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F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T

As UMass Boston Professor and MassBenchmarks co-editor Alan Clayton-Mat-

thews points out in this issue’s insightful analysis, the Commonwealth’s economy 

is beginning to slow noticeably as a result of the combined effect of the declining 

housing market, rising energy prices, and the lingering impact of the subprime 

mortgage meltdown. 

While our state’s preeminence in science- and technology-intensive industries has 

allowed economic conditions in Massachusetts to remain relatively stronger than 

those in the U.S. as a whole, the national and global economic slowdown is clearly 

beginning to take its toll on our businesses and households. The resulting chal-

lenges facing low-income and working families in every corner of Massachusetts 

are well explored in the pages ahead, and impact every sector of our economy. 

Here are some highlights of this edition of MassBenchmarks:

• In this issue’s regional feature, a team of analysts led by UMass Donahue Institute’s 

 Rebecca Loveland and UMass Amherst Professor and MassBenchmarks Executive Editor 

 Robert Nakosteen document a widening gap between the haves and have-nots within 

 every region of the state and, strikingly, between the Greater Boston and Northeast regions

 and the rest of the Commonwealth.  

• UMass Boston Professor Randy Albelda and UMass alumna and San Francisco State Uni-

 versity Professor Jennifer Shea summarize their contributions to an important national 

 study of coverage gaps in federal income support programs designed to help our most 

 needy and vulnerable neighbors. 

• In their comprehensive analysis of the Massachusetts Human Services industry, a team of 

 UMass Donahue Institute researchers led by Christina Citino and Michael Goodman high-

 light the profound workforce challenges facing one of the Commonwealth’s fastest grow-

 ing industries and the heart of our social safety net. 

Taken together, these articles highlight troubling trends that, if left unaddressed, pose a sig-

nifi cant threat to the promise of economic opportunity that has long been the birthright of 

every resident of our state. They also underscore the need to redouble efforts to expand eco-

nomic opportunities to reach every region and resident in the Bay State.  

Our Commonwealth’s higher education institutions can play a role in this effort by continuing 

to provide Massachusetts residents with access to high-quality and affordable education, which 

transforms lives and has long been the most reliable path to social and economic mobility. 

Jack M. Wilson

President
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he direction of the national economy remains uncertain. Its decline has not been dramatic — a 

cause for optimism — but troubles continue in the fi nancial and housing markets and the specter 

of infl ation looms.

Within this context, the Massachusetts economy is doing better than the nation’s but at best its growth 

is still moderate. This better-than-national performance arises from the sectoral mix of the Massachusetts 

economy. The state does not manufacture automobiles nor does it have a signifi cant consumer products 

sector, so declines in these industries do not have a direct impact here. Also, the relatively small 

Massachusetts housing construction industry, although affected by national trends, has a lesser impact 

on the state’s economy. 

On the positive side, several important sectors of the Massachusetts economy continue to perform well. 

A major contributor is technology-based businesses, with a weaker dollar driving exports to global markets. 

Defense-related spending, the health care sector (both direct provisions of care and related sectors such as 

biotechnology, pharmaceuticals, and medical devices), and the educational services sector — all important to 

the state’s economy — also continue to grow. Overall, Massachusetts labor productivity growth continues 

to outpace the nation’s, which bodes well for future economic performance and income growth. 

On a darker note, fi nancial services sectors associated with mortgage debt are not doing well, although 

brokerage activities are growing. Even more troubling in a moderately expanding state economy (as 

measured by state gross product) is anemic employment growth.

Massachusetts housing prices are falling, and will continue to fall as inventories build. According to 

the S&P Case-Shiller index for metropolitan Boston, housing prices have fallen 9.8 percent from their 

peak in September 2005. This decline in housing prices followed a strong increase: from the year 2000 

through 2007, housing prices in metropolitan Boston increased by 65 percent. Boston’s experience has 

been much less severe than in places like San Diego, Detroit, and Phoenix, which have experienced price 

declines ranging from 17.5 to 19.1 percent and much more signifi cant than the 1 to 2 percent declines 

experienced in cities such as Charlotte, North Carolina and Portland, Oregon.

Potential homebuyers are likely to hold off as long as they expect further substantial decreases in house prices. 

However, the state has largely avoided the overbuilding of new housing that has contributed to the substantial 

price declines experienced by many other states. Nevertheless, the housing situation is having a substantial 

effect on households, residential real estate brokers, retail sales of household appliances and furniture, and 

mortgage lenders. Rising oil prices are also disproportionately affecting our state due to its heavy reliance 

on oil for home heating. Consumer spending, other than for energy, also appears to be declining.

In sum, the Massachusetts economy continues to perform modestly, with employment still below its peak 

of seven years ago (the fi rst quarter of 2001). And a perennial problem remains: the skills and education of 

those working in declining state sectors are a poor match for what is needed in the sectors that continue 

to grow rapidly. At best, prospects for the near future are for more of the same. At worst, a deteriorating 

national economy could drag the state down in its wake. 

Prepared by Executive Editor Robert Nakosteen, May 12, 2008
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ECONOMIC CURRENTS
T H E  S T A T E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  E C O N O M Y

The Year in Review: 

2007 Marks Start of Slowdown
AL A N CL A Y T O N-MA T T H E W S
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Figure 1.  Massachusetts Employment, Labor Force, and Population Indicators
 Percent change from prior year
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he state’s economy slowed moderately in 2007, 

the beginning of a slowdown that may last sev-

eral years. The deceleration was precipitated by a 

downturn in the housing market that, in Massachusetts, 

began in late 2005, and gained downward momentum in 

2006. Last summer, fi nancial havoc from sub-prime mort-

gage defaults and falling prices throughout most of the 

nation tipped the nation’s economy to the brink of reces-

sion. This year, soaring energy prices threaten to weigh 

down the economy further, neutralizing the fi scal stimu-

lus package that is coming on line now.

 In 2007 Massachusetts performed better than the 

faltering national economy on most measures. Payroll 

employment grew at the same rate in Massachusetts as 

in the nation as a whole, a rare event, given the persis-

tent lower rate of population and labor force growth 

in the state. Massachusetts grew faster than the U.S. in 

terms of product, income, and wages. While the national 

unemployment rate rose during 2007, the state’s unem-

ployment rate fell. The difference in performance can be 

attributed to what economists call “industry mix.” Hous-

ing production and automobile manufacturing — sec-

tors that performed badly, are a smaller part of the state’s 

economy than the nation’s, while technology, science, and 

knowledge-based sectors — which performed well, are a 

larger part of the state’s economy than the nation’s.

 Last year, Massachusetts economic growth slowed. 

Payroll employment growth fell from 1.2 percent in 

2006 to 0.8 percent in 2007, while resident employment 

growth declined from 0.9 percent to a paltry 0.2 percent, 

and labor force growth declined from 0.8 percent to a 

negative 0.3 percent.1 Real gross state domestic product 

growth, as estimated from the Massachusetts Current 

Economic Index, slowed from 3.6 percent in 2006 to 3.2 

percent last year. This small change masks the deceleration 

which took place and that is still under way. Real gross 

state domestic product growth declined from an annual-

ized rate of 3.9 percent in the fourth quarter of 2006 to 

2.8 percent in the fourth quarter of last year.

 The difference between the performance of the 

housing-related and technology-related sectors is appar-

ent in the payroll employment survey data. Construction 

T

Notes: * Level (not percent change). 
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Figure 3.  Massachusetts Product and Housing Indicators
 Percent change from prior year
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Figure 2.  Massachusetts Income, Infl ation, and Consumer Indicators
 Percent change from prior year
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employment fell for the second straight year, by 2.0 per-

cent in 2006 and by 1.3 percent in 2007. Retail trade 

employment fell for the third straight year, by 1.5 percent 

in 2005, 0.5 percent in 2006 and 0.6 percent in 2007. 

This refl ects a slowdown in consumer spending related 

to the housing market, from purchases related to new 

household formation, to consumer spending in general, 

a refl ection of declining household wealth, higher house-

hold debt, and restricted consumer credit. Regular sales 

taxes, which refl ect most consumer spending outside of 

food, clothing, services, and automobiles, grew a paltry 

2.6 percent, less than the rate of infl ation. Purchases of 

automobiles declined for another year, at a rate of 4.7 per-

cent. The losses in Financial Activities employment of 0.4 

percent in 2007 were concentrated in Real Estate, which 

fell by 2.2 percent, and by Credit Intermediation — i.e., 

banks — by 3.3 percent.

