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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The "living-wage" law passed by the city of Baltimore, Md., in 1994 is designed to ensure that workers paid 
through publicly supported funds earn wages above the poverty level. It required private contractors perform­
ing services for the city to pay their workers on these contracts a stipulated minimum 



• Noncompliance by contractors with the requirement that they provide regular payroll data to the city 
makes it difficult for this study to assess the broader impacts of the law. This noncompliance will hinder 
all attempts to study the impact of the living wage. 

Impact on workers: Census and interview data 
• An accurate count of the number of workers in the city directly affected by the living-wage law is 

difficult to obtain, but the best estimate is about 1,500. Because some part-time workers "share" living 

wage jobs, the number of workers affected could be significantly higher, although the benefits of the 
living wage would be accordingly attenuated. 

• According to the 1990 Census, African Americans made up 72% of the city's private-sector, low-wage 
service workforce, although they accounted for only 59% of the city's population. Twenty-seven percent 
of the households of low-wage workers lived below the poverty line. 

• Within the city's low-wage service sector, the distribution by race and gender across occupations is 
highly uneven, according to the 1990 Census. For example, 84% of the low-wage janitors in Baltimore 
are African American, while women hold roughly 83% of low-wage administrative support and personal 
services jobs. On the other hand, working hours and total wage income did not vary significantly across 

these categories. 
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The living-wage Jaw was opposed both by the private sector and by important segments of the city's bureaucracy as threatening the 
"competitiveness" and economic health of Baltimore. Critics charged that 

higher wages on 



c 

BUDGETARY IMPACT OF THE liVINGwWAGE LAW 

Opponents of the living-wage legislation argued that the law 
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TABLE 1 
Contract prices before and after the living wage 

Old Old New New Applicable min. Price 
Contract name contract no. price($) contract no. price($) wage ($/hr) change(%) 
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Some part of this disparity may be tied to the proportion of workers on a contract whose hourly pay had 
been below the living-wage level before the ordinance was implemented. The contract for general charter bus 
service, for example, covers bus drivers who made $8.50 per hour before the living wage went into effect; 
here, the living wage is not a cost factor and, indeed, this contract was rebid at exactly the same price. 

The largest single contract, accounting for 72% of the total dollar value of the 26 contracts combined, is 
for public pupil 4 r  the pupil to d 
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and bus sectors. In grass cutting, the withdrawal of some medium-size contractors prompted the 



A PICTURE OF LOW-WAGEWORKERS IN BALTIMORE 

In order to appreciate the effect of the living wage on workers, it would be helpful to establish some sense of 
the working and Jiving conditions of Baltimore's low-wage service workers in general; in the sections that 

follow we will examine data for living-wage workers in particular. Because the 1990 Census data we use to 
sketch the broader population and the particular data we have drawn on living-wage workers are not compa­
rable, we are not able to construct a statistically representative sample of living-wage workers. Thus, this 
sketch provides only a notional basis for comparison. Also, a considerable amount of time has elapsed since 
the 1990 Census, so many things may have changed.' We nevertheless feel that this sketch provides an 
important backdrop to what follows. 

The Census data provide information about the employment, family, and housing circumstances of 
Baltimore's low-wage service sector workforce. 10 We selected a subset of people who met the following criteria: 

(I) they worked for government or private sector for-profit and nonprofit employers; 

(2) they worked in one of a range of occupations chosen for their similarity to occupations covered by the 
living-wage law (e.g., janitors and cleaners, parking lot attendants, bus and taxicab drivers, etc.); 

(3) they worked in one of a range of sectors similar to those covered by the living-wage law (landscaping, 
construction, food service, transportation, finance/insurance/real estate, business and repair services, 
entertainment and recreation services, and professional and related services); and 

(4) they worked for low wages. Low wages were defined as below $6.31 per hour, which was �t�b�~� 'Tledian 
estimated hourly wage for the service workers in these categories in 1989. Thus, half of all service 
workers in low-wage occupational categories earned less than $6.31 an hour in 1989 and became part of 
our sample group.11 

We have also relied on the 
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TABLE2 
low-wage service workers by occupation and race, 1990 

Race 

Occupation Black Other White Total 

Adminstrative support Count 2,173 152 1,206 3,531 
% of occupation 62% 4% 34% 100% 

