
















































































































































































































 
Planned Parenthood of New York City 

Testimony on Intros. 1500, 1512, 1510, and Reso. 0542 
  

April 24, 2017 
 

Good afternoon. I am Elizabeth Adams, Director of Government Relations at Planned 
Parenthood of New York City (PPNYC).  I am pleased to provide testimony in support of New 
York City’s effort to address racial and gender inequity citywide. Planned Parenthood of New 
York City thanks our strong supporter the Honorable Council Member Laurie Cumbo, Chair of 
the Committee on Women’s Issues, for her leadership in convening this hearing. We would also 
like to thank Council members Daniel Dromm, Brad Lander and the entire City Council for their 
dedication to these issues and we welcome the opportunity to discuss ways we can promote 
gender and racial equity and improve health outcomes for all New Yorkers.   
 
Planned Parenthood of New York City (PPNYC) serves more than 60,000 patients annually in 
our health centers in all five boroughs. We offer reproductive and sexual health care services 
including contraception; gynecological care (including cervical and breast cancer screenings); 
colposcopy; male reproductive health exams; testing, counseling, and treatment for sexually 
transmitted infections; the HPV vaccine; HIV testing and counseling; transgender hormone 
therapy, vasectomy, pregnancy testing, options counseling, and abortion. PPNYC serves all New 
Yorkers by providing care no matter what – regardless of immigration status, income or ability to 
pay. We also provide education, training, and outreach to an additional 25,000 youth, adults, and 
professionals annually citywide. As a trusted provider and health educator in New York City, we 
are concerned about the impacts of gender and racial inequity on sexual and reproductive health 
care access and outcomes and understand the importance of passing proactive legislation to 
improve equity. 
 
A growing body of research indicates that racial discrimination negatively affects health 
outcomes and can create multiple mental and physical stressors that affect a person throughout 
their lifetime.1 A 2014 study found that black adolescents who face racial discrimination are 
more likely to have higher levels of blood pressure, a higher body mass index, and higher levels 
of stress-related hormones by the age of 20.2 Racism also affects the social determinants of 
health outcomes, including one’s economic resources and access to quality education and health 
care. Historical trends of neighborhood divestment and redlining have led to fewer healthy food 
options, greenspaces, and economic investment in communities of color, and despite the recent 

                                                 
1 “Racism and Psychological and Emotional Injury: Recognizing and Assessing Race-Based Traumatic Stress.” Robert T. Carter. 
The Counseling Psychologist 2007; 35; 13 Accessed April 23, 2017: https://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2012/01/racism_and_psychological_injury_articl.pdf  
2 Racial Discrimination in Teen Years Could Create Health Problems. February 3, 2014. The University of California Center for 
New Racial Studies, Institute for Social, Behavioral, and Economic Research (ISBER). University of California, Santa Barbara. 
Accessed April 23, 2017: http://www.uccnrs.ucsb.edu/news/racial-discrimination-teen-years-could-create-health-problems   

https://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/racism_and_psychological_injury_articl.pdf
https://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/racism_and_psychological_injury_articl.pdf
http://www.uccnrs.ucsb.edu/news/racial-discrimination-teen-years-could-create-health-problems


 
reframing of the opioid epidemic as a public health crisis that impacts white Americans, the 
drug’s criminalization has led to the incarceration of countless black and brown Americans.  
 
The impacts of race and economic access cannot be separated from gender. Gender 
discrimination in the health care system has led to a lack of access to reproductive health care 
and stark maternal health disparities. The United States is one of only fifteen countries whose 
maternal mortality rate has actually increased since 1990,3 and black women in New York City 
are twelve times more likely to die from pregnancy related causes than white women; a rate four 
times the national average.4 We find these results deeply concerning and stand in support of 
legislation that safeguards and strengthens New Yorkers’ reproductive health and wellbeing. 
 
As a safety net provider, PPNYC recognizes that racism and gender discrimination are public 
health issues and strongly support efforts to address the root causes of inequality in health care 
delivery, as well as citywide policies as they relate to education, public health, policing, family 
and community support services, and human resources. As such, we proudly support bills 1500, 
1512, 1510, which would assess racial and gender equity in city agencies, commit to training for 
agency staff, and release annual reports from the Mayor on racial and gender-based inequities 
across New York City, as well as strategies for addressing inequality.  
 
PPNYC applauds the Council for introducing Intro. 1500, an important step in identifying 
policies and practices that may cause disparate outcomes based on gender or race. The bill would 
require agencies to conduct internal assessments of current polices and establish a gender and 
racial equity committee to help establish gender and racial equity action plans. We support the 
creation of a committee and encourage agencies to use a Racial Equity Impact Assessment5 in 
their evaluations as a metric to address deep racial disparities and divisions that show up in 
institutions. We also applaud the bill’s call for agency reports on action plan progress and 
recommend that these reports be publicly accessible. Just as important as assessing opportunities 
for improvement is implementing and enforcing concrete action steps. Lastly, we recommend 
that the gender and racial equity committee include community representation to speak to 
multiple areas of inequity and urge that all three proposed bills include the Department of 
Education, the Department of Corrections, and the Police Department as relevant agencies.  
 
We also commend Int. No. 1512’s push for critical trainings on implicit bias, discrimination, 
cultural competency and structural inequity. As a trusted health care and education provider, we 
know firsthand the importance of providing culturally responsive programming. PPNYC’s 
Project Street Beat program provides sexual health services, counseling, case management, and 

                                                 
3 “Reproductive Injustice. Racial and Gender Discrimination in U.S. Health Care.” 2014. The Center for Reproductive Rights. 
Accessed April 23, 2017: 
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CERD/Shared%20Documents/USA/INT_CERD_NGO_USA_17560_E.pdf 
4 Black Mothers Face Higher Complication Rates When Delivering Babies in NYC.” Fred Mogul, January 16, 2017.WNYC. 
Accessed April 23, 2017: http://www.wnyc.org/story/black-women-high-complication-rates-delivery/ 
5 “Racial Equity Impact Assessment Toolkit.” Race Forward: The Center for Racial Justice Innovation. Accessed April 23, 2017: 
https://www.raceforward.org/practice/tools/racial-equity-impact-assessment-toolkit 
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harm reduction directly to thousands of HIV-positive and high risk New Yorkers in their own 
neighborhoods, and Promotores de Salud work to bridge the gap between the health care system 
and Spanish-speaking communities, incorporating health information into New Yorkers’ 
language, cultures, and values. Additionally, all of our clinical and education staff receive 
training in providing gender-affirming and inclusive care.  
 
New York City is one of the most diverse localities in the world, with experts believing nearly 
800 languages are spoken within the five boroughs.6 PPNYC is committed to serving 
communities that depend on our services the most and providing access to health care in 
culturally competent settings, adhering strictly to the National Standards for Culturally and 
Linguistically Appropriate Services. We recognize the importance of comprehensive training and 
recommend that Int. 1512 designate sufficient funding for all staff to undergo training and that 
the City contract with racial and gender equity community experts. 
 
Lastly, PPNYC strongly supports Intro. 1520, which would require the Mayor to include 
information on gender and racial equity metrics in the annual report on social indicators. We 
recommend that the report’s health indicators include information on STD rates, HIV/AIDS, 
unintended pregnancy, and access to sexual health clinics and services. We also recommend that 
education be included as a key indicator, with specific information on sexual health education. 
Comprehensive sexual health education teaches positive social and emotional development such 
as tolerance, healthy relationships, and respect for one’s gender, identity, cultural values, and 
experiences, all of which have a significant impact on health outcomes and equality.  
 
In addition to the proposed bills, PPNYC is proud to support proposed Resolution 542 in calling 
for the United States Senate to ratify CEDAW. As a reproductive health care provider, PPNYC 
values CEDAW’s measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the field of health care 
and ensure access to family planning services. To strengthen the legislation, we recommend that 
CEDAW specify ‘women’ to include both cis- and transgender-women, noting that trans women 
often face compounded forms of discrimination. Several other cities have implemented CEDAW 
into local law and New York City must follow suit.  
 
Planned Parenthood of New York City encourages the New York City Council to pass the 
proposed legislation and resolution and continue to advance racial and gender equity for all New 
Yorkers. Thank you for the opportunity to testify on this important issue.  

                                                 
6 APRIL 29, 2010, Sam Roberts, “Listening to (and Saving) the World’s Languages,” The New York Times, Accessed April 22, 
2017: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/29/nyregion/29lost.html?_r=0 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/29/nyregion/29lost.html?_r=0
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Introduction 

The Columbia Law School Human Rights Institute is pleased to provide this testimony to inform 
the New York City Council’s consideration of bills 1500, 1512, and 1520, and to discuss how a 
human rights-based approach can enhance the Council’s efforts to tackle persistent 
discrimination and inequality to foster gender and racial equity.1   Indeed, by adopting a 
comprehensive, human rights-based approach to equity, across gender and racial lines, New 
York can model local human rights implementation for jurisdictions around the country.2  

The Columbia Law School Human Rights Institute, founded in 1998, draws on the law school’s 
deep human rights tradition to support federal, state, and local government efforts to promote 
core human rights of dignity, equality, and opportunity.   

