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Policy debates about whether wages and benefits from work provide enough resources to achieve economic
self-sufficiency rely on data for workers, not working families. Using data from the Current Population Sur-
vey, we find that almost two-thirds of families working full time earn enough to cover a basic family budget,
but that less than a quarter of low-income families do. A typical low-income full-time working family with
wages below a family budget would need to earn about $11.00 more per hour to cover expenses. This wage
gap is larger for black, Hispanic, and immigrant families. Receipt of employer-provided benefits varies—
health insurance is more prevalent than pension plans—and both are less available to low-income families,
and black, Hispanic, and immigrant working families. Findings suggest that without policies to decrease
wage inequality and increase parents’ access to jobs with higher wages and benefits, child opportunity gaps
by income, race-ethnicity, and nativity will likely persist.
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The notion that parents’ jobs provide enough
resources to attain economic self-sufficiency
has broad appeal: it helped fuel welfare reform
policies, including the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act in
1996 (Loprest and Nightingale 2018) and under-
girds today’s work-based safety net (Heinrich
and Scholz 2009). Concerns that the resources
provided by parents’ low-wage jobs were inad-
equate to raise children led to calls to “make

work pay” (Ellwood 1988) and to enact universal
work-family policies such as childcare (Wolfe
2002) and parental leave (Kamerman 2000). As
Marcia Carlson, Christopher Wimer, and Ron
Haskins (2022) outline in the introduction of
this issue, in the twenty-five years since welfare
reform, scholars continue to sound the alarm
about poor job quality, particularly in the lower
rungs of the labor market, due to declines in
real wages (Howell and Kalleberg 2019) and
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employer-provided benefits (Schmitt, Gould,
and Bivens 2018), and limited work-family pol-
icies that support families’ work and caregiving
(Boushey 2016).

Economic self-sufficiency is one of the goals
of welfare reform, but the level of resources
needed from parents’ jobs to achieve it has not
been defined officially. Policy debates about
self-sufficiency generally rely on two resource
thresholds: family poverty or family budget.
For working families with children, a family
budget consists of the estimated costs of basic
needs (housing, food, medical care), work
(transportation, childcare), and minimal
household expenses. This article focuses on
economic self-sufficiency defined as the ability
to cover a basic family budget with labor-
market earnings. We provide new estimates of
families’ job characteristics measured by
wages, health insurance, and pension benefits,
and assess whether family earnings are enough
for self-sufficiency. This analysis is one of the
first to estimate the family budget gap, that is,
the difference between how the earnings from
parents’ full-time work stack up against the re-
sources needed to meet a family budget. This
analysis covers the pre-COVID-19 pandemic pe-
riod, which establishes a baseline of job char-
acteristics for families to be used in future
studies that compare to the post-pandemic pe-
riod.

It is well documented that racial inequities
in compensation are a fixture in the U.S. labor
market and reflect historical and current policy
choices and continued structural racism (Dere-
noncourt and Montialoux 2021). Declining real
wages and lower access to employer-provided
benefits have hit black, Hispanic, and recent
immigrant workers the hardest (Howell and
Kalleberg 2019; Orcutt Dulee and Dowhan
2008). The disparate negative effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic’s economic and health cri-
ses on black, Hispanic, and immigrant families
raised awareness that addressing racial equity
will require more inclusive federal policies
(Gonzalez et al. 2021; Lopez, Hart, and Katz
2021). To advance equity for all families and ad-
dress underlying systemic racism, an executive
order requires that federal agencies conduct
equity assessments of systematic differences in
program access and policy effectiveness by

race-ethnicity and other factors (White House
2021). To inform the development of equitable
policy solutions, we estimate income, racial-
ethnic, and nativity differences in families’ re-
sources from their jobs that cover basic family
budgets and provide health insurance and pen-
sions.

We make two contributions to the parental
employment and economic self-sufficiency re-
search and policy literatures. First, recent esti-
mates of working families’ wages and benefits
are not available to policymakers. Our esti-
mates add to previous studies by focusing on
families rather than on individual workers
(Howell and Kalleberg 2019), working parents
(Adelstein and Peters 2019), or low-income fam-
ilies receiving welfare benefits and transition-
ing to work (Johnson and Corcoran 2003). Mea-
suring job characteristics at the family level
means the earnings and benefits of multiple
earners are considered to be available to invest
in children, rather than assuming, as many
studies do, that families have only one earner
(Cooper 2018). Second, most studies assess the
quality of wages using a threshold of good ver-
sus bad wages or poverty-level wages for full-
time workers. We use more than 450 family
budgets that account for the number of earners
and children in families and their state of resi-
dence to estimate whether parents’ earnings
from full-time work are enough to meet a basic
family budget. This contribution is significant
because it provides the field with a more accu-
rate picture of whether working families with
children earn enough to meet a basic budget
that supports children’s healthy development.

We find that more than one-third of working
families do not earn enough from full-time,
year-round work to cover a basic needs family
budget, one-quarter do not have access to
health insurance, and half do not have access
to an employer-pension through their employ-
ers. Most low-income families working full
time earn more than the official poverty line,
but more than one in ten do not earn over the
poverty threshold. If policymakers expect low-
income families to reach economic self-
sufficiency through full-time work alone, the
results of our study are discouraging. More
than three-quarters of low-income families do
not earn enough to cover a basic needs family
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budget, two-fifths do not have health insur-
ance, and two-thirds do not have access to pen-
sion benefits. More than one-quarter of low-
income families working full time cannot cover
even half of a family budget. This study also
confirms significant differences in wages and
employer-provided benefits for working and
low-income working families by race-ethnicity
and nativity after controlling for job and family
characteristics. Without policies to decrease
wage inequality and increase parents’ access to
jobs with higher wages and benefits, child op-
portunity gaps by income, race-ethnicity, and
nativity will likely persist.