 On the other hand, Professional and Business Service 

employment grew robustly for another year, by 1.8 per-

cent in 2007. Within this sector, Professional, Scientifi c, 

and Technical Service employment grew by 3.0 percent. 

Information employment expanded by 3.0 percent, led by 

growth in Software of 4.0 percent. Within Finance, the 

subsector Securities, Commodities, and Investment Act 

employment, which contains highly paid fi nancial funds 

managers, grew by 3.4 percent.

 Manufacturing employment declined by 1.5 percent 

last year, but this refl ects long-term productivity trends 

rather than declining output. State merchandise exports, 

composed almost exclusively of manufactured products, 

grew by 5.0 percent. Nationally, manufacturing employ-

ment declined by 1.9 percent. Measures of national and 

worldwide demand for information technology products 

were generally indicating slower growth than last year, 

but were positive, suggesting that production remained at 

high levels. U.S. business spending for information pro-

cessing equipment and software remained strong, grow-

ing by 6.4 percent (in nominal dollars).

 Incomes expanded at a healthy rate in 2007, with per 

capita incomes rising by 6.0 percent in Massachusetts, and 

real annual wages per payroll worker rising by 2.3 per-

cent.2 The corresponding fi gures for the U.S. were 5.2 

percent and 1.6 percent, respectively. Per-worker wages 

and salaries remain much higher in Massachusetts than in 

the nation as a whole — 22 percent higher, refl ecting the 

state’s higher level of educational attainment.

 Population expanded modestly for the second year in 

a row, by one quarter of a percentage point — versus a full 

percentage point for the U.S., while the net out-migration 

fell from 21,000 in 2006 to 8,000 in 2007. In the expan-

sion of the 1990s, net migration moved from negative to 

positive as the state’s economy recovered from its reces-

sion. In this slower expansion, migration has yet to turn 

around. As we shall see, this is consistent with a labor mar-

ket that is still somewhat weaker in Massachusetts than in 

the rest of the nation, despite what the headline unem-

ployment rate suggests.

 Several expectation and confi dence measures turned 

down in 2007. The Bloomberg stock index for Massachu-

setts, which measures the stock price performance of Mas-

sachusetts companies, declined by 1.2 percent in 2007, 

underperforming both the Dow Jones and NASDAQ indi-

ces, which grew by 6.0 and 8.9 percent respectively. Busi-

ness confi dence fell throughout the year. The AIM index 

fell to 53.5, just above the borderline between expecta-

tions of expansion versus contraction, while the national 

NAPM index sank to just below the critical level of 50, 

to 48.4. Consumer confi dence plunged by 33 percent in 

Massachusetts to a level that has not been seen since the 

recession of the early 1990s. All three measures — stock 

E C O N O M I C  C U R R E N T S

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Figure 4.  Massachusetts and U.S. Payroll Employment Growth
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prices, business confi dence, and consumer confi dence — 

continued to fall in the beginning of 2008. 

 The housing market continued its slide last year, and 

has not reached the bottom yet. Prices and permits declined 

for the second year in a row, and sales, for the third year in a 

row. Condominiums have held up better than single family 

homes. The average annual median price rose 2.5 percent 

in the face of a second year of declining sales. However, 

median prices for condos fell signifi cantly in the fi rst quarter 

of this year. Listings fell last year, but are still high.

Unemployment Rates, 
Education, and Geography
The unemployment rate is perhaps the best single indica-

tor of conditions in the labor market. Low unemployment 

rates signal a “seller’s market” in which workers perceive 

jobs to be plentiful, and in which employers fi nd it hard to 

fi ll positions without giving incentives to new hires. High 

unemployment rates signal a “buyer’s market,” the other 

side of the coin. Regional differences in unemployment 

rates indicate different demand pressures in regional labor 

markets, and just as wind fl ows from high to low pressure 

areas, net migration fl ows from regions with higher unem-

ployment rates to those with lower rates. Workers move to 

where job openings are more plentiful and seller’s markets 

for labor prevail.

 In 2007, the Massachusetts unemployment rate aver-

aged 4.5 percent, slightly below the U.S. rate of 4.6 

percent and in line with trends of recent decades but no 

indication that labor market conditions for workers are 

slightly better in Massachusetts than in the rest of the 

nation. The reason for the state’s traditionally lower rate 

is that the state’s workers are more highly educated than 

the rest of the nation, and unemployment rates for more 

highly educated workers tend to be lower. However, those 

with a B.A. degree and those with a high school diploma 

do not compete for the same jobs. In order to tell whether 

or not the state of the state’s labor market is better or 

worse than the rest of the country, one should compare 

unemployment rates for each level of educational attain-

ment. It turns out that, in 2007, at nearly every level of 

educational attainment the unemployment rate in Mas-

sachusetts was higher than in the rest of the nation. For 

example, for those with a high school degree, the unem-

ployment rate in Massachusetts was 6.1 percent versus 5.7 

percent for the rest of the country. The unemployment 

Source: Massachusetts Association of Realtors, seasonally adjusted by author

Figure 5.  Median House Price, Massachusetts
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rate for Massachusetts residents with a master’s or higher 

degree was only 2.3 percent, but that was 0.4 percentage 

points higher than similarly educated labor force members 

in the rest of the country. Only for those with less than a 

high school education was the unemployment rate lower 

in Massachusetts than in the rest of the country. 

 By statistically controlling for education and other 

demographic differences between the labor force of Mas-

sachusetts and the rest of the country, one can estimate 

what the unemployment rate for Massachusetts would 

have been if it had the same demographics as the U.S. 

This “demographically-adjusted” unemployment rate for 

Massachusetts in 2007 was 5.3 percent, or 0.7 percent 

higher than that of the U.S., indicating that the state’s 

labor market is weaker than that of the U.S.3 This is con-

sistent with the observed moderate net out-migration of 

Massachusetts residents last year. 

 Another indication that the labor market is marginally 

weaker in Massachusetts is the rate of long-term unem-

ployment, defi ned to be duration of unemployment of 

more than half a year (27 weeks or more). Expressed as a 

percentage of the population, that rate rose from 0.55 per-

cent of the population 15 and older in 2006 to 0.60 per-

cent in 2007. The U.S. rate held steady at 0.54 percent.

 Massachusetts unemployment rates show marked 

geographical variation. On this measure, the parts of the 

state that are doing well are concentrated in the western 

suburbs of Boston, around the University of Massachu-

setts Amherst and the four neighboring private colleges, 

and some areas where the wealthy maintain second resi-

dences. Areas with the highest unemployment rates last 

year (listed here in decreasing order of severity) are such 

urban centers outside Boston as Lawrence, New Bed-

ford, Springfi eld, Holyoke, Fitchburg, and Brockton and 

nearby towns. Some of the municipalities with the highest 

annual average unemployment rates are Provincetown and 

other parts of Cape Cod, where off-season unemployment 

is high. The geographic pattern of unemployment rates is 

highly correlated with where workers in the thriving and 

declining sectors of the economy live, with the geographic 

distribution of educational attainment, and with the geo-

graphic concentrations of recent foreclosures. 

Prospects for 2008 and Beyond
The deceleration that began last year will continue this 

year. In the fi rst quarter, according to the Massachusetts 

Current Economic Index, gross state domestic product 

grew at a 2.9 percent annual rate, slower than the pace 

of growth in 2007. The Leading Index for Massachusetts 

is projecting that state product growth will slow to a 2.2 

percent annual rate between April and November. Pro-

ductivity growth has averaged 2.4 percent in recent years. 

This means that employment growth, which is product 

growth minus productivity growth, is likely to decline 

moderately over the rest of the year.

 The residential real estate market has not hit bottom 

yet. There is still an excess inventory of homes to be sold 

that will continue to drive prices down. If more and more 

sellers fi nally accept lower prices, the market may fi nally 

reach bottom by the end of the year, leading to the end of 

Source: Massachusetts Division of Unemployment Assistance
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the decline in sales. Thereafter, price appreciation should be 

very moderate — much slower than the pace experienced 

in the run-up of prices in the fi rst half of this decade.

 In the fi rst three months of 2008, the Warren Group 

reported that foreclosure deeds were up nearly 140 per-

cent from the same three-month period in 2007. On a 

per capita basis, Brockton ranked worst among the state’s 

municipalities, with 17 foreclosure deeds per 10,000 

population.4 Other large municipalities have had high 

foreclosure deed rates, ranging from 8 to 15 foreclosures 

per 10,000 population. Some examples, in descending 

order of severity, are Lawrence, Lynn, Fitchburg, Revere, 

Springfi eld, Worcester, Everett, New Bedford, Chelsea, 

and Lowell. Several smaller towns situated in central Mas-

sachusetts also had high foreclosure rates. For the most 

part, these foreclosures are concentrated in the same 

communities whose residents work in the sectors that are 

doing poorly in this economic slowdown. The economic 

disparity between the technology, science, and knowl-

edge-based sectors on the one hand and the home con-

struction, personal service, and retail sectors on the other 

hand is refl ected in geographic disparities that are being 

heightened by the foreclosure crisis.

