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Introduction

In 2016, The University of Scranton (University) and The Institute set out to understand better what constitutes a
living wage in Northeastern Pennsylvania (NEPA). We found that the federal and current Pennsylvania minimum wage
of $7.25, equating to just $15,080 per year, proved inadequate in providing families in the region with economic
security. Both the 2016 and 2019 reports revealed gaps between the minimum wage and living wage thresholds;
both also included interviews with local leaders and recommendations drawing on Catholic Social Teaching and
public policy best practices, which have since contributed to regional discussion and action. The 2022 Living Wage
Report seeks to understand and analyze again what constitutes a living wage in our region, the challenges facing
those who fall below the living wage threshold, and mitigating factors — in particular, racial disparities and the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic on economic security.

All of the Living Wage Reports seek to highlight the predicament of those individuals and families with incomes
below the standard measure of poverty — the federal poverty line — as well as the many that fall above that threshold,
working full-time but still earning less than a living wage. Individuals and families lack economic security in both
cases, but the latter find themselves in an ambiguous situation, upon which these reports have sought to expand.

A living wage, and the broader concept of family economic security, is defined as the wage rate at which a worker,
employed on a full-time basis, can reach a standard of living that meets “essential basic needs” and allows the
individual or family to “live a modest but dignified life.” The living-wage threshold represents the amount of income
required to achieve this standard of living.

The Reports are based on data drawn from the Living Wage Calculator produced by the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT), the purpose of which is to estimate the cost of living in a given community or region based
on typical expenses. The Calculator helps communities determine a local wage rate that allows residents to meet
minimum standards of living. Other data sources in the report include information drawn from the U.S. Census
Bureau, including the American Community Survey, as well as other federal agency resources. Table 1. provides

a definition of key terms.

Table 1. Definition of Key Terms

Federal Poverty The Federal Poverty Line (FPL) is a measure that determines whether the income level of

Line (poverty a person or family qualifies for federal benefits and programs. The line varies by

wages) household size (adults and children) and income. It does not vary by geography. The 2022
threshold for a family of four is $27,750.

Living Wage The wage by which an individual or family can live a modest, but dignified life such that all
their basic needs are met.

Minimum Wage This is the lowest wage an employer can pay an employee. The Federal minimum wage is
$7.25 per hour. Some states have their own minimum wage. PA uses the Federal
minimum. Different rules apply for tipped employees. A person working 40 hours per
week, each week earns $15,080 per year.

For families to meet basic needs, living wage data accounts for the costs of several categories of household
spending costs in NEPA today: food, childcare (if applicable), medical care, housing, transportation, taxes, and other

expenses (which includes a small allowance for household and personal care, reading, and clothing).
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The poverty wage is thera
full-time basis, resultin

For many working families in Pennsylvania, however, meeting even these expenses can prove out of reach. In
both 2016 and 2019, our studies found that the minimum wage was not viable as a living wage — and inflation has
only risen since — while the minimum wage has remained the same, nationally and in Pennsylvania *. Moreover,
for many of the family classifications, even the poverty wage is above the minimum wage. In addition, the median
household income for the region in the 2016, 2019 and 2022 reports also fell below the living wage threshold for
some family compositions; in 2022 (using 2020 data), this lag extended to all households except those without
children. This 2022 Living Wage Report discusses current realities, with comparisons to 2016 and 2019 findings

where applicable and available, to highlight potential improvements or heightened challenges.

Living Wage Income Changes from 2019 to 2022

The living wage income need increased for all family classifications across all geographies from the 2019 to 2022
Reports. For instance, the living wage income for a family of two adults (one working) and two children in Lackawanna
and Luzerne counties increased from $42,910in 2019 to $59,717 in 2022 — a significant 39 percent increase.
Changes over the three reports can be seen in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Living Wage Income Trends for Family of 2 Adults, 2 Children
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The increasing gap between the federally designated poverty level and the calculated living wage
‘ ‘ shows, on a statistical level, why the number of requests for assistance at Friends of the Poor have
increased exponentially since 2019. What it cannot show, on a personal level, are the faces of
hungry children and the exhaustion, pain, and fear in the eyes of their parents. The widening
income gap, a global pandemic, soaring inflation, and supply chain issues, have introduced an
entirely new population to the realities of poverty in Scranton, PA. This study shines a light on why
the work of service providers has not diminished. We sincerely hope that all who read this report

use it as motivation and documentation to spark systemic change.”

— Meghan Loftus, President & CEO, Friends of the Poor
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Many families are not eligible for different necessary services. They are still

‘ strugeling to make ends meet and would benefit from these policies but are
making too much’ money to qualify for programs. Our social services are often
cut-off without consideration for inflationary costs or the current economic
climate. Additionally, there is very little graduated reduction in support should
ones conditions change. These programs have an all-or-nothing mentality that

inhibits individuals and families from ever really exiting poverty.”

— Lori Chaffers, Executive Director, Outreach—Center for Community Resources

Increases in living wage income can be attributed to a range of economic factors; however, few factors
were as influential as inflationary pressure. The Consumer Price Index (CPI), an annual statistical estimate derived
from the cost of a sample of consumer goods and services purchased by households, also formed part of the
foundation for the Living Wage Calculator. In 2015, the base year for the 2016 Living Wage Study, the CPI
stood at 2.37, with inflation ticking slightly up by 0.1 percent for that year. Estimates for the 2018 CPI showed
an absolute rise of 5.7 percent, with inflation ticking significantly up to 2.2 percent — at the time, the highest
annual inflation rate since 2011. Inflation has continued to increase. As of May 2022, the average price for
the same good has risen 8.6 percent in the past 12 months. Table 2 shows the living wage income for 2022,

respectively, in Pennsylvania and Lackawanna and Luzerne counties.

Table 2: 2022 Living Wage Income (Annual)
Pennsylvania and Lackawanna & Luzerne Counties
Family Classification: 1 Adult 1 Adult, 1 Adult, 1 Adult,
Single Parent 1 Child 2 Children 3 Children
Pennsylvania $34,674 $67,413 $84,614 $111,779
Lackawanna and Luzerne County $31,616 $62,317 $78,416 $103,605
Family Classification: 5 Adults 2 Adults, 2 Adults, 2 Adults,
Only 1 Adult Working 1 Child 2 Children 3 Children
Pennsylvania $53,165 $63,690 $75,587 $81,390
Lackawanna and Luzerne County = $50,045 $59,717 $71,614 $76,606

Family Classification: 2 Adults 2 Adults, 2 Adults, 2 Adults,
2 Working Adults 1 Child 2 Children 3 Children

Pennsylvania $53,165 $74,298 $96,845 $113,277
Lackawanna and Luzerne County $48,672  $69,222 $90,605 $105,123

Source: Living Wage Calculator, 2022, Dr. Amy K. Glasmeier and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, http://livingwage.mit.edu/
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The living wage income across Pennsylvania and, more specifically, in Luzerne and Lackawanna counties, has risen
significantly in this three-year period. Across all family types analyzed, the increase in the living wage ranged from 33 to
49 percent, with an average of about 40 percent, as shown in Figure 2. For instance, for the family with two adults (one
working) and two children, the living wage income rose from $48,069 in 2019 to $71,614 in 2022, a sizable 49 percent
change. Since the 2019 report, which included 2017 data on household income, the median household income only

rose by about nine percent — well behind the pace at which the living wage has accelerated®.

Figure 2: Lackawanna & Luzerne County Living Wage 2019-2022 Pct. Change
0.0% 15.0% 30.0% 45.0% 60.0%
1 Adult
1 Adult, 1 Child
1 Adult, 2 Children
1 Adult, 3 Children
2 Adults (One Working)
2 Adults (One Working), 1 Child
2 Adults (One Working), 2 Children
2 Adults (One Working), 3 Children
2 Adults (Both Working)
2 Adults (Both Working), 1 Child
2 Adults (Both Working), 2 Children
2 Adults (Both Working), 3 Children

It is helpful to understand which products are most influential as they relate to cost of living. Data from the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Figure 3 on page 10, shows the percentage change in the CPl over the 12 months before
May 2022. Over that period, energy is the category that has experienced the most inflation, most notably due to the
rapid increase in fuels, including gasoline pricing. Ripple effects in energy markets are also resulting in higher costs for
electricity and fuels used for transportation, home heating and air conditioning. The conflict in Ukraine, which began in
February 2022, and resulting decline in the global trade of Russian oil, has been a large contributor to decreasing the
supply of fuel available to Americans.

Anyone described as living with economic insecurity or poverty is struggling and, therefore,

“ living a more anxious life. That impacts their ability to set goals, to raise their family with
dignity or to feel secure. Due to the pandemic, the cost for food, housing and childcare have
increased tremendously. At Saint Josephs Center, we saw clients needing to extend their stay at
our maternity residential programs. As an employer, we created a multi-faceted wage initiative
to increase hourly wages. The competition for hourly wage workers has incentivized many

companies to raise wages and provide other benefits which foster economic stability.”

— Sr. Maryalice Jacquinot, President and CEQ, Saint Joseph's Center

2021 data on household income is no
from the American Community Survey The Institute and The University of Scranton

yet available



‘ ‘ Rising costs in necessities such as food, housing, utilities and gasoline have made ' ‘Aﬂ Ordab le h OuSing iS at CriSiS level

a difficult situation far worse for the families we serve at United Neighborhood y 1N our commun i ty. i L
Centers of NEPA. In the first nine months of 2022, we have served 522 more ~

households than in 2021 for these specific requests. 13,930 additional

services have been provided with three months remaining in the year.

Affordable housing is at crisis level in our community and families are
making the dreaded decisions about which bills will and won’t get paid
in any particular month.”

