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The Florida Minimum Wage: How Much Can
It Really Buy, and How High Should It Be?

Seth Hartig | Curtis Skinner

In Florida and across the nation, there is much debate
about the adequacy of the minimum wage. The federal
minimum wage of $7.25 has not increased since July
2009, and has fallen by more than fifty cents in real
terms since then. Adjusted for inflation, the current
minimum wage is far below the federal minimum
wage in effect from the late 1950s through the 1970s.!
Recognizing the inadequacy of the federal minimum
wage, numerous states—including Florida—have set
higher minimum wages for their residents.’

In the past year, Florida state legislators have advanced
legislation or promoted ballot initiatives that would
raise the state’s minimum wage, now set at $8.05, but
these efforts have not yet been successful due to insuf-
ficient support in the Florida legislature and opposition
from the governor’s office and some business leaders.
While opponents argue that raising the minimum wage
would result in job loss, advocates have argued that it
would help working Floridians afford much-needed
family expenses, leading to increased spending that
would, in turn, help spur the state’s economy.* To help
inform the policy debate, this brief advances three
arguments for raising the Florida minimum wage:

1. 'The current wage is not high enough to lift many
families with working parents out of poverty.
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Parents in Florida working at the current minimum
wage and with incomes below the poverty level
cannot access federal healthcare subsidies under
the Affordable Care Act, leaving them without
affordable health insurance if they lack employer-
provided coverage.

The state minimum wage is far too low to offset
important work-related expenses such as child
care, serving as a disincentive for a second parent
in a two-parent family to increase his or her
working hours.

Findings are based on results from NCCP’s Family
Resource Simulator

The Family Resource Simulator (www.ncep.org/tools/
frs) is an interactive, web-based policy analysis tool that
shows the impact of federal and state work supports on
the budgets of low- to moderate-income families. Over
the past 13 years, NCCP has developed simulators for
26 states and over 100 localities, most recently updating
simulators for Florida, Colorado, and Ohio. The Florida
Simulator includes six localities—Highlands County,
Jacksonville, Miami, Orlando, Tallahassee, and Tampa—
and reflects policy rules in effect as of summer 2015.

If you would like the National Center for Children in
Poverty to develop a new or updated simulator for your
state, please contact Seth Hartig at sh3320@columbia.edu.
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Earning Florida’s minimum wage does not lift
families out of poverty

Although higher than the federally mandated
minimum wage of $7.25 per hour and indexed to infla-
tion, Florida’s minimum wage of $8.05 is still not high
enough to lift many families with a parent working
full time out of poverty. Tables 1 and 2 show the
hourly wage needed to reach the 2016 federal poverty
guidelines (FPG) for families of various sizes and
compositions. For all but the very smallest families,
the Florida minimum wage does not lift families

out of poverty, despite parents working full time.
Indeed, in 2014, about 200,000 Floridians worked at
least 40 hours per week, year-round, but still lived in
poverty.* In addition, there is widespread agreement
among researchers that the guidelines define poverty at
a level of income far below what families actually need
to cover basic family expenses. According to many
researchers, families need income equal to twice the
FPG or higher to meet their basic needs.’

A minimum wage that keeps families
in poverty also makes health insurance
unaffordable for many parents in these
families

Because Florida opted not to expand Medicaid
coverage under the Affordable Care Act (ACA), many
parents who work full time at the minimum wage
confront a health coverage gap.® They earn too much to
qualify for Florida's Medicaid plan for parents, which
sets the maximum income allowed for program eligi-
bility at 34 percent of the FPG,” yet they do not earn
enough to be eligible for health insurance subsidies
under the ACA, which begin when income exceeds
the FPG. For families without affordable employer-
provided coverage, these subsidies can lower the
out-of-pocket cost of insurance purchased on the
ACA marketplace for a parent by 80 percent or more.
Florida children are eligible for public health insur-
ance coverage under Medicaid or the Children’s
Health Insurance Program (Florida KidCare) for up
to 215 percent of the FPG, and so do not confront a
coverage gap.®

According to estimates in a 2016 report from The
Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured,
about 467,000 adults in Florida fall into this coverage