 Foreclosures also affect municipal fi nances, as cities 

and towns generally cannot collect real estate taxes from 

foreclosed properties. The current geographic concentra-

tion of foreclosures in communities already fi nancially dis-

tressed before the housing downturn could signal fi scal 

emergencies in scores of cities and towns across the state.

 Weak consumer demand is now the main force slowing 

the economy. Aside from the impact of declines in house and 

stock market prices on reducing consumer spending through 

the wealth effect, restricted credit and high debt is forcing 

households to cut back spending. In addition, high oil prices 

are further reducing non-energy spending and economic 

growth, because most of the money spent on oil goes to 

foreign suppliers. High oil prices are particularly damaging 

to New England because so many households — 36 per-

cent in Massachusetts — heat their homes with oil. Home 

heating oil prices have been on the rise for years, but they 

have skyrocketed recently. Annual average home heating oil 

expenditures rose 11 percent in 2007 from the prior year. 

If the current price remains for the rest of this year at $4.25 

per gallon (the price in May when this article was written), 

heating oil expenditures by Massachusetts residents will rise 

another 42 percent this year. In addition, were gasoline prices 

to hover at $4 per gallon through the rest of the year, gaso-

line expenditures in Massachusetts would rise by 35 percent 

this year. Even if electricity and natural gas prices do not rise 

this year — which is highly unlikely, total household energy 

costs would rise by 22 percent, or an average of $1,000 per 

household, or $2.4 billion for the state as a whole, which is 

0.76 percent of state personal income. This is roughly the 

same magnitude as the state’s share of the federal govern-

ment’s fi scal stimulus package, and would effectively cancel 

most of its positive impact on the economy.5

 This year may be the nadir for growth, with Massa-

chusetts skirting a technical recession. Beyond this year, 

Source: The Warren Group (for places with at least 10 foreclosures)
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Source: Massachusetts Division of Energy Resources

Figure 9.  Home Heating Oil Prices

however, growth should continue to be slow for some 

time. Years of current trade defi cits have left the dollar 

weak, which will result in higher import prices, infl ation-

ary pressures, and higher interest rates. The result will be 

several years of slower consumer spending. 

 Finally, the leading edge of the baby boom generation 

will reach the traditional retirement age of 65 in 2011. 

Massachusetts is home to a larger than average share of this 

productive, wealthy, and aging generation. As boomers 

retire, the state’s labor force and employment may shrink 

even in the midst of an “expansion.” This demographic 

change will bring forth both challenges and opportunities 

for the economic development of the Commonwealth in 

the coming decade.

   

ALAN CLAYTON-MATTHEWS, an associate professor and the 

director of quantitative methods in the Public Policy Program at the 

University of Massachusetts Boston, is co-editor of this journal.

NOTES

1. Most of the growth statistics cited in the text for 2006 and 2007 

can be found in Figures 1, 2, and 3. Growth for each was generally 

defi ned as the percentage change in the indicator from year end to 

year end, either December to December or fourth quarter to fourth 

quarter, except when measurements were not available at these times 

— for example, population — or when the size of monthly or quar-

terly fl uctuations were such that annual averages gave a more accu-

rate portrayal of growth.

2. Real annual wages per worker are calculated for Massachusetts and 

the U.S. as annual average wage and salary disbursements divided 

by average annual nonfarm payroll employment, and defl ated by the 

U.S. consumer price index for urban consumers.

3. A linear probability regression was estimated on sample indi-

viduals who were in the labor force, using the 99 monthly Current 

Population Surveys from January 2000 through March 2008. The 

dependent variable was a dummy variable indicating whether or 

not the person was unemployed. The independent factors included 

age (entered as a cubic polynomial), minority status (nonwhite or 

Hispanic), sex, educational attainment (less than high school, high 

school diploma, some college, bachelor’s degree, advanced degree), 

recent immigrant status (came to the U.S. in the last 10 years and 

had less than a high school education), 99 monthly dummies indicat-

ing the year and month of the survey (January 2000 was omitted as 

the reference period), and an interaction of a Massachusetts dummy 

variable (indicating residence in Massachusetts) with each of the 99 

monthly dummies. These latter 99 dummy variable interaction coef-

fi cients form the estimates of the demographically controlled-for dif-

ferences between the Massachusetts and U.S. (actually, the rest of the 

U.S.) unemployment rates. The annual average difference estimate 

for each year was formed by averaging the 12 dummy coeffi cients for 

the corresponding year.

4. For normalizing the number of foreclosure deeds by the popula-

tion, 2000 population from the Decennial Census was used. The 

rates are for the January-March period. To convert the rates into 

annual rates, multiply by 4.

5. These estimates are based on the Consumer Expenditure Survey, 

the Consumer Price Index for Massachusetts, the American Commu-

nity Survey, and heating oil and gasoline retail price surveys reported 

by the Massachusetts Division of Energy Resources. The complete 

methodology is available from the author on request.
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grams meant to help poor and low-income working families 

fulfi ll basic needs, such as health care, child care, food, and 

housing — are intended to fi ll in the gaps and for many, 

they do.2 But many families who struggle to bridge their 

resource gaps fi nd that they make too much to be eligible 

for these work support programs. One reason for this prob-

lem is that many work support programs were established 

to assist very low-income, non-working families or single 

parents with very low, but steady, earnings. These programs 

were not typically designed to serve working families with 

earnings much above the offi cial poverty threshold, even 

though many low-wage workers are not typically offered 

employment-based benefi ts. Moreover, even those who are 

eligible often do not receive them. These widespread prob-

lems are particularly acute for families with children, as well 

as those with only one adult earner. Our research suggests 

that program eligibility standards are too narrowly defi ned 

and infl exible and also fail to factor in actual costs for family 

households in Massachusetts. This leaves many in a state of 

serious fi nancial insecurity. 

 In our study, we identify and document three types of 

gaps families with earners face in their ability to make ends 

meet. People in families who cannot make ends meet with 

This article is based on a report by the same name as part of 

a multi-state project. The report and more information about 

the project can be found at www.umb.edu/bridgingthegaps.

Bridging the Gaps Between Earnings 

and Basic Needs in Massachusetts

RA N D Y AL B E L D A A N D JE N N I F E R SH E A

THE SUPPORT PROGRAMS THAT CAN AND SOMETIMES DO HELP PLUG THE HOLES IN HOUSEHOLD BUDGETS 

PROVE AN ILL FIT FOR THE BASIC NEEDS OF MANY OF THE STATE’S WORKING POOR.

In the United States, it is generally assumed that people 

who hold a steady job are able to make ends meet. But, 

in today’s labor market, where nearly a quarter of jobs 

pay low wages and do not offer benefi ts such as health 

insurance and retirement plans,1 this could not be further 

from the truth for millions of workers and their families. 

In fact, most workers do not make ends meet on their 

wages alone. Even upper- and moderate-wage workers are 

not “self-suffi cient” in a literal sense, as most receive on-

the-job benefi ts, such as employer-provided health insur-

ance or paid sick days, and are eligible for unemployment 

or disability insurance if they need it. 

 In contrast, workers in low-wage jobs fi nd themselves 

with insuffi cient wages to cover their basic family needs 

while also typically lacking access to job-related benefi ts to 

supplement their earnings. Government work support pro-

F E A T U R E
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Using the 2004 eligibility rules, we measure the eligibil-

ity gap — the percentage of those families or individuals 

(depending on the eligibility requirements of the pro-

gram) who are not able to make ends meet, but are also 

not eligible for public supports.6 Finally, of those eligible, 

we estimate the coverage gap — the percentage of those 

who are eligible but do not use these supports. 

The Hardships Gap
Working hard and playing by the rules does not mean 

that people in low-wage jobs can necessarily earn enough 

income or access the work supports they need to secure 

decent housing, fi nd affordable child care, access adequate 

health care, get to and from work, pay their taxes, and 

feed their families. In fact, we fi nd that just under 900,000 

people in families with earners — one out of every four 

persons in families with earners — face a hardships gap. 

