
The State of Working Florida 2017 analyzes the
period from 2005 through 2016 and finds that while
Florida’s economic and employment levels have
recovered from the Great Recession levels of
economic security have not improved. This report
shows that increases in the share of low-wage
employment and the persistence of wage disparities
for women and people of color after the Great
Recession enabled an uneven economic recovery and
fueled greater income inequality. It concludes that
by making strategic public investments and policy
changes, Florida’s leaders have an opportunity to
improve the economic reality of all workers and their
families.

Families in Florida experience pervasive economic
insecurity and working poverty stemming from an
unbalanced and unequal economy. The research in
this report finds that for working Floridians the
scarcity of good jobs in higher paying industries has
created downward pressures on wages and incomes.
The jobs that are available, and the pay and benefits
related to those jobs, have a considerable impact on
which rung of the economic ladder most Floridians
belong and their prospects for economic security.
Therefore, the job creation that government
incentivizes and that businesses pursue has a
profound effect on the standard of living that
Florida’s economy provides to its workers. With few
good jobs, the Florida economy is promoting low-
wage and low-quality jobs at the expense of workers’
economic security.
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Families in Florida experience
pervasive economic insecurity and
working poverty stemming from an
unbalanced and unequal economy.
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Furthermore, the persistence of traditional forms of
economic marginalization, based on race and gender,
further complicates the ability of some Floridians to
achieve economic security. When Floridians are
pushed into the margins of economic life due to
discrimination and bias, they are simultaneously
stripped of opportunities to achieve economic
security. The economic marginalization of peoples
further fuels the economic inequalities that divide
Floridians into groups with the promise of improving
living standards and those without the prospects of
significant economic security in their lifetime.

This report will review the state of economic security
in Florida. Second, the report will analyze how the
state’s low-wage focused economic recovery
contributes to economic insecurity in Florida. Third,
evidence will be presented of inequalities, based
largely on the economic marginalization that many
Floridians experience. Lastly, the report will make
policy recommendations that promote economic
security and increase opportunity in Florida.

Authored by Alí R. Bustamante, Ph.D.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The State of Working Florida 2017 analyzes the period
from 2005 through 2016 and finds that, while Florida’s
economic and employment levels have recovered from
the Great Recession, levels of economic security have
not improved. This report shows that increases in the
share of low-wage employment and the persistence of
wage disparities for women and people of color after
the Great Recession enabled an uneven economic
recovery and fueled greater income inequality. It
concludes that by making strategic public investments
and policy changes, Florida’s leaders have an
opportunity to improve the economic reality of all
workers and their families.

Findings:

• 26.6 percent of all Floridians are either poor or near
poverty. This means that more than a quarter of
Floridians earn income that is 150 percent or less than
the federal poverty line.

• Black families experience economic insecurity and
poverty disproportionately. More than 2 in 5 black
Floridians, 40.7 percent, are in or near poverty. This is
in contrast to the near poverty rates of Hispanics and
whites, 35.1 percent and 23.3 percent respectively.

• The prevalence of economic insecurity in Florida is
largely due to the fact that typical household incomes
have not recovered from the Great Recession. In 2015,
Florida’s median household income was $49,688,
$5,630 less than it was in 2007 (in 2016 inflation-
adjusted dollars).

• Although the rate of uninsured persons has declined
by 4.8 percent in Florida, the state’s uninsured rate of
13.8 percent continues to exceed the national average.

• Although median wages are on an upswing nationally,
the Florida median wage has been on a downward
trajectory since 2010. In 2016, Florida’s median wage
of $16.03 was the lowest median wage the state has
experienced over the past 11 years. 

• In 2016, 1 in 5 Florida workers, 20.1 percent, was
paid at or below $10 an hour, the highest share of low
wage workers in the past 11 years.