WORKING FAMILIES' JOB
CHARACTERISTICS

Though parents’ jobs have financial (such as
wages and benefits) and nonfinancial (such
as schedule stability) factors that affect the
health and well-being of all family members,
wages are the primary resource that determines
whether families achieve economic self-
sufficiency. Yet over the past four decades,
wages have not kept up with inflation for work-
ers outside the top echelon of the wage distri-
bution due to structural changes in the labor
market and policy choices (Donovan and Brad-
ley 2020; Mishel and Bivens 2021). Median
hourly wages in 2020 (BLS 2021a) are effectively
lower than the minimum wage in 1968, had
wages kept up with inflation and productivity
growth (Baker 2020). Declining or stagnant
wages decrease purchasing power and lower
the chances that workers in the middle and
lower end of the wage distribution can attain
economic self-sufficiency from earnings alone.
At the same time, access to employer-provided
benefits, such as health insurance and pen-
sions, which can defray lower real wages and
increasing health-care costs, have decreased
over time for the median worker (Schmitt,
Gould, and Bivens 2018). Access to employer-
provided work-family benefits are even more
rare. A minority of workers have access to sub-
sidized childcare (11 percent) or paid family and
medical leave (23 percent), and access to these
benefits for low-wage workers is much lower
(BLS 2021b). Without work-family benefits to
supplement low wages and subsidize childcare
costs or the cost of maternity and paternity

leave, families face greater challenges to meet
a family budget and maintain stable employ-
ment around childbirth and when children are
young (Hill et al. 2017).

Why should policymakers be concerned
about declining resources provided by working
families’ jobs? Economic and psychological
theories suggest that work has benefits and
costs for children (Becker 1981; Repetti and
Wang 2014). Parents’ earnings and benefits di-
rectly benefit children by providing financial
and health resources, whereas other job char-
acteristics, such as work schedules, affect chil-
dren through their parents’ health and well-
being or their childcare arrangements (Luhr,
Schneider, and Harknett 2022, this issue). Ex-
posure to lower earnings and benefits can de-
crease family economic resources and increase
family stress, with detrimental consequences
for families’ and children’s well-being (Parcel
and Menaghan 1997). Higher earnings and ben-
efits are expected to have the opposite effect
and lead to more parental investments. A grow-
ing evidence base confirms that parents’ low-
quality jobs are negatively associated with par-
ents’ health and well-being and children’s
developmental outcomes, especially in low-
income families (Heinrich 2014; McPherran
Lombardi and Coley 2013).

Differences in Job Characteristics by

Income, Race-Ethnicity, and Nativity

Significant racial-ethnic inequities in wages
and employer-provided benefits are driven by
structural features of the labor market, includ-
ing increasing occupational segregation, rising
nonstandard work arrangements, persistent
racial-ethnic discrimination in hiring and pro-
motion, and declining worker protections and
enforcement (Shakesprere, Katz, and Loprest
2021). Housing, criminal justice, and education
policies also contribute to lower wages for black
and Hispanic workers by restricting access to
good jobs and schools through high levels of
residential segregation (Brown 2020), restric-
tions in paid employment and wages during
and after incarceration (Smith and Simon
2020), and uneven school spending (Jackson,
Johnson, and Persico 2016). Evidence is accu-
mulating that policies that establish worker
protections and minimum wages such as the
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Fair Labor Standards Act can decrease black-
white wage gaps (Derenoncourt and Mon-
tialoux 2021). Racial-ethnic wage gaps are much
higher at the top of the wage distribution be-
cause black and Hispanic workers are more
likely to be excluded from high-wage jobs (Don-
ovan and Bradley 2020).

These policies and labor-market practices
undergird the lower wages of black and His-
panic workers across the wage distribution (at
the 10th, 50th, or 90th percentiles). Because
black and Hispanic workers are overrepre-
sented in the bottom half of the wage distribu-
tion, declining wages contribute to persistent
and widening overall black-white and Hispanic-
white wage gaps that vary by gender (Bayer and
Charles 2018; Mora and Davila 2018). The wage
gaps for black and Hispanic workers relative to
white workers are much higher at the top of the
wage distribution. For example, the difference
in hourly wages between Hispanic and white
women in the 10th percentile of the wage dis-
tribution is $2, but $15 at the 90th percentile
(Donovan and Bradley 2020). On average, im-
migrant working parents earn significantly
lower wages (Earle et al. 2014).

Racial-ethnic gaps in employer-provided
health insurance and employer-provided pen-
sion benefits are even larger than wage gaps
and have increased over time (Kristal, Cohen,
and Navot 2018). Coverage rates for black and
Hispanic workers started off lower than white
workers in 1980 and declined more sharply. By
2015, only 28 percent of Hispanic workers were
covered by pensions, versus 44 percent of white
workers. Relative to white working parents,
black, Hispanic, and immigrant working par-
ents have lower access to employer-provided
health insurance and employer-provided pen-
sions (Earle et al. 2014). Hispanic and immi-
grant working parents also have lower access
to any type of paid leave and sick leave through
their jobs (Adelstein and Peters 2019). Without
employer-provided health insurance plans,
work-family supports, and pensions, black,
Hispanic, and immigrant families face more

resource constraints to invest in children and
spend disproportionately more family income
to pay for health insurance plans or to keep up
with rising childcare costs.

Defining Family Budget and Wage Thresholds
that Reach Economic Self-Sufficiency

A key question for policymakers is how declin-
ing wages and benefits affect whether families
can be self-sufficient and have enough re-
sources to support healthy child development.
Economic self-sufficiency through work is an
explicit goal included in the 1996 welfare reform
legislation, but no threshold of family income
or earnings has ever been officially defined in
ensuing policies or regulations. Research on
the origins and history of economic self-
sufficiency point to two main requirements:
employment and little to no receipt of public
assistance (Daugherty and Barber 2001), which
implicitly means that earnings is the main
component of family resources needed for self-
sufficiency. More recent definitions of self-
sufficiency recognize that working families
should have an above-poverty standard of living
but do not specify what the standard should be
(Heinrich and Scholz 2009).