New York is a national leader in advancing the rights of women and girls.  Over the past several 
years, the City Council and the Mayor have taken strides to address gender-based disparities, 
including through the Young Women’s Initiative, and establishment of the Gender Equity 
Commission,3 and Executive Order 21.4  The City’s Commission on Human Rights has also 
stepped up efforts to address discrimination based on gender and gender identity, as well as race, 
national origin, and religion, which contribute to promoting and protecting the human right of all 
New Yorkers.   
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 This testimony draws heavily from research and findings by the Human Rights Institute on local initiatives to 
advance gender equity using human rights, and use of human rights assessments at the state and local level. See 
Columbia Law School Human Rights Institute, Gender Equity Through Human Rights: Local Efforts to Advance the 
Status of Women and Girls in the United States (2017) and Using Human Rights Assessments in Local 
Governance: A Toolkit for State and Local Human Rights and Human Relations Commissions (2014). 
2 Six U.S. cities currently have laws in place that reflect the principles found in the International Women’s Treaty, 
also known as CEDAW.  See Gender Equity Through Human Rights, supra n. 1.  Additionally, a growing number of 
cities have established racial equity initiatives.  See GARE, Advancing Racial Equity and Transforming 
Government:  A Resource Guide to Put Ideas Into Action (2016), which are aligned with principles found in CERD.   
3 See New York City Local Law No. 67 (2015). 
4 See City of New York Executive Order No. 21 (2016) (prohibiting salary history inquiries prior to conditional job 
offers within city agencies). 
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Yet, despite robust initiatives and protections against discrimination, women in New York 
continue to face barriers to full equality.5  Women and girls lack equal opportunities and 
outcomes in social, economic, and political life.  Disparities exist not only between women and 
men, but also among women, based upon age, racial and ethnic background, sexual orientation, 
income, and zip code. 6  

Intro 542 recognizes the role that human rights principles can play in fostering gender equity at 
the national level.7  Human rights principles should also guide New York’s effort to identify the 
myriad ways that the City policy and practice impact New Yorkers due to their gender, race, and 
other identities, and to address barriers to equality head on.  Indeed, because human rights are 
experienced close to home, local governments are essential to the promotion and protection of 
human rights, including in key areas such as employment, education, housing, and public safety.8   

Advancing Gender and Racial Equity Through Human Rights 

The core human rights principles of non-discrimination, equality, participation, 
accountability, and transparency provide a strong foundation for the City’s efforts to identify 
and address barriers to equity.   

The human rights framework defines discrimination broadly to encompass laws and policies that 
negatively affect an individual’s enjoyment of rights on the basis of race, gender or other factor.9 
A human rights approach calls on governments to affirmatively identify the factors that 
perpetuate inequality and discrimination and take steps to mitigate them.  These factors may 
include laws, policies, and programs that have a disproportionately negative impact on women or 
other vulnerable groups, regardless of intent.   

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 See NYC Office of the Mayor, Disparity Report (2016). 
6 See, e.g. New York City Women: Gender Brief (2015); New York City Young Women’s Initiative Report and 
Recommendations, p. 16 (2016); See also The New York Women’s Foundation et al., Women Injustice: Gender and 
the Pathway to Jail in New York City (2017); NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, Severe Maternal 
Morbidity NYC 2008-2012 (2016).   
7 Intro No. 542-2015, Resolution Calling Upon the United States Senate to ratify the United Nations Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  
8 Local protection and promotion of human rights is entirely consistent with our federal system of government.  In 
ratifying core human rights treaties, the United States Senate has noted that in light of our federal system, human 
rights treaty obligations will be implemented by state and local governments to the extent that they exercise 
jurisdiction over such matters. See 138 Cong. Rec. 8068, 8071 (1992); 140 Cong. Rec. S7634-02 (1994).  Human 
rights treaties ratified by the United States also emphasize the importance of human rights norms at all levels of 
government.  See Human Rights Comm., General Comment No. 31: Nature of the General Legal Obligation on 
States Parties to the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, ¶ 4, U.N. Doc. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add. 13 (May 26, 
2004); International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, art. 2, opened for 
signature Mar. 7, 1966, 1966 U.S.T. 521, 660 U.N.T.S. 195 [Hereinafter CERD]. 
9 See CERD, art. 1 (defining discrimination to include “any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on 
race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the 
recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, 
economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life.”); see also CEDAW art.1 (adopting a similar definition, 
focused on exclusions and restrictions on the basis of sex).    
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In order to ensure equal enjoyment of rights for all, a human rights-based approach also calls for 
policies that reflect the ways that an individual’s multiple identities, including her race, 
nationality, disability, age, as well as economic and social status, impact her enjoyment of rights, 
and counsels toward targeted and culturally-appropriate solutions.10  Further, active public 
participation in identifying and solving problems locally is a hallmark of human rights.  By 
empowering communities to shape policy and influence outcomes, government agencies and 
officials can ensure that policies and programs meet community needs and promote public 
accountability.  

Human rights offer a blueprint for inclusive, intersectional, approaches to fostering 
equality and eradicating discrimination in all its forms.  New York can take a number of 
steps to advance racial and gender equity, and institutionalize the City’s commitments to 
human rights for all, including:  
 

• Undertake Comprehensive Data Collection and Monitoring.  Sustainable 
approaches to equity require mechanisms to assess progress on an ongoing basis.  
Tools to track and analyze how changes in law and policy impact New Yorkers 
should be used across city agencies and departments.  The collection of 
disaggregated data, as well as inclusion of stakeholder input, can help local 
governments assess how programs are achieving intended results, identify areas 
for improvement, and provide a more complete picture of who is participating in, 
or being served by, government policies.  Data should be disaggregated by race 
and gender, as well as additional demographic characteristics to inform how 
factors like race, gender, sexual orientation, and disability impact the enjoyment 
of rights in particular communities.  

• Provide Human Rights Education and Training.  Targeted human rights training for 
government staff is an important component of building human rights into local 
governance and influencing how decisions are made.  Comprehensive trainings include 
not only foundational human rights principles, but also specific examples of how a 
human rights-based approach can enhance racial and gender equity in the work of 
particular agencies and departments, as well as the value-added of taking an 
intersectional approach to decision-making.  Trainings should be conducted by 
individuals with sufficient expertise in human rights and local governance.  

• Build a Sustainable Infrastructure.  A key factor that influences efforts to advance 
human rights locally is an infrastructure for implementation and oversight. It is critical 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10	
  CEDAW Committee, General Recommendation No. 18, Disabled Women, U.N. Doc. A/46/38, 3 (Feb. 1, 1991) 
(referring to the “double discrimination” faced by disabled women); CEDAW Committee, General 
Recommendation No. 25, Temporary Special Measures, reprinted in U.N. Doc. HRI/GEN/1/Rev.7, ¶ 12 (May 12, 
2004), available at 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/recommendations/General%20recommendation%2025%20(English).pd
f (“Certain groups of women, in addition to suffering from discrimination directed against them as women, may also 
suffer from multiple forms of discrimination based on additional grounds such as race, ethnic or religious identity, 
disability, age, class, caste or other factors.”).	
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that an entity is in place to set equity goals, contribute to data collection and analysis, 
liaise with civil society, shape human rights trainings, and support assessments of 
policies, procedures, and staffing, as well as resulting action plans.  An oversight body 
with expertise on equity and human rights, the power to convene city agencies and 
departments, authority to request and collect data from across the City, capacity to 
provide support, and sufficient resources is also a key element of accountability and long 
term success.  Without oversight, efforts risk being ad-hoc and not contributing to long 
term, systemic change.  

• Foster Transparency and Public Participation.  To facilitate meaningful community 
participation in planning, implementing, and evaluating policies, New Yorkers should be 
able to access information on equity data, and engage in shaping policy responses.  A 
clear way to foster transparency and participation is to make government documents, like 
gender and racial equity assessments, widely available accessible.  To foster civic 
engagement, residents should be able to contribute to equity assessments and action 
plans, and provide feedback through taskforces, working groups, and committees.  
Periodic public hearings, consultations, and community roundtables also offer additional 
opportunities for community members to contribute to discussions on strategies to 
advance gender and racial equity within city departments, as well as city-wide.  These 
efforts should prioritize inclusion of particularly vulnerable and marginalized populations 
from across the five boroughs (including older women, women with disabilities, and 
immigrant women).   