• Between 2005 and 2016, 44.5 percent of all new
employment was in low-wage jobs, nearly 1 in every 2
jobs created. Of the 883,000 jobs created during this
period, more than 392,000 paid $10 an hour or less.
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• In 2016, 20.1 percent of all jobs were low-wage jobs
compared to 17.6 percent in 2005. Employment growth
in the fastest growing regions has been largely driven
by low-wage jobs. Of the 19 areas analyzed, 18 MSAs
increased total employment between 2005 and 2016
and only five of these MSAs experienced median wage
gains.

• The largest low-wage employing industry is leisure
and hospitality with more than 371,500 low-wage
workers, followed by retail trade (309,700), financial
activities and professional and business services
(278,000), and educational and health services
(257,900).

• In 2015, the bottom 90 percent of income earners in
Florida took home 64.2 percent of the income earned in
the state, the lowest amount in 11 years studied.

• Whites steadily out earn their Black and Hispanic
counterparts by a wide margin. For example, in 2016,
the median wage of White males was $20 per hour
compared to $15 for Hispanic males and $14.50 for
Black males.

• Between 2005 and 2016, Blacks have experienced
unemployment rates that are about two to three times
worse than that of Whites in Florida.

• Black and Hispanic adults are disproportionately
more likely to have lower levels of education than their
white counterparts. About 50 percent of Black and
Hispanic adults have some college education or a
college degree while 64 percent of Whites do.

Strategic public investments and policy changes that
improve the economic security of Floridians include:

     Increasing the minimum wage

     Promoting union membership

     Improving enforcement of existing anti-
     discrimination laws

     Implementing transparency in pay structures

     Increasing educational spending
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Floridians seek economic security, meaning that
they earn enough to pay for basic living expenses
while saving enough to pay for larger and long-term
expenses. Yet, many families, are unable to achieve
this security, particularly those of color. According
to data for 2015, the latest available data from the
U.S. Census’ American Community Survey, 26.6
percent of all Floridians are either poor or near
poverty. This means that more than a quarter of
Floridians earn income that is 150 percent or less
than the federal poverty line. 

In 2015, Florida’s near poverty rate was 4.9 percent
higher than the 2007 pre-recession level of 21.7
percent. Reports touting economic growth and low
employment levels fail to note that many working
families have been left out of the economic recovery
and continue to endure a lack of access to basic
necessities.
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Economic Insecurity and Poverty

26.6 percent of all
Floridians are either poor
or near poverty

Black families experience economic insecurity and
poverty disproportionately. More than 2 in 5 Black
Floridians, 40.7 percent, are in or near poverty.
This is in contrast to the near poverty rates of
Hispanics and Whites, 35.1 percent and 23.3
percent respectively. Therefore, in 2015, Black
Floridians are nearly twice as likely to be in or near
poverty than their White neighbors.

Additionally, Floridians endure economic insecurity
at higher rates than the national average. This
finding signals that Florida’s high rates of near
poverty are outcomes of state policies and a failure
of Florida policymakers to provide all families with
a modest standard of living and economic
opportunity.

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 1-year estimates
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The prevalence of economic insecurity in Florida is
largely due to the fact that typical household
incomes have not recovered from the Great
Recession.  
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In 2015, Florida’s median household income was
$49,688 – $5,630 less  than it was in 2007 (in 2016
inflation-adjusted dollars). The typical Florida
household has not recovered the purchasing power
that it had prior to 2010. Relative to the national
average, Florida’s decline in household income was
more severe and the recovery has been slower.
Florida households across the income ladder,
especially those near the bottom, remain in a state
of economic insecurity after the Great Recession.

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 1-year estimates

Typical household
incomes have not
recovered from the Great
Recession
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Furthermore, the prevalence of Floridians without
health insurance is exacerbating the ability of
working families to achieve economic security.
Although the rate of uninsured persons has declined
by 4.8 percent in Florida, the state’s uninsured rate
of 13.8 percent continues to exceed the national
average for all peoples. Florida policymakers should
build on prior efforts to reduce the share of
uninsured residents with the goal of bringing the
rate of uninsured to levels closer to, or better than,
the national average.
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Reductions in the uninsured rate would enable
more families to achieve economic security
because their ability to pursue employment will be
less likely to be hindered by illness, while also
lowering the risk of financial stress caused by
unforeseen medical and hospital bills.