— Lisa Durkin, President and CEO, United Neighborhood Centers
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Figure 3: Consumer Price Index,
12-Month Percent Change
(May 2022, not seasonally adjusted)
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As outlined below, there are several resources available to low- and moderate-income households that do
not earn a living wage in NEPA. However, for many of the most ubiquitous assistance programs, there is a gap
between income eligibility limits and the living wage threshold. This phenomenon is often characterized by non-
profit organizations as a “benefits cliff” whereby individuals may increase their wages above poverty thresholds and
thus lose benefits while still not attaining a living wage. The gap is often filled by already overextended community
organizations, further strained in recent years by the pandemic to provide more services to more people, including
many who were seeking assistance for the first time. The “cliff” phenomenon also extends to other areas, including
medical care. For instance, those at the poverty level are able to access Medicaid, but those who make too much to
qualify but still lack a living wage job that includes robust health benefits may forego care that would require paying
high deductibles or other service fees.

Impact of COVID-19

Since the 2019 Living Wage Report, the COVID-19 global pandemic has created acute and long-lasting public
health impacts that also affect economic insecurity. COVID-19 has been responsible for over 2,100 deaths and
counting in Northeast Pennsylvania since the pandemic’s onset in the United States in early 2020. It changed the way
companies operate and how employees work, shut down schools temporarily, and closed many small businesses
permanently.

While unemployment rates skyrocketed in the early days of the pandemic, they have largely returned to
pre-March 2020 numbers (per FRED, the economic research division of the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis,
unemployment in February 2020 was 5.6 percent). The labor market has become tight again as employers report
hiring difficulties, though as of June 2022, the regional unemployment rate was still higher (5.5 percent) than the
state (4.5 percent) and the nation’s (3.5 percent), according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Ripple effects
from the pandemic and rapid economic recovery include crises in the supply chain and a record pace of inflation.

Federal funding in the form of tax credits/relief payments to individuals and families on a scale based on income

Living Wage Report 2022 Update

helped to alleviate income gaps and other financial strains; similarly, non-profits, small businesses, and government
entities were recipients of various forms of aid to help alleviate the pandemic’s economic stressors. Monthly federal
payments helped to reduce poverty for children, including in Northeastern Pennsylvania, according to The Institute’s
2022 Indicators Report based on provisional 2020 data, and demonstrated the value of cash assistance in addressing
economic insecurity more broadly. Moreover, as the 2022 Indicators Report noted, a small drop in the poverty rate in
Lackawanna County (-2.0 percent) and Luzerne County (-.1 percent) in 2020 as compared to 2019 is “likely influenced
by increased assistance programs and direct federal payments implemented in that year” (moreover, U.S. Census
Bureau data shows that cash assistance increased from 3.5 percent to 3.9 percent from 2019 to 2020).

COVID’s negative effects hurt families that do not earn a living wage in higher proportions than those that do.
Workers earning lower wages were often subjected to exposure to the virus as service workers, and they did not have
the same access to healthcare as higher-wage earners. Pandemic-related government supports to families, while
successful, have mostly ended, and families are now back in the same predicament as before COVID with systemic
inequalities persisting. For example, according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Black and Latino
households were more likely to report that “their household did not get enough to eat,” had difficulty paying rent in

late 2021, and had difficulty paying for usual expenses, such as medical expenses, student loans, and car payments.

Cost of Living in NEPA

Family economic security provided by a living wage covers a broader spectrum of human needs that allows
families to participate fully in society, have emergency savings, and pay taxes. This standard puts families above the
poverty level and more than one step away from serious deprivation such as homelessness, foreclosure, hunger, and
untreated physical and mental illness. The cost-of-living data, as described in Table 3, are derived from the Living
Wage Calculator, with each cost derived from different data sources and calculations. Food expenses (which the
calculator assumes is low-cost food prepared at home per the USDA's low-cost food plan national average) have
increased significantly since the 2019 report. For a family composed of two working adults and two children, food
costs have increased by 11.7 percent. Housing costs, based on HUD Fair Market Rental costs, rose by 0.6 percent
in the same period for the same household size. These two categories reversed the last study’s trend, where food
expenses slightly decreased, and housing prices rose more than 20.0 percent; housing data and context is further
explored below to better understand how our region fits into current national trends in rising housing costs and
affordable housing pressures.

Transportation costs — including not only payments on used cars and trucks, but also gasoline, miscellaneous
vehicle expenses, and public transportation — also increased for the same family size, by 19.8 percent. Costs for
childcare arrangements that involve either family childcare or low-cost childcare centers rose by 19.1 percent over the
same period. The cost of medical expenses, which include health insurance premiums, medical services, drugs, and
medical supplies, have gone up by 15.9 percent. Additionally, the cost of other necessities not encompassed in any
of the previous categories (and therefore designated as “Other”), which includes clothing, personal care items, and
housekeeping supplies, increased by 78.8 percent — the largest increase on record by 59 percentage points, from
$5,885in 2019 to $10,471in 2022. Of course, even these expansive categories fail to include every single expense
that a family incurs each year. For instance, there is no allotment in MIT’s Living Wage Calculator for income going
toward savings, college tuition, student loan payments, credit card debt, prepared meals, or vacations. Furthermore,
since the last report there has been increased attention on the impacts of “period poverty” and the cost of period
supplies, with a 2021 study finding that “38 percent of low-income women report missing work, school or similar

events due to lack of access to period supplies.”

The Institute and The University of Scranton
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We have seen an increased demand for City services, rising costs of housing, and residents falling behind on taxes and fees.

We hear from individuals that leave the workforce because the costs of childcare and transportation reduce the cost benefir

ratio of working. Landlords have opted out of the Section 8 Housing Program and there is a significant backlog of people
waiting for housing vouchers. The lack of affordable housing has reached a crisis level in many parts of the country and
the city needs to work to increase affordable options for its residents. The city is also currently developing an Equity Plan

to make informed decisions regarding program funding and exploring creative ways to help boost wages.”

— Eileen Cipriani, Director of Community Development, City of Scranton

Table 3: 2022 Lackawanna and Luzerne Counties Living Wage Expenses:
Two-Adult Families (2 Working Adults)

Annual Expenses 2 Adults, 2 Adults, 2 Adults,
1 Child 2 Children 3 Children
Food $8,878 $11,446 $13,934
(+11.9%)  (+11.7%)  (+11.7%)
Child Care $7,886 $15,770 $23,656
(+4.2%)  (+19.1%)  (+25.1%)
Medical $7,137 $7,447 $7,236
(+12.5%)  (+15.8%) (+17.7%)
Housing $10,068 $10,068 $12,984
(+<1%) (+<1%) (-<1%)
Transportation $9,791 $11,565 $12,560
(+17.3%)  (+19.5%) (+31.7%)
Other $7,197 $10,471 $10,128

(+43%) +(79%) (+77%)
Required Annual Income Before Taxes $69,223 $90,620 $105,114
(+34%) (+43%) (+40%)

Taxes $11,782 $15,424 $17,890
(+95%) +100%) (+95%)

Required Annual Income After Taxes $57,441 $75,196 $87,224

Required Hourly Wage Per Adult $16.64 $21.78 $25.27

(+34%) (+43%) (+40%)

Source: Living Wage Calculator, 2022, Dr. Amy K. Glasmeier and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
http://livingwage.mit.edu/. Figures in parentheses indicate percent change from 2019 living wage expenses to 2022.

As noted above, given the national and regional focus on housing, and the dramatic pre-pandemic increases we
saw in housing costs from the 2016 to the 2019 Living Wage reports (+20.2 percent), a broader analysis is necessary
to understand the state of housing in NEPA. While the Living Wage Calculator uses HUD Fair Market Rents as a basis
for determining housing costs, there is evidence that the increasing cost of housing in Northeastern Pennsylvania is
not fully accounted for. The Institute’'s 2022 study on Housing the Workforce examined housing price trends in the
region. The Zillow Home Value Index (ZHVI) is a seasonally adjusted, smoothed measure of mid-market housing —
single-family homes and condos between the 35th and 65th percentile in price. Beginning around May 2020, home
values statewide and regionally began a rapid upward trajectory (see Figure 4). The annual average growth in ZHVI
statewide from February 2016 to February 2020 was 4.3 percent per year. Locally, home values grew at a slower
pace — 3.1 percent in Luzerne County and 2 percent in Lackawanna County. However, between February 2020
and 2021, this trend reversed: local home value growth outpaced statewide growth. Between 2021 and 2022,
the increase in home values accelerated further, and the region again outpaced statewide growth.

Living Wage Report 2022 Update

Figure 4: Zillow Home Value Index Change Comparison
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These trends have generally been reflected in rent prices as well. Based on Zillow’s Observed Rent Index
(ZORI), a measure of typical observed market rent in a region, we see a dramatic increase in the average rental price
in Scranton between 2020 and 2022 (see Figure 5 below). Thus, while housing costs in the Scranton area remain
lower relative to other major metro areas in the Northeast, NEPA has nonetheless experienced rapid increases in
rental prices, as well as housing values and costs, in this pandemic timeframe that place pressure on all residents
including and especially those that do not earn a living wage. Another factor noted in The Institute’s housing
research is that there has been very little residential real estate development over the course of the past 40 years.
The investments that have been made are largely for market-rate housing that does not serve low- or moderate-
income households, especially those who earn too much to qualify for subsidized housing. This strained supply
side puts upward pressure on costs.

Figure 5: Zillow Observed Rent Index
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Other cost-of-living increases include federal and state taxes, which have risen by nearly 100 percent for the same
households over that three-year span. This occurred because although there were no increases to the tax rate itself,
pre-tax living wages have increased significantly, and the average tax liability increased with those wages. This put
some earners into higher tax brackets. The roughly $70,000 living wage for the head of household in 2022 falls into
a higher tax bracket (and thus a higher effective tax rate) than the $50,000 living wage for the same household type in
2019. Even the reduction of tax rates and increase in the size of the standard deduction in the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act
were not enough to balance the higher effective tax rate of the new living wage threshold.

