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In his February 2013 State of the Union Address, 
President Obama proposed to increase the federal 
minimum wage from $7.25 to $9.00 per hour and to 

index this increase to inflation.1 This proposal, which was 
designed to support families by promoting a living wage 
for low-income workers now earning between $7.25 and 
$9.00,2 has received mixed feedback,3 reflecting decades 
of contrasting research on the minimum wage.4 Although 
some research finds that increasing the minimum wage 
could effectively reduce poverty and increase family 
income,5 other research suggests that an increase in the 
minimum wage could result in the loss of low-wage jobs,6 
or that the wage increase would largely benefit nonpoor 
families.7 Since the President’s speech, two related legisla-
tive proposals have made it to Congress. Both of these bills 
aim to raise the minimum wage to $10.10 per hour, and 
both have been referred to congressional committees for 
further consideration.8 

What are the characteristics of workers who would be 
affected by a new minimum wage policy? Because it is 
unclear whether the proposed legislation will pass in its 
current incarnation, this brief describes the population 
who would be directly affected by the President’s pro-
posal: workers earning between $7.25 and $9.00 per hour. 
Although some research has examined the characteristics 
of the “minimum wage workforce” (those earning $7.25 or 
less),9 there is little known about the population earning 
the minimum wage or just above (between $7.25 and $9.00 
per hour).10 Using data from the 2010 and 2012 Annual 
Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) of the Current 
Population Survey,11 this brief details the characteristics 
of these potentially affected earners and compares them 
with the hourly workforce more broadly, paying particular 
attention to rural-urban differences (see Box 1 on page 4). 

It is important to note that, in this sample, about one in 
three workers who reported being paid hourly did not provide 
their wage data. Because these missing data are correlated with 

	
	 Key Findings

•	 Nearly 17 percent of hourly paid workers 
earn between $7.25 and $9.00 per hour and 
would see a pay increase under the proposed 
minimum wage policy. 

•	 The increase would disproportionately benefit 
women, who constitute about one-half of the 
hourly workforce but 59.4 percent of workers 
earning between $7.25 and $9.00 per hour 
(“affected earners”) and a full two-thirds of 
affected earners in rural places.

•	 A new policy would disproportionately affect the 
less educated. While only 11 percent of the hourly 
workforce lacks a high school diploma, this is true 
for 25 percent of affected earners in urban places 
and 19 percent of those in rural places. 

•	 Half of all affected earners are either the 
householder or the spouse of the householder;  
the other half are offspring of the householder 
over age 18 (25 percent), children under 18 
(5 percent), and other related or unrelated 
household members (20 percent). Nearly three 
in ten affected earners (29.7 percent) are the 
sole earner in their family.

•	 About seven in ten affected earners would see 
their weekly earnings rise by 10 percent or more, 
with weekly pay rising an average of 14.9 percent 
(or about $45) in rural places and 13.5 percent in 
urban places (about $42 weekly).

Who Would Be Affected By a New Minimum  
Wage Policy?

J E S S I C A  A .  C A R S O N

several demographics (youth, nonwhite race-ethnicity, and 
lower education), which, in turn, are correlated with lower 
earnings,12 it is likely that this brief underestimates the preva-
lence of affected earners, especially among those populations. 



Some Characteristics Overrepresented 
Among Affected Earners
Nationwide, 16.5 percent of all hourly workers would be 
affected by raising the minimum wage from $7.25 per hour to 
$9.00 per hour. Table 1 details the demographic characteristics 

of these potentially affected earners, including comparisons by 
urbanicity. For instance, women would be disproportionately 
affected by a rise in the minimum wage; women comprise 50.7 
percent of the hourly workforce but 59.4 percent of those who 
would be affected by a wage increase (Table 1). This disparity 
is even more dramatic in rural places, where women make up 
two-thirds of affected earners.

Table 1. Demographic Composition of the Affected Earner Workforce and the Hourly Paid Workforce  
by Place Type

Note: All data are weighted. Asterisks (*) represent a statistically significant over- or under-representation of each demographic characteristic among affected earners, as compared with 
the hourly workforce as a whole. 

Source: Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 2010 & 2012
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The majority of affected earners do not live with someone 
else who would be directly affected by the wage increase, and 
this is even more likely to be true for rural workers (6 percent 
of rural affected earners live with another affected earner ver-
sus 12.2 percent of urban affected earners). However, in both 
places, about three in ten affected earners are the sole earners 
in their family, and more than 30 percent of affected earners 
have children (see Figure 1). Thus, though not a family-level 
policy, it is clear that a wage increase would have implications 
for workers’ families more broadly. 