• Ensure Adequate Resources.  A key lesson from jurisdictions working to promote and 
protect human rights across the U.S. is that effective implementation requires 
governments to make a long-term commitment to institutional support and allocate 
adequate financial and human resources for trainings, assessments, and related initiatives.  
There is no single budget formula for implementing racial and gender equity, but 
resources are critical to ensure adequate and ongoing monitoring and oversight.  
Resourcing an institutionalized approach to equity is an investment in the future.  Indeed, 
a human rights-based, proactive approach that aims to prevent discrimination before it 
occurs can mitigate the need for remedial action, including lawsuits, which can be costly 
in the long term.  Further, it can lead to wider improvements in programs and services, 
which can reap municipal benefits.  To bolster existing capacity and maximize the reach 
of initiatives to advance equity, local governments can further leverage the knowledge 
and expertise of national and local human rights experts and local community members, 
as well as the resources of academic institutions and the private sector. 

Conclusion 

By ensuring that the City’s efforts to foster racial and gender equity include ongoing 
monitoring, adequate infrastructure, resources, and public participation, in line with human 
rights principles, New York City will be on the vanguard of promoting human rights at the 
local level, and will strengthen existing efforts to advance equity for all New Yorkers now 
and in the future.   
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Preface  
This summary contains the Executive Summary and Policy Recommendations from the report, Overlooked and 
Undercounted: The Struggle to Make Ends Meet in New York City. The full report, as well as a datafile of tables 
providing borough specific information for 152 family types, is available at www.selfsufficiencystandard.org or  
www.wceca.org. This report was authored by Dr. Diana M. Pearce and produced by the Center for Women’s 
Welfare at the University of Washington.

For the past 14 years, Women’s Center for Education and Career Advancement (WCECA) has arranged for 
the update of The Self-Sufficiency Standard for New York City in 2000, 2004, and 2010. The Self-Sufficiency 
Standard for New York City 2014 is the fourth edition. For the first time for New York City, this report combines 
two series—the Self-Sufficiency Standard plus Overlooked and Undercounted—into one report which provides 
a new view of how the Great Recession has impacted the struggle to make ends meet. 

The Self-Sufficiency Standard for New York City measures how much income a family of a certain composition 
in a given place must earn to meet their basic needs. The Overlooked and Undercounted series answers the 
questions of how many households live below the Self-Sufficiency Standard for New York City and what are the 
characteristics of these households. Employers, advocates, and legislators can use it to evaluate wages, provide 
career counseling, and create programs that lead to economic self-sufficiency for working families. 
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Key Findings & Recommendations  |  1

More than two in five New York 
City households—over 940,000 
households—lack enough income to 
cover just the necessities, such as food, 
shelter, health care and child care. Yet 
as measured by the federal poverty 
level (FPL), less than half that number is 
officially designated as “poor.” Moving 
from statistics to people, this translates 
to over 2.7 million men, women, and 
children struggling to make ends meet 
in New York City. Consequently, a large 
and diverse group of New Yorkers 
experiencing economic distress is 
routinely overlooked and undercounted. 
Many of these hidden poor are 
struggling to meet their most basic 
needs, without the help of work supports 
(they earn too much income to qualify 
for most, but too little to meet their 
needs). To make things even worse, their 
efforts are aggravated by the reality 
that the costs of housing, health care, 
and other living expenses continue to 
rise faster than wages in New York City.

To document these trends, we use 
the yardstick of the Self-Sufficiency 
Standard. This measure answers the 
question as to how much income is 
needed to meet families’ basic needs at 
a minimally adequate level, including 
the essential costs of working, but 
without any assistance, public or private. 
Once these costs are calculated, we 
then apply the Standard to determine 
how many—and which—households 
lack enough to cover the basics. Unlike 
the federal poverty measure, the 
Standard is varied both geographically 
and by family composition, reflecting 

the higher costs facing some families 
(especially child care for families with 
young children) and in some places.

This report combines two series—the 
Self-Sufficiency Standard plus 
Overlooked and Undercounted—into 
one to present a more accurate picture 
of income inadequacy in New York City. 
The first section of the report presents 
the 2014 Self-Sufficiency Standard 
for New York City, documenting how 
the cost of living at a basic needs level 
has increased since 2000. The second 
section uses the American Community 
Survey to detail the number and 
characteristics of households, focusing 
on those below the Self-Sufficiency 
Standard. The report addresses several 
questions:

How much does it cost to live—at a •	
minimally adequate level—in New 
York City and how does that vary by 
family type and place in the city? 
How many individuals and families in •	
New York City are working hard yet 
unable to meet their basic needs? 

Where do people with inadequate •	
income live and what are the 
characteristics of their households?
What are the education, occupation, •	
and employment patterns among 
those with inadequate income?
What are the implications of these •	
findings for policymakers, employers, 
educators, and service providers?

We find that New York City families 
struggling to make ends meet are 
neither a small nor a marginal group, 
but rather represent a substantial 
and diverse proportion of the city. 
Individuals and married couples with 
children, households in which adults 
work full time, and people of all racial 
and ethnic backgrounds account for 
substantial portions of those struggling 
to make ends meet in New York City. 

THE SELF-SUFFICIENCY STANDARD: A 
MEASURE OF ADEQUATE INCOME

The Self-Sufficiency Standard was 
developed to provide a more accurate, 
nuanced, and up-to-date measure of 

Executive summary

Table A. Self-Sufficiency Standard for New York City 
Select Family Types, 2014

1 Adult
1 Adult 

1 Preschooler 2 Adults
2 Adults 

1 Preschooler

2 Adults 
1 Preschooler 
1 School-age

Bronx $26,951 $52,776 $37,488 $58,450 $70,319

Northwest Brooklyn $34,746 $62,385 $44,880 $67,719 $79,138

Brooklyn (Excluding 
Northwest Brooklyn) $28,861 $55,059 $39,074 $60,528 $72,160

North Manhattan $27,126 $53,571 $39,164 $60,872 $73,758

South Manhattan $48,520 $81,434 $60,135 $86,146 $98,836

Queens $32,432 $59,502 $42,577 $64,961 $76,376

Staten Island $29,015 $55,370 $39,553 $61,178 $73,015
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income adequate for basic needs. The 
Standard reflects the realities faced by 
today’s working parents and includes all 
major budget items faced by working 
adults: housing, child care, food, 
health care, transportation, taxes, and 
miscellaneous costs plus an emergency 
savings fund. 

The Standard is a “bare bones” budget 
appropriate to family composition; 
it does not include any restaurant or 
take-out food or credit card or loan 
payments. The Standard is calculated 
for 37 states and the District of 
Columbia. It uses data that are drawn 
from scholarly and credible sources such 
as the U.S. Census Bureau, and that 
meet strict criteria of being accurate, 
regularly updated using standardized 
and consistent methodology, and 
which are age- or geography-specific 
where appropriate. For New York 
City, the Standard is calculated for all 
boroughs and 152 possible household 
compositions.

What it takes to become self-sufficient 
in New York City depends on where 
a family lives, how many people are 
in the family and the number and 
ages of children. For example, for a 
family consisting of two adults with a 
preschooler and a school-age child, 
South Manhattan has the highest Self-
Sufficiency Standard at $98,836 per 
year. Northwest Brooklyn comes in a 
distant second at $79,138, and the 
least expensive area is the Bronx, with 
a Standard of $70,319 for this family 
type (see Table A). 

Overall, since 2000, for a family 
with two adults, a preschooler, and 

school-age child, the Self-Sufficiency 
Wage—the wage a household requires 
to be self-sufficient—has increased 
on average by 45%, largely due to 
housing costs increasing 59% across 
boroughs. In contrast, the median 
earnings of working adults have 
increased only 17% over the same 14 
years (see Table B).

Key FINDINGS

With more than two out of five New 
York City households lacking enough 
income to meet their basic needs, 
the problem of inadequate income is 
extensive, affecting families throughout 
the city, in every racial/ethnic group, 
among men, women, and children, 
in all neighborhoods. Nevertheless, 
inadequate income is concentrated 
disproportionately in some places and 
groups.

Geographically, the Bronx 
has the highest rate of 
income inadequacy and South 
Manhattan, Northwest Brooklyn 
and Staten Island are the lowest. 

With over half (56%) of all households 
below the Standard, the Bronx has the 
highest overall income inadequacy rate 
of the five boroughs. Within the Bronx, 
there are four districts/neighborhoods 
with income inadequacy rates over 75%, 
and four more with rates above 50%. 
However, every borough has at least 
one district with an income inadequacy 
rate above 50%, except Staten 
Island. While Staten Island, Northwest 
Brooklyn, and South Manhattan have 
the lowest rates of income inadequacy 
(29%, 29%, and 27%, respectively), 
most New Yorkers with incomes below 
the Standard live in the boroughs with 
income inadequacy rates that are 
near the citywide average: Queens 

Table B. The Self-Sufficiency Standard and NYC Median Earnings Over Time:  
Two Adults, One Preschooler, and One School-Age Child in 2000 and 2014

Borough 2000 2014
% Increase: 

2000 to 2014

The Bronx $48,077 $70,319 46%

Brooklyn $49,282 - -

Northwest Brooklyn* - $79,138 46%

Brooklyn  
Excluding Northwest Brooklyn)* - $72,160 41%

North Manhattan $52,475 $73,758 30%

South Manhattan $75,942 $98,836 49%

Queens $51,281 $76,376 43%

Staten Island $50,972 $73,015 45%

Borough Average 45%

NYC Median Earnings** $29,079 $34,019 17%

* 2014 is the first year that Brooklyn has been calculated for two areas.
** U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS). 2000 and 2012. Detailed Tables. B20002. “Median earnings in the 
past 12 months by sex for the population 16 years and over with earnings in the past 12 months.” Retrieved from http://factfinder.
census.gov/. 2012 data is the latest available and is updated using the Consumer Price Index for the New York metropolitan 
region.  
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Figure 1. Profile of Households with Inadequate Income: New York City 2012 
Each image represents the 941,856 households and 2.7 million individuals �living below the Self-Sufficiency Standard in NYC.