The data show that families need a higher living wage in 2022 than in 2019. All living costs have increased. While
wages and income levels increased during the pandemic, it is not enough to offset the costs of living; therefore,

many families are still not economically secure.

Northeastern PA Living Wage Analysis

As of 2020, Lackawanna County’s median household income is $54,064 — an 11.7-percent increase since
the 2019 Living Wage Report (which used 2017 data). Luzerne County’s median household income is $53,194, a
7.9-percent rise during the same period. Despite these gains, both counties’ respective median household incomes
still fall beneath the statewide median of $63,627 (which has grown by 11.7 percent as well). While the regional
income gap showed signs of narrowing in our last report, the trend has reversed. Lackawanna County’s median
household income has fallen from 15.0 percent to nearly 18.0 percent below the statewide median and Luzerne
County’s median household income fell from 13.5 percent to 19.6 percent below the statewide median. The median
household incomes for both counties now fall short of a living wage income for all family compositions, except those
without children, indicating the increased challenges to economic security faced by families in NEPA.

In 2020, 12.2 percent of Lackawanna County and 15.1 percent of Luzerne County residents lived below the
federal poverty line, respectively, as compared to 10.9 percent on the state level, according to data from the U.S.
Census Bureau'’s Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates. These rates represent decreases from 15.4 and 15.2
percent of people living below the federal poverty line, respectively, in 2017. For Lackawanna County, the drop in
poverty was both absolute and relative. In addition to a relative decline in the poverty rate, the number of residents
estimated to be living in poverty fell by approximately 3,400 from 2017 to 2020 (31,419 to 28,015). In Luzerne
County, almost 1,850 fewer people lived below the poverty line in 2020 than in 2017 (46,537 to 44,690).

A narrower examination of Scranton and Wilkes-Barre, the two counties’ respective urban centers, indicates
even higher poverty rates. In the city of Scranton, as of 2020, the percentage of residents living in poverty stands at
21.8 percent, a decrease from 23.6 percent in 2017. In Wilkes-Barre, the poverty rate is even higher, at 23.3 percent,
but has decreased from 28.6 percent in 2017. Thus, both Wilkes-Barre and Scranton have shown decreases in the
percentages of individuals below the federal poverty line.

Of course, 2020 data does not fully reflect the present day, especially given the rapidly shifting economic
conditions during the COVID-19 pandemic. This decline in poverty is likely linked with creation or expansion of
programs for pandemic relief, such as direct payment checks and expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit and
Child Tax Credit. However, it is anticipated that poverty levels will increase due to the general cost of living and the
expiration of these temporary programs. While comparable 2021 data is not yet available, recently released 2021
data from the American Community Survey provides further evidence for a rebound in poverty — the poverty rate
in Lackawanna County rose to 14 percent, slightly higher than the average of the previous five years. Further, the
official definition of the poverty rate obscures the need for assistance among those who earn more than the federal

Living Wage Report 2022 Update
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poverty level but not enough to constitute a living wage — a gap that has expanded since prior years’ reports.
The region as a whole is also still home to an above-average proportion of individuals living in poverty when
compared to the rest of the state.

The required annual income before taxes, and the hourly wage needed to meet the living wage threshold
for a family with two adults and one child must have both adults making at least $12.39 an hour and $2,148 per
month each. A single parent with one child must make an estimated $22.52 an hour to achieve a living wage.
As Figure 6 demonstrates, there is a significant gap between the existing minimum wage income and a living

wage income, as shown below.

Figure 6: 2022 Lackawanna & Luzerne County
Difference Between Minimum Wage Income & Living Wage Income

$103,604.80 $105,123.20

$90,604.80
$78,416.00
$69,222.40
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$30,160 $30,160 $30,160
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1 Adult, 1 Child 1 Adult, 2 Children 1 Adult, 3 Children 2 Adults, 1 Child 2 Adults, 2 Children 2 Adults, 3 Children

B Minimum Wage Income M Living Wage Income

Source: Living Wage Calculator, 2022, Dr. Amy K. Glasmeier and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, http://livingwage.mit.edu/

In five of six family compositions, the annual living wage income is at least triple that earned at the minimum
wage. For the family composition of two adults with one child, the gap is smaller but still significant. Because
the minimum wage has not changed since the 2016 report, the gap between minimum wage income and living

wage income increased as of 2019, and again as of 2022.

Since production systems may change, political systems must keep working to structure society in such a way

that everyone has a chance to contribute his or her own talents and efforts. For there is no poverty worse

than that which takes away work and the dignity of work’ In a genuinely developed society, work is an

essential dimension of social life, for it is not only a means of earning ones daily bread, but also of personal

growth, the building of healthy relationships, self-expression and the exchange of gifts. Work gives us a sense

of shared responsibility for the development of the world, and ultimately, for our life as a people.”

— Pope Francis, 2020, Encyclical Letter “Fratelli Tutti — On Fraternity and Social Friendship”

The Institute and The University of Scranton
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‘ When other required expenses rise more quickly than the living
wage, persons affected will never get ahead. Without changes

to the poverty level for important services rendered, people will
end up losing access to essential resources because of an increase
in their wages, and then that individual or household moves
backwards. The federal government needs to tie the living
wage to the benefits a person can receive. By readjusting the
poverty level, a person will be able to earn a higher wage that

keeps up with inflation without losing the essential services

that help build lives of self-sufficiency.”

— Jim Wansacz, Executive Director;
Agency for Community EmPOWERment of NEPA (ACE)
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The average income for a worker in the region rose by nearly eight percent between 2016 and 2019; however,

the living wage necessary increased anywhere from 7.8 to 13.3 percent in the same period of time, depending on

family type. From 2019 to 2022, however, the annual living wage income to meet basic needs in the two-county area

rose to a range between 33.0 to 49.0 percent as shown in Table 4. The average household income rose no more
than 12.0 percent in that time. Thus, for workers or retirees with a fixed or stagnant income, the gap between the

minimum wage and the living wage grows ever wider by the year.

Table 4: 2019 - 2022 Percent Change in Annual Living Wage Income

Pennsylvania and Lackawanna & Luzerne Counties

Family Classification: 1 Adult 1 Adult, 1 Adult, 1 Adult,
Single parent 1 Child 2 Children | 3 Children
Pennsylvania 45.6% 37.0% 40.8% 47.7%
Lackawanna & Luzerne 42.7% 33.0% 35.8% 41.9%
Family Classification: 5 Adults 2 Adults, 2 Adults, 2 Adults,
Only 1 adult working 1 Child 2 Children | 3 Children
Pennsylvania 40.7% 40.7% 49.9% 45.0%
Lackawanna & Luzerne 39.2% 39.2% 49.0% 43.4%
Family Classification: 5 Adults 2 Adults, 2 Adults, 2 Adults,
2 working adults 1 Child 2 Children | 3 Children
Pennsylvania 40.7% 37.9% 47.8% 45.8%
Lackawanna & Luzerne 35.3% 34.3% 43.5% 40.2%

The annual income earned while working full-time at the minimum wage is $15,080. According to the Census
Bureau’s 2020 American Community Survey, approximately 11.6 and 11.8 percent of households in Lackawanna
and Luzerne counties (respectively) earn less than $15,000 a year. These trends have fluctuated somewhat in recent
years, as approximately 14.5 percent and 13.5 percent of households in Lackawanna and Luzerne counties made
less than $15,000 a year as of 2017. Whether full-time work at minimum wage provides enough income to live above
the federal poverty line depends on the family composition. The difference between what a minimum wage income

earns relative to the poverty threshold for each given family classification is portrayed in Figure 7.

Figure 7: 2022 Lackawanna & Luzerne County
Difference Between Minimum Wage Income & Poverty Wage Income
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of households in Luzerne County have incomes below $50,000. This is higher than the overall percentage for $15,080.00

Pennsylvania as a whole, which is less than 40.0 percent. As seen in Table 2 (2022 data) previously, 10 of 12 family

compositions evaluated require incomes above $50,000 to reach “living wage” incomes, including all family types  Poverty Wage Income  ® Minimum Wage Income

with children. However, an estimated 33.3 percent of households in Lackawanna County and 33.8 percent of

households in Luzerne County have an annual income under $35,000. To put that in perspective, the lowest annual

living wage income for a family with children is nearly $60,000. The substantial increase in the cost of living that resulted in an increase in the living wage threshold also greatly

affects households not in the workforce. Many of the same expenses that rose from prior reports, including food,
housing, medical care, transportation, and other expenses, impact households on fixed incomes. While Social
Security implemented a 5.9 percent cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) in 2022, costs have increased far more in

several spending categories. In Lackawanna County, about four in ten households receive some or all of their income

‘ ‘ Without being able to increase earnings and with the rising cost of living, many of the older adults we serve use

NeighborWorks as a way to maintain their homes, which is costly, to provide safety modifications so that they can from Social Security. While the focus of this report has historically been wages of working families, the economic

continue residing in their homes instead of taking on the financial burden of facility living. However, with only their security of older adults and others not in the workforce is also greatly affected by rising costs.

fixed income, older adults are unable to connect themselves with entitlement services to decrease non-discretionary This section demonstrates different costs based on family size, with larger families having a higher cost of living,

needs such ﬂsfood and utilities. Additionall pub/z'c transportation is not cl/ways available and with many older as well as regional rates of poverty that are higher than the state and national rates. The data clearly shows the gap
between living wage and minimum wages, demonstrating the inadequacy of the current PA and national minimum
adults having mobility challenges, this makes it difficult to provide for their daily needs.”

wage. It also shows gaps between the median household income and the living wage income for households with

children, an important change from past reports that underscores family economic insecurity needs.
— Mary Endrusick, Aging-In-Place Manager, NeighborWorks Northeastern Pennsylvania ' P 9 P P y y
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Equity Issues

To fully understand the challenges around attaining a living wage, gender and race and ethnicity as well as
immigration status must be considered. In single-parent households and households that include people of color
in NEPA, we find particular disparities.

