a bachelor’s degree.49

as school gets more expensive, students face a heavier burden to cover  
education costs and most end up with education-related debt. according to 
the Chronicle of higher education, 60 percent of students borrow each year  
to help cover costs. The average personal debt for students in oregon’s Class 
of 2012 was $26,639.50  grants for low-income households have almost  
disappeared—federal loans are now the biggest source of student aid (the 
federal government holds over $1 trillion in student loan debt51). 

student debt is the only kind of household debt that continued to rise through 
the great recession; after mortgage debt, student loan debt is now the second 
biggest source of debt in the U.s.52 in oregon, 60 percent of graduates of  
public and private 4-year institutions are in debt.  

Middle-class jobs occasionally result from students investing in their  
education and earning a degree, but the financial picture worsens for the 
workers who took out education loans but failed to complete degree  
programs. This leaves them with debt but no diploma, further complicating 
their struggle to make ends meet. 

students of for-profit colleges are especially at risk. Though students from 
for-profit schools represent 28 percent of the people with student loan debt, 
they account for nearly half (47 percent) of all student loan defaults. in other 
words, they are much less likely to be able to pay back their loans on time.53
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very few low-wage workers—about  
18 percent—can afford to participate 
in a retirement savings plan, even in 
the rare cases when one is offered by their 
employer. Because of this and lower Social 
Security payouts for low-income workers,  
a spiral of poverty is created that extends 
well into workers’ golden years.

Lack of retirement security

when families are struggling to make ends meet, savings  
for retirement may seem like a low priority. But a lack of 
retirement savings puts america’s low-wage workers at  
additional risk for a life in poverty after their professional 
careers have ended. nearly 45 percent of working-age  
households (25-64 years old) have no retirement account  
assets—that’s over 38 million households in the U.s.54 in 
2012, the lowest 25 percent of oregon retirees lived on 
$7,000 a year. again, women are disproportionally affected: 
while they represented 57 percent of all retirees in that  
period, women represented an overwhelming 89 percent of 
the state’s lowest income retirees.55

a 2012 study of oregon retirees found that in the period 
from 2001-2010, the average retiree received 48 percent 
of their income from social security and an additional 28 
percent from retirement savings funds.55 for oregon workers 
who earned the bottom 25 percent of wages in that same 
period, only 2 percent of their retirement income came from 
retirement funds and 85 percent came from social security. 
Moreover, since social security payments are based on  
lifetime earnings, people who work low-wage jobs will 
receive lower benefits. 

nationally, only about 38 percent of low-wage workers have 
access to retirement plans on the job and even fewer, only 
about 18 percent, can afford to participate in them.36 in 
oregon, retirement savings plans were offered by only 11 
percent of employers in the leisure and hospitality sector, 
and fewer than 27 percent of employers in retail trade or 
administrative and waste sectors.37 again, part-time workers 
had even less access to these benefits. while 27 percent of 
oregon employers offered a 401k, 403b or 457 retirement 
savings plan to full-time employees, only 13 percent offered 
such a plan to part-time workers. 
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Low-wage jobs are much  
less common among workers 
represented by collective  
bargaining agreements.  
 
The most dramatic union  
difference for low-wage workers 
is their ability to gain access to 
health care and retirement  
benefits through their employers. 

A note on the Unionization effect  
on Low-wage work

when workers can bargain collectively, they get better wages and  
benefits.56 Low-wage jobs are much less common among workers represented 
by collective bargaining agreements. nationally, the percentage-higher wage 
earned by those covered by a collective bargaining contract—the union 
wage premium—is nearly 14 percent.57 in oregon, we can see union impacts 
when comparing wages of specific jobs. for example, the median hourly 
wage for Certified nursing assistants in oregon nursing facilities in 2013 
was $12.15.17 in unionized facilities, the average wage was $14.29.58   
adding in health insurance and retirement benefits brings up the union 
average wage to $15.47.