In this article, we focus on economic self-
sufficiency defined as the ability to cover a ba-
sic family budget with labor-market earnings.
A family budget consists of the total annual
cost of a standard set of family expenses esti-
mated by the prices of goods and average ex-
penditures. Two family budget measures are
well known: the Economic Policy Institute’s
Family Budget Calculator (Gould, Mokhiber,
and Bryant 2018) and the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology Living Wage Calculator
(Glasmeier 2020)." Both measures include a
comparable set of monthly costs of basic needs
for working families with children, including
the costs of childcare, medical care, transporta-
tion, taxes, and other expenses such as broad-
band or telephone and household supplies.
These family budgets are adjusted based on the
number of working adults and children in the

1. Other well-known family budget measures include the Center for Women's Welfare Self Sufficiency Standard
(Manzer and Kucklick 2021) and the National Center for Children in Poverty's Basic Needs Budget Calculator
(Alden Dinan 2009). Although these measures allow for greater diversity in family composition, they are not

available for all states and are not up to date.
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household and geographic variation in prices
at the county level, which means hundreds of
family budget thresholds. An embedded as-
sumption in the estimation of annual family
budgets is that working adults work full time
and year round because expenses like childcare
are calculated for full-time year-round care.
The annual costs of family budgets are con-
verted to family budget hourly wages by assum-
ing full-time (forty hours per week) year-round
work (fifty-two weeks per year).?

The estimates of basic family needs budgets
and family budget wages from both sources are
similar, though the Family Budget Calculator
estimates are slightly lower.> A key difference
for our family-focused analysis is that the Fam-
ily Budget Calculator is estimated for two fam-
ily types (one working adult or two working
adults), whereas the Living Wage Calculator in-
cludes an additional family type: two adults,
with only one working. To account for a broader
array of work and family arrangements, our
analysis uses the Living Wage Calculator (fam-
ily budget threshold). Within a state, family
economic needs may vary across small geo-
graphic areas such as counties; however, we are
unable to assign county-level family budget
thresholds to families because the Current
Population Survey does not identify families’
county of residence. We therefore use state-
level budget thresholds, which are unweighted
averages aggregated up from county-level
thresholds.

The Living Wage Calculator estimates that
nationally a family budget wage in 2019 is
$25.46 for a single full-time working parent

with one child. For a family with two full-time
working adults (a dual-earner family) and one
child, the two earners would need to make a
combined $28.14. The average family budget
wage for a family of three with one working
adult and one nonworking adult (a single-
earner family) is $24.00—lower than a single
working parent ($25.46) and a dual-earner fam-
ily ($28.14) because it is assumed that the non-
worker provides full-time childcare and the
household has no out-of-pocket childcare ex-
penses.* Dual-earner families have to earn
more combined wages to support two adults,
but each parent can earn lower wages and still
adhere to a family budget.

Although most of the labor force works full
time, 17 percent of workers are employed part
time (Dunn 2018). Calculating family budgets
based on full-time work leaves out working par-
ents who want to be working full time but are
not offered more hours or who can only work
part time for health or caregiving reasons. Part-
time workers can be economically vulnerable
because they are more likely to earn lower
wages (Golden 2020) and less likely to have ac-
cess to benefits (Bishow 2015). Although family
budgets are predicated on full-time work, given
the precariousness of part-time wages and ben-
efits, we estimate the gaps between earning a
family budget and access to benefits for all fam-
ilies working any combination of hours and
weeks.

A more basic family budget is derived from
the U.S. Census Bureau’s poverty threshold,
which is based only on food costs and basic ex-
penses (the official poverty measure). The pov-

2. For example, at the national level the MIT Living Wage Calculator estimates that a total family budget for a
two-parent two-child family working full time is $68,808. To convert the family budget into hourly wages, the
family budget amount is divided by 2,080 hours (40 hours by 52 weeks). Thus, a family budget hourly wage for
a dual-earner family working full time year round is $33.08, which is the total hourly wage that needs to be
earned by two people.

3. For example, based on a family needs budget, the EPI Family Budget Calculator wage threshold for a two-
parent two-child family working full time in a low-income area, Benson County, North Dakota is $18.18 for each
parent relative to the MIT living wage of $18.69 for each parent in 2020. Similar patterns hold for San Francisco
County, a high-income area.

4. The family budget wages needed to support a family vary by states due to different costs of living. For instance,
a single full-time working parent with one child would need to earn $21.14 in Mississippi and $32.12 in Massa-
chusetts. For a family with two full-time working adults and one child, the two earners would need to earn a
combined $23.76 in Mississippi and a combined $34.72 in Massachusetts. Each state’s family budget wage is
the unweighted average of each county’s family budget wage.
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erty threshold for a family of three is $21,330
and for a family of four is $25,750 in 2019
(OASPE 2019). Although we calculate gaps in
family budgets based on poverty thresholds,
many policymakers, researchers, and agencies,
including the Census Bureau, do not consider
the poverty threshold as a measure of what
families need to live on (Fremstad 2020; U.S.
Census Bureau 2021). Indeed, most govern-
ment programs serving low-income families
set income eligibility requirements above the
poverty line (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services 2019).

THIS STUDY

To help inform policy responses to declining
wages and benefits available to support chil-
dren, this study focuses on families and not in-
dividual workers. This approach estimates
whether up to two adults in a family earn
enough to cover a basic family budget. We
estimate the extent to which two employer-
provided benefits, health insurance, and pen-
sion plans are available to families.

We address five research questions: What
proportion of working families with children
earn enough to achieve economic self-
sufficiency thresholds (poverty and family bud-
get)? What proportion of a family budget is cov-
ered by labor-market earnings? How much
more additional hourly wages are needed to
cover a family budget? What proportion of
working families with children have jobs that
provide access to health insurance and pen-
sions? What proportion of working families do
not earn enough to attain a family budget and
have no access to employer-provided benefits?

For each of these questions, we examine
how the results vary for low-income families
and by race-ethnicity and nativity. We also com-
pare how the estimates of economic self-
sufficiency and access to benefits differ for fam-
ilies with earners who work full time year round
and all working families with any combination
of hours and weeks worked.