While the median household income in Northeastern Pennsylvania is about $54,000, households with
Black, Asian, Hispanic/Latino, and multiracial members had median household income well below that level as
shown in Table 5.

In Lackawanna County, households with Black members had a median income of just over $32,500, only about

60 percent of the overall median, while households with Asian members had a median income of $37,004, about
68 percent of the overall median. This is despite Asian households having higher-than-average incomes nationwide
and statewide. In Luzerne County, Black and multiracial households had median incomes of less than half of the
overall median, a larger gap than among these groups in the United States and Pennsylvania as a whole.

Table 5: Median Household Income by Race & Ethnicity: 2020

Lackawanna Luzerne USA PA
Median Household Income - All Households $54,064 $53,194 $64,994 | S63,627
w/Black Householder $32,522 $23,852 S40,155 | S36,847
w/Asian Householder $37,004 $58,611 $73,244 | $65,319
w/Multiracial Householder $31,021 $25,781 $52,926 | $42,301
w/Hispanic or Latino Householder (of any race) $34,150 $40,774 $54,632 | $45,590
Percent of Median Income for All Households
w/Black Householder 60.2% 44.8% 61.8% 57.9%
w/Asian Householder 68.4% 110.2% 112.7% 102.7%
w/Multiracial Householder 57.4% 48.5% 81.4% 66.5%
w/Hispanic or Latino Householder (of any race) 63.2% 76.7% 84.1% 71.7%

When looking at poverty rate by race and ethnicity In Northeastern Pennsylvania (Table 6), white non-Hispanic
residents have lower poverty rates than the overall population, while Black, Hispanic/Latino, Native American, and
multiracial residents were more likely to live below the poverty line. For instance, in Lackawanna County, the poverty

rate for whites alone was 10.7 percent in 2020 as compared to 26.3 percent for Black or African American and 39.8

percent for Hispanic or Latino origin of any race, significant differences of 15.6 percent and 29.1 percent, respectively.

Table 6: Poverty Rate by Race & Ethnicity

Lackawanna Luzerne Pennsylvania

2010 2020 2010 2020 2010 2020
Overall Population 13.2% 13.8% = 13.7% 14.6% = 12.4% 12.0% =
White alone (not Hispanic or Latino) 11.4% 10.7% = 11.2% 10.7% = 9.0% 85% =
Black or African American 39.1% 26.3% ¥ 46.5% 41.1% ¥ 27.9% 24.9% ¥
American Indian and Alaska Native 11.4% 24.1% 25.8% 38.9% M 243% 24.6% >
Asian 11.8% 13.3% M 12.4% 12.9% = 14.7% 13.4% ¥
Native Hawaiian & Other Pacific islander 0.0% 38.9% 0.0% 82% 4 27.7% 22.4% ¥
Some other race 38.1% 27.3% 35.7% 34.1% ¥ 352% 29.9%
Two or more races 38.0% 31.6% ¥ 31.1% 28.0% ¥ 26.0% 18.3% ¥
Hispanic or Latino origin (of any race) 38.3% 39.8% P 40.5% 30.6% 31.0% 26.5%

Data Source: US Census Bureau ACS 5-year Estimates
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While this data does not provide a breakdown of how recent immigrant and refugee populations, including from
African, Latin American, Middle Eastern and/or Asian countries of origin, fare in regard to median income or poverty
rate, like in other Pennsylvania cities, these communities both contribute to the regional workforce and may also
experience barriers in regard to language access and knowing their rights in employment, housing, education and
other spheres. In Lackawanna County, there are an estimated 11,859 foreign born residents, including 48 percent
born in Asia and 31 percent born in Latin America. Among immigrants overall in Lackawanna County, a comparable
share live below the poverty line compared to the native born population, about 14 percent, but a much larger share
of immigrants live near-poverty, at 100 to 200 percent of the poverty line: 29 percent compared to 17 percent of
native born residents.

Moreover, single-parent households which are largely led by women also reveal disparities. The cost of living is
often far greater than the incomes for single-worker households, despite having a lower living wage threshold. For
instance, while 13.8 percent of all Lackawanna County residents live in poverty, the rate for people in all families falls
to 10.3 percent, and to 4.2 percent for married-couple families. This pattern continues in Luzerne County, where 14.6
percent of all residents fall below the poverty line. Here, the rate for all families is 10.6 percent, while that for married
couples is 4.3 percent. According to the “Employment Inequities and Caregiver Barriers in a Post-COVID World”
study by The Institute in 2022, single-parent households have always faced greater challenges in relation to poverty.
The problem is exacerbated by the fact that women earn less than men and most single-parent households are led
by women; however, male-led single-parent households also experience challenges. The study details that this was
a pre-COVID issue, and one further exacerbated by the pandemic.

An estimated 7.7 percent of households in Lackawanna County and 7.3 percent in Luzerne County are headed
by a single parent as of 2019. In Lackawanna County, women serve as the single parent in households with children
under 18 in 73.9 percent of cases, compared to 72.6 percent in Luzerne. Female-led households with children are far
more predisposed to poverty, as the poverty rate for these households stands at 38.0 percent and 43.6 percent for
Lackawanna and Luzerne counties, respectively. There are an estimated 18,133 such households in the region.

According to the Census Bureau’s 2020 Small Area Income & Poverty Estimates (SAIPE), 12.2 percent of
Lackawanna County residents and 15.1 percent of Luzerne County residents live below the poverty line — a total
of 68,836 people. This is down from 2017 estimates, which cited 71,334 individuals living in poverty. Though
the county-level poverty rates differ slightly between datasets due to differences in timing, methodology, and
margins of error in sampled data, a general trend emerges: the regional population living in poverty remains
disproportionately high when compared to state averages, and signs of improvement are mixed. The region’s
relatively high level of poverty can be accounted for, in part, by the significant number of single-parent families
(38.4 percent and 41.6 percent of children in Lackawanna and Luzerne counties, respectively, live in single-parent
households, as compared to 33.5 percent for the state), which have a far higher rate of poverty than other families.
However, many individuals and families continue to struggle regardless of family composition.

A lot of people come to us at the Black Scranton Project for advice, support, and resources.
“ We face many challenges trying to live out our mission for them. Our namesake alone has
been a factor in disqualification for support. Often, this area sees the Black and Brown
community as a ‘liability rather than an asset’ — these systematic biases need to be
dismantled to make room for policy progress. We particularly need action around landlords
and rent increases. Were seeing residents’ rent rise dramatically, but low wages, sub-par

>

housing conditions, and absentee landlords continue to be the norm.”

— Glynis Johns, Founder & CEO, Black Scranton Project

The Institute and The University of Scranton
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The issues of economic insecurity, poverty, and a living wage affect our member organizations and
“ business community particularly as it relates to workforce recruitment, retention, and talent pipeline
development for employers. While wages and job opportunities have increased for some employees, we see
a need for further funding for workforce development, including career pathways and readiness support,
improved public transportation, and more stable child care, which has seen a staffing shortage.”

— Amy S. Luyster, Vice President, The Greater Scranton Chamber of Commerce

MOM AND POP SHOPS AMID THE PANDEMIC

INSIDE LOOK AT TRUE IMPACT ON MAIN STREET BUSINESSES l@‘

.l

“The issues of ecomzc msecurzty, poverty, and
a ‘living wage’ affect our member organizations
and buSiness community...”

q&\ ¥
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Who are the Minimum Wage Earners
& Others Who Lack a Living Wage?
What are the Available Jobs and Wages?

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, American workers earning minimum wage or below tend to be female,
16 to 24 years old, high school educated or less, and never married. The percentage of hourly paid workers with
wages at or below the minimum wage did not differ significantly by race or ethnicity. As of 2020, there were 1.1 million
workers with wages at or below the federal minimum wage, which is 1.5 percent of all hourly paid workers in America.
This has been decreasing over the years, as it was 2.3 percent in 2017. In Pennsylvania, 11.0 percent of minimum wage
workers are single parents, and an additional 14.0 percent are married with at least one or more children.

Itis important to note that these figures do not include near-minimum wage workers — those who earn more
than minimum wage yet still fall below the living-wage threshold. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the
occupations with the highest percentage of workers earning the minimum wage or below are service occupations,
including food preparation and serving-related occupations. Over eight percent of those in the leisure and hospitality
industry earned the minimum wage or below; the majority of these workers were in restaurant and food services.

In Lackawanna and Luzerne counties, five occupational categories with average salaries beneath the living wage
for a single, childless worker ($31,616) include farming, fishing and forestry occupations ($20,400 and $20,800,
for Lackawanna and Luzerne counties, respectively), food service occupations ($21,600 for both), personal care
and service ($23,900 and $23,700), building and grounds cleaning and maintenance occupations ($27,500 and
$27,600), sales and related occupations ($28,400 for both), and healthcare support occupations ($28,600 and
$29,000). These six categories employ 29,033 workers in Lackawanna County and 37,952 in Luzerne County. Almost
none of the broad categories of occupations, as defined by 2-digit SOC codes, in either Lackawanna or Luzerne
counties, have a sufficient average salary to provide a living wage for a single worker supporting three children
($103,605). However, the mean salary in management occupations, buoyed by high figures in the top ten of salaries,
does clear that mark ($105,900 and $105,600 in Lackawanna and Luzerne counties, respectively).