 Federal poverty standards present a major challenge 

to assessing and adequately responding to need because 

they do not adequately refl ect a minimum standard of 

living. True income needs in Massachusetts are, in fact, 

far higher than federal poverty standards would intimate. 

That is why in coming up with a defensible standard of 

need we turn to the Massachusetts Family Economic Self-

Suffi ciency Standard (FESS) developed by the Crittenton 

Women’s Union. The FESS budgets calculate the cost 

of those things minimally necessary at market prices in 

various locations across the state for various family types. 

Expenses in the FESS family budgets include child care, 

food, health care, housing, taxes (including tax credits), 

transportation, and miscellaneous basic personal items. 

These budgets do not include expenses for paying off 

debt, savings for retirement or a child’s college education, 

or for eating out or entertainment. Figure 1 provides a 

sample of costs for three different family types in four dif-

ferent locations in Massachusetts. 

 The particular budgets we use in Massachusetts are 

guided by the areas identifi ed in the Survey of Income 

and Program Participation (SIPP) data set.7 The FESS 

includes budgets for families with one or two adults, both 

without children and with one to three children under 

the age of 18. The costs assume parents work full time 

and need to pay for child care for children until the age of 

Working hard and playing by the rules does not mean that people in 
low-wage jobs can necessarily earn enough income or access the work supports they need to 

secure decent housing, fi nd affordable child care, access adequate health care, get to 
and from work, pay their taxes, and feed their families. 

their earnings coupled with public supports face a hard-
ships gap. These people either work or live with family 

members who work but total family earnings coupled with 

public supports they receive do not lift them above the 

basic costs associated with living in Massachusetts. And 

while supports help, for a substantial number people they 

are not enough — one of out every four people in Mas-

sachusetts faces a gap between their resources and a no-

frills standard of living. In addition, many in the hardships 

gap also face an eligibility gap. They live in a family that 

makes too much to get public work supports but earns 

too little to pay all their bills. The majority of those in the 

hardships gap also fi nd themselves in the eligibility gap, 

unable to qualify for each of the six major work support 

programs we examine in Massachusetts. Finally, there is a 

substantial group who face a public support coverage gap. 

These are people (or sometimes families) who are eligible 

for work supports but for a range of reasons do not receive 

them. In the case of four of the six work supports we look 

at, about two-thirds of those eligible for those programs 

in Massachusetts do not receive them. 

 Recent health care reform in Massachusetts is an 

important step in redefi ning the social compact. The ver-

dict is still out on whether this type of mandate can work; 

however, it recognizes the need for everyone — not just 

those who are poor enough to be eligible for Medicaid 

or are lucky enough to have employers pay for substantial 

portions of their insurance — to have affordable access to 

health care as a condition of employment and Massachu-

setts residency. 

  Here we document and provide measures of the hard-

ships, eligibility, and coverage gaps for families in Mas-

sachusetts.3 We measure the hardships gap as the percent-

age of persons in families with earnings who cannot make 

ends meet even with public supports. We estimate who of 

this group is eligible for the six major work support pro-

grams available to assist economically distressed individu-

als and families: child care assistance; Earned Income Tax 

Credit (EITC); Food Stamps; housing assistance (Section 

8 and public housing); Medicaid (MassHealth)4 and the 

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP); and 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families/Transitional Aid 

to Families with Dependent Children (TANF/TAFDC ).5 
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12. Housing and child care costs (for families with chil-

dren) together account for between 40 and 57 percent of 

monthly expenses.

 To calculate the hardships gap we compare the family 

resources (income plus value of public supports) of people 

in Massachusetts working families to the FESS budgets 

instead of the federal poverty threshold for a variety of 

reasons. The self-suffi ciency standards measure the actual 

costs of attaining a safe and decent standard of living at 

market prices while not having to rely on public work 

or employer supports. Scholars agree that U.S. poverty 

thresholds are outdated and do not adequately capture 

true income needs.8 The poverty thresholds are based on 

fi ndings from the 1950s that families spent about one-

third of their income on food. The poverty line was calcu-

lated by multiplying a bare-bones food budget by three, 

adjusting for family size. Since the 1960s, this threshold 

has been adjusted for infl ation, but has not incorporated 

signifi cant changes in family economics over time. The 

self-suffi ciency standards are also preferred because they 

are geographically specifi c. Costs vary across the state, 

in particular those for housing, transportation, and child 

care. Using one national poverty threshold does not cap-

ture the local cost of living. 

 To put these needs in a context, we have assembled 

FESS budgets together with the closest comparison set 

of median family income estimates for the entire popula-

tion.9 The comparisons should be seen as illustrative.fi (f2

 The “Percent” reported in the fi nal column of Figure 2 

results from dividing the FESS budget by the median income 

for the region. The data suggest that, in Massachusetts, it 

takes a four-person family of two adults and two school-

aged children between 60 percent and nearly 67 percent of 

median income to cover basic life expenditures.10 

Boston
Fall River 
area
Springfi eld
Franklin 
County 

Figure 1.  FESS budgets for three family types in four areas in Massachusetts

Source: FESS 2006 data obtained from Crittenton Women’s Union      

FAMILY TYPE 1:  One adult, one preschooler and one school-aged child
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FAMILY TYPE 3:   Two adults and two school-aged children
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Figure 2.  Family of four (two adults and two school-aged children) 
FESS budget vs. four-person family median income, 2006

Source: FESS 2006 data and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development     
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 The ability to meet basic needs in Massachusetts can 

also be viewed from another perspective. Figure 3 depicts 

the percentage of people in families with earners whose 

income falls below the FESS budgets using various defi ni-

tions of income. Counting income that comes from earn-

ings alone, 31 percent of all people in families with earn-

ers would fall below their basic standard of need. Adding 

forms of income other than work supports — for example, 

social security payments, interest, and rent — the share 

falls to 27 percent.11 Next we add in the work supports 

that are distributed like cash. Including the dollar value 

of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), Transitional 

Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), and Food Stamps, 

25 percent would not meet their standard of need. Finally, 

when we include the value of all six work supports, 24 

percent cannot meet their basic needs.fi (fi g. 3)

 All the people in the hardships gap either have a job 

or live with someone who does. Further, the majority of 

people in the hardships gap are not offi cially poor. The 

median annual family earnings of those with a hardships 

gap in 2004 are $25,255, an amount 167 percent of the 

poverty income level for a family of three. Work supports 

help close some of the gaps and are much needed. How-

ever, we fi nd that many low-income working families are 

either ineligible for work supports or do not receive the 

supports to which they are entitled. The problem is three-

fold: too many jobs offer inadequate pay and benefi ts 

to support a family; public work supports often exclude 

working families who are unable to make ends meet; and 

these supports do not reach all who are eligible for them.

 In all, almost one-quarter of people in families with 

at least one earner do not make enough from earnings 

alone to close the hardships gap. This fact is not surpris-

ing given that, in 2004, of the close to 6.5 million people 

in Massachusetts (including those without earnings), 25 

percent live in a family whose income is less than $28,000 

(only slightly above the median earnings of families with 

hardship gaps). And while 10.2 percent of the population 

is poor, 25.1 percent live in a “low-income” family (with 

incomes twice the federal poverty line).12 

 Wages for those at the bottom of the earnings ladder 

are insuffi cient to meet the cost of living in Massachu-

setts. A worker at the bottom 20 percent of earners in 

Massachusetts made at most a little over $10.00 an hour 

in 2006, while the median worker (at 50 percent) made 

$17.24 an hour.13 Over the last 25 years, wages for half 

the workers in Massachusetts have improved only margin-

ally, especially when compared with workers at the top. 

Figure 4 depicts the wages of a worker at the bottom 20 

percent of earners, the median earner, and at the top of 

the earnings ladder (i.e., at the 20th, 50th, and 80th per-

centile, respectively) from 1979 through 2006. While the 

wage trends in these three different percentiles are similar 

— rising slightly in the mid 1980s, growing very slowly 

through most of the 1990s, and then increasing some in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s — the gains are clearly 

Source: Data from Massachusetts Budget and Policy Center (2007) and reported in State of Working Massachusetts 2006

Figure 4.  The Widening Wage Gap in Massachusetts
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Figure 3.  Share of people below their basic Family Economic Self Suffi ciency
Standard using various defi nitions of income

Note: Percentages apply to share of people in families with earned income.
Sources: Bridging The Gaps project analysis of the 2001-2003 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), U.S. Bureau of the Census
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greatest for high earners and minimal for the bottom 20 

percent. This trend occurs despite tremendous economic 

growth in Massachusetts over this period. 