METHODS

This study draws on the 2015-2019 Annual So-
cial and Economic Supplement (ASEC) to the
Current Population Survey (CPS). The annual
ASEC sample size is about ninety-eight thou-

sand households, which includes an oversam-
ple of Hispanic households. To ensure ade-
quate sample sizes by race-ethnicity and
nativity, we pooled five years of cross-sectional
data.

To estimate earnings and access to
employer-provided health insurance and pen-
sions for families with children, we use the
Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) unit,
which includes all related family members liv-
ing in the same household and assumes that
all family members share resources. The SPM
family unit is different from the household
unit in the CPS ASEC because multiple SPM
families can exist within the same household.
This analysis restricts the sample to SPM fam-
ily units where the head of the family unitis a
parent and has at least one child (biological,
stepchild, or adopted) under age eighteen.
Because of small sample sizes, we excluded
Native American, Alaskan Native, and other
race respondents. We excluded families with
non-working-age parents (outside the ages of
eighteen through sixty-nine), unpaid family or
self-employed workers, workers in noncivilian
occupations, or cases with missing information
on job outcomes or nativity.

The total universe of employed families with
children working any combination of hours
and weeks is 90,275. About 66 percent of fami-
lies have only full-time full-year workers, 22 per-
cent have a combination of full- and part-time
workers, and 12 percent have only part-time or
part-year workers. Because family budget
thresholds assume that expenses like childcare
are based on full-time work, our primary ana-
lytical sample includes families with only full-
time year-round workers. This sample excludes
dual-earner couples that have one full-time
earner and one part-time earner. We define full-
time work using the Bureau of Labor Statistics
definitions of full-time (at least thirty-five
hours) and full-year (fifty to fifty-two weeks)
work (BLS 2020). The resulting analytical sam-
ple is 59,225 working families with full-time
year-round workers.

To generate the sample of low-income work-
ing families, we further restrict the full sam-
ple of working families with children to SPM
units where the total family resources was no
more than two times the SPM family resources
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threshold. The resulting sample is 39,781 low-
income working families with children. The
analytical sample for low-income families
where all working adults worked full time and
year round is 23,231.

Measures

Self-Sufficiency Thresholds and Access to Benefits.
This analysis estimates earnings relative to self-
sufficiency thresholds. We consider annual
earnings for up to two workers within each fam-
ily unit. For dual-earner families, family earn-
ings are the sum of the annual earnings from
parents or guardians and their spouses or part-
ners. Earnings are measured in 2019 constant
dollars. In the case of a single parent with no
spouse or partner who lives with another work-
ing adult who is usually a relative (such as a
grandparent or adult sibling), we include the
earnings of the working parent and the working
adult relative in family earnings.> We also con-
sider the earnings of another adult in single-
earner couples when the spouse or partner is
not working and the household includes adult
working relatives.

We compare whether total annual family
earnings are above two measures of economic
self-sufficiency: the official poverty measure’s
income threshold and a family budget thresh-
old. For each family, we estimate the ratio of
total annual earnings to the poverty and family
budget thresholds. We create a binary indicator
to measure whether a family’s earnings are
equal or higher than each threshold or below
the threshold and a variable showing the pro-
portion of families that fall within each earn-
ings bin (90 to 99 percent of the family budget,
80 to 89 percent, and so on).

For families that do not earn enough to
cover a family budget, we estimate the budget
wage gap, that is, the difference between family

wages and the family budget wage threshold.
We estimate hourly wages by dividing annual
earnings and annual work hours for each full-
time worker in the family. The family wage is
the sum of the hourly wages for each earner. We
estimate the family budget wage thresholds by
dividing the family budget threshold needed to
cover expenses by the annual hours that fami-
lies worked.®

We assume that children only have access to
employer-provided benefits through their par-
ents and guardians, and not through other
working relatives who they live with. Similar to
other studies that draw on the CPS, working
families are coded as having health insurance
if at least one working parent or working spouse
or partner is the policyholder in an employer-
provided plan. This measure is a take-up mea-
sure and thus could underestimate whether
workers have access to employer-provided
health insurance. Families’ access to pensions
is measured by whether working parents are
offered employer- or union-provided pension
plan.” Dual-earner families are at an advantage
because their chances of receiving benefits are
double that of single-earner families. A limita-
tion of the CPS is that it does not measure the
quality of employer-provided benefits, which
can vary widely by employers. Health insurance
plans that charge high premiums or pension
plans that require employee contributions may
present access barriers to benefits even if they
are offered. To capture the most economically
vulnerable working families, we create a mea-
sure of the lowest quality jobs that do not in-
clude any access to family budget wages and
employer-provided benefits.

Race-Ethnicity and Nativity. Our key stratify-
ing variables are race-ethnicity and nativity.
Race and ethnicity for each parent includes
non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic Asian or Pa-

5. Because family budget thresholds are estimated for a maximum of two working adults, wage contributions

are capped at two adults. In single-earner families with one working parent, if the family includes more than two
working adult relatives, we include the adult relative who worked the most hours and had higher wages.

6. This approach to calculating family budget wages modifies the MIT Living Wage Calculator’s approach, which
divides the family budget by 2,080 hours. Dividing the family budget by workers” actual annual hours accounts
for variance in the number of hours of full-time work (for example, thirty-five hours a week versus forty hours a
week) and provides a more accurate estimate of the wages that families need to earn to meet a family budget.

7. The CPS does not provide information about the type of pension plan available (defined benefit versus defined

contribution).
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cific Islander, non-Hispanic black, and His-
panic (of any race). For single-earner families,
we define family race-ethnicity based on the
full-time working parent.® In dual-earner fami-
lies with two full-time workers, race-ethnicity
is measured by the parent who has the higher
annual earnings. If both parents work full time
and have the same annual earnings, the race-
ethnicity of the family is defined based on the
CPS designated head of the family. In dual-
earner families with one full-time working par-
ent and one other working adult (nonparent or
guardian), the family’s race-ethnicity is based
on the parent.