The most dramatic union difference for low-wage workers is their ability  
to gain access to health care and retirement benefits through their  
employers. Unionized workers are 28 percent more likely to be covered by 
employer-provided health insurance and 54 percent more likely to have  
employer-provided pensions.57 Childcare workers who were unionized have 
a 38 percent greater chance at gaining health care on the job and 26 percent 
greater chance at retirement benefits. The same goes for other low-wage  
occupations; janitors have 33 percent great chance at having health care on 
the job and nursing and home health aides saw an increase of 29 percent 
for health benefits and 33 percent for Pension Coverage.59

in many low-wage industries, like fast food, few workers are covered by 
collective bargaining agreements. organizing to negotiate for a fair deal can 
improve wages for many workers. 
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oregon faMiLies  
& TaxPaYers  
PaY The CosT of 
Low wages

Using information on 

the number of people 

enrolled in SNAP 

who worked in each 

industry, and data 

on program costs, 

we estimate the total 

annual cost of $1.75 

billion in safety net 

assistance to workers 

and their families.   
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Many low-wage workers, employed by major and profitable corporations, rely on safety net  
programs to make ends meet and cover basic needs. in the next section we describe the costs of 
providing these programs to working families. 

public safety net programs  
helping Low-wage workers survive 

The low-wage economy extends beyond the serious costs to workers and their families.  Taxpayers 
face a hefty bill, too. when corporations like McDonald’s and walmart opt for a low-wage, part-time 
workforce to maximize their profits, their employees end up relying on safety net programs to get 
by. our analysis shows that through state services, major corporations are subsidized with billions 
in taxpayer dollars. 

To understand the costs that these companies shift to taxpayers, we examined employment data  
for working adults in oregon who receive benefits from safety net programs. Using information  
on the number of people enrolled in snaP who worked in each industry, and data on program 
costs, we estimate the total annual cost of $1.75 billion in safety net assistance to workers and  
their families.  This is a conservative estimate that does not include housing subsidies—the  
actual cost is likely much higher. our methods are detailed in the appendix. 

An Overview of Oregon’s safety net 
oregon administers a number of safety net programs that provide families with crucial support for 
food, medical care, housing, childcare and other services. The two largest programs serve oregonians 
with low incomes: the oregon health Plan (oregon’s Medicaid program) and supplemental nutrition 
assistance Program. in this report, we also look at employment related Day Care assistance. These 
programs are described in Table 4.



Table 4  Major safety net programs

supplemental 
nutrition 
Assistance 
program

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is 
a federal program providing cash benefits to help qualifying 
families purchase food. Seventy-five percent of SNAP 
participants qualify for benefits through what is called 
“categorical eligibility,” meaning that they automatically qualify 
for SNAP due to their participation in another federal or 
state entitlement program such as TANF or Supplemental 
Security Income.62 The other 25 percent of participants 
qualify by meeting income and asset tests that vary by 
household characteristics, and they must have a gross 
income of no more than one hundred and thirty percent 
of the monthly federal poverty guideline. In August 2013, 
approximately 808,000 individuals in 443,500 households 
received SNAP in Oregon. Children comprise nearly 40 
percent of participants, and roughly 50 percent of recipients 
are women. It is important to note that SNAP is intended as 
a supplemental food allowance; it is not intended to cover 
the entire food needs of participants. Most of the funding 
for SNAP comes from the federal government. The average 
monthly benefit was about $235 per household or $127 per 
person.63 

employment-
related day 
care

The Employment-Related Day Care program (ERDC) helps 
eligible low-income working families pay for childcare. The 
goal of the program is to help parents to stay employed, 
and for children to be well cared for in stable childcare 
arrangements. ERDC helps approximately 20,000 Oregon 
families every year pay for childcare for approximately 
35,000 children. ERDC also works with providers and other 
childcare partners across the state to help families find 
and keep good childcare, improve the availability of quality 
childcare in Oregon, and to develop resources for parents 
and childcare providers. The average monthly ERDC benefit 
is $338 per child.64 

Oregon 
health plan

The Oregon Health Plan (OHP) provides health care 
coverage to low-income Oregonians. The goals of the 
program are to increase access to health care for low-
income Oregonians, improve the quality of health care and 
receipt of preventive services by low-income Oregonians, 
and to contain health care costs. OHP covers services such 
as regular check-ups, prescriptions, mental health care, 
addiction treatment, and dental care. As of October 2014, 
1,098,691 Oregonians were enrolled in Medical Assistance 
Programs.65 Approximately 41 percent of participants are 
children ages 18 and under while women comprise nearly 54 
percent of OHP participants.

The number of people 
needing assistance 
increased dramatically 
when the recession hit.

2 0

The number of people needing assistance increased dramatically when 
the recession hit. in 2006 (before the recession), about 227,000 households 
in oregon received snaP benefits each month. By 2013, that number had 
nearly doubled to 440,000.60 Most people receiving services are enrolled in 
more than one program. Due to oregon’s slow economic recovery, public 
assistance caseloads are expected to remain above pre-recession levels for at 
least another decade. in 2013, 1,367,005 oregonians—more than 1/3 of the 
state population—were served by one of the three programs we focus on in 
this report.61 
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Major corporations employ 
the largest numbers of  
low-wage workers.