Table 1: Wages needed to reach federal poverty guideline for a one-parent family

Number of children

Federal poverty guide- Hourly wage needed

Florida minimum Federal minimum

line (FPG), 2016 to reach FPG at 40 hourly wage hourly wage
hrs/wk, 52 wks/yr
0 $11,880 $5.71 $8.05 $7.25
1 $16,020 $7.70 $8.05 $7.25
2 $20,160 $9.69 $8.05 $7.25
3 $24,300 $11.68 $8.05 $7.25

Table 2: Wages needed to reach federal poverty guideline for a two-parent family with one working parent

Number of children

Federal poverty guide- Hourly wage needed

Florida minimum Federal minimum

line (FPG), 2016 to reach FPG at 40 hourly wage hourly wage
hrs/wk, 52 wks/yr
0 $16,020 $7.70 $8.05 $7.25
1 $20,160 $9.69 $8.05 $7.25
2 $24,300 $11.68 $8.05 $7.25
3 $28,440 $13.67 $8.05 $7.25
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gap—having no access to employer health insur-
ance and having a family income between 34 percent
and 100 percent of the FPG. About 18 percent of
this group are adults with dependent children.’
According to the report, Florida has the second-
highest number of people falling into the coverage
gap among U.S. states, behind only Texas.'

We can see what happens when working parents fall
into this coverage gap by using the National Center
for Children in Poverty’s Family Resource Simulator
to compare a family’s “net resources” at a range of
wage levels and working hours (Figure 1)." The
Family Resource Simulator is capable of modeling
a wide array of public benefits programs and family
scenarios. For the analysis in this brief, we use

the example of a single-parent Jacksonville family,
with two children, ages 3 and 13, that receives
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits
(SNAP, formerly known as food stamps), public
health insurance (Medicaid and Florida KidCare),
and federal tax credits, but does not have employer-
provided health insurance.'

The Family Resource Simulator adds family earn-
ings to the value of any public benefits received and
then subtracts estimates for basic family expenses
in Jacksonville, including costs for food, healthcare,
child care, transportation, housing, and taxes. The
result is a family’s net resources, and as can be seen
by the negative values in Figure 1, the expenses
facing this family at most wages below $19/hour
exceed the resources available to it by at least several
thousand dollars.

When a family’s expenses exceed its resources, falling
below the “break-even line,” it must choose between
several undesirable options to remain financially
afloat. These options could include exhausting
savings; falling into debt; relying on extended family
or friends for money; living in overcrowded, unsafe
housing; leaving a child in substandard care; or going
hungry for several days a week, depending on how far
it falls below this threshold. (The distance below the
red break-even line below can accordingly be consid-
ered the dollar amount that this family would need in
order to pay for basic expenses.) After exhausting any

savings to cover this shortfall, these families are left
with no financial cushion to withstand family emer-
gencies such as the temporary loss of employment or
an unexpected illness that causes the parent to miss
time from work.

The mitigating influence of federal healthcare
subsidies can be seen by the vertical bump in net
resources for the $10 per hour wage line at 39 hours
per week, for the $12 per hour wage line at 32 hours
per week, for the $15 per hour wage line at 26 hours
per week, and for the $19 per hour wage line at

21 hours per week. In each of these instances, this
bump occurs when the hypothetical family’s wages
surpass the poverty guideline, enabling the parent to
begin receiving healthcare subsides. When working
less than those hours for the respective wage rates,
the parent in this family is assumed to be paying for
marketplace insurance for their personal coverage
completely out-of-pocket, so the subsidies result

in more than two thousand dollars of budget relief
for this family. When earning the Florida hourly
minimum wage of $8.05, the parent does not earn
enough to bring the family above the poverty guide-
line—even when working full time—and does not
qualify for the federal subsidies. To pay for unsubsi-
dized insurance, the parent would be forced to make
numerous sacrifices in the family’s standard of living
in order to avoid a crushing debt burden.

As shown in the third column of Table 1, the
minimum wage would need to rise to $9.69 for

this family to access federal healthcare subsidies. If
Florida continues to refuse to expand its Medicaid
program to include more low-income parents,
raising the minimum wage could ensure that more
working parents have access to the federal subsidies
that make healthcare more affordable.

The current Florida minimum wage is not
high enough to offset additional child care
and other costs incurred when a second
parent works more hours

At the current state minimum wage of $8.05, a
two-parent family can easily run up more costs in
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Figure 1: Annual net resources by hours worked per week, single-parent family*
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*The representative family lives in Jacksonville, Florida, with two children ages 3 and 13, and receives SNAP, Medicaid/CHIP, and federal tax credits, when eligible.

child care and other work expenses when the second
parent works additional hours than it gains in income.