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 1-year estimates
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It should be noted that the rise in economic
insecurity and the decline of incomes is not
explained by unemployment trends, the default
indicator of labor market health. Florida’s
unemployment rate is the lowest it’s been since
2007 and yet incomes still lag. Florida’s
unemployment rate is on par with the national
average despite experiencing a deeper bout with
unemployment during the Great Recession.
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Florida’s unemployment rate is
the lowest it’s been since 2007
and yet incomes still lag.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey
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grew by 1,351,000 jobs. How then is poverty and
economic insecurity so prevalent among Florida’s
families?
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

Additionally, Florida’s employment level is currently
well above its May 2007 peak of 9,046,000 workers.
Between February 2010, the trough of the Great
Recession, and December 2016, Florida’s economy

ECONOMIC INSECURITY AND POVERTY



The prevalence of working poverty and economic
insecurity in Florida is explained by the
preponderance of low wages and low-wage
employment growth. First, although median wages
are on an upswing nationally, the Florida median
wage has been on a downward trajectory since
2010. In 2016, Florida’s median wage of $16.03 was
the lowest median wage the state has experienced
over the past 11 years. This means that although the
unemployment rate has recovered from the Great
Recession, wages have not.
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Low-Wage Employment

In 2016, Florida’s median
wage of $16.03 was the
lowest median wage the
state has experienced
over the past 11 years.

In fact, Florida’s low median wage is a key piece of
evidence that much slack remains in the state’s
labor market. Furthermore, it is a signal to
policymakers that Florida workers and their
families are still suffering from the aftermath of the
Great Recession.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey
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Second, Florida’s workers are caught in a low-wage
jobs trap that is pushing them into working poverty
and economic insecurity. The latter is evident in the
sharp rise in the share of workers earning $10 an
hour or less in Florida. In 2016, 1 in 5 Florida
workers, 20.1 percent, was paid at or below $10 an
hour, the highest share of low wage workers in the
past 11 years. Florida is a particularly severe case in
the broader national trend of the rising share of low-
wage workers.
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The prevalence of low-wage work in Florida is
evidence that state policies have promoted low-
wage employment at the expense of the economic
security of Florida workers and their families. While
the share of low-wage workers has increased, the
state’s minimum wage has not kept up with
increases in the cost of living. While the Florida
minimum wage is annually adjusted to
accommodate inflation increases, the 2017
minimum wage of $8.10 per hour has proven
incapable of providing workers and their families
with the economic security that enables them to
cover their basic necessities without an undue
burden.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

Florida’s workers are caught in a
low-wage jobs trap
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Data show that between 2005 and 2016, 44.5
percent of all new employment was in low-wage
jobs, nearly 1 in every 2 jobs created. This report
finds that in 2016 20.1 percent of all jobs were low-
wage jobs compared to 17.6 percent in 2005. Of the
883,000 jobs created during this period, more than
392,000 paid $10 an hour or less.
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The largest low-wage employing industry is leisure
and hospitality with more than 371,500 low-wage
workers, followed by retail trade (309,700),
financial activities and professional and business
services (278,000), and educational and health
services (257,900). This means that the rise of low-
wage employment in Florida is driven by the leisure
and hospitality industry and by industries that we
don’t associate with low-wage employment such as
financial activities and professional and business
services, and educational and health services. The
prevalence of low-wage job creation throughout
Florida’s economy points to the need for a
comprehensive approach to improve wages
throughout the state, as is the case with an
increased minimum wage, which will be discussed
later.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

Between 2005 and 2016,
44.5 percent of all new
employment was in low-
wage jobs, nearly 1 in
every 2 jobs created
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Furthermore, an analysis of employment growth and
median wages by metropolitan statistical area
(MSA) reveals that employment growth in the
fastest growing regions has been largely driven by
low-wage jobs. The latter is evident in regions where
the rise in employment has been coupled with a
decline in median wages. For example, the
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Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford MSA experienced the
largest absolute gain in jobs in Florida between
2005 and 2016 with an increase of 188,210 jobs.
However, during this same period their median
wage declined by 1.8 percent. Of the 19 areas
analyzed, 18 MSAs increased total employment
between 2005 and 2016 and only five of these
MSAs experienced median wage gains. This means
that most of Florida’s MSAs pursued employment
gains at the expense of the economic security of
families.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Statistics and Wages