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64

TWO +ONENONE

Number of Employed Workers
17% of households below the Standard in NYC have no workers,
55% have one worker, and 28% have two or more workers.

Educational Attainment
Among NYC households below the Standard, 26% lack a high school
degree, 27% have a high school degree, 25% have some college or
associates degree, and 22% have a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

NO CHILDREN MARRIED
W/CHILDREN

SINGLE 
FATHER

SINGLE
MOTHER

Household Type
Of the households below the Standard in NYC, 25% are
married-couple households with children, 23% are single-women
households with children, 5% are single-male households with children,
and the remaining 47% are households without children.

LESS THAN
HIGH SCHOOL

HIGH 
SCHOOL

SOME
COLLEGE

BACHELOR’S
OR HIGHER

HOUSING <30% 
OF INCOME

HOUSING >30% 
OF INCOME

OTHER

Age of Householder
In NYC, only 6% of households below the Standard are headed by
adults under 24 years of age. 22% are between 25-24, 27% are 
35-44, 25% are 45-54, and 19% are 55-64. 

ASIAN BLACK LATINO WHITE

Race/Ethnicity
36% of households in NYC with inadequate income are Latino, 25%
are Black, 22% are White, and 16% are Asian/Pacific Islander, and
1% are Other Race (including Native American and Alaskan Native).

YES NO

Citizenship
U.S. Citizens head 71% of the households below the Self-Sufficiency
Standard. Non-citizens head 29% of households without sufficiency
income in NYC. 

YESNO

Health Insurance
Of NYC households below the Standard, more than one in four (25%)
did not have health insurance coverage in 2012.  

NO YES

Public Assistance (TANF)
Only 6% of households with inadequate income receive cash assistance.
In NYC, 94% of households below the Standard do not receive TANF. 

NO YES

Food Assistance (SNAP)
Over one in three (34%) households below the Standard participated
in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly food
stamps).

Housing Burdern
81% of NYC households below the Standard spend more than 30%
of their income on housing. 
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(43%), North Manhattan (45%), and 
Brooklyn (excluding Northwest) (49%). 

four out of five households 
with inadequate income are 
people of color, with Latinos 
being the group most affected. 

While all groups experience insufficient 
income, Latinos have the highest rate of 
income inadequacy, with 61% of Latino 
households having insufficient income, 
followed by Native American, Alaska 
Natives, and other races (51%), Asians 
and Pacific Islanders (49%), African 
Americans (48%), and Whites (24%). 

Being foreign-born increases 
the likelihood of having 

inadequate income. While New 
York City householders born in the United 
States have an income inadequacy 

rate of 34%, the likelihood of having 
inadequate income is higher if the 
householder is a naturalized citizen 
(45%), and even higher if the householder 
is not a citizen (61%). Among non-
citizens, Latinos have an even higher 
rate (75%) of income inadequacy than 
non-Latino non-citizen immigrants (53%). 

Households with children are 
at a greater risk of not meeting 
their basic needs, accounting for 
more than half of households 

with inadequate income. Reflecting 
in part the higher costs associated with 
children (such as child care), families with 
children have higher rates of income 
inadequacy, 59%, and if there is a child 
under six, 65% have incomes under 
the Standard. Over half of households 
below the Standard have children 
(53%), compared to less than two-fifths 
of all New York City households. 

Households maintained by single 
mothers, particularly if they are 
women of color, have the highest 
rates of income inadequacy. 

Less than half (48%) of married-couple 
households have inadequate income, 
and about two-thirds (68%) of single 
fathers, but almost four out of five (79%) 
of single mothers lack adequate income. 
These rates are particularly high for 
single mothers of color: 86% of Latina, 
76% of Asians and Pacific Islanders, and 
75% of African American single mothers 
lack adequate income—compared 
to 63% for White single mothers. 

Although single mothers have 
substantially higher rates of income 
inadequacy than married couples, 
because there are many more married 
couples with children, these two groups 
(single mother and married couple 
families with children) account for almost 

Less than High School High School Diploma
or GED

Some Colloge or 
Associate’s Degree

Bachelor’s Degree+

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF HOUSEHOLDER

PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLDS BELOW SSS

Male: White
Male: Non-White

Female: White
Female: Non-White

57%

39%
33%

14%

75%

58%

41%

25%

72%

47%
42%

88%

70%

55%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

18%

30%

Figure 3.  Households Below the Standard by Education, Race/Ethnicity, and 
Gender of Householder: NYC 2012 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey.

32% of Households with No Children

59% of Households with Children

65% of Households with Young Children*

*Youngest child less than 6 years of  age

Figure 2.  Percent of Households 
Below the Standard by the 
Presence of Children: NYC 2012

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey.
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equal shares of households in New York 
City that lack adequate income (23% 
vs. 25%), respectively, with single father 
households being 5% (the remaining 
47% of households with inadequate 
income are childless households).

Higher levels of education are 
associated with lower rates of 
income inadequacy, although 
not as much for women and/

or people of color. As educational 
levels increase, income inadequacy rates 
decrease dramatically: rates decline 
from 80% for those lacking a high school 
degree, to 59% for those with a high 
school degree, to 46% for those with 
some college/post-secondary training, to 
21% of those with a four-year college 
degree or more. Reflecting race and/
or gender inequities, women and/or 
people of color must have several more 
years of education than white males 
in order to achieve the same level of 
income adequacy. At the same time, three 
out of four householders with incomes 
below the Standard have at least a high 
school degree, including nearly half of 
these having some college or more.

Employment is key to income 
adequacy, but it is not a 

guarantee. As with education, more 
is better: among householders who work 
full time, year round, income inadequacy 
rates are just 28%, compared to 77% 
for those households with no workers. 
About five out of six households below 
the Standard, however, have at least 
one worker. Whether there are one 
or two adults (or more), and whether 
they are able to work full time and/
or full year, affects the levels of income 
inadequacy. Nevertheless, just as with 
education, households headed by 

people of color and/or single mothers 
also experience lesser returns for the 
same work effort. For example, even 
when single mothers work full time, year 
round, almost three-quarters of their 
households lack adequate income. 

The data further demonstrate that the 
unequal returns to employment efforts 
are due in part to being concentrated 
in just a few occupations. That is, those 
below the Standard only share six 
of the “top twenty” occupations (the 
occupations with the most workers) with 
those with incomes above the Standard. 
Eight of the top 20 occupations 

have median earnings less than the 
equivalent of a full-time minimum wage 
job. These low wage occupations are 
largely held by householders trying to 
support families and are not limited to 
part-time jobs for teenagers.

Differences in income adequacy rates 
are largely not explained by hours 
worked. While full-time, year-round 
work (regardless of the occupation) 
may help protect against income 
inadequacy, householders with incomes 
above the Standard work only about 
five percent more hours on average 
than those below the Standard. 

Table C. Top 20 Occupations1 of Householders2 Below the Self-Sufficiency 
Standard: New York City 2012

BELOW THE SELF-SUFFICIENCY STANDARD

RANK OCCUPATION Number of 
workers

Percent of 
Total

Cumulative 
Percent

Median 
Earnings

Total 792,003 $20,000

1 Nursing, psychiatric, & home health aides* 60,174 8% 8% $17,500

2 Janitors & building cleaners* 29,039 4% 11% $16,000

3 Childcare workers 26,765 3% 15% $10,000

4 Cashiers 23,413 3% 18% $12,500

5 Maids & house cleaners 21,587 3% 20% $13,300

6 Retail salespersons* 21,432 3% 23% $19,400

7 Construction laborers 19,925 3% 26% $20,000

8 Secretaries & administrative assistants* 19,470 2% 28% $22,000

9 Taxi drivers & chauffeurs 18,148 2% 30% $20,000

10 Waiters & waitresses 17,141 2% 32% $15,000

11 Personal care aides 16,456 2% 35% $17,000

12 Cooks 14,180 2% 36% $17,000

13 Security guards & gaming surveillance officers 13,839 2% 38% $23,000

14 Driver/sales workers & truck drivers 13,350 2% 40% $23,000

15 First-line supervisors of retail sales workers* 13,226 2% 41% $21,000

16 Teacher assistants 12,997 2% 43% $21,000

17 Office clerks, general 11,479 1% 45% $19,000

18 Customer service representatives 11,083 1% 46% $20,000

19 Chefs & head cooks 10,815 1% 47% $20,800

20 Designers* 8,476 1% 48% $20,000
1 Detailed occupations are based on the Standard Occupational Classification (SOC). For definitions of these occupations see the 
Bureau of Labor 
Statistics Standard Occupation Classifications at http://www.bls.gov/soc/soc_majo.htm
2 The householder is the person in whose name the housing unit is owned or rented or, if there is no such person, any adult member, 
excluding roomers, boarders, or paid employees.
* Occupation also within the top 20 occupations of householders above the Standard.
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However, their wage rates vary greatly, 
with the hourly wages of householders 
above the Standard being almost 
three times as much as those below 
the Standard ($28.85 per hour versus 
$10.58 per hour). If householders with 
incomes below the Standard increased 
their work hours to match those with 
incomes above the Standard, that would 
only close about three percent of the 
wage gap, while earning the higher 
wage rate of those above the Standard, 
with no change in hours worked, would 
close 92% of the gap.