We can see this dilemma by using the Family Resource
Simulator to track net resources for a married two-
parent Jacksonville family with one three-year-old
child, accessing the same set of public benefits as in the
one-parent family example above. As can be seen by
the bottom line in Figure 2, once this family receives a
boost in net resources due to qualifying for healthcare
subsidies at 48 hours of work per week at the minimum
wage (40 hours per week at the minimum wage for one
parent and eight hours per week at the minimum wage
for the family’s second wage earner), there is very little
net benefit to working more hours; net resources vary
only slightly from 48 hours per week (-$3,527) through
80 hours per week (-$3,313). Even with both parents

working full time at the minimum wage, family net
resources remain well below the break-even level. This
family can only avoid the types of sacrifices described
above (e.g., substandard child care or housing) by
attaining higher-paying work.

It is important to note that although increasing child
care costs are a major reason why net resources for
this family and others like it remain stagnant, there
are other expenses that rise and benefits that decline
as a consequence of the second parent working
longer hours. This family will spend more on trans-
portation as increased hours turn into increased
days worked per week, requiring more trips between
work and home. Payroll taxes, income taxes,

and premiums for Florida KidCare also increase
with earnings, and the value of federal healthcare

N C CP National Center for Children in Poverty



Figure 2: Annual net resources by hours worked per week, two-parent family*
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== net resources at Florida’s minimum wage ($8.05/hour)
= net resources ($12/hour)

= net resources ($10/hour)
= net resources ($15/hour)

*The representative family lives in Jacksonville, Florida, with one child age 3, and receives SNAP, Medicaid/CHIP, and federal tax credits, when eligible.

subsidies, SNAP benefits, and the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC) all decline as earnings increase.

Specifically, as the second parent increases working
hours from eight hours per week to 40 hours per
week, the Family Resource Simulator calculates that
the family will incur the following additional costs
(on average) for each additional hour worked:

= $3.31 in child care costs®

= $1.41 reduction in SNAP benefits

= $0.95 reduction in the EITC

* $0.74 reduction in federal healthcare subsidies
= $0.62 in payroll taxes

= $0.67 in transportation costs

* $0.14 in Florida KidCare premiums

* $0.08 in federal income taxes (higher income

taxes are mostly offset by the child and
dependent care tax credit)

This all adds up to an average of $7.92 in additional
costs per hour worked as a two-parent household
with minimum wage jobs moves from working 48
hours per week to 80 hours per week, a net gain of
just $0.13 per additional hour worked. Similarly, the
average increase in expenses per hour for a family
when a second parent moves from not working at all
to working a $10-per-hour job at 40 hours per week
is $8.93 per hour. This leads to only about a $1,800
gain in net resources per year. As Figure 2 shows,
only when the wage rises to $12 per hour or more
does the family move from just below the break-
even line to having positive net resources, with net
resources rising steadily after the second parent

The Florida Minimum Wage: How Much Can it Really Buy, and How High Should it Be?



works more than 11 hours per week. At $15 per hour,
a family like this one can already afford to pay for
basic expenses and save a little without the second
parent working, but the returns are high enough and
proportionate enough per additional hour worked so
as to provide a strong incentive for the second parent
to enter the labor force.

Conclusions

This policy brief shows how difficult it is for Florida
families to get by on the state minimum wage of
$8.05, and how raising the wage would strengthen
family economic security. The current minimum
wage not only is too low to raise families out of
poverty, but also limits parental access to afford-
able healthcare, and often does not offset the costs
of having a second parent work. Across many family
types, it is too low to cover basic expenses, even
when one or both parents are working full time.

Policymakers seeking an optimal minimum wage can
be informed by analysis demonstrating the adequacy
of different wages in meeting basic family needs,

and showing how these wages interact with different
widely used income and work supports such as
Medicaid, SNAP, and federal tax credits. This policy
brief provides several examples of these interac-
tions using the Family Resource Simulator policy
modeling tool. A complete accounting of the impacts
of increasing the minimum wage would require an
assessment of any economic costs of a higher wage,
the economic impact of new family spending stimu-
lated by the addition to net family resources, and the
long-term gains to children, parents, and society from
families that are more financially secure.
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