Construction Count 



TABLE3 
Low-wage service workers by occupation and gender, 1990 

Gender 

0CCUQation Female Male Total 

Administrative support Count 2,923 608 3,531 
% of Occupation 83% 17% 100% 

Construction Count 59 1,658 1,717 
% of Occupation 3% 97% 100% 

Food service Count 1,428 1,684 3,112 
% of Occupation 46% 54% 100% 

Guards Count 447 1,265 1,712 
% of Occupation 26% 74% 100% 

Janitors Count 2,697 2,908 5,605 
% of Occupation 48% 52% 100% 

Personal services Count 1,388 274 1,662 
% of Occupation 84% 16% 100% 

Transport Count 202 401 603 
% of Occupation 33% 67% 100% 

Laborers Count 756 1,438 2,194 
% of Occupation 34% 66% 100% 

Total Count 9,900 10,236 20,136 
% of Occupation 49% 51% 100% 

Source: 1990 Census. 

roughly three-fourths provided 100% of the family's income (not shown in table). The combination of racial 
and gender segmentation in the labor market seems to be an especially severe problem for African American 
women in Baltimore. And the presence of children in predominantly women-headed households results in a 
startling statistic: nine out of 10 children of working families in poverty are African American. 

Another effect of low-wage work is that many more people in a low-wage service worker's family are 

likely to be mobilized into the labor market when compared with all other Baltimore families. As Table 5 
shows, 29% of low-wage families had three or more family members in the labor market, compared with 15% 
for the city as a whole. 

According to the Census, 6% of all low-wage service workers reported receiving some form of Social 
Security income, including Social Security pensions and survivors benefits and permanent disability insur­
ance payments. Another 6% reported receiving some form of public assistance; the amount averaged $3,073 
per year and consisted of supplementary security income from federal or state welfare agencies for people 
who are age 65 a  p e n s a 8 9 . 0 . n e f i t s ( c o m 9 ' . 5  0  0 4 9 6 . i n c o m e  ) T j 
 0 . 0 3 1 z 1 5 9  T c  1 r a i 5 5  y  income $ 3 , s u c 0 2 5 5



TABLE4 
Household status by gender in Baltimore, 1990 

Household status 

Gender Householder Non relative Other relative Child Partner Total 

Female Count 4,243 902 465 2,476 1,814 9,900 
% of household 
status 61% 47% 34% 35% 64% 49% 

%of total 21% 4% 2% 12% 9% 49% 

Male Count 2,722 1,008 906 4,560 1,040 10,236 
% of household 
status 39% 53% 66% 65% 36% 51% 

%of total 14% 5% 4% 23% 5% 51% 

Total Count 6,965 1,910 1,371 7,036 2,854 20,136 
% of household 

status 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
%of total 35% 9% 7% 35% 14% 100% 

Source: 1990 Census. 

Characteristics of 

2 3 % i n c  9 . 7  0  3 4 4 s  

2 3 % M a y c  9 . 7  0  3 4 6  1  T 0  0 5 1   T c  9 . 1 9 9 2 , l d  





TABLES 
Housing tenure status of Baltimore households 

Owned with mortgage 
Owned free and clear 
Rented for cash 
No cash rent 

Low-wage families 

Frequency Percent 

4,204 
2,539 

12,020 
112 

22.3 
13.5 
63.7 
0.6 

All families in 
Baltimore (%) 

27.4 
21.4 
50.4 
0.8 

Source: 1990 Census. 

"' " 0 
.c "' 0 .c 50.4 .c households 



TABLE 7 
Race, number of children, and household type for all poverty households, Baltimore, 1990 

Number of children 

Race/ethnici!Y 1 2 3 4 5 Total 

Black 
Household type 

Married couple 92 33 31 66 222 
Male householder family 155 53 20 228 
Female householder family 513 687 617 134 59 2,010 
Female nonfamily 20 20 

Total 780 773 668 200 59 2,480 

Other 
Household type 

t y p e  



ESTIMATING THE NUMBER OF LIVINGs WAGE WORKERS 

After discussions with many inside and outside city government, we could find no estimates for the number 
of workers affected by the living-wage law. It would, obviously, be helpful to have some sense of the magni­
tude of this figure in order to assess the impact of the law. 

In December 1995, the city's Bureau of the Budget and Management Research (BBMR) produced a 
rough estimate of the cost of the ordinance (Mazza 1995). To do so814Binside25 107 Tc10.33 0 Td
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TABLE 8 
Estimated number of living wage 



THE IMPACT OFTHE LIVING WAGE ON WORKERS: 
PAYROLl DATA 

Bus aide is a strategically important occupation in the general scheme of things, although the value of the 
work is not rated highly in market terms. Bus aides are responsible for keeping order on the bus, helping 
children on and off as well as across the street, acting as role models, protecting the driver from dangerous 
distractions, providing first aid, and helping to manage emergencies. In short, they are directly responsible for 
the safety of schoolchildren and must have considerable "human relations" skills to do the job well. Bus aide 
work has been shown to produce high levels of stress (Lede et al. 1994). 