Thus, families are not poor just because 
they lack workers or work hours, but 
because the low wages they earn are 
inadequate to meet basic expenses.

HOW NEW YORK CITY COMPARES 
TO OTHER STATES

To date, demographic reports have 
been done on seven states (California, 
Colorado, Connecticut, Mississippi, New 
Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Washington 
State), but no other cities in detail. In 
five of these states (the exceptions 
being Mississippi and California), 
the proportion of households with 
inadequate income is strikingly similar, 
with about one out of five (non-elderly, 
non-disabled) households lacking 
adequate income. In California and 

Mississippi, both states with higher than 
average minority proportions, about 
one-third of households fall below the 
Standard. At 42%, New York City has a 
higher rate of income inadequacy than 
all of these states.

Even compared to other large cities, 
New York City still has a relatively 
high rate of income inadequacy. 
San Francisco and Denver are at 
27% and 26%, respectively. Cities 
that are more similar to New York, 
demographically, such as Pittsburgh 
(32%) and Philadelphia (42%) show 
similar patterns of having higher income 
inadequacy rates than the states they 
are located in. Nevertheless, it is striking 
that when a realistic measure of basic 
living costs is used, New York City 
has an income inadequacy rate that 
is even higher than that of Mississippi 
which consistently has had the highest 
“poverty” rates.

CONCLUSION

These data show that there are many 
more people in New York City who 
lack enough income to meet their basic 
needs than our government’s official 
poverty statistics capture. This lack of 
sufficient income to meet basic needs is 
grossly undercounted largely because 
most American institutions do not utilize 

the more accurate metrics available 
today that measure what it takes to 
lead a life of basic dignity. 

Not only do we underestimate the 
number of households struggling to 
make ends meet, but broadly held 
misunderstandings about what those in 
need look like, what skills and education 
they hold, and what needs they have 
harm the ability of our institutions to 
respond to the changing realities facing 
low-income families. New York City 
households with inadequate income 
reflect the city’s diversity: they come 
from every racial and ethnic group, 
reflect every household composition, 
and work hard as part of the 
mainstream workforce. 

Despite recovering from the Great 
Recession, this is not about a particular 
economic crisis—for these families, 
income inadequacy is an everyday 
ongoing crisis. It is our hope that through 
the data and analyses presented here a 
better understanding of the difficulties 
faced by struggling individuals and 
families will emerge, one that can 
enable New York City to address these 
challenges, making it possible for all 
New York City households to earn 
enough to meet their basic needs.
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Policy Analysis & Recommendations
Nearly one million New York City 
households do not have enough income 
to meet their basic needs. This amounts 
to more than two out of five households 
and 2.7 million people. The 2014 
Self-Sufficiency Standard shows that 
for many New Yorkers, having a job no 
longer guarantees the ability to pay for 
basic needs. 

More than four out of five households 
who are below the Self-Sufficiency 
Standard level—which translates to well 
over two million City residents—have 
at least one family member who works 
but does not make enough to afford 
a minimal, basic family budget. And 
for many more who are at or above 
self-sufficiency levels, current wages do 
not allow for the next step of building 
assets to attain economic security. In the 
last decade, New Yorkers of all stripes 
have struggled against ballooning costs 
of living, such as for housing, which has 
increased 59% for a two-bedroom 
rental. At the same time, median wages 
have increased barely 17%. 

As the country’s largest city—rich in 
resources and leaders—New York 
City must expand the numbers of 
New Yorkers living securely above 
the Self-Sufficiency Standard. This 
report’s recommendations for moving 
the greatest number of New Yorkers 
towards self-sufficiency are consistent 
with the City’s priorities and have been 
determined from a similar systematic, 
cost-effective and evidence-driven 
framework.1 Our recommendations 

1  New York City’s Center for Economic Opportunity notes 
that many of the factors that drive poverty here are part 

acknowledge that the obstacles to 
self-sufficiency are interdependent 
and to significantly reduce the number 
of people living below the Standard 
or just above it, solutions must also be 
coordinated and interconnected.  

We call on leaders across all sectors—
government, philanthropy, the private 
sector and the not-for-profit world—to 
examine practices, mobilize colleagues, 
and become part of the solution for 
making the following three priorities a 
reality:

Wages increased to align and keep 1.	

pace with the costs of living; 
Employment structured as a pathway 2.	

to self-sufficiency and economic 
security; and
Access to quality, affordable 3.	

housing, food and child care 
available to New Yorkers across the 
income spectrum.

INCREASE WAGES TO ALIGN WITH 
THE COST OF LIVING

The single greatest driver to increase 
self-sufficiency is higher wages. The 
income needed for a household with 
two adults, a preschooler, and a 
school-age child to be self-sufficient 
has risen on average by 45% across 
boroughs since the year 2000, while 
the median earnings of working 
adults have increased only 17%. 

of national or even international trends that are difficult to 
address at the City level. Nonetheless, strategies to reduce 
poverty and inequality are central to the agenda of Mayor 
Bill de Blasio and his Administration. NYC Office of the 
Mayor, “The CEO Poverty Measure 2005-2012,” An Annual 
Report from the Office of the Mayor, April 2014, p. 47, 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/ceo/downloads/pdf/ceo_poverty_
measure_2005_2012.pdf (accessed November 14, 2014).

Consequently, more than two out of 
five working-age households cannot 
meet their basic needs while others are 
barely breaking even. Although many 
New Yorkers work insufficient hours, 
more hours would not raise standards 
of self-sufficiency as substantially as 
would an increase in wage rates. In 
too many occupations, wages have 
not kept pace with the rising cost of 
living. New York City’s employment has 
now surpassed pre-recession levels yet 
most of the net job growth since 2000 
has been concentrated in low-wage 
sectors, as opposed to jobs paying 
moderate- and middle-income wages.2 

New York City’s Living Wage Law. 

New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio’s 
September 2014 Executive Order 
expands the City’s Living Wage Law 
from $11.50 per hour to $13.13 an hour 
(including $1.63 for health benefits).3 
This Living Wage Law4 applies to a 
select group of workers employed in 
businesses or commercial spaces that 
receive more than $1 million in city 

2  James A. Parrott, February 27, 2014, “Low-Wage Workers and 
the High Cost of Living in New York City,” Testimony Presented 
to the New York City Council Committee on Civil Service and 
Labor,  http://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/
FPI-Parrott-testimony-Low-Wage-workers-and-Cost-of-iving-
Feb-27-2014.pdf (accessed November 14, 2014).  Also see 
National Employment Law Project, “The Low-Wage Recovery: 
Industry Employment and Wages Four Years into the Recovery,” 
Data Brief, April 2014, p. 1, http://www.nelp.org/page/-/
Reports/Low-Wage-Recovery-Industry-Employment-Wages-
2014-Report.pdf?nocdn=1 (accessed June 11, 2014).
3  The City of New York, Office of the Mayor, “Living 
Wage for City Economic Development Projects,” http://
www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/executive-
orders/2014/eo_7.pdf (accessed November 14, 2014).
4  The City’s older Living Wage Law (section 6-109 of the 
Administrative Code) covers a limited number of workers 
providing care under City government contracts. Enacted in 
1996, this living wage covers workers providing day care, 
head start, building services, food services, and temporary 
services, with coverage extended in 2002 to homecare workers 
and workers providing services to persons with cerebral 
palsy. The wage level under this living wage law has been 
$11.50 an hour (including $1.50 for health benefits) since 
2006, and is not automatically adjusted for inflation.