A Large share of snAp recipients  
are working families

among the adults receiving snaP, 196,681 (40 percent) had worked for some time 
in 2013. adults receiving snaP averaged $11,248 in wages in 2013 – clearly not 
enough to raise a family. Their average wages were $12.36/hour, but their average 
number of work hours was 910—less than half of full-time employment. about 
one-quarter of the part-time workers in oregon today are classified as “involuntary 
part-time workers.” These workers would rather have full-time work but cannot 
find it, or have had their hours cut. 

Major corporations employ the largest numbers of low-wage workers, who rely  
on public assistance because of their low wages and lack of benefits through their 
job. safety net services for low-wage workers are a de facto taxpayer subsidy that 
boosts corporate profits. 

Most of the workers on public assistance are employed in four major sectors:  
accommodation and food service; retail Trade; health Care and social  
assistance; and administrative and waste services. all of these sectors have  
experienced job growth over the past decade and the largest corporations record 
billions in profits each year.
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Table 5  Annual cost of public Assistance to workers in Oregon industries 

indUstry

nUMBer Of 
wOrking AdULts 
receiving snAp

AverAge hOUrLy 
wAge

AverAge hOUrs 
wOrked in 2013

tOtAL AnnUAL 
AssistAnce 
cOsts (millions)

cOrpOrAte prOfits 
frOM OregOn, 2012  
(millions) 

grand total  196,681 $12.36 910  $1,757  $99,505 

Accommodation 
and food services  36,616  $11.62  728  $327  $1,165 

retail trade  35,224  $12.09  863  $315  $2,632 

health care and 
social Assistance  29,811  $16.23  1,216  $266  $2,247 

Administrative and 
support and waste 
Management 
and remediation 
services  24,732  $12.00  620  $221  $1,434 

Manufacturing  13,107  $17.34  784  $117  $47,634 

Other services 
(except public 
Administration)  7,757  $14.54  734  $69  $914 

construction  7,592  $15.08  991  $68  $1,747 

Agriculture, 
forestry, fishing 
and hunting  7,328  $12.23  991  $65  $1,989 

educational 
services  6,321  $14.87  851  $56  $133 

professional, 
scientific, and 
technical services  4,077  $15.65  1,137  $36  $2,811 

public 
Administration  3,860  $13.85  1,206  $34  n/a 

wholesale trade  3,812  $17.22  1,001  $34  $4,058 

transportation and 
warehousing  3,752  $12.59  800  $34  $1,730 

Arts, 
entertainment, 
and recreation  3,330  $14.08  769  $30  $403 

finance and 
insurance  3,309  $16.01  1,017  $30  $1,939 

real estate and 
rental and Leasing  3,296  $12.80  936  $29  $22,525 

information  1,897  $10.91  996  $17  $3,090 

Management of 
companies and 
enterprises  288  $21.43  1,068  $3  $432 

Mining, Quarrying, 
and Oil and gas 
extraction  100  $13.98  1,160  $1  $229 

Utilities  90  $12.36  910  $1  $2,390 

Unknown/All Other  382  $14.52  971  $3  $3
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inDUsTrY sPoTLighTs

Accommodation and food services
By broad industry category, accommodation and food services has the most oregon workers who receive assistance (36,616). 
These workers averaged $11.62 an hour in 2013. The cost to taxpayers to supplement these employers’ low wages, limited hours 
and nonexistent benefits for their workers is $327 million a year.

within accommodation and food services, 68 percent of 
the workers receiving snaP were primarily employed in 
restaurants: 13,144 in limited service (fast food) restaurants, 
and 11,882 in full-service restaurants (this includes chain 
restaurants). wages are low in both full-service restaurants 
and fast food restaurants, but fast food wages have remained 
flat while pay has increased gradually in full-service 
restaurants. Between low wages and part-time schedules, the 
average fast food job paid only $13,960 in 2013.4 The median 
hourly wage for fast food cooks was only $9.27/hour.17 
 
aside from restaurants, hotels and Motels are the other major 
employers of low-wage workers within the accommodation 
and food services sector, with 5,371 workers on snaP in 
January 2014. Most desk clerks, maids and housekeeping 
staff in oregon made less than $11 an hour in 2013. 

indUstry nAMe tOtAL JOBs in 2013

tOtAL AdULts 
receiving snAp in 
JAnUAry 2014 whO 
wOrked in 2013

AverAge hOUrLy 
wAges fOr AdULts 
receiving services

tOtAL AnnUAL 
pUBLic AssistAnce 
cOsts (MiLLiOns)

