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Presentation Notes
As social workers we advocate for policies that we hope will work toward equity and social justice. Given recent increases in wage inequality and a long period of stagnant wages, increasing wages is one way that social workers might advocate social justice. A national movement led primarily by labor unions, the Fight for $15 has been working toward raising wages. Our study, the Pittsburgh Wage Study, is working to examine the effect of increasing wages on the quality of life of individual parents.



Background

■ Material hardship, including challenges with food, child care, and housing have been 
associated with low-wage work (Agrawal, Farrell, Wethington, & Devine, 2018; Carrillo, Harknett, Logan, 
Luhr, & Schneider, 2017; Katras, Sharp, Dolan, & Baron, 2015; Okechukwu, Ayadi, Tamers, Sabbath, & Berkman, 2012) 
and risks to child well-being (Berger, Font, Slack, & Waldfogel, 2017; Ha, Collins, & Martino, 2015; 
Okechukwu et al., 2012) 

■ Increases in wage and income reduce risks to child well-being
– Increased child support payments (Cancian, Yang, & Slack, 2013)

– Higher EITC (Berger et al., 2017)

– Increase in the minimum wage (Raissian & Bullinger, 2017)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Low-wage work can relate to parenting challenges and poor child well-being directly through material hardship or parent stress. Material hardship, including challenges with food, child care, and housing have been associated with low-wage work (Agrawal, Farrell, Wethington, & Devine, 2018; Carrillo, Harknett, Logan, Luhr, & Schneider, 2017; Katras, Sharp, Dolan, & Baron, 2015; Okechukwu, Ayadi, Tamers, Sabbath, & Berkman, 2012) and risks to child well-being (Berger, Font, Slack, & Waldfogel, 2017; Ha, Collins, & Martino, 2015; Okechukwu et al., 2012) Literature shows that relatively small increases in income can improve child outcomes, including child maltreatmentIncreased child support payments (Cancian, Yang, & Slack, 2013)Higher EITC (Berger et al., 2017)Increase in the minimum wage (Raissian & Bullinger, 2017)Our study is examining the effect of wage increases negotiated through a union contract. Over a period of three years, incremental increases in wages will raise the income floor for the technical, clerical, and service workers at a local hospital up to $15 per hour. This union contract-negotiated policy change allows us to research the effects of incremental wage increases on worker’s well-being and quality of life. 



Research Questions

■ What strategies do full-time hospital workers earning a low-wage use to accomplish 
caregiving?

■ Do these strategies differ above or below $15 per hour?

■ Do parents’ strategies differ by household income?

■ Which financial delineation – hourly wage or household income – seems to be more 
closely linked to hardships related to providing basic caregiving needs? 
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This presentation will focus on an analysis from our first wave of data collection to examine two key research questions:What strategies do full-time hospital workers earning a low-wage use to accomplish caregiving?Do these strategies differ above or below $15 per hour?I began with qualitative analysis of the in-depth interviews and through this analysis I noticed that the interviews revealed a significant reliance on overtime, second jobs, and wage-earning spouses. To examine how these additional factors played into the individuals’ ability to care for their homes and families, I added two additional research questions: Do parents’ strategies differ by household income?Which financial delineation – hourly wage or household income – seem to be more closely linked to hardships related to providing basic caregiving needs? Quick overview of method – I used a primarily qualitative method using in-depth interviews from the wave 1 interview, which followed an incremental wage change.  I then used our survey data to triangulate one of my findings from the qualitative data. 



Sample Table 1 
Demographic Data   

Population 
(N=1,442) 

Wave 1 Qualitative 
Parent Data 

(N=13) 

Wave 1 Quantitative 
Parent Data 

(N=54) 
Race/ Ethnicity n (%) n (%) n (%) 
   Asian 4 (0.3) 0 (0) 0 (0) 
   Black 261 (18) 9 (69) 15 (28) 
    Bi-Racial -- -- 2 (4) 
   White 1,012 (70) 3 (23) 36 (67) 
   Hispanic 7 (0.4) 0 0 
   Native American -- 0 1 (1) 
   Unknown 165 (11) 1 (8) 0 
Sex 

  
 

   Male 346 (24) 3 (23) 11 (20) 
   Female 933 (65) 10 (77) 43 (80) 
   Unknown 163 (11) 0 0 
Marital Status 

  
 

   Single 
 

8 (62) 47 (85) 
   Married/ Engaged 

 
5 (39) 6 (11) 

Wage Level 
  

 
  At or Above $15 

 
5 (62) 40 (74) 

  Below $15 
 

8 (39) 12 (22) 
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Qualitative dataWe interviewed 13 parents who were the primary caregivers of at least one minor child in the first wave. Majority Black, single mothers. Most are earning at or above $15 per hour at the time of the interviewQuantitative data, only 54 respondents reported being parents with minor children in wave 1These data better mirror the population, being majority White women. Most of these parents were also single and earning at or above $15 per hour. 
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		12 (22)