8  | o verlooked and undercounted: The Struggle to Make Ends Meet in New York City

power of the federal minimum wage 
has fallen by 22 percent since the 
late 1960s.8 Moreover, if the minimum 
wage had kept pace with overall 
productivity growth in the economy, it 
would be nearly $19.00 by 2016.9

Under present state law, New York’s 
minimum wage will increase to $8.75 
on December 31, 2014, and to $9.00 
an hour on December 31, 2015.10 It is 
not indexed to inflation. There is Albany 
legislation pending to increase the state 
minimum to $10.10, and a separate 
measure to give localities the authority 
to set a local minimum wage up to 30 
percent above the state minimum. If 
both proposed laws were enacted, New 
York City could set a $13.13 hourly 
minimum wage. A growing number 
of large cities, and a few suburban 
counties, are establishing higher minimum 
wage levels. Seattle, San Diego, San 

8  Jared Bernstein & Sharon Parrott, January 7, 2014, “Proposal 
to Strengthen Minimum Wage Would Help Low-Wage 
Workers, With Little Impact on Employment,” Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities, Economy, http://www.cbpp.org/
cms/?fa=view&id=4075 (accessed November 14, 2014).
9  David Cooper, December 19, 2013, “Raising the 
Federal Minimum Wage to $10.10 Would Lift Wages 
for Millions and Provide a Modest Economic Boost,” 
Economic Policy Institute, http://www.epi.org/publication/
raising-federal-minimum-wage-to-1010/
10  New York State, Department of Labor, “Minimum 
Wages,” Labor Standards, http://www.labor.
ny.gov/workerprotection/laborstandards/workprot/
minwage.shtm (accessed November 14, 2014).

subsidies as defined by section 6-134 
of the City Administrative Code. The 
executive order is projected to expand 
coverage of this Living Wage from a 
current cohort of 1,200 workers to an 
estimated 18,000 workers over the next 
five years. Beginning in January 2015, 
this Living Wage will be adjusted for 
inflation. The Mayor’s office projects 
that with inflation adjustments, this City 
Living Wage will reach $15.22 in 2019.5

The current New York State minimum 
wage of $8.00 per hour applies to a 
more comprehensive group of workers 
across most sectors. Along with 26 other 
states and the District of Columbia, New 
York State sets a higher minimum wage 
level than the current $7.25 federal 
minimum wage.6 President Obama has 
proposed raising the federal minimum 
wage to $10.10 an hour.7 The purchasing 

5  City of New York, September 30, 2014, “Mayor de Blasio 
Signs Executive Order to Increase Living Wage and Expand 
it to Thousands More Workers,” News, http://www1.nyc.
gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/459-14/mayor-de-blasio-
signs-executive-order-increase-living-wage-expand-it-
thousands-more#/0 (accessed November 14, 2014).
6  Currently 23 states and the District of Columbia have minimum 
wages above the federal minimum wage. Additionally, four 
additional states approved ballot measures in the 2014 
election. National Conference of State Legislatures, “State 
Minimum Wages | 2014 Minimum Wages by State,” http://
www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/state-
minimum-wage-chart.aspx (accessed November 14, 2014).
7  The White House, Office of the Secretary, “President Barack 
Obama’s State of the Union Address,” http://www.whitehouse.
gov/the-press-office/2014/01/28/president-barack-obamas-
state-union-address (accessed November 14, 2014).

Self-Sufficiency Wage for a Bronx Family of Three

An hourly wage of $13.13 in New York City yields an annual income of $27,310, 
slightly above the Self-Sufficiency Standard for a single adult living in the Bronx 
($26,951). However, that single person’s neighbors—a married couple with one 
infant—would not be self-sufficient even if each parent worked at jobs earning 
a $13.13 hourly wage. Indeed, in order to meet their basic needs, each parent 
would need to earn $14.66, working full time (totaling $61,965). Five years 
later, when their child is old enough for full-day public school their costs will 
fall as they would then only need part-time child care. In the unlikely scenario 
that there is no increase in living expenses, the Living Wage would then be 
above the minimum wage ($12.39 per hour) needed to meet their basic needs. 

Jose, San Francisco, and Washington, 
D.C. already have established higher 
minimums, and Chicago, Los Angeles, 
and Oakland are among the cities 
considering substantially higher minimum 
wages in the $12-$15 an hour range. 
Both Seattle and San Francisco have 
acted to raise their minimum wage levels 
to $15.00 an hour in coming years.

The expansion of New York City’s Living 
Wage levels to cover more workers at 
a higher rate and indexed to inflation, 
or to establish a significantly higher 
minimum wage are important steps in 
providing a more reasonable wage 
floor in the job market, enabling more 
employed New Yorkers to achieve 
self-sufficiency through work. At the 
same time, it is critical to note that even 
an hourly wage of $13.13 does not 
constitute a self-sufficiency wage for 
most compositions of New York City 
households across the five boroughs (see 
box below, Bronx Family of Three).

It is necessary to broaden living wage 
coverage to the City’s large indirect social 
service workforce, coupled with better 
career advancement supports. Existing 
City Living Wage law currently does not 
apply to the tens of thousands of workers 
at not-for-profit organizations providing 
essential social services under City 
contract. New York City spends $5 billion 
annually on social service contracts and, 
as such, is a major indirect employer of 
tens of thousands of workers at not-for-
profit organizations. Wages in this sector 
are among the lowest for all industries. 
Half of non-profit social service workers 
are paid less than $14 an hour.11 

11  See Jennifer Jones-Austin (FPWA) and James Parrott (FPI), 
November 5, 2014, “Expanding Opportunities and Improving 
City Social Service Quality Through a Career Ladder Approach,” 
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Among those working in community 
and social service occupations, over 
a third are in households within 200 
percent of the federal poverty level. 
A campaign is underway in which 
the City would increase contract 
funding to establish a $15 an hour 
wage floor, coupled with sector-wide 
support for greater professional 
development opportunities for lower-
paid nonprofit social service workers.12

A minimum wage increase to $13.13 
an hour and a $15 an hour wage 
floor for social service workers on 
City contracts represent considerable 
progress. Yet, these critical wage 
floors should not be misconstrued as 
ceilings. These wage levels would 
provide a worker with annual earnings 
around $25,000-$30,000. Neither 
wage rate constitutes a self-sufficiency 
wage for a substantial portion of the 
780,000 working households below 
the Self-Sufficiency Standard.  

Raising the wage floor is good for workers 
and communities with potential benefits 
to jobs and businesses. While raising 
the minimum wage provokes debate at 
the federal, state, or municipal level, 
there is considerable consensus among 
economists and social scientists who 
have studied the impacts of raising the 
minimum wage: raising the minimum 
wage has positive workplace impacts 
beyond the obvious one of increasing 
workers’ earnings, including reduced 
turnover (increased job security for 
workers), increased employer investment 
in training, and improved employee 

Briefing at Philanthropy New York, www.philanthropynewyork.
org/sites/default/files/resources/Presentation_Jones%20
Austin%20and%20Parrott_11.05.2014.pdf
12  Ibid.

productivity and morale. Moreover, 
it has negligible negative effects on 
employment and minimal effects on 
price increases.13 For example: 

A 2011 study of citywide minimum •	
wage increases by the Center 
for Economic and Policy Research 
examined minimum wage increases 
passed in Santa Fe, San Francisco, 

13  Arindrajit Dube, T. William Lester and Michael Reich, 
“Minimum Wage Effects Across State Borders: Estimates 
Using Contiguous Counties,” Review of Economic and Statistics 
(November 2010), available at http://www.irle.berkeley.edu/
workingpapers/157-07.pdf; see also NELP Summary, available 
at http://nelp.3cdn.net/98b449fce61fca7d43_j1m6iizwd.pdf.

and Washington, D.C., and found 
that wages rose for low-paid cooks, 
servers and workers in fast-food, 
food services, retail, and other low-
wage establishments without causing 
a statistically significant decrease 
in total employment levels.14  

A 2014 study of San Francisco’s •	
minimum wage, health care, and paid 

14  John Schmitt and David Rosnick, 2011, The Wage 
and Employment Impact of Minimum-Wage Laws 
in Three Cities, http://www.cepr.net/index.php/
publications/reports/wage-employment-impact-of-min-
wage-three-cities (accessed October 22, 2014).

Recommendations: INCREASE WAGES TO ALIGN WITH THE 
COST OF LIVING

Increase wage floors.1.   Wages that are sufficient to cover living costs is at 
base what defines fair compensation. If we are committed to restoring fairness 
and countering rising inequality, then a higher City minimum wage floor is 
needed and City living wage policies should be expanded, particularly to 
encompass the sizable non-profit social service workforce. 

The City needs to increase social service contract funding levels to 
make up for years of inadequate funding and enable non-profits to 
improve pay and advancement opportunities for poorly compensated 
workers. Philanthropic grant-making practices could bolster these efforts 
by funding the full workforce costs of carrying out projects, including 
allocating funds to general operating costs and overhead, and ensuring 
the adequacy of human resource budgets and hourly pay rates. 

In New York City, raising the wage floor is the most effective 
single policy for countering rising inequality.  

Index wages. 2.  Once wage floors are raised to adequate levels they should 
be indexed to inflation so that workers’ purchasing power is not inadvertently 
eroded by increases in the cost of living. 