Over half of healthcare support positions (employing 16 percent of the two-county workforce) earn incomes
at or beneath the living wage for a single, childless adult — roughly the same proportion as workers in sales and
related occupations. Furthermore, approximately three-quarters of workers with personal care and service and food
preparation and serving-related occupations earn incomes beneath the living wage threshold for a single, childless
adult in Lackawanna or Luzerne counties.

Five major job categories of the NEPA economy are well-positioned for employment growth, including healthcare,
business and financial operations, management, architecture and engineering, and computer and mathematical
occupations. These categories include some family-sustaining jobs. Within the healthcare industry, there is significant
demand for practitioners and technical occupations (average wages of $80,500 and $79,000 in Lackawanna and
Luzerne counties, respectively), with a projected shortage of 157 jobs over the next 10 years in the two-county area.

In private businesses, management occupations (average wages of $105,600 and $105,900, respectively) have a
projected supply shortage of 76 employees, while business and financial operations occupations ($67,000 average
wage) are projected to need 52 extra workers. Computer and mathematical occupations (average wages of $77,600
and $77,200, respectively) will face a shortage of 43 employees. These positions largely require at least a four-year
degree in the field, but there are occupations with a growing demand and livable wages that do not. These include
installation, maintenance and repair ($47,000 average salary), and construction and extraction occupations ($51,850

average salary).

The Institute and The University of Scranton
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New economic development policies should seek to attract employers close to existing housing.
“ Development partners should look for smaller sites integrated into existing neighborhoods.

Creation of more multi-use zoning will allow for greater employment opportunities closer

to where people live, rather than farther-off sites that put heavy transportation costs onto

employees. Stronger public transportation, especially buses that respond to the work schedules

and locations of today, is required. Improved sidewalks, trails, and bike lanes will also allow

people safe and reliable transportation alternatives.”

— Gus Fahey, President, Valley in Motion

Higher education attainment in Northeastern Pennsylvania lags behind the state and national averages, and
numerous studies indicate a correlation between higher wages and college degree attainment. According to U.S.
Census Bureau data for people 25 years and older, 28.7 percent of individuals in Lackawanna County and 23.6
percent of individuals in Luzerne County have a bachelor’s degree or higher, as compared to 32.3 percent at the
state level and 32.9 percent at the national level. However, the percentage of higher-educated individuals has
grown since publication of the previous report. At the same time, while high school dropouts have trended steadily
downward in the region from the 2016-2017 school year through 2020-2021, the lingering impacts of the pandemic
on education could be contributing to disparities not fully captured in available data. An Institute study on pandemic
impacts on education and the workforce concluded that “The COVID-19 pandemic has affected and will continue
to affect the delivery of knowledge and skills at all levels of education. Although many children and adult learners
will likely compensate for this interruption of traditional educational services and adapt to new modalities, some will
struggle.” Some local agencies report increased interest in GED programs among youth; altogether, the impacts of
the pandemic on K-12 and higher education are likely to continue to reverberate for some time.

While race/ethnicity is not a significant factor among minimum wage earners, it is a factor in broader income
disparities and differences in wages that connect to job type. Black, multiracial, and Hispanic/Latino workers are

underrepresented among management occupations, and occupations with a median wage above $20 per hour.

Table 7: Educational Attainment, Age 25 and Older (%)

Lackawanna | Luzerne United

County County | Pennsylvania | States
Less than 9th grade 2.9 3.1 3.1 4.9
9th to 12th grade, no diploma 5.6 6.7 5.9 6.6
High school graduate (includes equivalency) 36.7 38.7 34.2 26.7
Some college, no degree 16.6 17.2 15.9 20.3
Associate's degree 9.5 10.7 8.6 8.6
Bachelor's degree 17.8 14.6 19.5 20.2
Graduate or professional degree 10.8 9 12.8 12.7

Living Wage Report 2022 Update

White workers comprise 93 percent of the overall workforce in the two-county region, but 94 percent of workers

in occupations where the median wage is greater than $20 per hour and 95 percent of workers in management
occupations. Conversely, Black workers comprise four percent of the workforce but only two percent of workers in
management and higher-wage occupations. Hispanic or Latino workers comprise nine percent of the workforce, but

only four percent of management workers are Hispanic or Latino.

Figure 8: Workforce Composition by Race - Lackawanna & Luzerne Counties
939 94% 95%

9%
4% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% ° 6% 4%

White Black Asian Two or More Races Hispanic or Latino
(of any race)

H All Occupations B Occupations with Median Wage > $20/hr B Management Occupations

Differences across racial and ethnic groups can also be found in homeownership rates. While about 70 percent of
white, non-Hispanic households in the region own their homes as opposed to renting, this is true for only 16 percent
of Black households in Lackawanna County and 20 percent in Luzerne County. Similarly, only 21 percent of Hispanic
or Latino households in Lackawanna County and 34 percent in Luzerne County are homeowners. Homeownership
is frequently a means to build wealth among families. Furthermore, those who rent their homes are likely to be most
vulnerable to rapid inflationary pressures, as rents can quickly increase beyond the level of affordability.

Table 8: Homeownership Rate by Race, Ethnicity, Nativity

Lackawanna Luzerne Pennsylvania
2010 2019 % Chng. 2010 2019 % Chng. 2010 2019 % Chng.
Owner-occupied housing units 66.1% 643% -2.7% 69.9% 68.0% -2.8% 71.0% 68.9% -3.0%
White alone 68.8%  68.8% 0.1% 722% 72.7% 0.7% 755% 745% -1.3%
Black or African Americam 214% 16.1% -24.6% 21.5% 203% -5.4% 47.4% 43.2% -8.9%
American Indian and Alaska Native 0.0%  54.4% — 0.0% 51.6% — 551% 52.3% -5.0%
Asian 50.8% 42.4% -16.6% 67.0% 65.0% -3.1% 573% 584% 1.9%
Native Hawaiian & Other Pacific Islander — — — —  0.0% — —  41.8% —
Some other race 226% 36.8% -62.4% 41.4% 36.5% -11.9% 39.5% 394% -0.4%
Two or more races 415% 31.9% -23.1% 50.8% 30.9% -39.1% 49.5% 45.0% -9.1%
Hispanic or Latino origin 17.2%  20.8% -20.6% 36.1% 339% -6.2% 43.6% 41.2% -5.4%
Foreign born 474% 421% -11.2% 56.8% 45.0% -20.8% 59.3% 56.5% -4.7%
Native born 66.9%  65.5% -2.1% 70.5% 69.7% -1.1% 71.8% 69.9% -2.6%

Data Source: US Census Bureau ACS 5-year Estimates
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1he poor are not people ‘outside’ our communities, but brothers and sisters whose sufferings we should share,
in an effort to alleviate their difficulties and marginalization, restore their lost dignity and ensure their
necessary social inclusion. On the other hand, as we know, acts of charity presuppose a giver and a receiver,
whereas mutual sharing generates fraternity. Almsgiving is occasional; mutual sharing, on the other hand,
is enduring. The former risks gratifying those who perform it and can prove demeaning for those who
receive it; the latter strengthens solidarity and lays the necessary foundations for achieving justice.”

— Pope Francis, 2021, “Message of His Holiness Pope Francis for the Fifth World Day of the Poor”
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Resources for Economically Insecure Families

Federal, state, and local resources are available for individuals and families who do not earn a living wage.
Although many perceive these resources as available to only those living in extreme poverty, many programs aid
working families and individuals who do not earn a living wage. That said, many social programs’ income eligibility
requirements are so low that many families unable to earn a living wage do not qualify for assistance. This creates
a gap in services, in which individuals and families who need assistance are unable to access the help they need.
Additionally, as the living wage has grown rapidly due to inflation, income limits for some programs have not been
adjusted as quickly.

To deliver these services, the government often relies on non-profit social service organizations, with nearly 120
of these organizations in the Scranton area alone. Programs for economically insecure families include, but are not
limited to the following:

CHILD AND DEPENDENT CARE TAX CREDIT
* FEDERAL: The federal Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit helps families defray the cost of providing care to
children and other dependents. The credit is worth between 20 percent—35 percent from up to $3,000 of
expenses paid for one child/dependent or up to $6,000 of expenses paid for two or more children/dependents.
In 2021, this credit was expanded by the American Rescue Plan to include up to $8,000 paid for care of one child/
dependent or up to $16,000 paid for care of two or more children/dependents. This expanded credit has since
expired.

e STATE: Starting in 2023, Pennsylvania residents will be able to claim childcare expenses on their state returns, in
addition to the amount claimed on their federal tax returns. The state-level Child and Dependent Care Enhancement

program is modeled on the federal tax credit, with the same eligibility requirements and rules.

* Effectiveness: Although the intent of these tax credits/rebates is to offset the cost of childcare, “the existing structure
of the credit fails to meaningfully help low-income families afford childcare.”3* The 2021 expansion of the credit

allowed more assistance, but further expansion and restructuring of the credit is necessary.

CHILD CARE WORKS SUBSIDIZED CHILD CARE PROGRAM

* The Child Care Works program is a subsidized childcare program that helps low-income families pay for childcare.

« Effectiveness: Childcare subsidies reduce costs for families and help to ensure the employment of parents.

Additionally, subsidies may increase the quality of care for low-income children.3>

The Institute and The University of Scranton



CHILD TAX CREDIT
* The federal Child Tax Credit is intended to help supplement the income of working families with children. The
creditis worth up to $2,000 per eligible child (through age 16) and is claimed on a federal tax return. The credit
was expanded in 2021 under the American Rescue Plan to provide $3,600 for children under age six and $3,000
for children ages six through 17. The expansion also allowed families to claim up to half of the credit in advance
through monthly payments, and it allowed families with little or no income to claim the credit. As with the
expanded childcare tax credit, the expansion of the Child Tax Credit has also since expired.