Nativity is a binary indicator measuring
whether any parent or spouse-partner in the
family is an immigrant. Using the Bureau of
Labor Statistics definition (BLS 2020), adults
are considered to be immigrants if they were
born outside the United States or territories
such as Puerto Rico. If adults born outside the
United States were a citizen at birth, we coded
them as a nonimmigrant.

Empirical Model

First, we examine family budget earnings,
wages, and benefits descriptively for full-time
year-round working families and for the total
population of families working any combina-
tion of hours and weeks. To confirm any identi-
fied racial-ethnic differences in job character-
istics in the descriptive analysis, we then run
multivariate models estimating differences by
race-ethnicity and nativity controlling for other
factors for full-time working families only. We
estimate two logistic regression models for
each of the four outcomes. The first model es-
timates family budget earnings and benefits for
the sample of full-time full-year working fami-
lies and the second model estimates the same
outcomes for full-time full-year low-income
working families. For full-time full-year work-
ing families that do not earn more than a fam-
ily budget, we estimate a quantile regression
model to test for significant racial-ethnic and
nativity differences in the proportion of the

family budget covered by earnings (ranging
from >0 to <100 percent). Quantile regression
is preferable to ordinary least squares due to
the left skewed distribution of earnings relative
to a family budget.

Each model includes covariates that influ-
ence parents’ earnings and benefits and vary
by race-ethnicity and nativity. Family character-
istics include the number of children and work
and family composition, measured by single
working parent, single-earner family, and dual-
earner family. Because of a high correlation be-
tween each adult’s job and human capital char-
acteristics in dual-earner families, we include
covariates based only on the parent who works
more hours and has higher earnings. Job char-
acteristics include occupation, industry, sector
(public versus private), and firm size. Human
capital and demographic characteristics in-
clude gender, highest level of education, age,
and age squared. Local economic environment
is measured by urbanicity and survey year,
which account for national economic trends.
All analyses use SPM-based sampling weights.

RESULTS

Our research questions focus on whether fam-
ilies’ earnings from full-time work cover basic
needs, what proportion of a family budget is
covered by earnings, whether jobs provide ac-
cess to benefits, and whether there are differ-
ences by income, race-ethnicity, and nativity
status. Descriptive analyses show that wages
from working full time cover minimum levels
of basic needs, as measured by the official pov-
erty line, for most working families (94 percent
of all full-time working families and 87 percent
of all full-time low-income working families).
A lower proportion of full-time working fami-
lies earn a family budget (65 percent of all work-
ing families and 23 percent of all full-time low-
income working families). The degree to which
families’ wages fall short varies by income,
race-ethnicity, and nativity. Black, Hispanic,
and immigrant families (including all families
and low-income families) have the lowest

8. For families with only part-time or part-year workers, race-ethnicity is assigned based on the parent with
higher earnings. If both workers have the same earnings, race-ethnicity is defined based on the CPS designated
head of the family. For dual earners with full-time and part-time workers, race-ethnicity is based on the full-time

worker.
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hourly wages and access to benefits, which
highlights the need for equitable work-family
policies that supplement low wages and bene-
fits and reduce caregiving costs.

Table 1 shows that almost 65 percent of fam-
ilies working full time earn enough to meet a
family budget and that an additional 10 percent
of families are close to earning a family budget
(could cover 80 to 99 percent of a family bud-
get). The racial-ethnic differences in families
working full time and earning less than a fam-
ily budget are large. Only 48 percent of black
and 41 percent of Hispanic families earn a fam-
ily budget, versus 75 percent of white families
and 77 percent of Asian. A 34-percentage point
gap separates Hispanic and white families
earning a family budget and a 27-percentage
point gap separates black and white families.
The 12-percentage point gap between nonim-
migrant (68 percent) and immigrant (56 per-
cent) families is smaller yet still significant.

The picture looks very different for low-
income families. Table 2 shows that fewer
than 25 percent of low-income families work-
ing full time earn enough to cover a family
budget and most earn far less than is needed.
Another 17 percent are relatively close to mak-
ing the budget wage (80 to 99 percent). More
than 25 percent earn less than half. The pat-
tern of racial-ethnic differences is similar, but
the magnitude is smaller relative to the total
population of working families. Fewer than
one in five low-income black families (16 per-
cent) and low-income Hispanic families (16
percent) could cover a family budget versus
the 30 percent of white families and 36 percent
of Asian. A 14-percentage point gap separates
both black and white families and Hispanic
and white families. A much greater proportion
of black and Hispanic families are further
away from earning a family budget. About 35
percent of black and Hispanic families earn
less than half of the income needed to cover
family expenses. The difference between the
proportion of low-income immigrant (24 per-
cent) and nonimmigrant (22 percent) families
is much smaller.

Policymakers are interested in how much
wages would need to be raised or supple-
mented to attain family budget wages. Figure 1
presents the family budget wage gap—the ad-

ditional hourly wages that low-income full-time
working families need to live within a family
budget. The extent of additional wages needed
to supplement wages from full-time work var-
ies widely. Full-time low-income working fami-
lies need between a little more than $1.91 to
more than $23 per hour for self-sufficiency. The
median low-income family would need to earn
$11.02 more hourly. The median low-income
black family and Hispanic family need to earn
$12.30 and $12.49, versus $9.10 for low-income
white families. The median low-income nonim-
migrant family would need to earn an addi-
tional $10.43 in hourly wages, versus $11.93 for
the median low-income immigrant family.

Results show that families have variable ac-
cess to employer-provided benefits through
full-time work. More families have employer-
provided health insurance (75 percent for all
families, 59 percent for low-income families)
than pension benefits (50 percent for all fami-
lies, 33 percent for low-income families). A full
31 percent of low-income families did not earn
enough to cover a basic family budget and did
not have access to any employer-provided ben-
efits relative to 14 percent of all working fami-
lies. These jobs, which do not pay family bud-
get wages and provide no benefits to wage and
salary employees for full-time work, are the
most concerning in terms of providing ade-
quate resources for families with children.