 Although workers who are moderately or highly paid 

often receive benefi ts, such as health insurance, paid time 

off, and retirement plans from their employers, low-wage 

workers generally do not. In Massachusetts, 46 percent of 

workers report not having or using employer-sponsored 

health insurance, 51 percent do not have an employer-

sponsored retirement plan, and 53 percent lack paid sick 

days at work.14 

The Eligibility Gap
Even though most families living below their FESS are 

far from being offi cially poor, they cannot afford to pur-

chase all of the goods and services necessary for meeting a 

basic standard of need. For some, government work sup-

port programs help fi ll the gap; however, many living in 

low-wage families are excluded from these supports. This 

exclusion is in part due to the fact that most of the pro-

grams currently perceived as work supports were not orig-

inally intended to serve low-income working families, but 

rather were aimed at very poor or non-working families. 

 Figure 5 shows the eligibility gap — measured as the 

percentages of those in families with earnings who are liv-

ing below their family standard of need but are not eligible 

for public supports. While many people in working families 

with income below their FESS budget may be eligible for 

at least one work support, very few are eligible for a full 

package of benefi ts. The majority of those with incomes 

below their FESS are not eligible for every one of the six 

programs. Most families (63 percent) living in the hard-

ships gap are eligible for at least one of the six work sup-

ports, although the variability across programs is wide.

 The program that covers most struggling families is 

the earned income tax credit (EITC), followed closely 

by Food Stamps, child care assistance, and MassHealth. 

Only 10 percent of those in working families who can-

not make ends meet are also eligible for the Massachusetts 

cash assistance program Temporary Assistance to Families 

with Dependent Children (TAFDC), followed by housing 

assistance.15 In all, two-thirds of those in the hardships 

gap (i.e., not meeting their basic family budget, despite 

employment) are eligible for any of the six programs. 

 One reason so many struggling people are ineligible 

for public support is that the eligibility rules for several of 

the programs are pegged to the federal poverty line, not 

the cost of living. 

The Coverage Gap
Even families or individuals who are eligible for work sup-

ports may fi nd themselves unable to access these programs. 

They face a coverage gap: qualifying for the support but 

not receiving it. The reasons for this problem are as varied 

as the programs and their rules.16 Some lack information 

about the work supports that are available. Some fi nd the 

application process invasive and cumbersome. Others may 

be diverted from applying. Some families or individuals 

are on waiting lists because there are insuffi cient funds 

available for them to access the benefi t. Some may fi nd the 

value of benefi ts too low to bother applying. Some simply 

cannot fi nd a health care or child care provider or landlord 

who will accept their coverage or voucher.

 Figure 6 depicts the coverage gap — the percentage 

of those who are eligible for but do not receive each of 

the six programs.17 According to 2004 eligibility rules, 

every work support has a coverage gap. But, by a con-

siderable amount, the EITC and MassHealth (Medic-

Note: Family income includes all income except cash work supports (EITC, Food Stamps, and TANF)

Source: Bridging the Gaps project analysis of SIPP 2001-2003

Figure 5.  The Eligibility Gap in Massachusetts
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aid/SCHIP) are the most effective programs in terms of 

closing that gap. Eighty-seven percent of those eligible 

for the EITC in the state receive this benefi t, and 60 

percent of those eligible for key MassHealth programs 

(including SCHIP) get them.18 In contrast, by consider-

able amounts, housing and child care assistance are the 

least effective in reaching those who are eligible, fol-

lowed closely by TANF/TAFDC, then Food Stamps, 

with about two-thirds of those eligible not receiving 

these work supports.19 f

i (fi g. 6) 

Explaining the Coverage Gap Three of the programs 

we examine, the EITC, Food Stamps, and most portions 

of MassHealth (Medicaid/SCHIP), are available to every-

one who meets the eligibility requirements because fund-

ing is guaranteed. As such, these work supports are often 

referred to as entitlements.20 Most often, coverage gaps 

stem from the application process. Several of these pro-

grams have lengthy applications that must be accompanied 

by signifi cant amounts of documentation and redocumen-

tation and they often require face-to-face interactions with 

caseworkers or administrators on a regular basis. 

 The other three work supports have limited federal or 

state funding so access for the eligible is allocated through 

priority lists, lotteries or queues, which also helps explain 

why the coverage gaps are so high. This is certainly the 

case for housing and child care assistance: the need for 

these programs far exceeds the amount government pro-

vides with the problem further compounded by the lim-

ited stock of housing and child care facilities. 

Conclusions
Much of the foundation for today’s work support system 

is based in policies originally developed to help poor, often 

non-working families. Smaller, targeted programs have 

the advantage of creating clear constituencies and being 

seen as “affordable,” especially important in eras of high 

budget defi cits. However, the U.S. economy has changed 

over the past thirty years in ways that should push us to 

rethink this model. In the same time span, labor markets 

have become increasingly polarized, with families at the 

bottom having seen little or no net wage gains with the 

exception of the period of extraordinarily low unemploy-

ment in the late 1990s. At the same time, employers have 

reduced health insurance coverage for workers and, even 

more dramatically, for their dependents. Low- and mod-

erate-income families are feeling an economic squeeze. 

Meanwhile, the work support system, in not recognizing 

that most families lack a stay-at-home parent, fails to pro-

vide access to safe, affordable, and enriching child care in 

adequate measure or to take into account that employed 

adults often do not have the time needed to access and 

stay enrolled in these support programs. The strong policy 

emphasis on employment for poor and low-income fami-

lies has pushed many adults into jobs with no affordable 

health insurance coverage, not recognizing that having a 

job may not be enough to ensure that a family can meet 

its basic needs. The current reality is that many work sup-

ports do not adequately jibe with low-wage jobs.

 The work support system does a reasonable job of 

reaching many of the neediest, but it does not do enough 

to confront the decline in living standards among low-

wage workers and their families. Some work support 

programs do a good job at helping low-wage workers 

bridge the gaps between earnings and needs — but too 

many working families still fi nd themselves facing a hard-

ships gap they cannot bridge. Several things need to 

change in order to improve the situation. These include: 

the expansion of jobs with decent wages plus the exten-

sion of employer-sponsored benefi ts to all workers; the 

expansion of public supports to those further up the 

income ladder; getting supports to those who are eligible 
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Figure 6.  The Coverage Gap in Massachusetts
Those that qualify for support but do not receive it
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through outreach efforts, streamlining application and 

reapplication procedures; and increasing funding streams 

for child care and housing assistance. 

RANDY ALBELDA is a professor of economics at the University of 

Massachusetts Boston.

JENNIFER SHEA is an assistant professor of public administration at 

San Francisco State University 

NOTES

1. Schmitt, John. The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly: Job Quality in the 

United States over the Three Most Recent Business Cycles, Washington 

DC: Center for Economic and Policy Research, 2007.

2. There is not uniform agreement on what are considered the major 

work support programs in the United States. Here we defi ne them as 

the EITC, Food Stamps, Medicaid and SCHIP, child care assistance, 

housing assistance, and TANF. 

3. Estimates of the three gaps were conducted by researchers at 

CEPR based on the set of eligibility rules we provided. 

4. We include only those eligible for and using MassHealth Standard, 

MassHealth Family Assistance, and MassHealth CommonHealth 

based on 2004 requirements for receipt. 

5. For the eligibility rules we apply to programs, refer to Appendices 

of the Technical Report available at http://www.bridgingthegaps.

org/publications/technicalreport.pdf. We measure the cash assis-

tance portion of TANF.

 

6. We use different “units of analysis” for the different programs that 

mirror the way in which the supports are dispensed. For Medicaid/

SCHIP, Food Stamps, and TANF we measure individual usage (since 

individuals in families receive these supports and sometimes not all 

family members get them); for child care assistance we look at chil-

dren under age 13; for the EITC we use the tax unit, and for housing 

assistance we measure household usage for households who do not 

own their own home. 

7. They include those living in the Boston/Lawrence/Worcester 

metropolitan areas and Springfi eld. This leaves 12 percent of the 

state without a specifi c area of residence, with two-thirds reporting 

living in a metropolitan rather than rural area. For all metropolitan 

residents who are not geographically identifi able, we assign the bud-

gets of a reasonable urban proxy (in this case, the Fall River area) and 

assign everyone who lives in a rural area the rural statewide budget 

(in this case Franklin County).

8. See, for example, Constance Citro and Robert Michael. Measur-

ing Poverty: A New Approach, Washington, DC: National Academy 

Press, 1995.

9. The median income fi gures, especially for sub-state areas, should 

be viewed with caution, as they are subject to sampling error. In addi-

tion, the “Type 3 Family,” which includes two adults and two school-

aged children, may not be completely comparable to the four-person 

family as reported by the Census Bureau.