ANALYSIS
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This Pittsburgh Wage Study is a mixed methods study, collecting annual surveys from the whole union and in-depth interviews with around 49 workers in wave 1. Using the wave 1 data, I completed qualitative analysis first to build a “bank” of strategies used by the participants in order to provide for their children. (should I add a line about what style of coding – just thematic coding, working from individual case files up to case-ordered meta-matrices to observe patterns (quote book)). Though I hoped to look at child care more broadly, many of the strategies mentioned were focused primarily on providing for children most likely because our broader study aims focus on financial strategies or “making ends meet. Hdsps vs. strategies - Like any strategy, these strategies are carefully selected based on the individual’s balance of resources and require skill, knowledge, and, often collaboration with family members, to accomplish. They also additionally are associated with sacrifice. This often creates a situation where people describe these strategies as “hardships” however, I would argue that the term hardships is something external to the individual – something that affects an individual. Rather, strategies are ways that individuals employ their own agency and resources – in social work terms their self-determination – to face their hardships. For example, hunger may be the hardship or the potential hardship, but shopping at inexpensive grocery stores, occasionally skipping lunch, or using SNAP are all strategies to minimize the hardship. Especially in the case of parents, careful strategizing is often used to minimize the effect of hardships on children.As I built a bank of strategies from the qualitative data, I identified a driving assumption about wages: full-time workers should be able to afford basic needs for them and their families. Strategies that demonstrated parents could not accomplish this were grouped into “red level” strategies. Yellow-level strategies required some sacrifice but did not affect individual’s ability to provide basic needs for them or their families. Finally, green-level strategies can be considered positive for the family and do not limit access to basic needs or quality of life, which I termed green-level strategies. Often these strategies require extra money or time, and thereby, may indicate some level of privilege in the sample. 



Strategies
Full-time workers should 
be able to afford basic 

needs for them and their 
families. 

Violate the key 
assumption

Threaten basic needs

Require some sacrifice
Do not affect family 

access to basic needs
Used by all families

Do not limit access to 
basic needs or quality 

of life
Require extra money, 

time, or power
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To develop a way to explain and justify any observed patterns by financial delineation, I needed to clearly describe and apply assumptions. Observing the range of strategies, I determined that there were approximately three levels of hardship addressed by the strategies, for which I developed a color-coding scheme. The underlying assumption I applied was considering what people “should” be able to accomplish as full-time workers. Clearly this is subjective, but I think most would hope that full-time, adult workers could afford basic needs for their families. I counted these as including food, utilities, housing, medical care, child care, transportation, and access to family members. Child care and access to family members were included because these are known to be key to child safety and well-being. Additionally, clothing, though often considered a basic need, was excluded because participants who described not purchasing clothing as a strategy described this as not buying new clothes for themselves rather than being unclothed or poorly clothed for the weather. Red-level strategies were strategies that indicated an individual could not afford these basic needs with their own income, requiring either forgoing – in partial or in total – basic needs or requiring public benefits to cover them. I had some concern about using this color-coding scheme because of the possibility of it coming off as judgmental, for example red-level strategies being seen as "bad" rather than linked to hardship or likely to put a family at additional vulnerability, such as if a family lost their SNAP benefits because of changes in eligibility laws. However, the cognitive schema attached to the "stoplight colors" meant it would be easier to interpret. I decided that if I carefully explained my choice of colors as not considering red strategies as strategies used by "bad" parents or "bad" strategies, but rather strategies that suggest hardship, I think the interpretive benefit is worth it. I will describe the details and outcomes of this color-coding strategy in the results section. The color-coding allowed me to enumerate the number of red, yellow, and green-level hardships each participant utilized which provided a crude method through which to compare their experiences. By creating this ranking method, I could more objectively compare the experiences of participants by each financial delineation. Later I will combine this comparison with holistic coding, number of stressors, and quality of caregiving to test theories that possibly explain the differentiations across wage and income level. In short, ranking the strategies and using a color coding scheme in my visualizations provided a tool with which I could test theories and verify conclusions. Red Level I identified a driving assumption about wages: full-time workers should be able to afford basic needs for them and their families. Strategies that demonstrated parents could not accomplish this were grouped into “red level” strategies. These strategies encompass three primary styles: using public benefits, forgoing items partially or in total, or accessing support from family members. Public benefits included food assistance through Supplementary Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP,or food stamps), Section 8 housing for reduced rent, and public medical insurance (SCHIP) for their children. Forgone items included medical insurance for the parent, avoiding car maintenance, skipping meals or eating smaller portions, forgoing renter’s insurance, and being unable to afford to visit their family as frequently as they needed or wanted to. All but one parent reported using at least one red-level strategy. Not being able to pay rent or utility bills was reported as the most stressful situation for parents and, relatedly, paying partial bills as an extremely stressful strategy. Strength-basedDespite these stressors, parents making sacrifices clearly prioritized their children’s needs over their own. Examples of this were identified by most parents. Tanya reports ensuring her daughter has medical insurance, forgoing her own, saying “I don’t get any medical or anything, unless it’s for the baby. If they ask how come I didn’t apply to get medical for myself, it costs too much. You know, it costs too much. As long as she’s covered, you know?” Latoya explains how she reduces her own food portions so her child can eat, stating she cooks food “on a smaller scale” and sacrifices her own portion to “make sure that [her daughter] has whatever she needs, you know, first before anything else.” 	Sheila reports using her raise to satisfy her children’s material wants and working overtime to ensure she can pay for the costs associated with special occasions, stating that Well when I learn that the kids like things that are coming up, I just put my overtime in. That’s when I kick in and do my overtime. Like I had to do that for Christmas. Being a single mother, I just kick my own self in the butt, put in a lot of overtime just so I can buy gifts and make sure that they have everything that they want.Overall, red-level strategies require sacrifices and exacerbate stress among parents in our sample who earn less than a living wage. Despite this, they use these strategies to the extent they need to, sparing their children as they are able.  Yellow-LevelYellow-level strategies required some sacrifice but did not affect individual’s ability to provide basic needs for them or their families. 