Employment growth in the
fastest growing regions has been
largely driven by low-wage jobs

LOW-WAGE EMPLOYMENT



The prevalence of economic insecurity and working
poverty in Florida is reflected in the distribution of
income in the state. In 2015, the bottom 90 percent
of income earners in Florida took home 64.2
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Structural Inequality

percent of the income earned in the state, the
lowest amount in the 11 years studied. Data show
that the post-Great Recession period is
characterized by growing income inequality as
greater shares of the state’s income are being
absorbed by the top 10 and 1 percent of income
earners.

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 1-year estimates

The bottom 90 percent of income
earners in Florida took home
64.2 percent of the income
earned in the state, the lowest
amount in the 11 years studied.
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Florida’s deep-rooted structural inequalities
contribute to the lack of economic security in the
state, especially among people of color. Between
2005 and 2016, White males consistently have the
highest median wage among the demographic
groups studied. White females are a distant second.
However, Black and Hispanic females regularly have
the lowest median wages in Florida.
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The median wages of Blacks and Hispanics were
higher in 2016 than in 2005 while Whites’ median
wages are not better than they were in 2005.
Nonetheless, Whites steadily earn more than their
black and Hispanic counterparts by a wide margin.
The latter is due to the legacy of economic and
occupational exclusion that racial and ethnic
minorities have historically faced in the U.S. and to
the existing discriminatory business practices.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

Black and Hispanic
females regularly have the
lowest median wages in
Florida.

STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY



The economic marginalization of racial and ethnic
minorities is also evident in unemployment rate
disparities. The unemployment rate captures the
share of people that are willing and able to work but
cannot find employment. This means that these
individuals would be employed if not for a lack of
good job prospects. Therefore, the
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disproportionately high rate of unemployment
among people of color, Blacks in particular, is an
indictment on Florida’s economy. Since 2005,
blacks have experienced unemployment rates that
are about two to three times worse than that of
whites in Florida. Florida policymakers should
make it a priority to address the marginalized
position that people of color have in our labor
market. All families should have access to economic
security and opportunity irrespective of their race
or ethnicity.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

Blacks have experienced
unemployment rates that are
about two to three times worse
than that of whites in Florida.
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Lastly, racial and ethnic disparities in educational
attainment outcomes also contribute to the
economic marginalization of people of color. Black
and Hispanic adults are disproportionately more
likely to have lower levels of education than their
white counterparts. About 50 percent of Black and
Hispanic adults have some college education or a
college degree while 64 percent of whites do. The
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gap in educational attainment contributes to racial
and ethnic disparities in accessing the scarce
quality jobs that allow workers and their families to
achieve economic security.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

The gap in educational
attainment contributes to
racial and ethnic
disparities.
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Florida can be a model for other states across the
U.S. if it makes strategic public investments and
policy changes that improve the economic reality of
all workers and their families. First, Florida
policymakers need to address the prevalence of
economic insecurity in the state by raising the state
minimum wage. The decline in the state’s labor force
participation rates for all groups, except workers 55

and over, signals that Florida’s economy is not
promoting quality employment opportunities. It is
important to note that the increased labor
participation of persons 55 and over is largely due to
the low levels of retirement savings among older
workers. However, non-elder persons who would
otherwise work are not seeking employment
because the jobs being created are not attractive. A
higher state minimum wage would incentivize
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Policy Recommendations

workers to rejoin the labor force and provide them
with a path toward greater economic security. An
increased state minimum wage will increase the
earnings of Florida workers by billions, thereby
stimulating economic growth.  Additionally, the
incomes of low-wage workers can also rise through
non-wage interventions such as through increased
tax credits as is possible through the federal earned
income tax credit (EITC) and child tax credit (CTC).
The EITC is a refundable tax credit designed to
reward work and reduce poverty, especially among
low-income households. Similarly, the CTC is a
refundable tax credit that enables families with
children to cover their basic necessities. Both the
EITC and CTC have historically benefited from bi-
partisan support.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