10. By comparison, the offi cial poverty income level for a fam-

ily of four is between 25 percent and 29 percent of median family 

income. 

11. Other estimates of the share of families below a basic needs stan-

dard typically include all cash (and near cash) income, and so they 

include income from the EITC and TANF and the dollar value of 

Food Stamps. 

12. These data are from the 2001-2003 panel of the SIPP, which is 

the same source we use to measure hardships, coverage, and eligibil-

ity gaps.

13. Massachusetts Budget and Policy Center, The State Of Working 

Massachusetts 2006: As the Economy Moves Forward, Wages Fall Back. 

Boston, Mass.: Massachusetts Budget and Policy Center, 2007.

14. Pension and insurance data from John Schmitt’s analysis of the 

2004–2006 Current Population Survey’s Annual Social and Eco-

nomic Supplement. Paid sick days are reported by Vicky Lovell, 

2005, Testimony of Dr. Vicky Lovell, Institute for Women’s Policy 

Research, before the Joint Committee on Labor and Workforce Develop-

ment of the 184th General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachu-

setts, May 4, 2005. Retrieved August 29, 2007, at http://www.iwpr.

org/pdf/testimony.pdf. 

15. We use the low-income eligibility criteria for determining eligibil-

ity for housing (30 percent of local family median income) since the 

majority of new housing assistance is targeted toward this group. 

16. Due to data limitations, we measure the coverage gaps for every-

one, not just those in families with earnings.

17. The coverage gap is calculated in the following way: the number 

of those (families or people) who actually receive each of the work 

supports divided by those who are eligible multiplied by 100. 

18. The data do not allow us to determine whether some of those in 

the coverage gap have employer-sponsored health insurance, so some 

of those in the MassHealth coverage gap may have employer-spon-

sored insurance. Further, for some households, MassHealth may be 

in place reducing premiums and co-pays and covering deductibles and 

services not covered by the private health insurance. As a result, our 

estimates are not refl ective of the full array of MassHealth programs. 

19. Our usage rate estimates differ slightly from other estimates 

because we use different estimation techniques. An explanation of 

our methods and a comparison of our estimates to that of others can 

be found in Bridging the Gaps: A Technical Report on Data and Meth-

ods at www.bridgingthegaps.org and www..umb.edu/bridgingthe-

gaps. For example, our Food Stamp usage estimates are derived from 

applying eligibility rules, including asset limitations, onto a sample 

from the SIPP 2001-2003, while those calculated by Mathematica 

for the USDA are based on predicted usage rates using other data 

sets, and do not include asset rules. 

20. State and federal budget cuts have resulted in changing eligibility 

rules to MassHealth (Medicaid/SCHIP) over the years to restrict 

usage when funds available have shrunk. 

The Stakes for the Bay State
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Percent Change Massachusetts Family Median Income — 1979-1989, 1989-1999, 1999-2006 ($2006)

Overview
This article examines changing income distribution in the 

state and its regions. Our analysis divides the state’s popu-

lation of families into “income quintiles.” We examine fi ve 

family income groupings, ranked from lowest (the bottom 

20 percent of family incomes) to highest (the top 20 per-

cent of family incomes). To compare the changing family 

income of each quintile, we use U.S. Census data to track 

the median income for each quintile and analyze the real 

growth (growth adjusted for infl ation) in the median fam-

ily income between 1990 and 2006. It is important to note 

that, even when the median income of a quintile declines, 

individual family incomes within the quintile can increase.

 Our analysis shows a long-term pattern of increasing 

income inequality in the Commonwealth, in which families 

with the largest median incomes have enjoyed the highest 

income growth. Since 1990, incomes of the wealthiest 20 

Income Inequality 
in Massachusetts, 

1980 -2006

percent of families increased by more than $19,000 (from 

$158, 401 to $175, 722). This increase nearly equaled the 

entire median income of Massachusetts’ poorest 20 per-

cent of families in 2006 ($19,964). 

 Between 2000 and 2006, the trend shifted, with real 

income levels decreasing for family incomes at all levels. 

For those in the lowest income bracket, however, fam-

ily income levels eroded dramatically: in infl ation-adjusted 

dollars, this group ended 2006 with family income levels 

lower than they had been in 1980. 

Increased Income for All Families
Between 1980 and 1990, families in the Commonwealth 

experienced dramatic increases across all income levels. 

Those in the highest (fi fth) family income quintile gained 

the most over this period — median family income for this 

group increased by 22 percent. All other income levels 

RE B E C C A LO V E L A N D, RO B E R T NA K O S T E E N, 

RA I J A VA I S A N E N, A N D RO Y WI L L I A M S
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$84,060
$94,987
$99,180

$118,225
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$63,084
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$70,400
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$60,943
$70,894
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Family Median Income by Quintile — 2006 ($2006)
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$17,863
$24,884
$19,806
$20,314
$22,345
$15,761
$20,069
$19,964

$38,494
$46,619
$46,916
$50,331
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$132,038
$147,476
$175,722
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experienced robust income growth during this period — 

between 10.0 for the lowest quintile and 18.6 percent for 

the fourth quintile.

Rising Income Inequality
Between 1990 and 2000 income growth in the Com-

monwealth took a different turn, concentrating within the 

top 20 percent of families, which saw continued, relatively 

large real family income growth (16 percent over the ten-

year time period), in contrast with other families in the 

state. The remaining 80 percent of families did not fare so 

well: middle-income families experienced slowing income 

growth while lower- income families experienced outright 

income stagnation. 

 Thus for the bottom 80 percent of families in the 

Commonwealth, income growth was modest to minimal 

during the 1990s. By the year 2000, the top 20 percent 

of families received almost eight times the income of the 

lowest 20 percent of families.

Uneven Income Decline
Between the years 2000 and 2006, income growth dynam-

ics took yet another turn, this time with all income quin-

tiles experiencing declines. As a consequence, the trend 

of increasingly unequal income distribution moderated. 

Likely due to the recession in 2001 and 2002, the trend 

was true across all regions of the Commonwealth.

 While income declines affected families at all income 

levels, the bottom 20 percent of families still suffered most 

severely during this time period. This group experienced 

income declines of 16.2 percent in contrast with more 

modest declines (4.2 and 4.4 percent) for the top income-

earning quintiles and more moderate declines (7.8 and 

5.3 percent) for the quintiles in the middle. So while the 

trend of increasing disparity in income gains did level off, 

families with the lowest incomes in the state continued 

to lose. In this case, income inequality has manifested in 

another way — in the form of unequal and imbalanced 

wage erosion.

Regional Disparities in 
Income Growth and Decline
Just as income growth has disproportionately benefi ted the 

wealthiest families since 1990, it is also true that income 

growth has disproportionately benefi ted families in some 

regions in the state — especially in the Boston Metro and 

Northeast regions — while family incomes in other regions 

have lagged and even stagnated. These striking regional 



($24,884) and lowest in the Pioneer Valley ($15,761), an 

overall difference of 63.3 percent. Real incomes for the 

lowest quintile on the Cape have increased 12.7 percent 

since 1990 in contrast to the decline of 15.6 percent for 

the same group in the Pioneer Valley. Ironically, the great-

est decline in income for the neediest families took place in 

the Greater Boston region, where cost of living is highest. 

Family incomes here declined by 19 percent from 1990 

(from $25,086 to $20,314). 
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variations provide evidence of increasingly uneven eco-

nomic development across the Commonwealth.3)

 The period since 1980 has seen a continued increase 

in income discrepancies among families based on the 

region in which they live. The biggest ‘winners’, in this 

case, are middle- and upper-income families in the Boston 

Metro and Northeast regions of the state. For example, 

the highest-income families in the Boston Metro region 

make 62.4 percent more than their counterparts in the 

Pioneer Valley region ($211,667 versus $132,038). 

Alarmingly, real wages for this Boston Metro group have 

increased by 16.6 percent since 1990 in contrast to a 

growth rate of 1.6 percent for the same quintile in the 

Pioneer Valley. (

 Income increases among the lowest-income families 

also vary across regions. Family incomes for this quin-

tile were highest in 2006 in the Cape and Islands region 
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What’s the Future for the State’s 
Human Services Workforce?
CH R I S T I N A CI T I N O, MI C H A E L GO O D M A N, JO H N GA V I G L I O,  A N D AL E X A N D R A PR O S H I N A

DEMAND IS GROWING STRONGLY BUT THE WORKFORCE IS NOT KEEPING PACE. WHAT DOES THIS 

MEAN FOR RECRUITMENT, RETENTION, AND PAY IN THIS INCREASINGLY VITAL SECTOR?