* Effectiveness: According to the Economic Policy Institute %, the Child Tax Credit significantly reduces taxes on low-
and middle-income families. Additionally, the Brookings Institute 3 found that the expansion of the tax credit under
the 2021 American Rescue Plan led to “improved nutrition, decreased reliance on credit cards...and also made
long-term educational investments for both parents and children.” The monthly payments allowed families to use
the tax credit to cover routine expenses, reducing child poverty.

HEAD START AND EARLY HEAD START

* Head Start is a federally funded program that offers early childhood education and health/social services to

families with children between three and five years old.
* Farly Head Start serves pregnant women and families with children under the age of three.

* Effectiveness: Head Start improves educational outcomes and increases the chances that a child graduates
high school, attends college, and obtains employment.®

SCHOOL NUTRITION PROGRAMS

¢ Children from qualifying lower-income families can receive a free or reduced-price school breakfast, lunch, and
after school snack.

* Effectiveness: The importance of school meals became widely apparent during the COVID-19 pandemic when
school closures caused significant increases in child hunger. School meals provided free to all children improve

child nutrition and improve students’ academic performance and discipline.®

SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (SNAP)

* The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program is a program intended to supplement the food budget of low-
income households. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many children did not attend school in person, limiting
their access to free or reduced-price meals. In response, the federal government implemented Pandemic
Electronic Benefit Transfer (P-EBT), which allowed eligible school-aged children to receive temporary nutrition

benefits loaded onto EBT cards to purchase food.

* Effectiveness: According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities “°, SNAP is a highly effective and efficient
program. Eligibility requirements are less restrictive than many other social benefits programs, allowing a “wide
range of low-income households, including families with children, elderly people, and people with disabilities”
to participate. SNAP is effective in improving the health and well-being of children and families and alleviating
food insecurity.
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HOUSING VOUCHER PROGRAMS
* Housing choice vouchers, which subsidize the costs of housing for low-income individuals and families,
are available to families whose income does not exceed 50 percent of the median income for the county or

metropolitan area in which the family lives.

* Effectiveness: Housing voucher programs reduce homelessness, help to alleviate poverty, increase safety, and improve
the long-term educational and health benefits of children and families. However, due to lack of funding, “only about one

in four families eligible for a voucher receives any form of federal rental assistance.” !

CITY OF SCRANTON AND LACKAWANNA COUNTY HOMEBUYER PROGRAMS

* Both the Scranton and Lackawanna County Homebuyer programs offer first-time house buyers a forgivable loan to help
with down payments and/or closing expenses.

* Effectiveness: Homeownership is one of the primary means through which families build long-term financial security.
According to the Urban Institute, down payments are one of the most significant barriers in homeownership for first-
time buyers.** Alleviating the burden of securing down payments helps to open homeownership to low- and middle-
income families. Additionally, this assistance helps families that have been affected by historical and continuing housing
discrimination because of race/ethnicity.

LOW-INCOME HOME ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (LIHEAP)
* LIHEAP helps lower-income households to help pay energy bills.

* Effectiveness: Participation in the program increases energy security and protects participants from dangerous utility

shut offs.*

HEALTHCARE SUBSIDIES AND MEDICAL ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS
* HEALTHCARE SUBSIDIES: The federal health insurance marketplace created by the Affordable Care Act offers the
public the opportunity to enroll in a variety of health insurance plans. Many households below the living wage

threshold that do not qualify for other social programs can qualify for reduced healthcare premiums on Healthcare.gov.

* MEDICAL ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS: Medicaid is a healthcare program for low-income Americans that pays for
healthcare services (sometimes with co-pays or small premiums).

* Effectiveness: Medical assistance programs are shown to improve both immediate and long-term health across a variety

of indicators (especially for children and people of color). In comparison to private insurance, “Medicaid also provides
more comprehensive benefits [and] significantly lower out-of-pocket cost to beneficiaries,” all while providing “access to
care that is comparable to private insurance.” States that have expanded their medical assistance programs have better
health outcomes than those that have not. *

The Institute for Public Policy & Economic INéxeloptiterte and The University of Scranton

29



Individuals seem to be struggling more with the rising costs of everything, unable to make
ends meet with what they are earning. When their wages do rise, they may lose SNAP
EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT (EITC) and medical benefits. Some may be able to purchase medical insurance, but deductibles

* The Earned Income Tax Credit is a federal program that is intended to supplement the income of low- to moderate- are Oﬁe‘ﬂ too l&l?‘g& crmtz’ngzz deterrent to Sec’kl'ng care. In recent years, we have seen the

income workers and families. needs we address at Scranton Primary increase.”

e Effectiveness: As is the case with the Child Tax Credit, the EITC helps to alleviate poverty and provides health and

— Joseph Hollander, CEO, Scranton Primary Health Care

psychological benefits by providing a cash benefit directly to families.*> Additionally, according to the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, “23 states with an EITC saw a connection between EITC and reduction in low

birthrate by 4 to 11 percent.” *® PA does not currently have a state-level EITC benefit.

TEMPORARY ASSISTANCE TO NEEDY FAMILIES (TANF) ey _‘ SUMMER CAMP
* The Temporary Assistance to Needy Families program is a block grant program that provides federal funding to the " | 5 \ ks ENTRANCE
states to provide cash assistance and social support to families with children. | < ‘

* Effectiveness: Notably, the cash benefits provided by the states via TANF are small and insufficient in covering the
basic needs of recipients.®” Typically, cash assistance is a less popular policy proposal than in-kind benefits, such as
food assistance, in which the spending of benefits is tightly regulated. That being said, cash assistance is a highly
effective intervention in addressing poverty. Thus, to be most effective, TANF cash assistance should be easier to
access and include more benefits.

Starting in March 2020, the federal, state, and local governments expanded a number of the above programs to
include more generous benefits and to include an expanded number of recipients. These expansions were meant to
address the COVID-19 pandemic and the accompanying economic challenges. Many of those program expansions
have since lapsed. Evaluations of the current and future success of these programs should consider the return of

these programs and their benefits to their pre-COVID status.

Residents who could afford a modest apartment working in the service industries not only lost

“ wages during the height of the pandemic, but they also soon discovered that area rents have
[Jar exceeded fair market rates. We are now servicing this population through rental and utility
assistance funds provided by various pandemic-related programs that are slated to end or the
Sfunds exhausted by the end of 2022. Affordable housing and expanded public transportation
are required. If public transportation cannot be expanded, having housing co-located with

services, healthy groceries and other providers is a sustainable model. Scranton is undergoing

a renaissance of sorts with luxury apartments in bhigh demand. While this is positive for the | =i ™ s | N @

Indiduals seem to be struggling
more with the rising costs of everything,
unable to make ends meet...”

overall economy, the gentrification that is occurring, as a result, is increasing wage inequit).

Without stable affordable housing, no other polices can be successfully implemented.”

— William Browning, Executive Director, Lackawanna County Department of Health & Human Services
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Recommendations

To achieve greater economic security for families in NEPA, a multi-pronged approach is required that involves
public policy changes, economic and workforce development efforts, government programs, and private charitable
activities. The following recommendations reflect conclusions drawn from the data in this report and based on

principles of Catholic Social Teaching in regard to poverty, just wages, and economic justice. *®

1. Support Expanded Housing Assistance and Housing Affordability

Expand access to social programs that address issues of housing affordability, including changes to zoning,
development of more housing options across income levels, expansion of mixed-income social housing, and
homeownership counseling and cash assistance.

While house rental costs, as measured by the Living Wage Calculator, over the time period of the 2019-2022
reports increased only slightly, increases were observed when looking at Zillow's Observed Rent Index (ZORI).
According to the 2022 Scranton Strategic Economic Development plan, “Scranton’s Median Household income is
over $1,300 per month lower than PA's, yet median monthly rent is just $149 lower...In fact, 48 percent of renters
are cost burdened.” Additionally, while the prices of homes in Northeastern Pennsylvania are relatively affordable
compared to other parts of the country, less than half of Scranton houses are owner-occupied.

Federal and local attention should be paid to ensuring that there is an adequate supply of affordable housing for
low-income renters across different neighborhoods and localities®; this should include addressing the conditions
of deteriorating housing stock and additional tenant education. As revitalization efforts continue on the regional
and municipal levels, there is opportunity to develop more affordable properties through redevelopment and infill
development strategies targeting a variety of price points and in support of low-income residents as well as programs
and activities that address blight removal.® Given the link between housing and transportation, policymakers should
look to models of housing co-located with services such as grocery stores, daycares, and healthcare facilities;
in some European examples, this is accomplished through a public sector focus on the built environment and
walkability . An Institute demand study on affordable and accessible housing documented an increasing demand
for affordable housing development.® Further, communities can revise zoning codes to designate not only “uses”
of land and buildings,* but also to require affordable housing units; some states utilize an “80/20 Program”* to
provide low-interest financing to multifamily rental developers who commit to designating at least 20 percent of a
development’s units to low-income households.

The Institute’'s 2022 study on affordable housing for working- and middle-class households noted that there are
funding streams currently in use to incentivize development of lower-income housing. However, the market pressure
for developers to pursue higher-end (and potentially more profitable) options may leave a gap in the supply between
subsidized low-income housing and new, market-rate construction®.

NEPA cities and counties should consider a variety of tools to increase affordable and achievable housing,
including public-private partnerships, zoning changes, further promoting developer incentives, and requiring
or otherwise encouraging mixed-income development that includes both market-rate and affordable housing.
Additionally, we should continue to support programs like the City of Scranton and Lackawanna County Homebuyer
programs, which provide first-time homebuyers with counseling and cash assistance towards building a down

payment or covering closing costs.
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2. Foster Equity and Inclusivity

Promote practices by government, non-profit, and other agencies to ensure equitable access to services and benefits,
including reviewing local and regional policies and theirimplementation. This should involve centering the voices and
experiences of BIPOC, economically disadvantaged, and formerly incarcerated populations and seeking to better
understand causes of and solutions to racial disparities, including discrimination or other barriers.