A higher state minimum wage
would incentivize workers to
rejoin the labor force and provide
them with a path toward greater
economic security.
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Second, Florida policymakers should promote
greater union membership and collective bargaining
in order to empower the voice of working people at
work and provide workers with the opportunity to
shape their working lives. Due to long-established
“Right to Work” laws, union participation and
strength in Florida historically have been low
compared to the U.S. average. In 2016, Florida’s
union membership rate was half the national
average.
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Without bargaining power, workers are unable to
ensure that they are being compensated fairly and
adequately, resulting in a divergence between the
profits of businesses and median wages in
the state. While the state’s increased reliance on
low-wage jobs accounts for the decline in economic
security, the absence of organized labor has further
depressed the standard of living of workers and
exacerbated income inequality.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey
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Third, labor discrimination in Florida may be
reduced through greater enforcement of existing
anti-discrimination laws and through greater
transparency in pay structures that provide workers
with valuable information in determining whether
they are be unfairly paid. People of color account for
46 percent of Florida’s labor force and their share
has grown steadily during the past 11 years.
Therefore, it is imperative that Florida’s
policymakers welcome greater labor force diversity
and provide all workers and their families with a
clear path toward economic security and
opportunity. 

Government and employer policies focused on
supporting child rearing, such as paid parental leave
and child care subsidies to quality child care, can also
serve to reduce workplace discrimination as parents,
and particularly mothers, would receive the
supports they need to balance work and family.
Furthermore, stronger worker protections such as
wage theft enforcement would do a lot to secure the
wages of vulnerable workers into the future.
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Lastly, improving economic security in Florida
entails increasing educational spending and
promoting greater educational opportunities.
Florida’s labor force is increasingly becoming more
educated. However, in 2016, 54.9 percent of
Florida’s labor force does not have a college degree
(associate’s degree or higher). This means that the
majority of Florida’s workers lack the higher
education credentials that many quality jobs
require. Improvements to the quality of public K-12
education in Florida are necessary, especially so
that students may be better prepared to succeed in
colleges, universities, or technical schools.  While a
greater share of young people are enrolling in
college than ever before thanks to the availability
of Pell grants and other education subsidies, the
proportion of students that actually graduate from
college has seen little improvement. Therefore,
Florida policymakers must promote employment
that provides all workers with economic security,
irrespective of their educational attainment level.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey

People of color account
for 46 percent of Florida’s
labor force.

54.9 percent of Florida’s labor
force does not have a college
degree.
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Increasing the minimum wage, promoting union
membership, improving enforcement of existing
anti-discrimination laws, implementing
transparency in pay structures, and increasing
educational spending are some key initiatives that
Florida policymakers should consider. Florida’s
families need economic security to achieve a
standard of living that provides them with dignified
lives and opportunity. It is due time that Florida’s
economy worked for them.

Additionally, Florida policymakers must increase
public education spending in order to provide all
people with access to quality education and the
opportunity to successfully transition into
institutions of higher education. In 2016, Florida per
pupil education spending was $2,543 less than the
national average. Since 2005, the gap between
Florida’s per student spending levels and the
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national average has widened. Florida’s students
deserve more and it is in the state’s interest to
adequately fund public education so that these
students may have the opportunity to prosper
along with the Florida economy.  

Source: U.S. Census Annual Survey of School System Finances

State policymakers have a
duty to focus on the
economic security of
families and not just on
the state’s bottom line.

In 2016, Florida per pupil
education spending was $2,543
less than the national average.

Florida’s economy is better than it was during the
Great Recession but state policymakers have a
duty to focus on the economic security of families
and not just on the state’s bottom line. It is
therefore imperative that strategic public
investments and policy changes are made to
improve the economic security of Floridians.
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