Limited-service 
restaurants  44,641  13,144  $9.81  $117 

full-service 
restaurants  62,387  11,882  $12.06  $106 

hotels (except casino 
hotels) and Motels  20,003  5,371  $10.47  $48 

drinking places 
(Alcoholic Beverages)  7,044  1,711  $10.77  $15 

snack and 
nonalcoholic 
Beverage Bars  10,287  1,586  $10.56  $14 

food service 
contractors  4,187  1,009  $9.54  $9 

Fig. 4  Average annual wages, inflation adjusted to 2013 $
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Table 6 
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indUstry nAMe 
(fULL nAics)

tOtAL privAte 
sectOr 
eMpLOyMent 2013

tOtAL AdULts 
receiving snAp in 
JAnUAry 2014 whO 
wOrked in 2013

AverAge hOUrLy 
wAges fOr AdULts 
receiving services

tOtAL AnnUAL 
pUBLic AssistAnce 
cOsts (MiLLiOns)

supermarkets and 
Other grocery (except 
convenience) stores 29,386 4,981  $9.79  $45 

warehouse clubs and 
supercenters 23,499 4,509  $11.99  $40 

gasoline stations 18,009 4,021  $9.81  $36 

department stores 14,126 2,979  $9.84  $27 

convenience stores 5,068 1,754  $9.85  $16 

Mail-Order houses 5,527 1,276  $10.71  $11 

home centers 6,898 1,261  $12.11  $11 

All Other general 
Merchandise stores 2,637 1,246  $9.85  $11 

retail trade
retail Trade employs nearly as many workers receiving snaP (35,224) as the accommodation and food services sector. 
supermarkets (4,981), warehouse clubs and supercenters (4,509) and gasoline stations (4,021) are the major employers of 
workers on snaP. Public assistance to retail workers in oregon costs $315 million a year. 

The median wage in grocery stores was 
$11.79 in 2013, but the workers receiving 
snaP averaged only $9.79/hour. annual 
public assistance costs for supermarkets’ 
low wages totals $45 million, and another 
$16 million goes to supplement low wages 
paid by convenience stores. Based on 2013 
employment data, workers receiving snaP 
accounted for at least 17 percent of all the  
jobs in grocery stores, and 35 percent of all  
the jobs in convenience stores.  
 
$40 million of taxpayer money was spent 
in 2013 to supplement low wages paid by 
warehouse club stores. within the industry 
category that includes walmart stores, the 
median wage in 2013 was $12.37/hour in 
oregon, and 25 percent of the workers made 
$9.97/hour or less.  
 
real wages have fallen for retail occupations 
like salespeople, cashiers and stock clerks. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment Survey

Fig. 4  Average annual wages, inflation adjusted to 2013 $

Fig. 5  Median hourly wages in retail occupations in Oregon
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health care and social Assistance  
The health Care and social assistance sector is growing 
steadily to serve a rapidly aging population. $266 million 
is paid to supplement low wages in this sector. in 
contrast to the other industry sectors we highlight in this 
report, about one-third of the jobs in social assistance 
are classified as public sector jobs. 

while employment in this sector has grown steadily, 
increases in wages have been limited to health care 
practitioner and technical occupations, not health care 
support jobs.

indUstry nAMe 
(fULL nAics)

tOtAL eMpLOyMent 
2013

tOtAL AdULts 
receiving snAp in 
JAnUAry 2014 whO 
wOrked in 2013

AverAge hOUrLy 
wAges fOr AdULts 
receiving services

tOtAL AnnUAL 
pUBLic AssistAnce 
cOsts (MiLLiOns)

services for the elderly 
and persons with 
disabilities  17,223 5,784  $10.25  $52 

child day care 
services  9,986 2,002  $11.68  $18 

vocational 
rehabilitation services  6,485 1,891  $10.32  $17 

Other individual and 
family services  4,879 1,267  $12.28  $11 

child and youth 
services  3,439 607  $12.12  $5 

indUstry nAMe 
(fULL nAics)

tOtAL privAte 
sectOr 
eMpLOyMent 2013

tOtAL AdULts 
receiving snAp in 
JAnUAry 2014 whO 
wOrked in 2013

AverAge hOUrLy 
wAges fOr AdULts 
receiving services

tOtAL AnnUAL 
pUBLic AssistAnce 
cOsts (MiLLiOns)