We find significant heterogeneity in the em-
ployer benefits of families working full time by
race-ethnicity and nativity. Confirming other
research studies, Hispanic families, low-
income or not, have the least access to
employer-provided benefits. Low-income His-
panic families have extremely limited access
(48 percent have health insurance and 24 per-
cent have pensions). Almost twice the number
of low-income Hispanic families do not earn a
family budget or have access to employer ben-
efits (43 percent) than their white counterparts
(24 percent) (see table 2). Immigrant working
families have lower wages and less access to
benefits than nonimmigrant families. Two in
five low-income immigrant families have jobs
that do not provide enough earnings to cover a
family budget or employer-provided benefits.
Although many families need access to public
benefits to supplement these shortfalls in job
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LOW-INCOME FAMILIES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Figure 1. Additional Hourly Wages Needed by Low-Income Working Families to Earn a Family Budget

at the 10th, 50th, and 90th percentiles

Total ' i |
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Additional Hourly Wage Needed

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Current Population Survey, 2015-2019 (Flood et al. 2021).
Note: Wages presented in 2019 constant dollars. Estimates are for low-income, full-time, year-round

working families who earn less than a family budget.

resources, low-income Hispanic and immi-
grant families are particularly in need because
they disproportionately work for employers
that do not offer benefits.

The number of families covering their bud-
gets and having access to employer-provided
benefits decreases in the context of the full
sample of working families, both part-time and
part-year working families. Table A.1 shows
that the proportion decreases from 65 to 59 per-
cent when part-time and part-year working
families are included. The proportion of low-
income families that earn enough to cover a
family budget also decreases from 23 to 19 per-
cent (table A.2). These results are consistent
with the literature demonstrating that part-
time work is associated with lower wages and
benefits.

The purpose of these descriptive analyses is
to identify differences in families’ job charac-
teristics and to document the need for work-
family supports that could supplement wages

needed to earn a family budget and benefits.
Research shows that family, human capital,
and employment characteristics account for
some of the variation in wages and benefits by
race-ethnicity and nativity, though there re-
mains unexplained variation generally attrib-
uted to structural factors and discrimination.
Table A.3 confirms well-documented racial-
ethnic and nativity differences in characteris-
tics such as education, occupation, industry,
public sector, and firm size that can help ex-
plain some of the differences. Having two
earners reduces the wages that each family
member needs to make and increases the like-
lihood of employer-provided benefits, whereas
single-earner families face more economic
risks if the working parent needs to take family
leave or loses a job. Black, Hispanic, Asian, and
immigrant working families are more likely to
be single-earner families, and white and non-
immigrant working families are more likely to
have two earners.
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Multivariate Results

Table A.4 presents the results of models for
each of the four measures of earnings and ben-
efits for all full-time and for full-time low-
income working families. These models con-
firm the descriptive results that black, Hispanic,
and immigrant families are significantly less
likely to meet a family budget, be enrolled in
employer-provided health insurance, be of-
fered an employer-provided pension plan, or
have any good job characteristics than white
and nonimmigrant families. These patterns of
racial-ethnic and nativity differences hold true
in the total population of working families and
low-income working families. Table A.5 also
confirms the descriptive analysis that the me-
dian earnings of black, Hispanic, and immi-
grant families covered less of a family budget
than those of white and nonimmigrant fami-
lies. Racial-ethnic differences in the ratio of
earnings to family budget thresholds are sig-
nificant in both samples.

DISCUSSION

Policy debates about improving children’s
well-being by closing opportunity gaps and
addressing racial-ethnic inequities in health
and education outcomes often do not address
the declining wages and benefits available
from parents’ jobs. To help bring parental job
quality into these child policy deliberations,
we estimate the resources that employment
provides to a working family relative to two
thresholds of economic self-sufficiency used
in policy debates. We rate family earnings
against a minimal standard of living, family
poverty, and family budget, which includes the
costs of basic needs such as housing and food
and of work-related expenses such as transpor-
tation and childcare. We expand the research
on the quality of wages and benefits by exam-
ining families rather than individual workers,
using the family budget threshold as an indi-
cator of economic self-sufficiency, and examin-
ing differences by income, race-ethnicity, and
nativity.

Most families with children working full
time earn wages over the official poverty line.
This finding is not surprising given the decline
in child poverty, which is largely attributed to
increasing maternal employment (Chen and

Corak 2008). Still, more than one in ten low-
income families who work full time earn
poverty-level wages. Because the official pov-
erty threshold is a statistical yardstick rather
than a measure of family needs (U.S. Census
Bureau 2021), we compare the resources from
full-time employment with a family budget. Al-
most 65 percent of families earn enough and
about 10 percent could cover 80 to 99 percent.
For low-income families, the results are dis-
couraging. Only 25 percent working full time
earn enough for economic self-sufficiency; 18
percent could earn between 80 and 99 percent;
and almost 25 percent earn less than 50 per-
cent. This shortfall highlights that many low-
income families cannot attain economic self-
sufficiency, defined by covering the costs of
basic needs, from full-time work alone. In-
stead, they need resources from other sources.
If they do not, income-based child opportunity
gaps will persist.

Similar to studies of individual workers,
this study finds significant differences in full-
time working families’ compensation by race-
ethnicity and nativity. More than half of black
and Hispanic families working full time, ver-
sus a quarter of their white and Asian counter-
parts, do not earn enough to meet a family
budget. Declining real wages, policy choices,
and structural racism in the labor market
have disproportionately harmed black and
Hispanic working families and created signif-
icantly greater financial hurdles in support-
ing children. For low-income families, the pat-
tern of racial-ethnic differences in family
budget wages is similar, but the racial gaps are
smaller. Immigrant families are also less likely
to earn a family budget wage than their non-
immigrant counterparts. These results under-
score the need to consider race-ethnicity and
immigrant status together to identify the most
economically vulnerable groups for policy as-
sistance.