Strengthen Employers’ Policies. 3.  Investment in a stable and robust 
workforce, whether direct or indirect, can improve the quality of products and 
services, enhance company reputations, and help build a loyal customer base. It 
is also critical for all employers to foster salary parity across gender and racial/
ethnic lines. Employers should evaluate compensation levels and pay scales of 
their workforces, including through the lens of equity. Corporations that contract 
out service or supply functions to other firms should ensure that contractors fairly 
compensate workers. This is good for individual workers and it is good for the 
bottom line.
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and career continuums. New York City’s 
Universal pre-kindergarten program is 
a promising step and we urge the city 
to continue this direction of building an 
inclusive quality education system that 
begins in a child’s first three years. 

MAKE QUALITY, AFFORDABLE 
HOUSING, FOOD, AND CHILD CARE 
ACCESSIBLE TO ALL NEW YORKERS

As the family from the Bronx on page 
8 highlights, even an increased Living 
Wage of $13.13 per hour still requires 
work supports, such as subsidized child 
care, in order to cover the costs of 
other basic needs. Without child care, 
at least one parent would have to stop 
working, creating the need for even 
more supports—such as food stamps, 
emergency food pantries, and the costly 
homeless shelter system. When wages 
and employment benefits’ packages 
are not sufficient for people to meet 
their basic needs, New Yorkers turn 
to public and private charity to fill 
the gaps. Each year that wages fall 
further behind the cost of living, it 
increases the costs to government—and 
to all of us as taxpayers—as well as 
straining the already overburdened 
private charity system. 

Affordable housing, food, and child care 
are essentials to anyone who seeks to 
attain and maintain employment. City, 
state, federal, and philanthropic dollars 
go towards programs that provide 
access to millions of New Yorkers who 
cannot access them on their own. While 
these programs are critical lifelines for 
individuals and families all around us, at 
the current level, these programs do not 
support everyone who needs them, nor 

sick leave laws, which collectively 
raised the compensation of low-wage 
people to 80 percent above the 
federal minimum wage, found that 
these laws raised pay without costing 
jobs. From 2004 to 2011, private 
sector employment grew by 5.6 
percent in San Francisco, but fell by 
4.4 percent in other Bay Area counties 
that did not have a higher local wage. 
Among food service wage earners, 
who are more likely to be affected by 
minimum wage laws, employment grew 
18 percent in San Francisco, faster 
than in other Bay Area counties.15  

Indexing. Wages across sector 
should be indexed to the cost of living. 
Indexing is key to maintaining the value 
of the new higher wages over time.16 
While we look to government to 
enforce an equitable floor, we look to 
employers across sectors to do more: 
raise wages beyond the floor, index them 
to cost of living increases, and ensure 
that compensation packages are fair, 
equitable and responsive to the need of 
employees to meet and move securely 
beyond the Self-Sufficiency Standard. 

STRUCTURE EMPLOYMENT AS a 
PATHWAY OUT OF POVERTY TO SELF-
SUFFICIENCY

In New York City, 780,000 households 
have at least one working adult, 
many of them full time, yet they 
lack adequate resources to meet 
even their most basic needs. 

15  Michael Reich, Ken Jacobs, and Miranda Dietz, The Institute 
for Research on Labor and Employment, When Mandates 
Work Raising Labor Standards at the Local Level, http://
irle.berkeley.edu/publications/when-mandates-work.
16  Such indexing since 2000 has resulted in Washington 
State by 2014 having the highest statewide 
minimum wage, $9.32 per hour in the country.

A critical driver of employment with self-
sufficiency wages is education—80% of 
the people without a high school degree 
are living below the standard of self-
sufficiency. At the same time, education 
is not a guarantee. Twenty-one percent 
of all people with a four-year college 
degree still earn inadequate incomes. 

The Self-Sufficiency Standard report 
highlights the persistent gender and 
racial inequities around what it takes 
to earn a self-sufficiency wage. Even 
with equal education and equal work 
effort, income inadequacy is more 
severe among households maintained 
by women alone, households maintained 
by people of color, and households with 
children. For example, women of color 
with some college or an associate’s 
degree have nearly the same income 
inadequacy rate as white males without 
a high school diploma or GED (55% 
compared to 57%). Well into the 
21st century, our low-wage workforce 
disproportionately consists of women, 
people of color, and immigrants.  

Building access to better employment 
requires investment in career ladders, 
pathways and apprenticeships with 
consistent, systematic, and large-scale 
opportunities for individual growth 
and advancement across sectors and 
industries. The surge in well-paying 
technology jobs is an example of a 
promising direction for more sectors 
to follow and should be a pathway 
for traditionally less-advantaged 
individuals and communities. Investment 
in high quality education beginning 
in early childhood is also critically 
important, as are the supports that 
place and keep children on college 
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do they provide the depth of support 
needed for those who have them. 

Housing. While all basic needs’ costs 
have risen, the largest increase has been 
in housing, which has risen on average 
59% between 2000 and 2014. Rising 
rental costs make it increasingly difficult 
for New Yorkers to hold onto their homes 
and remain in their neighborhoods. As 
shown in Figure 1, Profile of Households 
with Inadequate Income, 81% of the 
New Yorkers living below the Self-
Sufficiency Standard spend more 
than 30% of their income on housing. 
Home ownership—which is one of the 
most reliable ways to build assets and 
upward mobility—is prohibitive for 
most New Yorkers. Rent regulations and 
specialized rental support programs 
that restrain ballooning housing 
cost increases are critical yet are 
accessible to too few households. 

Child care. After housing, child care 
is the single greatest expense in a 
family’s budget for those with young 
children. Even with equal work effort, 
income inadequacy is more severe 
among households with children. Fifty-
three percent of all households below 
the Self-Sufficiency Standard—more 
than half—have children. This reflects 
in part the significant expense 
associated with raising children 
and the way that lack of access to 
affordable, high quality child care is 
a roadblock to primary caretakers’ 
careers, educational advancement, 
and opportunities for savings. 

Food. The cost of food has risen an 
average of 59% in NYC since 2000. 
Unlike fixed costs such as housing 

Recommendations: STRUCTURE EMPLOYMENT AS a PATHWAY OUT OF 
POVERTY TO SELF-SUFFICIENCY 

Identify and develop structures that consistently highlight and create access 4. 
to career ladders and pathways for individuals within companies and sectors, 
as well as out into other industries. Employers should assess pathways for 
advancement in their existing workforce and build opportunities for continued 
and advanced employment with better wages, particularly for entry level 
workers and populations which have historically worked longer or required more 
years of education to achieve the same level of self-sufficiency. City government 
can lead by example through supporting more systematic professional 
development and career advancement opportunities for lower-paid social 
service workers employed under City service contracts. 

Strengthen policies and practices that improve retention and allow workers 5. 
to better balance work and family life, such as flexible work hours, predictable 
scheduling, work-sharing, and paid sick leave.

Promote new jobs and emerging industries which provide wages that are at 6. 
Self-Sufficiency Standard levels and support and encourage plans for workforce 
retention and advancement by tying incentives and employment contracts to 
Self-Sufficiency Standards.

Utilize workforce training and development resources for preparing people 7. 
for higher wage jobs in all sectors, which should include apprenticeships along 
with degree and credentialing programs. Fund innovative pilots and promising 
practices.

Invest in the workforce required for redressing economic inequities by 8. 
sufficiently funding social and human services. The lower-wage social and human 
services workforce consists predominantly of women of color. Appropriate 
compensation and intentional career pathways build the expertise and retention 
rates of the workforce. Increase funding towards education and skills to build 
highly effective staff at all levels and to advance individuals into better-paying 
positions. 

Invest in effective cradle to college continuums for target populations and 9. 
communities. Resources commensurate with need must be available to keep 
children—particularly those from households and communities below the 
Self-Sufficiency Standard—on the pathway to higher education or to quality 
apprenticeship programs and nontraditional training. Additional support is 
required for efforts that ensure timely and affordable completion of degree 
programs and higher education. 

Fund and10.   support advocacy for broad scale, systemic solutions.
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and child care, food is “elastic” and 
spending can be reduced when available 
income is less. Households balance 
their budgets by foregoing food to 
pay rent, by eliminating more nutritious 
but costlier fruits and vegetables, and 
by turning to government supports 
such as the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP), school 
meals and social hubs with meals, such 
as religious or senior centers. New 
York City’s emergency food network 
of soup kitchens and food pantries 
now struggle to serve 1.4 million New 
Yorkers annually, who are chronically 
uncertain as to where their next meal 
will come from. The impact from reduced 
purchasing power for food goes 
beyond individuals and families to food 
retailers. This effect was underscored 
by the 2011 supermarket need index 
which identified a widespread shortage 
of neighborhood grocery stores and 
supermarkets. High need for fresh food 
purveyors affects more than three million 
New Yorkers, with the highest need 
found in low-income neighborhoods.17

Savings. Saving is unrealistic for 
many New Yorkers because there just is 
nothing left at the end of the month. For 
the first time, the 2014 Self-Sufficiency 
Standard Report calculates emergency 
savings as a minimum, required expense, 
alongside food, housing, child care, 
health care, transportation and taxes. 
Emergency short-term savings address 
the income and expense volatility 
that working poor households all too 
regularly face. Yet as is the case with 

17  City of New York, Office of the Mayor, “New York City Food 
Policy: 2013 Food Metrics Report,” http://www.nyc.gov/html/
nycfood/downloads/pdf/ll52-food-metrics-report-2013.pdf.