Red-Level Strategies

Public Benefits

• Using SNAP
• Using LIHEAP
• Using Section 8
• Using Medicaid or SCHIP
• Using subsidized child 

care

Forgoing Items

• Eating smaller portions/ 
skipping meals

• Paying partial utility 
bills/ rent

• Forgoing renter’s 
insurance

• Forgoing medical 
insurance for the parent

• Avoiding car 
maintenance

Accessing Financial 
Support

• Getting help from family 
members to afford basic 
child care supplies

• Pay day loans



Red-Level Strategies

“I had to overdraft Monday, because I had a shut off notice for 
my electricity. So, I had to overdraft that $300.00 to pay that 
so the electric wouldn’t get shut off. So, $300.00, and then 
the $35.00 every day, it’s now up to $500.00. So, I had to—I 
went to the credit union, and got a loan from them, and I’m 
going to deposit that check into my bank account, so when it 
comes time for me to get paid, I’ll get a paycheck and it won’t 
just be taken in bank fees.”

~ Vera
Nursing assistant, mother of three



Yellow-Level Strategies

■ Avoiding going out to eat

■ Using cheaper housing options that do not threaten housing 
security

■ Ignoring or carrying medical debt

■ Using free or inexpensive child care

■ Relying on friends or family for child care or school pick-ups

■ Getting money from family for items beyond basic needs

■ Having sole responsibility for household tasks



Yellow-Level Strategies

“Oh yeah. Tantrums and—yeah. Tantrums, child care, finding—making 
sure child care is taken care of and scheduling that, sometimes. With me 
working on Saturdays, my husband works every other Saturday, so we 
have to find somebody to watch my son on Saturday, because my sister 
works, and day care is closed. So finding that extra person there to 
watch my son. My mom lives in Ohio, about an hour and 20 minutes 
from here. And she watches him Saturdays. She drives all the way here 
to watch my son.”

~Alyssa
Certified OT assistant, mother of one



Green-Level Strategies

■ Using coupons

■ Moving to reduce commute

■ Split housekeeping with partner or children

■ Spouse or partner helps with child care

■ Pay for child care using a Flexible Savings Account

■ Build an emergency fund

■ Purchase life or disability insurance

■ Obtain additional education

■ Obtain a “caregiving-friendly” work schedule



Green-Level Strategies
“If we do have an unexpected expense, it goes on the credit card. So, it’s not like we 
have a huge savings or anything to pay for those things.” 

~Alyssa
Certified OT assistant, mother of one

“First, I would go to—my wife and I would come together, because we do have a little 
emergency fund, and we do have one credit card that we don’t use that is for such 
situations, you know, that has a pretty high credit line available on it.” 

~Malik
Central services technician, father of one



Green-Level 
Strategies
“I wouldn’t mind working overtime, but I have those people that I’m 
responsible to first and foremost.”
Interviewer 1: “Did you get pushback about that or was it…?”
“A little bit, a little bit I did, but I’ve learned, unfortunately, that 
sometimes you’ve got to be able to cover your own bum before you 
worry about anything or anyone else. And I kept my emails from the 
hiring process, so that I could say to them you said this, make that 
what it needs to truly be, because this is what we discussed. We never 
discussed the flipping.”

~Jada
Secretary, mother of three
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As I completed the qualitative analysis, I created meta-matrices ordering the case and the strategies by wage. I observed no clear pattern in the types or number of strategies being used above or below $15 per hour. You can see this observation collapsed into a bar chart here. 
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Implications for Social Work

■ Utilize multiple measures of financial well-being

■ Consider methods for increasing income to parents

■ Advocate expanding access to services for children

■ Key Implication: Balance advocacy efforts across wage and income efforts
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