Figure 1. Percent of affected earners who…

Note: Asterisks denote statistically significant differences between urban and rural places 
(p<0.05). The characteristic “sole earner in their family” refers only to affected earners 
who live with at least one other person. 

Source: Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 2010 & 2012

Younger workers are also disproportionately likely to 
benefit from the increase. For example, workers aged 18–22 
account for more than 30 percent of all affected earners, even 
though this age group makes up just 12 percent of the hourly 
workforce. Meanwhile, fewer than 12 percent of potentially 
affected earners are aged 45–54, although these workers make 
up  20.8 percent of the hourly workforce. Finally, 5.5 percent 
of affected earners are under age 18, higher than their 1.3 
percent share of the hourly workforce.

Nonwhite workers are considerably more likely to ben-
efit from the increase than are their white counterparts. For 
example, non-Hispanic black workers make up 13.4 percent 
of affected earners in urban places but just 11 percent of the 
hourly workforce there. In rural places, this relationship is 
even more pronounced, as 9.3 percent of affected earners 
are non-Hispanic black, although they account for only 5.6 
percent of the rural hourly workforce. 

While most affected earners have at least a high school 
diploma, those without a diploma are overrepresented when 
compared with the hourly workforce as a whole. Specifically, 
workers without a high school diploma make up one-fourth 
of affected earners in urban places and one-fifth in rural 
places. This means that the majority of affected earners (75.9 
percent nationwide) have at least a high school diploma, 
and 7.5 percent have a four-year college degree or more (see 
Table 1). However, in the hourly workforce, nearly 90 per-
cent of workers have a high school diploma and 18.2 percent 
have a four-year degree or more. 

Affected earners are most likely to be never married (rather 
than previously married), with 60 percent of urban affected 
earners and 50.8 percent of rural affected earners in this 
group. This is an overrepresentation, as never-married work-
ers make up just 38.8 percent and 30.1 percent of the urban 
and rural hourly workforces, respectively, and is related in 
large part to the youth of affected earners. Meanwhile, mar-
ried workers account for 33 percent of rural affected earners, 
although they account for more than half of the hourly work-
force there. Similar patterns exist within urban areas, with 
44.7 percent of the hourly workforce reporting being married 
and 26.6 percent of affected earners reporting the same. 

Affected Earners Are Breadwinners
As shown in Figure 1, a large proportion of affected earn-
ers are householders (that is, the person in whose name the 
house is rented or owned)13 or the spouses of householders. 
This proportion is higher in rural places, where 56.1 percent 
of affected earners are the householder or spouse. The 
remainder of affected earners are offspring of the house-
holder over age 18 (about 25 percent), offspring under age 18 
(about 5 percent), and other relatives or nonrelatives of the 
householder (about 20 percent).14 

Finally, of affected earners in both urban and rural places, 
about seven in ten would see their weekly earnings rise by 10 
percent or more, assuming a 40-hour workweek (see Figure 
1). Those in rural places would see a slightly larger increase, 
with weekly pay rising by an average of 14.9 percent (or about 
$45), compared with an average increase of 13.5 percent in 
urban places (about $42 weekly). 

Policy Implications
On March 5, 2013, Senator Tom Harkin introduced the Fair 
Minimum Wage Act (S. 460) to incrementally increase the 
federal minimum wage to $10.10 per hour,15 and thereafter 
index it to inflation, and on March 6, Representative George 
Miller introduced companion legislation in the House (H.R. 
1010). Both bills have been referred to congressional com-
mittees and are awaiting further review.16 On March 15, 2013, 
House Republicans voted against a proposal to increase the 
federal minimum wage to $10.10 per hour as an amendment to 
an act designed to consolidate federal job training programs.17 
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Given the current focus on the federal deficit and the limited 
resources available for direct federal investment in low-income 
families, raising the minimum wage is one way that Congress 
might promote stability for those at the bottom end of the 
wage scale, without relying on federal funds or facing a choice 
between cutting other programs and increasing the deficit. Of 
course, to minimize potentially negative employment effects, 
any minimum wage legislation should be crafted with careful 
consideration of the implications that an increase may have for 
firms employing hourly workers. In any case, having an under-
standing of who these workers are—disproportionately young, 
female, nonwhite, never married, and less educated—and how 
their wages fit into the broader context of their families’ lives 
can help to inform these policy decisions.

affected regardless of the data set used. These estimates are 
meant to give perspective on the characteristics of potentially 
affected earners; however, because they are based on survey 
data, one should use caution when comparing across catego-
ries, as the margins of error may place seemingly disparate 
estimates within reasonable sampling error. All differences 
highlighted in this brief are statistically significant (p<0.05). 
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