Assisted Living 
facilities for the elderly  21,481  5,236  $10.73  $47 

residential intellectual 
and developmental 
disability facilities  6,459  2,283  $10.85  $20 

nursing care facilities 
(skilled nursing 
facilities)  10,930  1,979  $13.04  $18 

general Medical and 
surgical hospitals  51,672  1,805  $17.03  $16 

Offices of physicians 
(except Mental health 
specialists)  29,487  1,415  $15.10  $13 

social Assistance  Table 8

health care  Table 9

Fig. 6  where do adults receiving snAp work in health care  
and social Assistance?

social Assistance 
11,889 

nursing and  
residential care 
facilities 11,400 

hospitals 1,843 

Ambulatory health 
care services 4,679 

O r e g O n  w O r k f O r c e  r e p O r t:  c h A p t e r  t w O
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MediAn wAges fOr nUrsing AssistAnts in 
different indUstries, OregOn 2013

community care facilities for 
the elderly $10.47

residential Mental retardation, 
Mental health and substance 
Abuse facilities $11.06

nursing care facilities $12.15

Offices of physicians $13.43

general Medical and surgical 
hospitals $14.37

Outpatient care centers $15.50

caring for Oregon’s Aging population
The greatest numbers of the low-wage workers in this sector 
help the elderly, providing services for individuals (5,784) 
or at retirement, nursing and assisted living facilities (8,096). 
workers who are enrolled in snaP and work in assisted 
living facilities for the elderly averaged 1,028 hours of work 
in 2013 at $10.73 an hour. 

Many workers enrolled in snaP work at residential facilities 
for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities 
(2,283). Jobs at residential and community care facilities tend 
to pay less than equivalent work elsewhere. The table below 
compares the median wages for nursing assistants in different 
industries.

Child day care services employed 2,002 low-wage workers 
who receive assistance. Many other people receiving 
assistance provide childcare through informal arrangements, 
but these are not captured in the data. Most childcare 
workers in oregon earn less than $10 an hour.

hospitals  
general medical and surgical hospitals employed 1,805 of the 
workers enrolled in snaP in January 2014. Many low-wage 
employees in hospitals work in food service, housekeeping 
and laundry. in many communities, the hospital is the major 
employer. nearly all of the hospitals in oregon are organized 
as nonprofit corporations, and as such they pay no income 
or property taxes. according to the oregon office of health 
Policy research, oregon’s nonprofit hospitals reported a total 
$550 million in net income in 2013.66

the greatest numbers of the low-wage 
workers in this sector help the elderly, 
providing services for individuals (5,784) 
or at retirement, nursing and assisted living 
facilities (8,096).

Calculation based on Occupational Employment Survey data from the Oregon Employment Department

Table 10
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Administrative and waste services 
This sector covers a wide range of business types. at the 
most detailed industry classification, more adults receiving 
services worked primarily at Temporary help services 
(13,634) than any other industry in this sector. These 
numbers reflect the general trend of businesses using 
temporary workers instead of hiring full-time staff, and 
outsourcing functions like customer service to subcontractors 
who pay low wages. average pay at temp jobs for workers 
receiving services was $11.29 an hour. 
 
Telemarketing bureaus and other contact centers employed 
3,554 workers who receive assistance. a 2007 report from 

oregon’s Department of human services indicates that 
sprint’s telephone call center was the single largest employer 
of workers receiving assistance in this sector.  
 
finally, 3,677 workers enrolled in snaP worked for 
companies providing services to building and dwellings, 
mostly janitorial (2,056) and landscaping services (1,315). 
These categories are subject to misclassification, because 
many of the people working temp jobs are actually doing 
telephone and building services work; however, they are 
associated with the temp firm and not the business at which 
they are doing the work.

indUstry nAMe 
(fULL nAics)

tOtAL privAte 
sectOr 
eMpLOyMent 2013

tOtAL AdULts 
receiving snAp in 
JAnUAry 2014 whO 
wOrked in 2013

AverAge hOUrLy 
wAges fOr AdULts 
receiving services

tOtAL AnnUAL 
pUBLic AssistAnce 
cOsts (MiLLiOns)

temporary help 
services  31,485  13,634  $11.29  $122 

telemarketing 
Bureaus and Other 
contact centers  12,340  3,554  $11.01  $32 

Janitorial services  9,377  2,056  $10.88  $18 

Landscaping services  8,178  1,315  $13.25  $12 

Many occupations in this sector have 
seen wages decline over time. figure 7 
shows real hourly wages (in 2013 dollars) 
shrinking for janitors and grounds keeping 
workers. after several years of increases in 
the wages of telemarketers, their real wages 
are also on the decline. 