This study pushes the field forward by tak-
ing a family-level approach to measuring wage
quality and access to benefits. However, some
of its limitations can be addressed in future re-
search. First, like other studies of wage quality,
we do not fully account for part-time and part-
year work and how work hours affect gaps in
family budget wages. Current measures of fam-
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ily budgets assume full-time year-round work
by at least one working parent, and costs such
as childcare are not prorated for part-time work
hours. Some low-wage workers have trouble
getting enough hours to work full time, despite
wanting to do so (Golden 2020). Other workers
are limited to working part time because of
family responsibilities or their own health is-
sues (Dunn 2018). Assuming that all working
families can cover a family budget through full-
time work does not reflect the realities of some
families’ caregiving and health needs or low-
wage sectors where involuntary part-time work
is more prevalent. More research in establish-
ing economic self-sufficiency standards for
part-time and part-year workers is needed. Sec-
ond, this study does not address within-state
differences in the costs of living between coun-
ties or rural, suburban, and urban communi-
ties. Accounting for the geographic variation in
the costs that make up family budget thresh-
olds may reveal even larger racial-ethnic ineq-
uities, given that previous research has docu-
mented geographic and racial-ethnic inequities
in costs of living, that is, housing and transpor-
tation costs (Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2016). To
more accurately estimate families’ earnings
sufficiency, future research should account for
within-state differences. Third, given limita-
tions in the questions asked about employer-
provided benefits and work schedules in the
Current Population Survey, this study focuses
on employer-provided health insurance and
pensions but does not measure the quality of
these benefits. The CPS also excludes other job
quality factors that affect resources available to
children such as childcare benefits, paid leave,
or schedule stability. To adequately monitor job
quality, additional measures of employer-
provided benefits and work schedules should
be added to national surveys. Finally, our study
does not address the diversity of immigrants’
labor-market experiences and wages depend-
ing on race-ethnicity, country-of-origin, occu-
pational enclave, or length of time in the
United States (Hamilton 2019). Further study is
needed to unpack the variation in job charac-
teristics for families based on disaggregated
categories of race-ethnicity and nativity.
Families face a significant gap between the
costs of raising children and wages and bene-

fits that their employers provide. These gaps
are particularly problematic for low-income
families whose private safety nets, including
family and friend networks, provide much
smaller cash transfers to supplement low
wages (Garfinkel and Pilkauskas 2016). To make
ends meet, low-income families reduce ex-
penses by using informal childcare or doubling
up on housing, and by increasing family in-
come by receiving help from local community
groups, working informal jobs, or taking on
debt (Abraham and Houseman 2019; Edin and
Lein 1997; Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015; Seefeldt
and Sandstrom 2015).

The social safety net provides income sup-
port and in-kind assistance that helps to cover
the cost of basic expenses. Income support pro-
grams such as the Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC) that target low-income working families
supplement low wages, reduce child poverty,
and positively affect child health (National
Academies 2019). However, not all low-income
working families can access this support. Be-
cause of restrictive eligibility requirements
based on immigration status and living ar-
rangements, the EITC underserves some work-
ing families. It also excludes low-income im-
migrant working families with U.S. citizen
children if one parent does not have a Social
Security number (Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2021a,
2021b). Thus the EITC does not serve about 17
percent of U.S. citizen children in poverty be-
cause they live in families who file their taxes
without a Social Security number (National
Academies 2019). As Katherine Michelmore and
Natasha Pilkauskas (2022, this issue) note, not
all eligible families apply for the EITC, and
black working families may have less access
due to differences in family living arrange-
ments, further exacerbating differential access
to resources by race-ethnicity.

Other income and in-kind supports such as
the Child Tax Credit and the Supplemental Nu-
trition Assistance Program (SNAP) increase
family income and offset food expenses. Simi-
lar to the EITC, both the CTC and SNAP signif-
icantly reduce child poverty but underserve im-
migrant families. Relative to the EITC, the CTC
and SNAP do better at serving U.S. citizen chil-
dren in immigrant families because child eligi-
bility does not depend on parents’ Social Secu-
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rity numbers or immigration status. But
changes included in a 2017 tax law made ap-
proximately one million immigrant children
ineligible for the CTC because they have Indi-
vidual Tax Identification Numbers rather than
Social Security numbers (Acevedo-Garcia et al.
2021a). U.S. citizen children in immigrant fam-
ilies also have reduced access to SNAP because
of categorical eligibility restrictions based on
parents’ immigration status, lower benefit
amounts due to income deeming, and addi-
tional administrative burden often due to mis-
understanding of rules by service agencies and
families (Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2021b). These
barriers to program participation based on im-
migration status disproportionately affect His-
panic children, since 54 percent live in immi-
grant families (Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2021a).
Across the income distribution, employers
provide only limited work-family benefits such
as childcare or paid family and medical leave,
and Hispanic workers have much lower access
(Bartel et al. 2019). Low-income working par-
ents are less likely to be offered work-family
benefits and may not earn enough to purchase
childcare in the private market or have enough
savings to take unpaid leave (Adelstein and Pe-
ters 2019). Two public work-family policies,
childcare subsidies and paid family and medi-
cal leave, directly support parental employ-
ment and care for children, and offset low
wages. Both also support healthy child develop-
ment, although for childcare subsidies, posi-
tive effects depend on the quality of the care
(Johnson, Martin, and Ryan 2014). Burgeoning
research shows that paid family and medical
leave programs and childcare subsidies reduce
the high costs of unpaid leave and childcare,
yet are not equally accessible for black, His-
panic, and immigrant families due to afford-
ability constraints (Baldiga et al. 2018; Joshi et
al. 2019), lower take-up rates (Acevedo-Garcia
et al. 2021b; Rossin-Slater, Ruhm, and Waldfo-
gel 2013), more limited knowledge about pro-
grams (Alvira-Hammond and Gennetian 2015;
Goodman, Elser, and Dow 2020); eligibility
rules (Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2021b; Joshi et al.
2020); and administrative burden like extensive
application documentation, interim reporting,
and benefit or leave reassessments (Adams and
Matthews 2013; U.S. Department of Labor 1993).