Bus aide work is normally part time and occurs in widely separated segments of the day. A typical bus 
worker will start work between 6:00 and 7:00a.m. and finish the morning route by 9:30. From 9:30 to 1:00 
p.m. is enforced idle time, for which no pay is received. The worker is free to go off site, but this might mean 
a long journey horne and then back again for the afternoon shift, or finding somewhere else to wait. For 
example, one bus aide with whom we spoke left her house every morning at 4:30 a.m. in order to catch a bus 
to take her to work. 

pay 



The working year, as noted, runs from 
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though, on the $6.60 rate, since backpay has been awarded when firms have come into compliance. 
At $6.60 per hour, the mean annual income was $3,355, or $12,645 short of the city's own figure for 

keeping a family of four out of poverty (see Figure 3). The top 10% of earners in our sample brought in 
$6,600 to $8,580 per year, the lower 50% earned less than $3,300, and 12.5% earned less less less e48Tm
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Rrequency distribution of annual hours, bus aides 
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Rrequency distribution of annual income, bus aides 
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work by their employers. Two-thirds of the remaining workers said they would accept full-time work if it 

were available. Those workers satisfied with part-time work were either elderly, had health problems, or had 

family responsibilities that prevented them from working full time. 

At most workplaces, interviewees said the division between full- and part-time work was involuntary. 

Only one woman out of the 21 women in our group had full-time work, and some women felt that as a matter 

of policy employers were more likely to offer full-time work to men. As one put it, "The management has a 

policy that the guys work [full-time] and the women work [part-time)." On the other hand, a worker at 

another job site said, "Only managers get full-time work. No one else gets full-time work." 

Fifteen out of the 26 workers we interviewed worked only during the school year. Based on the city's 

analysis, we estimate that 74% of all workers covered by the living wage work in the school system (Mazza 

1995). While not all school jobs are seasonal, many are limited to nine-month terms. Some bus companies 

offered their aides summer work, but schedules are irregular and unpredictable. As we have seen, these 

irregular hours attenuate the impact of the living wage. 

Length of time at the job 
Among the people we interviewed, school bus w(whowoee ail wormen)hav the wlng stiternue lat
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(although less than the living wage) has no negative effects on employment levels compared with nearby 

jurisdictions with a lower minimum wage (Card and Krueger 1995). 

We asked workers if there had been any change in the number of workers at their workplaces or if 

their working hours had changed since their wages had increased. Based on these interviews, we found no 
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the work product and increase productivity. Our interviews, however, revealed that few employers were 
currently using training as a means of improving quality and efficiency. 

School bus aides, in particular, uniformly expressed a strong desire for increased training in order to 
address the variety of needs of children with disabilities. They currently receiw9ct <</Conf 0 9c 32165 0 Td
lress then a t y  of training 
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20. This time period lies within FY 1997, during which time the living wage rate should have been $6.60 per hour. 

21. The eight-week time period was selected to provide generous accommodation for the possibility that individuals might 
work several short stints over the course of the nine months and thus make the turnover rate appear higher. As it turns out, there 
were no such cases. Changing the turnover definition to a four-week interval makes no significant difference to the overall 
results. 

22. Calculating a full-time job at 40 hours per week for 50 weeks, or 2,000 working hours. 

23. At the time of the interviews, the summer of July-August 1997, the stipulated living wage for FY98-$7.10 per hour­
should have been in effect. Many of the employees in this group work seasonally -on furlough over the summer-and so their 
wages had not yet increased, thus drawing the average down. But some of the shortfall, as the text shows, is due to noncompli­
ance. 

24. The dataset we used includes teenagers who are working at low wages. Workers who were excluded from the general 
sketch of low-wage service workers tended to be in households with two or three incomes and no children. Excluding the 
highest-income low-wage workers (more than three standard deviations from the mean) has a very small impact on the overall 
picture, as this group comprises about 120 observations out of 20,136. For this reason, we believe our dataset does not substan­
tially overstate the beneficial impacts of a living wage even though the highest-income low-wage families are not included. 

25. Bureau of the Census 1990. 
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