O r e g O n  w O r k f O r c e  r e p O r t:  c h A p t e r  t w O

Fig. 7 Median hourly wages in Oregon, 2013 $
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safety net programs were designed to be a stopgap measure 
to help people going through hard times. instead, they have 
come to function as permanent support for low-wage workers 
of many profitable companies. in other words, safety net 
programs are being taken advantage of by big corporations 
paying low wages while taxpayers pay the costs to keep these 
workers afloat.  
 
in 2007, the oregon Department of human services released 
a list of the employers with the most workers enrolled in 
snaP or receiving medical assistance. The top 10 employers 
are listed below:

employers with the most Oregon 
workers enrolled in snAp or 
receiving medical assistance, 2007
1. Walmart

2. ACS –Sprint Call Center

3. McDonald’s

4. Safeway

5. Bear Creek Corp – Harry & David

6. Taco Bell

7. Burger King

8. Subway

9. Labor Ready Temp Services

10. Target

inDUsTrY ProfiTs

retAiL trAde 2013 prOfits

walmart $17.20B

target $2.41B

safeway $3.51B

kroger $1.56B

fAst fOOd restAUrAnts 2013 prOfits

Mcdonald’s $5.586B

taco Bell (yum Brands) $1.091B

Burger king 233.7M

across the country, walmart stands out as the top employer 
of workers receiving public assistance. nationwide, over $6 
billion a year in public assistance goes to walmart’s low-wage 
workers,67 while the company reported $16 billion in profits 
in 2014.

nationwide, public assistance for fast food workers costs $7 
billion per year,68 and taxpayers spend at least $117 million 
a year on needed public assistance for fast food workers 
and their families in oregon. within the fast food industry 
in oregon, major employers of workers receiving assistance 
are McDonald’s, Taco Bell, Burger King and subway.69 
McDonald’s worker resource hotline even directs full-time 
workers to apply for food stamps.70 McDonald’s Corporation 
reported $5.586 billion in net income in 2013, and paid their 
outgoing Ceo $27.7 million in 2012.  
 
in fY2011, corporations paid only $357 million in oregon 
income taxes,71 about 0.4 percent of the amount of profits 
corporations made in oregon.3 oregon stands out as the 
state with the lowest business taxes in the country;72 the 
state would have to raise over $7 billion from corporations 
to equal the national average. oregon’s case of corporate 
subsidy is particularly extreme – we have a high percentage 
of our workers receiving state assistance while our major  
out of state corporations pay the lowest corporate taxes in  
the country. 
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PoLiCY 
reCoMMenDaTions: 
a fair shoT for 
worKing faMiLies

raise the Minimum wage  
 
To improve oregon’s economy for all workers 
and address the burdens imposed by low-
wage work, we need to raise wages. oregon 
should phase in a significant minimum wage 
increase to bring the minimum wage up to a 
living wage. we should strive to create jobs and 
set standards that allow workers to support 
themselves and their families.  
 
recent studies find that minimum wage 
increases have had nominal or no impact on 
the costs of goods and services, hiring costs, or 
workers’ hours and benefits.73 in three studies 
of santa fe and san francisco’s minimum 
wage laws, no significant negative impact on 
business was found, regardless of whether 
they were high or low-wage industries. They 
did find a positive net effect on employment 
costs through increased morale, and reduced 
employee turnover and absenteeism.74 studies 
also show that minimum wage increases spur 

spending among low-wage workers,  adding 
to the gDP and net employment through 
increased economic activity.74 in other words, 
higher minimum wages are good for workers 
and the surrounding economy. 

 
 

Make Large employers  
pay the true cost of their  
Low-wage employment 
 
Too many large companies are using workers’ 
low wages and irregular, part-time schedules 
to drive their profits. oregon should adopt 
a “public assistance” fee  to help cover the 
cost of providing public assistance or medical 
assistance programs to low-wage workers and 
strengthen the quality and accessibility of 
the programs for low-wage working families. 
similar policy discussions are underway in 
illinois, Connecticut, new York, san francisco 
and new Mexico. 

each year, taxpayers spend $1.7 billion or more to subsidize the low wages, irregular and limited 
hours, and inadequate benefits of oregon workers. 

it does not have to be this way, and there are opportunities to make things better. we offer a series  
of policy options that should be a high priority for legislators and state leaders.

This report exposes 

the economic reality 

in Oregon’s post-

recession recovery 

and reveals a new 

form of corporate 

subsidy that relies 

on hundreds of 

thousands of 

Oregonians who work 

hard but are barely 

getting by while out-

of-state corporations 

continue to make 

record profits.