This article is excerpted and updated from two longer 

studies released in April 2006 and April 2007 by the 

Massachusetts Council of Human Service Providers, Inc.

Day and night, thousands of people across the Common-

wealth of Massachusetts turn to human services providers 

for help. This workforce cares for people in nearly every 

segment of society, including children, the elderly, persons 

with mental retardation, mental illness or substance abuse 

diffi culties, the poor, the homeless, the disenfranchised, 

people in crisis, and survivors of abuse. Human services 

workers make decisions every day that directly impact 

lives, and they often do so in the face of seemingly insur-

mountable diffi culties.

 In recent years, increasing attention has been paid 

to the needs of the human services workforce. In 2003, 

the Annie E. Casey Foundation published a report on the 

condition of the frontline human services workforce. As 

part of the year-long study, the foundation concluded that 

“frontline human services work is characterized by low 

pay, heavy workloads, and excessive regulation,” while at 

the same time requiring skill, compassion, and dedication.1 

A related survey by the Brookings Institution found that 

67 percent of human services workers agreed that their 

pay was low, 62 percent agreed they worked long hours, 

and 51 percent described their work as unappreciated.2

 At the same time, demographic trends in the Com-

monwealth raise disturbing questions about the long-term 

ability of employers to recruit and retain a qualifi ed work-

force in all industries, including human services. Massa-

chusetts is the only state to have lost population between 

2004 and 2005. Since 2000, Census population estimates 

indicate that the state’s population has grown at an ane-

mic rate of 1.4 percent between 2000 and 2007, which is 

the eighth slowest rate in the nation. 

 The Massachusetts birth rate has been fl at in recent 

years, resulting in an increasing median age of the popu-

lation. Long a recipe for stagnant population growth in 

the Commonwealth, this pattern is not new. For much 

of its history, Massachusetts has relied on two sources 

of new residents and workers to compensate for its slow 

population growth: young adults moving into the state in 

order to study and immigrants from other nations. How-

ever, recent migration patterns strongly suggest that this 

defense against slow population growth may not be suf-

fi cient in coming years.

 Over the next 25 years, the U.S. Census Bureau esti-

mates that the number of Massachusetts residents of tra-

ditional working age (20 to 65 years old) will grow much 

more slowly than the younger and elderly populations. In 

fact, Census population projections predict that the Com-

monwealth’s “dependency ratio,” which measures the pro-

portion of “dependent” residents against the proportion 

of more “productive” residents, will rise from 64.8 percent 

in 2005 to 83.3 percent by 2030.3 The diffi cult nature of 
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the work combined with the slow-growing workforce and 

the increasing demand for services raises the specter of a 

serious squeeze on the human services sector. Given that 

the industry must rely on local workers, solutions to its 

impending workforce issues will require attention from all 

stakeholders. And as this article demonstrates, the Mas-

sachusetts human services sector is more than a social 

necessity — it is a signifi cant economic contributor and an 

industry worth supporting in the Commonwealth.

DEFINING THE INDUSTRY

The Commonwealth’s human services industry consists of 

a range of establishments4 or provider sites with a common 

mission to improve the overall quality of life of individuals 

and families who are among society’s most vulnerable popu-

lations. As this defi nition suggests, the human services indus-

try is defi ned not by a product or service, but by people. 

 Establishments operating within the human services 

sector assist a range of vulnerable populations with a vari-

ety of services and many of those seeking assistance do 

so from multiple providers. This study defi nes vulnerable 

populations as: low-income individuals and families; per-

sons living in poverty; persons lacking resources to meet 

basic needs (e.g., food, shelter); the elderly; the homeless; 

persons with mental retardation, mental health and/or 

substance abuse disorders; persons involved in the crimi-

nal justice system; survivors of abuse; at-risk children and 

youth; and preschool-aged children. 

 The defi nition of the human services industry used 

in this report is based upon a subset of categories in the 

North American Industry Classifi cation System (NAICS) 

Health Care and Social Assistance sector. The defi ned 

human services industry consists of six subsectors: out-

patient mental health and substance abuse centers; resi-

dential mental retardation, mental health, and substance 

abuse facilities; individual and family services; community 

food, housing, emergency or other relief services; voca-

tional rehabilitation services; and child day care services. 

Throughout this article, the six subsectors are presented 

in the order in which they appear as NAICS codes. 

MAGNITUDE OF THE HUMAN SERVICES SECTOR

Employment. Defi ning the human services industry is 

but a fi rst step in describing the magnitude and impact of 

the human services workforce. Data from the 2005 U.S. 

Census County Business Patterns provide three measures 

of the human services workforce — employment fi gures, 

number of establishments, and payroll. These data dem-

onstrate that the workforce is of signifi cant size, that it is 

present in every region of the state, and that these workers 

contribute signifi cantly to the Massachusetts economy. 

 In 2005, the human services workforce employed 

nearly 105,000 workers, representing 3.5 percent of the 

state’s total workforce of nearly 3 million workers and 

3.4 percent of over 3 million human services workers 

nationwide (Figure 1). The Massachusetts human ser-

vices workforce was approximately three times the size of 

the biotech industry in 20015 when it employed an esti-

mated 30,000 persons, and is of comparable size to the 

Commonwealth’s telecommunications industry estimated 

workforce in 2004.6  

 The Commonwealth’s human services workforce grew 

from 82,987 employees in 1998 to 104,926 in 2005. 

Notably, the industry experienced 26.4 percent growth 

between 1998 and 2005, having continued to add new 

jobs during the recession of the early 2000s. In contrast, 

overall employment growth in the Commonwealth during 

the same period was 2.4 percent or approximately 71,000 

employees, and growth in healthcare (all health-related 

sectors in the super-sector Health and Social Assistance) 

was 3.0 percent. The net fi ve-year growth in the human 

services workforce nationally is about one and one-third 

times greater than the growth in Massachusetts (34.4 per-

cent compared to 26.4 percent). There are no defi nitive 

explanations for why growth in the human services work-

force nationally exceeded the Commonwealth’s or why 

the national growth in healthcare employment was over 

four times that of Massachusetts.

 About one-third (37.9 percent) of the human services 

workforce is employed in the individual and family ser-

vices subsector, representing almost 40,000 workers. Of 

the six industry subsectors, individual and family services 

provides the greatest diversity of services to the widest 

range of populations. The child care services subsector 

is the second largest, employing about 23 percent of the 

industry’s workforce or nearly 24,000 workers. Residen-

tial mental retardation, mental health, and substance abuse 

centers subsector is the third largest, employing almost 19 

percent of the workforce. The three remaining subsectors 

each employ fewer than 10,000 workers.

 Employment within most subsectors grew between 

1998 and 2005. The largest growth occurred within the 

individual and family services subsector, where the work-

force grew 47.3 percent during the seven-year period, 

including a jump between 2003 and 2004 of 18.9 per-

cent or about 6,000 employees. Over the same time, the 

community food, housing, and emergency and other relief 

services subsector also experienced signifi cant job growth. 

The subsectors offering outpatient and residential services 

at mental retardation, mental illness or substance abuse cen-

ters saw their greatest increases in workforce between 2002 

and 2003, while the subsectors traditionally defi ned as social 

assistance experienced their greatest increase in employees 

between 1998 and 1999.7 Of the human services subsectors, 
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vocational rehabilitation was the only one to experience a 

net workforce decline between 1998 and 2005. 

 Between 1998 and 2003, the nation exceeded the 

Commonwealth in human services workforce growth in 

all subsectors except community food, housing, emer-

gency and other relief services, and individual and family 

services (Figure 2). The Commonwealth’s workforce in 

that subsector grew 46.8 and 47.3 percent, respectively, 

during that time, compared to 42 and 47 percent for the 

nation. While Massachusetts experienced a net decline in 

vocational rehabilitation workers, the workforce in this 

subsector increased almost 12 percent nationally. 

Establishments. In 2005, 5,475 establishments or 

sites in Massachusetts were primarily engaged in activi-

ties emblematic of the human services industry (Figure 

3). Included in this number are all physical locations 

where services are provided (e.g., clinics, shelters, group 

homes). These sites may or may not be connected to 

larger human services agencies. While the human services 

industry is generally described in terms of agencies or pro-

viders, defi nitive counts of agencies for this industry were 

not available for this study. However, in a collaborative 

project of the Massachusetts Taxpayers Foundation and 

the Massachusetts Council of Human Service Providers, 

it was estimated that in 2003 there were “about 1,100 

private providers, primarily nonprofi t corporations” in the 

Commonwealth.8 These 1,100 human services providers 

included agencies contracting with the state to provide 

human services. The same report estimated that these 

agencies were employing approximately 60,000 people. 