Recent studies document racialized adminis-
trative burden in the childcare subsidy system
for black, Hispanic, and immigrant families,
including disparate treatment by subsidy case-
workers (Barnes and Henly 2018), limited trans-
lation of paperwork and websites (Hill, Gen-
netian, and Mendez 2018), and caseworkers’
confusion about eligibility due to anti-
immigrant policies (Barnes and Gennetian
2021). By addressing these access issues and
making income and work-family support poli-
cies more inclusionary, the programs can be
more equitable and more effective at serving
all families.

In policy discussions about improving par-
ents’ jobs and work-family policies to support
low-income families, it is becoming more dif-
ficult to ignore the dramatic changes in the
racial-ethnic and family nativity composition
of the U.S. child population. By race-ethnicity,
the proportion of U.S. children who are His-
panic increased from about 6 percent in 1970
to 26 percent today. By family nativity, the pro-
portion of U.S. children in immigrant families
also rose from about 6 percent to 26 percent
during the same period (National Academies
2019). Low-income Hispanic and immigrant
families have the lowest job quality and the
least access to work-family policies. The im-
plication of these demographic changes is
that a growing number of children are living in
families with fewer resources to promote their
well-being. As federal agencies that serve low-
income children seek to meet the new require-
ments included in the Executive Order on Ad-
vancing Racial Equity to document and design
solutions to promote equitable policy access
for underserved groups (White House 2021), es-
timating the magnitude of the racial-ethnic
and nativity differences in job quality and ac-
cess to work-family policies can help inform
policy changes.

The gaps in each of these policy responses
have become more consequential under the
coronavirus pandemic because a high propor-
tion of black, Hispanic, and immigrant work-
ers are in frontline jobs and have dispropor-
tionately suffered related health and economic
impacts. COVID-19 exacerbated and exposed
inequities in working conditions of frontline
workers, access to childcare, and paid leave.
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Going forward, recovery and long-term policy
responses providing income support, educa-
tional, and human capital opportunities
should address these inequities. Expanding
paid family and medical leave and childcare
subsidy policies that lower the cost of taking
temporary leave and the high cost of childcare
can decrease the earnings needed to cover a
family budget. It is essential not only to in-
crease access through program funding, but
also to follow policy principles that create in-
clusive eligibility rules, especially for children

in immigrant families (Acevedo-Garcia et al.
2021a), and to eliminate the administrative
burden that prevents eligible families from ac-
cessing essential resources. Because the ma-
jority of low-income families and half of black
and Hispanic full-time working families do not
have the earnings that reach a basic family
budget and have limited employer supports,
these public policies are essential to ensure
their well-being and to reduce inequities in
child opportunity by race-ethnicity and nativ-
ity.
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90 LOW-INCOME FAMILIES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Table A.5. Quantile Regression Predicting Median Wages Relative to Family Budget
Threshold for Full-Time Working Families

All Low-Income
Working Families Working Families
Race and ethnicity
Non-Hispanic Asian -0.046*** -0.043***
(0.009) (0.009)
Non-Hispanic black -0.047*** -0.037***
(0.006) (0.006)
Hispanic -0.041*** -0.041%**
(0.005) (0.005)
Immigrant family -0.024*** -0.020***
(0.005) (0.005)
Family work composition
Single earner parent -0.238*** -0.243***
(0.005) (0.005)
Single earner family -0.166*** -0.153***
(0.005) (0.005)
Female -0.070*** -0.069***
(0.005) (0.005)
Age 0.013*** 0.011%**
(0.001) (0.001)
Age-squared -0.000*** -0.000***
(0.000) (0.000)
Number of children
Two children -0.052*** -0.054***
(0.004) (0.004)
Three plus children -0.112%** -0.121%**
(0.005) (0.005)
Education
Less than high school -0.046*** -0.045%**
(0.006) (0.006)
Some college 0.028*** 0.029***
(0.005) (0.005)
Associates 0.045%** 0.044%**
(0.006) (0.006)
Bachelors 0.089*** 0.087***
(0.006) (0.006)
Geographic location
Rural 0.002 -0.012*
(0.006) (0.006)
Suburban 0.017*** 0.014**
(0.004) (0.004)
City unknown 0.003 -0.001
(0.006) (0.006)
Public employee 0.018* 0.015
(0.007) (0.008)
Multiple employers -0.019** -0.020**
(0.006) (0.006)

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES
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Table A.5. (continued)

All Low-Income
Working Families Working Families
Firm size
Less than 10 -0.069*** -0.069***
(0.005) (0.005)
10 to 99 employees -0.029*** -0.026***
(0.004) (0.004)
Occupation
Executive 0.016 0.021*
(0.008) (0.009)
Technical -0.060*** -0.047***
(0.007) (0.007)
Service -0.120*** -0.103***
(0.007) (0.007)
Blue-collar -0.066*** -0.056***
(0.008) (0.008)
Farming -0.122%** -0.105%**
(0.016) (0.016)
Industry
Trade -0.027*** -0.025%**
(0.007) (0.007)
Manufacturing 0.022** 0.022**
(0.007) (0.007)
Services -0.030*** -0.027***
(0.006) (0.006)
Finance 0.028** 0.034%**
(0.009) (0.009)
Public administration 0.054*** 0.056***
(0.011) (0.012)
Utilities 0.037*** 0.040%**
(0.008) (0.009)
Agriculture 0.033*** 0.032***
(0.008) (0.008)
Survey year
2016 0.011* 0.011*
(0.005) (0.005)
2017 0.020*** 0.018***
(0.005) (0.005)
2018 0.013* 0.013*
(0.005) (0.005)
2019 0.054*** 0.053***
(0.006) (0.006)
Constant 0.656*** 0.671%**
(0.029) (0.030)
Observations 20,192 17,806

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Current Population Survey, 2015-2019 (Flood et
al. 2021).

Note: Coefficients are presented as odds ratios. Robust standard errors are in parenthe-
ses. Low-income is defined as two times the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM).

*p < 10; **p < .05; ***p < .01

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES
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