Recommendations: MAKE QUALITY, AFFORDABLE HOUSING, FOOD, 
AND CHILD CARE ACCESSIBLE TO ALL NEW YORKERS

For too many, work does not pay enough to afford costly basic 
necessities. Ensure that New Yorkers across the income spectrum, from 
low-to moderate- income levels, can afford their essentials. 

NYC must continue to roll out its ambitious Affordable Housing Plan, 11. 
harnessing the power of the private market to help build, preserve, and expand 
affordable units. Priorities include the following:

Preserv•  e existing affordable housing in private rent-regulated buildings, 
and set standards so that the impact of city-subsidized housing affordability is 
not undermined by short-term affordability requirements. These preservation 
goals are the most cost-effective way to maintain affordability for the 
greatest number of people. For the city-subsided housing, the City must ensure 
that stronger standards are in place so that all programs are permanently 
affordable. The City should also work closely with neighborhood-based not-for-
profit affordable housing developers, who ensure true permanent affordability. 
For the private rent-regulated housing, we call on Albany to repeal the Urstadt 
Amendment, ending state control over city rent regulations, and to also repeal 
the luxury decontrol threshold. We call on the NYC rent guidelines board to 
set yearly rental increases that are appropriate for and in line with interests of 
tenants as well as landlords.

Ensure that new housing development result in the maximum amount of • 
affordable housing by using multiple approaches and incentive levers, such as 
Mandatory Inclusionary Zoning and Tax Abatements. Mandatory Inclusionary 
Zoning would require developers who take advantage of increased zoning 
density to build commensurate levels of affordable housing. The 421A Tax 
Abatement laws are sun setting and the City and and State’s response must 
ensure that public benefits from subsidized buildings are commensurate with the 
financial incentive afforded to developers. A city-wide requirement could ensure 
that housing built anywhere in NYC includes affordable units and, moreover, 
that those units indeed provide public benefit by maximizing the percentage 
of affordable housing and deepening the level of affordability so that local 
neighborhoods are truly stabilized. 

When the City provides more than one benefit to the private housing sector, • 
benefits to the public must in turn be stacked against each other, rather than 
combined, so that benefits developers receive are commensurate with the 
benefits they provide to communities.

all calculations in the Self-Sufficiency 
Standard, the savings’ estimates are 
extremely modest. They only cover 
short-term, one time emergencies. 
Long-term asset building, such as saving 
for higher education, retirement, and 

home buying, that enables upward 
mobility and economic security would 
require additional resources beyond 
Self-Sufficiency Standard level 
wages and emergency savings. 
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Recommendations, Continued: MAKE QUALITY, AFFORDABLE HOUSING, FOOD, AND CHILD CARE ACCESSIBLE 
TO ALL NEW YORKERS

Continue to expand access to high quality, affordable early education and afterschool programming:12. 
Succ•  essfully implement full-day universal prekindergarten to all four year-olds.
Expand full-day universal prekindergarten to all three year-olds.• 
Encourage child care centers and family day care homes to reach a diverse, economically integrated population of • 

children by permitting sliding scale tuition and parent fee requirements and child care subsidies, engaging children from 
families across the income spectrum to those who pay market rate.  

Expand the capacity of infant and toddler child care provided in licensed, regulated child care centers and family day • 
care homes.

Expand the refundable state and local child care tax credits.• 
Ensure that parents on public assistance have appropriate and complete information on the types of subsidized child care • 

options available as well as information on available seats in high quality center based and family day care homes. Besides 
concrete information and options, also ensure that parents have sufficient time to secure appropriate and high quality child 
care.

Successfully implement universal access to middle school afterschool programming and expand afterschool and summer • 
programming to elementary school children and high school students.

Ensure that the early childhood staff and afterschool staff benefit from adequate compensation, professional • 
development and career ladders.

Ensure that rates of reimbursement allow providers to meet quality standards.• 
Overall, ensure •  that investment is commensurate with need, by fully funding quality, affordable, and reliable child care 

from birth through age five.

Responses to food insecurity must go beyond emergency food programs to long-term sustainable options:13. 
Decrease the numbers of New Yorkers living in areas with low access to fresh food•   purveyors by providing zoning and 

financial incentives to eligible grocery store operators and developers, incorporating food security priorities into affordable 
housing plans, and funding and expanding innovative pilots designed to increase access.

Support ‘good food/good jobs’ initiatives that partner business, philanthropies, and government to bolster employment, • 
foster economic growth, fight hunger, improve nutrition, cut obesity, and reduce spending on diet-related health problems 
by bringing healthier food into low-income neighborhoods and creating jobs. This includes seed money for food jobs 
projects, food processing, expanding community-based technical assistance, investment in urban aquaculture, and reduced 
bureaucratic burdens on food-related small businesses.

Increase utilization and broaden and deepen access to WIC, SNAP, and School Meals, and endorse the Federal Child • 
Nutrition Reauthorization Act with strong guidelines.

Ensure that all households can meet unexpected financial setbacks, especially those with the fewest resources, by 14. 
building savings—both for emergencies and for asset building: 

P•  romote the capacity of New Yorkers at all stages of life to save with systematic, comprehensible and accessible savings 
options at their places of employment.

Increase the likelihood that New Yorkers will save by instituting opt out, rather than opt in options for long-term savings • 
programs.

Maximize the take-up of tax credits, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Care Tax Credit, and at the • 
state level deepen and expand tax credits to more households at or below the Self-Sufficiency Standard. Use EITC and tax 
credit refunds to expand opportunities to save, both emergency and for longer-term investments.  

Remove disincentives to sav•  e. In particular, ensure that eligibility guidelines for work supports do not preclude basic 
and essential needs for building emergency savings. Individual Development Accounts allow welfare recipients to save for 
specifics like education, without losing benefits. 



Now serving New York City for more than 30 years, CITY HARVEST (www.cityharvest.org) is the world's first 
food rescue organization, dedicated to feeding the city’s hungry men, women and children. This year, City Harvest 
will collect 50 million pounds of excess food from all segments of the food industry, 
including restaurants, grocers, corporate cafeterias, manufacturers, and farms. This food 
is then delivered free of charge to more than 500 community food programs throughout 
New York City by a fleet of trucks and bikes. City Harvest helps feed the nearly two 
million New Yorkers who face hunger each year.

Since 1924, THE NEW YORK COMMUNITY TRUST has been the home of charitable New Yorkers who share 
a passion for the City and its suburbs—and who are committed to improving them. The Trust supports an array of 
effective nonprofits that help make the City a vital and secure place to live, learn, work, and play, while building 

permanent resources for the future. The New York Community Trust ended 2013 
with assets of $2.4 billion in more than 2,000 charitable funds, and made 
grants totaling $141 million. The Trust welcomes new donors. Information at 
nycommunitytrust.org.

UNITED WAY OF NEW YORK CITY (UWNYC) has been a trusted partner to government, corporations
and community-based organizations for over 76 years serving low-income New Yorkers. Our collective impact 
approach enables us to diagnose neighborhood challenges, design solutions to 
expand education,  income, and health opportunities, deploy resources and 
volunteers, and drive policy change guided by measured results. UWNYC 
envisions caring communities where all individuals and families have access to 
quality education and the opportunity to lead healthy and financially secure lives. 
Join us in making New York City work for Every New Yorker.  For more information, 
visit United Way of New York City at unitedwaynyc.org, or call (212) 251-2500.

THE WOMEN’S CENTER FOR EDUCATION AND CAREER ADVANCEMENT (WCECA) is a 44-year-
old nonprofit organization committed to the goal of economic self-sufficiency for all New York City women and 
families. Through innovative technology resources, work readiness programs and career services, we educate 
and advocate for socially just public policies and opportunities that lead to the empowerment of women. The 

Women’s Center targets low-income women with serious barriers 
to workforce participation and helps them build competencies 
and develop strategies for setting and meeting lifetime career 
and economic goals for themselves and their families. For further 
information on WCECA, go to www.wceca.org or call (212) 964-8934. 

THE CENTER FOR WOMEN’S WELFARE at the University of Washington School of Social Work is devoted 
to furthering the goal of economic justice for women and their families. The main work of the Center focuses on 
the development of the Self-Sufficiency Standard. Under the direction of Dr. Diana Pearce, the Center partners 
with a range of government, non-profit, women’s, children’s, and community-based groups to: research and 
evaluate public policy related to income adequacy; create tools to assess and establish income adequacy; 
and develop programs and policies that strengthen public investment in low-income women, children, and 
families. For more information about the Center or the Self-
Sufficiency Standard, call (206) 685-5264. This report and 
more can be viewed at www.selfsufficiencystandard.org.








