Northeastern Pennsylvania is an increasingly diverse region with income and other disparities that fall along race and
ethnic differences as noted throughout this 2022 Report. According to The Institute’s 2022 Indicator Report, between 2010
and 2020, the share of residents in both counties identifying their race as white alone fell from 92 to 83 percent in Lackawanna
County and from 91 to 79 percent in Luzerne County. In both counties, 2020 Census numbers indicate a large growth in
Hispanic/Latino residents, up to 8.5 percent in Lackawanna and 14.4 percent in Luzerne. In the city of Scranton specifically,
Hispanic or Latino represent 15.1 percent, Black or African American represent 5.7 percent, and Asian 5.1 percent.

While many families in Northeastern Pennsylvania do not earn a living wage, Black and Hispanic/Latino households are
beginning from a greater position of vulnerability on average due to lower median household income (43 and 31 percent
lower than white households, respectively), lower rates of homeownership, less representation in jobs with wages of $20
per hour or more, and greater poverty rates. In general, these social inequities appear at least as significant locally as they are
statewide and nationwide.

The National League of Cities" Advancing Racial Equity in Your City municipal action guide recommends examining racial
biases in municipal department services, convening community stakeholders to understand perspectives on racial impacts
of city policies, engaging residents of color and white residents to understand how policies in the past and currently impact
different groups, and integrating an understanding of structural and institutional racism.*

Additional strategies to reduce barriers to access may include: standing commissions or working groups to address
discrimination or other barriers to access; additional language translation resources for recent immigrant and refugee
populations; and regular DEl and cross-cultural trainings for employers, banks and others involved in lending related to
homeownership. We should consider policies and practices that can help formerly incarcerated individuals gain greater access
to employment and address the disproportionate impact of the criminal justice system on communities of color and the impact
that can have on attaining a living wage job.

With a similar population to Scranton, the city of Jacksonville, North Carolina, was awarded by the National League of
Cities during the 2018 City Cultural Diversity Awards. According to the League, “Jacksonville’s ‘One City, Our City, My City’
campaign was designed to promote respect, caring and collaboration between all citizens in Jacksonville and encourages
them to learn about their neighbors’ cultures.”¥ Through events, pledges, and regular meetings between the mayor and
leaders in the city’s faith community, the initiative is moving the city closer to its vision of a “unified and caring community.”*
According to Scranton’s 2022 Strategic Economic Development Plan, the city intends to develop a City Equity Plan that “will
address resilience and how equity is a driver of economic measures.” Specifically, the plan will “consider how to promote
inclusion and belonging in the city.”

Plans and initiatives like these are important first steps in helping a community to acknowledge the value of its diversity,
recognize racial disparities and better understand their causes, and to begin the process of securing greater inclusion for
communities of color. These steps should then be followed by advocacy for substantive policy changes at the local, state,
and federal level.

For immigrants whose first language is not English, it can be very difficult to keep up with policy information

‘ ‘m’ld changes. They may not be aware of their rights, making them susceptible to losing jobs or otherwise missing
employment opportunities, public benefits, or subsidized housing. Improving language access and translation services
are important tools in fostering economic security, and while many low-income immigrant families qualify for services

related to home energy or food, if they are undocumented their immigration status may make them ineligible.”

— Jenny Gonzalez, Students Together Achieving Remarkable Success (S.T.A.R.S.) Program Director

Living Wage Report 2022 Update

3. Increase Wages

To foster and maintain more family-sustaining jobs, raise the Pennsylvania and/or federal minimum wage and
further increase economic development and workforce activities, including strategic higher education and K-12
collaborations to ensure a match between regional skills and needs.

As indicated from our analysis of the minimum and living wages in the Commonwealth, the minimum wage does not
meet the basic needs required by families and falls short of a living wage. A “living wage” changes depending on how
many people are in a family. However, for the family classifications studied, reaching a living standard is nearly impossible
earning $7.25 an hour, especially among families with children. A single, childless worker in either Lackawanna or Luzerne
county earning a mean wage of approximately $30,000 would find themselves struggling to meet the living wage
income threshold in the region ($31,616); if that worker were to have just one child, they would find themselves over
$32,000 beneath the living wage for that household size ($62,317).

As of June 2022, Pennsylvania is one of just 14 states still at the $7.25 federal minimum wage *. All its neighboring
states (Maryland, West Virginia, Ohio, New York, New Jersey, and Delaware) have higher rates, ranging from $8.75
(WV) to $13.20 (NY). In 2022, Governor Wolf's plan to raise the minimum wage for commonwealth employees
was successfully implemented (raising their pay to $15 an hour). However, that executive action applies only to
commonwealth employees. According to the PA Budget and Policy Center, there is “overwhelming support” from
Pennsylvanians (73 percent agree) for raising the minimum wage to $15 per hour over the next four years. With inflation in
the U.S. currently close to a four-decade high, the minimum wage must increase in order to prevent and alleviate poverty.

The best way to help families thrive in today’s economy is to increase wages. This can be done through further
economic development activities that seek to increase jobs with meaningful, family-sustaining wages and through
increases to the state and/or federal minimum wage. Workforce development programs should be continued and
expanded, particularly to address needed technical and soft skills. These programs have the potential to help low-wage
workers improve their skill sets, attain higher-paying jobs, and spur economic growth in the region while filling workforce

gaps that exist in growing, well-paying occupations in healthcare, logistics, utilities as well as other sectors.

4. Support Cash Assistance for Low-Income Families
Support expanded tax credits and cash assistance that assist with basic costs for low-income families.

Federal and state income tax credits, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) or the Pennsylvania Child and
Dependent Care Enhancement program, help to ease the economic burdens of working families by providing them with
regularly occurring cash assistance via a tax refund. While the EITC helps to alleviate poverty and provides health and
psychological benefits by providing a cash benefit directly to families, the sums provided are small and occur only once
per year. The funds are also not generally available to the unemployed or some young adults with no children. Similarly,
the Child Tax Credit (CTC) and the PA and federal childcare and dependent care tax credits do not adequately subsidize
the cost of childcare (about $300 per child, per week in PA).® In September 2022, the U.S. Conference of Catholic
Bishops called for expanding the CTC to promote “family stability.®”

Between 2020-2021, a number of social service programs were expanded in response to the pandemic. The EITC
was expanded to allow workers without children, younger workers, and senior citizens. Additionally, the amount of the
credit increased and was given to a broader range of workers. The federal CTC was also expanded, providing more
cash to families on a monthly basis. Unemployment compensation was expanded, extending unemployment benefits
to workers who are ordinarily ineligible, extending the benefits period by 13 weeks, and providing supplemental pay.
Lastly, on three occasions, the government provided direct cash payments to residents making less than $75,000 (single)
or less than $150,000 (married). While this is not an exhaustive list of COVID-19 relief programs, these are all examples
of programs in which recipients were provided expanded or new cash assistance. According to the Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities, data indicate that “relief measures reduced poverty, helped people access health coverage, and
reduced hardships like inability to afford food and meet other basic needs.”® We should consider how more permanently

expanding access to cash aid would help ease economic burdens, improve lives, and promote more equity.
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5. Support Expanded Food and Basic Necessities Assistance

To address the rising costs and inconsistent availability of food and basic necessities, we should support
expanded assistance in these areas.

Food assistance programs like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, improve the health and well-
being of children and families and alleviate food insecurity. We should also support the continued offering of free
or reduced-cost meals for school-aged children. School meals provided free to all children improve child nutrition
and improve students’ academic performance and discipline. Furthermore, we should support and advocate for
programs like the Summer Food Service Program, which provides free meals to kids age 18 or younger in low-income
areas, reimbursing program operators who offer meals. Programs like these ensure that children are fed meals and
snacks throughout the year — not just during the school year. Both the Scranton School District and the Wilkes-Barre
Family YMCA currently offer summer food programs; however, we should ensure that all children are reached,
particularly children in rural areas without adequate transportation.

While food assistance programs, alone, help families to reallocate their resources to afford other basic necessities
not generally covered by government programs, the growing cost of items like menstrual products, toiletries, and
diapers causes many families to forgo these necessities. By supporting the expansion of diaper banks, period supply
banks, and hygiene banks, we lower the risk of infection and missed school or work days that can place additional
financial stress on families.

6. Expand Access to Existing Social Safety Net Programs

Expand access to existing social safety net programs and ensure that federal, state, and local poverty measures
adequately address the realities of low-income Americans.

When applying for social benefits, many individuals are met with administrative burdens, such as long wait times,
complicated applications, and requirements for in-person interviews, that prevent them from accessing benefits for
which they are eligible. Even once someone proves eligibility and begins to receive benefits, requirements such as
regular income/job updates and meetings with case workers can become so burdensome that recipients opt out
of assistance. This means that many eligible families are not receiving the benefits they need. For example, in 2020,
only 21 families out of every 100 families living in poverty received TANF cash assistance.® Even for SNAP — a more
flexible and expansive social program — national participation rates are around 72 percent for the working poor.®
Social programs, including government programs and services offered by non-profits, should be regularly monitored
for administrative burdens that may unfairly exclude beneficiaries from the program. Funding and staffing should be
carefully increased and allocated to promote efficiency and effectiveness.

