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Good afternoon. Thank you for the opportunity to discuss the pressing issues 

facing workers and their families in New York City. I am an economist with the 

Economic Policy Institute where I have worked for nearly 10 years on research 

related to wages, health insurance, and economic inequality. The Economic Policy 

Institute is a non-partisan non-profit organization devoted to research on low- 

and moderate-income workers.  I have a Master’s in Public Affairs from the 

University of Texas and a Ph.D. in Economics from the University of Wisconsin. 

 

For the last couple of years, I have worked with my team to update a series of 

metrics to measure what it takes to live in various communities across the United 

States. The ability of families to obtain an adequate but modest living standard is 

an important measure of economic performance.  While poverty thresholds, 

generally set at the national level, are used to evaluate the extent of serious 

economic deprivation in our society, the Economic Policy Institute’s Family 

Budget Calculator offers a broader measure of economic welfare.  The family 

budgets we developed measure the income a family needs to secure a safe and 

decent-yet-modest living standard in the community in which it resides.  The basic 

budgets are relative measures of what incomes are necessary to attain a specific 

standard of living including expenses for housing, food, child care, transportation, 

health care, other necessities, and taxes.  

 

Our 2013 Family Budget Calculator provides a useful metric for academics and 

policy experts looking for comprehensive measures of economic security. The 

official poverty threshold is a national income level used to measure the number 

and share of Americans who are economically deprived. Conceptually, the 

poverty measure is an important one, but one that is fundamentally different 

from our basic family budgets. Families above the poverty threshold are just 

thought to be free of outright material deprivation.  Family budgets offer a 

broader measure of economic adequacy, measuring the dollar amount families 

need to obtain in order to live modestly in various communities across the nation. 

 

The EPI basic Family Budget Calculator illustrates the income required to 

adequately afford a safe and decent standard of living for one of six family types 
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living in any of 615 specific U.S. communities. The six different family types 

include one or two parents with one to three children.  Cost-of-living differences 

are built into the budget calculations by incorporating regional, state, or local 

variations in prices (depending on item). These are not extravagant or even what 

some might consider middle-class budgets. They do not include savings. Not 

savings for retirement (outside of Social Security), not savings for a rainy day, not 

savings for college. Our basic family budgets simply include the local costs for 

basic requirements:  housing, food, child care, transportation, health care, other 

necessities like clothing, and taxes. 

 

Here are our findings related to New York City: 

 

1. For a family of four (with two parents and two kids), it costs more to live in NYC 

than anywhere else in the United States. A family of four in the median family 

budget area in the United States takes $63,238 to meet their needs. The basic 

family budget for a two-parent, two-child family in New York City is $93,502. This 

is $30,624 higher than the median and is the most expensive budget of this family 

type. 

 

2. Housing, child care, and health care are the largest components of family 

budgets. Together, they make up nearly two-thirds of a four-person family’s 

budget in NYC. 

 

On a monthly basis, it costs about $7,800 for a two-parent, two-children family to 

make ends meet in NYC. While the high cost of housing in NYC is well 

documented, child care actually takes up a larger share of families’ budgets. 

Furthermore, across geographic areas and family types, child care costs and not 

housing costs account for the greatest variability in family budgets.  Child care 

costs for a two-parent, one-child household in New York City are 16.6 percent (or 

$1,070) of a family’s budget, but for a two-parent, three-child household, child 

care makes up 29.7 percent (or $2,942) of a family’s budget.   

 

3. What it actually costs to live in NYC is far higher than would be suggested by 

the official poverty line. All six family budgets in NYC—from one-parent, one-child 
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families to two-parent, three-children families—exceed the official poverty 

threshold by at least 400 percent. In 2012, the official poverty threshold for two-

parent, two-children families was $23,283. Compare this to the basic family 

budget for this family type of $93,502, and it is clear how the official poverty 

measure is woefully inadequate. 

 

4. This brings me to my last point. Even in the best of times, many parents in low-

wage jobs will not earn enough market-based income to meet their family's basic 

needs. A full-time, full-year worker in New York City who is paid $7.25 per hour 

(the minimum wage) will earn pre-tax about $15,080 a year, which is even below 

the official poverty line of $15,825 for a single parent with one child, and far 

below the $67,000 needed to live modestly in NYC.   

 

It is encouraging that the New York State Assembly signed a minimum-wage 

increase, which will scale up the minimum wage to $9.00 an hour by December 

31, 2015, but even two full-time workers making $9.00 an hour will make an 

annual salary of $37,440, but that is still short $39,938 of the $77,378 needed for 

even the smallest two-parent family budget. 

 

When earnings from work do not push families over the family budget thresholds, 

publicly provided work supports can also assist workers. The Earned Income Tax 

Credit, child care subsidies and tax credits, food stamps, and subsidies for 

housing, transportation, and health care have been effective in increasing post-

tax incomes and consumption for working families. Being a working member of 

our economy has associated costs, such as transportation to and from work and 

the expense of child care. Our family budgets demonstrate that child care costs, 

on average, account for around 20 percent of the typical budget area for a family 

with two children. This particular expenditure is clearly an important leverage 

point for using work supports to narrow the gap between earnings and needs. 

The Economic Policy Institute’s basic family budgets can provide a crucial 

barometer for how many Americans and specifically New Yorkers are able to 

obtain an adequate but modest living standard. 