O r e g O n  w O r k f O r c e  r e p O r t:  c h A p t e r  t h r e e



Make schedules certain and regular 
san francisco passed a “workers Bill of rights” that aimed to stabilize 
work hours and schedules for workers in large chain retailers. The new law 
requires employers to post workers’ schedules at least two weeks ahead 
of time and to pay their workers a supplemental wage if they violate this 
requirement. it also mandates that employers, before hiring more part-time or 
temporary workers, offer extra hours to current employees.  
 
seaTac, washington passed a measure last year that, similar to san francisco, 
requires employers to offer extra hours to existing employees. in addition 
to requiring equal pay for all employees, a new Vermont law requires that 
employers provide predictable work schedules if requested by the employee. 
 
 

expand paid sick Leave 
getting sick shouldn’t mean losing your job. since san francisco became 
the first city to mandate paid sick leave, many other cities have passed 
similar laws, including Portland and eugene. extending this protection to all 
oregonians will benefit many workers and their families, strengthen oregon’s 
economy, and keep everyone healthier.  
 
 

Address wage discrimination 
in every state, women average lower wages than men. not only is this 
unfair, it creates additional hardships for single parents, most of whom are 
women. wage theft—when employers illegally withhold pay or benefits from 
workers—is another pervasive problem. we should aggressively fight wage 
discrimination, ensure people are fairly compensated for their work, and bar 
retaliation against workers who want their fair pay.  
 
 

expand childcare Assistance programs 
The ability to arrange childcare is essential for parents to be able to work. as 
one of our respondents put it, “There’s no way if you didn’t have state-care 
babysitting i could afford…$800 a month [in childcare costs] with two kids. 
i make barely $900 a month right now.” expanding erDC and tax credit 
programs would provide a big boost to working families. 
 
 

promote collective Bargaining 
Declines in wages and benefits occurred as unionization in america 
declined. when workers bargain collectively, they are able to improve wages 
and working conditions, even in lower-paying jobs. Unionization raises 
wages almost 21 percent for low-wage workers and gives them a 25 percent 
more likely chance to have health care and pension benefits. oregon should 
encourage the protection of workers’ rights.

We should aggressively 
fight wage discrimination, 
ensure people are fairly 
compensated for their 
work, and bar retaliation 
against workers who 
want their fair pay. 

3 0
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interviews
in 2009, in a study of the impact of changes to the 
employment related Day Care Program, we interviewed 44 
low-wage workers throughout western oregon. we asked 
them detailed questions about their employment history 
dating back to January 2007. we also obtained detailed 
information about their childcare arrangements during 
the same period. all of them were recipients of childcare 
subsidies at the time we first interviewed them. in the fall 
of 2014 we searched for and found 9 respondents who 
agreed to follow-up interviews. from their stories, we have a 
picture of the employment experiences of low-wage workers 
over a seven-year period, including the height of the great 
recession in oregon. 

The original sample included 28 white, 7 Latina/hispanic, 
5 Black, 1 mixed, 1 asian/Pi, and 2 american indian 
respondents, by their own identification. They had an 
average of 2.7 children who ranged in age from <1 year to 
19 years old. The average age of the parents was 32 years. 
eighteen percent had less than a high school education; 36 
percent had a high school diploma or a geD; 41 percent 
had some college; 5 percent had a Ba. at the time of the 
first interview, 77 percent lived in single parent households.  
Thirty percent had children with special needs, and 
55 percent had serious health problems or disabilities 
themselves.

 

 

data Analysis 
 
pUBLic AssistAnce cOsts 
The oregon office of forecasting, research and analysis 
provided data on adults enrolled in snaP in January 2014, 
and the industries in which they worked the previous year. 
workers are identified with the industry in which they 
worked the most hours. summary statistics by industry 
covered the number of adults receiving services who worked 
there as their primary employment in 2013, the total number 
of hours worked and total wages received. additional 
summary statistics came from the 2014 high Poverty hot 
spots report, which describes concurrent use of snaP and 
other programs. 