In addition to administrative burdens, the process through which many programs determine who is eligible
for assistance relies on income and asset calculations that exclude many from needed assistance. For example, the
federal poverty line is based on the calculation of three times the expected cost of groceries, adjusted for family
size. This calculation does not include direct measures for the cost of clothing, transportation, housing, and other
daily needs, and it does not vary by residence. Instead, we might rely on the Supplemental Poverty Measure,
which includes non-cash benefits; direct measures of cost for things like utilities, taxes, clothing; and is adjusted by
residence. As national Catholic agencies working in anti-poverty efforts have recommended, the federal government
should “consider creating an additional index that specifically evaluates expenditure patterns for low-income
communities” or work on addressing “other deficient components of the [official poverty measure] calculation.”®

Many of the same issues of eligibility that restrict access to government benefits also apply to programs
administered by non-profit organizations. Regional non-profits, faith-based institutions, and others working in
antipoverty should apply the principles outlined above to their own programs. Though programs funded through
public charities or private foundations suffer from resource limitations, efforts should be made to ensure that families
earning less than a living wage are covered to the greatest extent possible, even if they earn above the official federal

poverty line.

Living Wage Report 2022 Update

7. Support Programs and Policies that Help Workers
to Obtain and Keep Jobs with Family-Sustaining Wages

Reduce disparities in K-12 and post-secondary education, equip workers with the skills they need to obtain
jobs with family-sustaining wages, and provide transportation and childcare support for families to ensure

gainful employment.

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused shifts in education and workforce development. One study found that
half of all employers will need reskilling by the year 2025.% Public-private partnerships and innovative approaches
can be used to help students with barriers to education get access to job skills. Postsecondary institutions,
private philanthropy, and employers can all share ownership of programs that alleviate these barriers, such as
child care, transportation, and housing, to allow disadvantaged students a path to increase their wages. Given
the strength and variety in Northeastern Pennsylvania’s institutions of higher education, colleges and universities
should explore further avenues for collaboration with K-12 schools, the business sector, and across the higher
education sector itself to improve high school graduation rates, post-secondary degree completion, and ensure
that regional academic offerings address the range of workforce needs.

Funding mechanisms for public schools, which are largely based on local property taxes, create “have and
have not” communities and disparities in curriculum, teacher salaries, and extracurricular activities. As a result,
there is unequal access to resources that enable students to graduate prepared for postsecondary education or
the workforce. Policymakers should consider legislative opportunities to reduce these disparities.”

Policymakers should also seek to eliminate barriers to gainful employment, such as unreliable transportation
and costly childcare. Accessible and affordable transportation options are directly linked to employment
opportunities.® Workers without access to cars and workers with cars that spend a significant portion of their
resources on transportation often face instability in employment and have fewer opportunities to accept jobs
with higher wages. Policymakers should invest in expanding safe and reliable public transportation options and
should consider instituting policies that encourage new development and job creation closer to residential areas.

Lack of affordable childcare is another barrier workers face when trying to find and keep employment. As
noted above, policymakers at the federal and state level should expand child and dependent care tax credits to
help subsidize the high cost of care for children and other dependents. Furthermore, all levels of government
should fund the creation and expansion of safe and affordable childcare options. Minimizing barriers to gainful

employment will help families to accept and keep jobs that pay family-sustaining wages.

‘ Many local recent immigrants work in factories and the food industry. During the pandemic,

many factory workers were considered ‘essential’ workers and others who worked in restaurants
were out of work, both of which put pressure on families. Access to transportation for school and
work, bilingual and culturally competent mental health services, and medical insurance —

especially for undocumented individuals — are also critical issues.”

— Alejandra Marroquin, Community Organizer at Geisinger Commonwealth School of Medicine

The Institute and The University of Scranton

37



The Churchs love for the poor...is a part of her constant tradition.” This love is inspired by the Gospel
“ of the Beatitudes, of the poverty of Jesus, and of his concern for the poor. .. Those who are oppressed by
poverty are the object of a preferential love on the part of the Church which, since her origin and in spite
of the failings of many of her members, has not ceased to work for their relief, defense, and liberation.”

— Catechism of the Catholic Church, excerpts from nos. 2444 and 2448

How Should We Respond

Learn about local needs and inequities, advocate for policies and programs to support those who are economically
insecure, and accompany low-income neighbors through volunteer and other community engagement programs.

As employers, elected officials, students, and private citizens, we all have a role to play in attending to the needs
of vulnerable populations. For more families to attain a “living wage” in Northeastern Pennsylvania, a combination
of institutional, governmental, and private charitable activities is needed to increase wages and support low-income
families. Catholic Social Teaching asserts that all people have a right to participate in society and calls on people of
goodwill to consider how they can help to alleviate social inequities.

The social teaching of the Catholic Church has long asserted the centrality of human dignity in assessing issues
related to poverty and economic life.® As the U.S. Catholic Bishops wrote in 1986 in “Economic Justice for All: Pastoral

"o

Letter on Catholic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy,” “The dignity of the human person, realized in community
with others, is the criterion against which all aspects of economic life must be measured.”™ In its 2002 pastoral letter
on poverty, “A Place at the Table,” the Bishops emphasized the principle of solidarity — that “we see every ‘other’ as

rn

our neighbor, who must share in the ‘banquet of life to which all are equally invited by God’” — and the key role of
work, which “should not leave people poor but should provide wages sufficient to achieve a standard of living that is in
keeping with human dignity.” In May 2022, Sister Donna Markham, OP, Ph.D., President and CEO of Catholic Charities
USA, wrote to Congress urging them to “please remember those who are the most vulnerable.””

As a Catholic and Jesuit institution, The University of Scranton is committed to an educational mission that includes
the service of faith and the promotion of justice.” In the 2019-2029 Apostolic Preferences of the Society of Jesus, Society
General Arturo Sosa, S.J., prioritized walking with the poor in a way that promotes social justice “and the change of
economic, political, and social structures that generate injustice.” This kind of approach prioritizes not only policy
advocacy but also human encounter, including volunteer service activities, academic engagement through community
based-learning courses, and other collaborations and initiatives that center the voices of those experiencing economic
insecurity, racial inequities, and other disparities. The University raises awareness of and advocates for public policies in
keeping with emphases within Catholic Social Teaching on principles of human dignity, community and the common

good, dignity of work and the rights of workers, solidarity, the option for the poor and vulnerable, and the role of

government and subsidiarity.”

Conclusions

This study has found that it costs more to reach a living wage in 2022 in Northeastern Pennsylvania than it did
in 2019 or 2016 as a result of increases in basic costs, inflationary pressures and wages that have not necessarily
kept pace with expenses. More households across the region are earning incomes beneath the living wage; they
lack economic security and may find it difficult to pay essential needs. For example, a family of two adults and two
children in the region needs $75,196 to reach the living wage threshold in 2022, up 43.6 percent from 2019
and 54.7 percent since 2016. The regional population living in poverty remains disproportionately high when
compared to state averages, and signs of improvement are mixed. Since the 2019 report, the median household
income only rose by about nine percent — well behind the pace at which the living wage has accelerated. With
inflation at its highest level since 1981, many families are struggling to access basic necessities’. Moreover,
longstanding racial disparities are present as we analyze the poverty rate, median household income, workforce
composition, and homeownership across different races/ethnic groups.

Across all family compositions, a minimum wage or even near-minimum wage job will generally be insufficient
to allow the family to achieve economic security. Notably, the 2022 report also shows that the median household
incomes for both counties now fall short of a living wage income for all family compositions, except those without
children. Many agencies report more clients seeking more services with the economic effects of the pandemic
ongoing. Characteristic of Northeastern Pennsylvania’s generous community spirit, there are many resources
available to residents of the region who have income challenges through a robust non-profit sector and government
assistance programs. However, income eligibility guidelines for many assistance programs are often significantly
below the living wage threshold. On the federal level, monthly payments distributed during the COVID-19
pandemic demonstrated the power that cash assistance can have for low-income families, but these payments have
largely ended while the economic impacts of the pandemic are ongoing. As a result, there are numerous families
in Northeastern Pennsylvania who fall into this very real gap of having too much income to quality for meaningful
assistance, but too little to achieve economic security; they may experience a “benefits cliff” in relation to various
assistance programs as well as medical care and housing. As the region increasingly makes economic development
progress, continued attention should be paid to fostering equity and inclusion, increasing wages, expanding the
availability of family-sustaining jobs, and addressing rising costs that impact low-income residents. In particular, this
report has highlighted rising costs in relation to healthy foods, transportation and childcare and the most recent
data points to an acute need for affordable housing that calls for new policies and approaches such as mixed-
income housing. Together, government, businesses, the social service sector and individuals can ensure that a

greater share of Northeastern Pennsylvanians can live a modest but dignified life.

The gospel mandate of serving the least of our brothers and sisters’ calls us to care for our
“ societys most vulnerable members. Individuals and governments have a special obligation
to prioritize the basic needs of the poor. Our policies must protect the poor and vulnerable
and promote the common good by caring for the well-being of each member of our national
Jamily. CCUSA recognizes that Congress is faced with many difficult choices, but we urge

you to please remember those who are the most vulnerable.”

— Sister Donna Markham OP, Ph.D., President and CEQO,
Catholic Charities USA (CCUSA), 2022, Letter on Appropriations Bill
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‘ 1he path we seek to follow with the poor is one that promotes social justice and the change of
economic, political, and social structures that generate injustice; this path is a necessary dimension
of the reconciliation of individuals, peoples, and their cultures with one another, with nature, and
with God ... Accompanying the impoverished requires us to improve our studies, our analysis,
and our reflection in order to understand in depth the economic, political, and social processes that
generate such great injustice; we must also contribute to the elaboration of alternative models.”

— Universal Apostolic Preferences of the Society of Jesus,
2019-2020, Letter from Fr. Arturo Sosa, S.J. Superior General
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10 walk with the poor, the outcasts of the
world, those whose dignity has been violated,
in a mission of reconciliation and justice.”

— Universal Apostolic Preferences of the Society of Jesus,
2019-2020, Letter from Fr. Arturo Sosa, S.|. Superior General
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