The sample for the study covers adults who received snaP 
benefits in January 2014. of the 494,707 adults receiving snaP 
that month, 196,681 (40 percent) worked in 2013 at a job covered 
by unemployment insurance. Data on employment history is 
linked to the records of snaP clients, and includes total hours 
worked, total wages earned, and the industry of each employer. 
employers are classified using the north american industry 
Classification system (naiCs), the same system used to classify 
the wage and job trends data described below.  
 
wAge And JOB trends 
Data on trends in wages and jobs by industry came from 
the oregon employment Department and the Bureau of 
Labor statistics. The two primary data sources used are the 
occupational employment survey and the Quarterly Census 
of employment and wages. The occupational employment 
survey is conducted by each state to monitor trends in wage 
and number of jobs by occupation. The Quarterly Census 
of employment and wages tracks total employment and 
wages at the industry level. all wage data were adjusted for 
inflation to 2013 $.  
 
cOrpOrAte prOfits  
Data on corporate profits come from the Bureau of Labor 
statistics. for this measure we use industry-level data on 
gross operating surplus, a proxy for corporate profits. 

 
 

aPPenDix: MeThoDs
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Methods for estimating  
public Assistance costs
 
snAp Benefits (AkA “fOOd stAMps”) 
eligibility for snaP benefits is determined at the household 
level. in the third quarter of 2012, 39 percent of the self-
sufficiency snaP households had one adult working and 3 
percent had two or more adults working. for simplicity we 
assume all households with at least 2 adults working include 
only 2 working adults. since so few snaP households have 
more than two working adults this simplification should 
have a limited effect on the results. Based on these numbers, 
87 percent of working adults in snaP households are the 
only adult in the household, and 13 percent of working 
adults live in a house with at least one other working adult. 
Therefore, we estimate:

 

 

 

The average monthly household snaP benefit in oregon 
is $235. snaP benefits are figured on a sliding scale, 
with smaller benefits for households with greater income. 
assuming that working families have higher incomes 
than families where no one is working, we adjusted the 
average monthly cost down to $200 for our estimates. This 
adjustment will yield conservative estimates. we multiplied 
$200 by the estimate of snaP households with working 
adults to determine monthly costs for snaP benefits to 
working families.  
 
MedicAL AssistAnce prOgrAMs 
To determine costs for workers’ children, we first estimated 
the number of children living with workers in snaP 
households.

we used data on numbers of workers in snaP households 
to estimate the number of households, the number of 
households with children, and the number of children in 
those households. 39 percent of adults on snaP live in a 
household with children, so we estimate 39 percent of the 
snaP households have children. The average number of 
children per snaP household is 2.1. 

 

196,681 wOrking 
AdULts On snAp

183,897 snAp hOUsehOLds  
with wOrking AdULts

(        )87%+
13%

2×
=

183,897 Of snAp 
hOUsehOLds with 
wOrking AdULts

2.1 chiLdren per 
hOUsehOLd

142,888 chiLdren Living in snAp  
hOUsehOLds with wOrking AdULts

×

=

78 percent of snaP clients also receive medical assistance. 
Multiplying the total number of working adults and children 
by 78 percent yields an estimate for the number receiving 
medical assistance benefits. The average monthly cost for 
medical assistance for each enrollee is $460. again, to 
produce conservative estimates, we scaled this number down 
to $400. Multiplying $400 by the number of working people 
and their children receiving medical assistance yields an 
estimate of total costs for working families.  
 
Most snaP recipients also get medical assistance and 
vice versa. however, there are some recipients of medical 
assistance who do not receive snaP. This means our medical 
assistance cost estimates are conservative. 

eMpLOyMent reLAted dAy cAre 
9 percent of children receiving snaP also receive 
employment related Day Care. The average monthly 
household erDC benefit is $608. 

 

 

 

Many people worked more than one job during the year, 
or even at the same time. among adults receiving snaP in 
January 2013, about 15 percent worked two or more jobs 
during the previous quarter, october – December 2012. 
Multiple jobs worked by a single person are not necessarily 
in the same industry. By attributing all hours and wages to 
the industry in which an adult worked the most hours we 
introduce some uncertainty into the analysis, but assuming 
this is just background noise it will all average out.

 
Limitations to this Analysis
employment and assistance data are not necessarily 
concurrent, though other evidence shows that many people 
are currently employed and still receiving public assistance.

estimates are based on summary statistics. The companies 
that claim the biggest profits are not necessarily the ones that 
use the most low-wage workers.

Cost estimates are based on average costs for safety net 
programs. Benefit amounts are based on income, so working 
families would tend to average lower benefits than families 
where no one is working. These averages were taken into 
account and overall estimates for taxpayer subsidies were 
lower to adjust for these realities.

68,042 snAp hOUse-
hOLds with chiLdren 
And wOrking AdULts

9%  
receiving 
erdc

$608 AverAge 
MOnthLy 
Benefit

tOtAL erdc cOsts fOr 
wOrking fAMiLies On snAp

× ×

=
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