Given that the County Business Patterns data for 2005 

demonstrate a signifi cantly larger workforce in the human 

services industry as defi ned in this report, it is likely that 

the 1,100 fi gure underestimates the number of human 

services agencies in the Commonwealth. 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Economic Planning and Coordination Division (EPCD), County Business Patterns 1998-2005

Figure 1.  Massachusetts Human Services Workforce Employees, 1998-2005

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, EPCD, County Business Patterns 1998-2005

Figure 2.  Massachusetts and U.S. Workforce Growth by Subsector, 1998-2005
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 Between 1998 and 2005, the number of sites deliver-

ing human services increased from 4,862 to 5,475 dis-

crete establishments. This 12.6 percent increase in human 

services establishments exceeded the growth in healthcare 

establishments and all industry establishments in the Com-

monwealth. However, Massachusetts lagged behind the 

nation in the growth of human services establishments.

   The 12.6 percent increase in human services estab-

lishments across the Commonwealth amounted to a net 

gain of 613 new establishments. The most signifi cant 

increases occurred in the community food, housing, and 

emergency and other relief services (30.5 percent) and 

outpatient mental health and substance abuse centers 

(27.3 percent). In comparison, the national rate of growth 

in community food, housing, and emergency and other 

relief services was lower than in the Commonwealth. This 

subsector experienced 23.4 percent growth nationally.

 Unlike other industries, such as biotechnology, which 

are concentrated in certain regions or communities, the 

human services workforce can be found in establishments 

located in every region of the Commonwealth (Figure 4). 

The presence of human services providers throughout the 

state is demonstrative of the industry’s mission of reaching 

out to vulnerable populations in community-based settings. 

Economic Impact. The Massachusetts human services 

sector is both a social necessity and a signifi cant economic 

contributor. According to the Department of Commerce’s 

Economic Census, in 2002, the Massachusetts human ser-

vices industry generated $4.6 billion in revenue and indus-

try payroll alone exceeded $2 billion. Considering that 

the state provided $2.6 billion in state funds to human 

services providers in FY06, it is clear that the industry pro-

vides substantial economic as well as social returns to both 

the people and the economy of Massachusetts.

 In the 2006 report, we estimated that the spending 

of human service workers alone resulted in $112 million 

in tax revenues to state and municipal governments in 

Source: County Business Patterns

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, EPCD, County Business Patterns 1998-2005.

Figure 3.  Massachusetts Human Services Establishments, 1998-2005
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Massachusetts. However, $112 million in tax payments 

signifi cantly underestimated the full tax impacts of human 

service providers in Massachusetts because it does not 

consider the effects of non-payroll spending of the pro-

viders and the effect of this spending on the businesses 

across the Commonwealth that sell goods and services 

to human services providers. Taking into account the 

effects of payroll and non-payroll spending, the industry 

generated an estimated $437 million in state and local 

tax revenues in 2007. This included $144 million in per-

sonal income taxes, $127 million in property taxes, and 

$70 million in sales taxes paid by Massachusetts busi-

nesses and individuals.9

CURRENT WORKFORCE TRENDS

Occupations. The nearly 100,000 human services work-

ers in Massachusetts are employed in a variety of occupa-

tions. These occupations generally fall into three categories 

of workers: management and supervisory staff, professional 

and paraprofessional direct service staff, and administra-

tive and agency support staff. According to data released 

by the Massachusetts Department of Workforce Develop-

ment, nearly 70 percent of the human services workforce is 

concentrated in fi ve of the Standard Occupational Classifi -

cation (SOC) categories. These fi ve categories largely rep-

resent direct service workers who interact with vulnerable 

populations through the provision of services and include 

both professional and paraprofessional staff.10 

 The two largest categories of human services workers 

(Figure 5) include those employed in education, training, 

and library occupations (20 percent) and those employed 

in community and social service occupations (20 percent). 

Additionally, nearly one-quarter of the human services work-

force is employed in personal care occupations or healthcare 

practitioner occupations. Although not as large as the others, 

healthcare support occupations are the fi fth largest occupa-

tional group that encompasses direct service providers.

 With nearly 70 percent of the workforce providing 

direct services, the remaining 30 percent is employed in 

occupations that either manage or support the human ser-

vices industry. These occupations include offi ce and admin-

istrative support (11 percent); management (9 percent); 

other business support, such as food preparation, mainte-

nance or transportation occupations (9 percent); and busi-

ness, fi nancial, and computer occupations (2 percent).

 The distribution of occupations varies across the human 

services subsectors. For instance, outpatient and residential 

establishments are more likely to employ healthcare practi-

tioners when compared to other subsectors, and the child 

care subsector is the most likely to employ persons in edu-

cational occupations. Furthermore, community and social 

service occupations are most prevalent among community 

food, housing, emergency or other relief services (46.2 per-

cent), followed by individual and family services (35.4 per-

cent) and vocational rehabilitation services (27 percent).

 The broad occupational categories discussed above 

provide only a glimpse of the composition of the human 

services workforce. To better understand the types of 

workers driving this industry, specifi c occupations in the 

direct service groups must be examined. Ideally, specifi c 

occupations would be presented using the state-defi ned 

job titles utilized in the Commonwealth’s Uniform Finan-

cial Report (UFR). These job titles (i.e., Direct Care I, II, 

and III, program staff, program staff supervisor, and case 

worker) are commonly used by employers, government 

administrators, and the state legislature when discussing 

the human services workforce. Unfortunately, employee 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, EPCD, County Business Patterns 1998-2003 Massachusetts Department of Workforce Development, Massachusetts Industry Staffing Patterns, Volume 5 of 5. 2005
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counts, characteristics, and workforce projections for 

these state-defi ned occupations are not available.

 Instead, the available occupations data are based on 

the SOC, designed to cover all occupations in which work 

is performed for pay or profi t and refl ecting the current 

occupational structure in the United States. This classifi -

cation is utilized by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

the U.S. Census Bureau, and the Massachusetts Depart-

ment of Workforce Development. Given that these gov-

ernmental agencies provide occupational counts, char-

acteristics, and projections, the SOC classifi cations were 

the only option for this study. It is, therefore, important 

to note that the UFR job titles of Direct Care I, II, and 

III, as well as program staff, program staff supervisor, 

and case worker, are most closely aligned with the SOC 

occupational categories of community and social service 

assistants, child care workers, nursing/psychiatric/home 

health aides, personal/home care aides, and other per-

sonal care and service workers. SOC occupations that are 

consistent with UFR direct care job titles are noted on 

tables and in text.

 Educational occupations include persons employed in 

the human services industry as primary, secondary, and 

special education teachers; post-secondary teachers; adult 

education and self-enrichment teachers; librarians; and 

instructional coordinators and teaching assistants.11 Per-

sons employed as preschool, primary, secondary, and spe-

cial education teachers are the single largest occupational 

group in the industry, representing 14.3 percent of all 

human services workers in Massachusetts. These workers 

are primarily employed in the child day care subsector.

 Community and social service occupations include per-

sons employed as counselors and therapists, social workers, 

and community and social service assistants. Community 

and social service assistants, who make up 7.7 percent of 

the workforce, are predominantly paraprofessional direct 

care staff and caseworkers. Additionally, counselors and 

therapists comprise 6.6 percent of the workforce and social 

workers are 4.6 percent. While the Massachusetts UFR 

distinguishes between professional and paraprofessional 

workers within these latter occupational groups, the SOC 

does not. As a result, licensed practitioners with advanced 

degrees are grouped with non-licensed counselors.

 Healthcare practitioners include persons employed as 

registered nurses; licensed practical nurses; physicians, sur-

geons, and dentists; and medical therapists (e.g., occupational 

or physical therapists) and medical technicians and technolo-

gists. The human services industry employs over 6,000 reg-

istered nurses, representing 6.5 percent of the workforce.

 Personal care workers include those persons employed 

as child care workers, personal and home care aides, and 

other personal workers such as recreation/activity therapists 

and residential advisers. Personal care workers are likely to 

be those workers classifi ed as direct care staff by the UFR. 

Child care workers comprise 4.9 percent of the industry 

workforce, at nearly 5,000 employees. An additional 3.6 per-

cent of workers (3,556) are employed as personal or home 

care aides. Personal or home care aides are distinguished 

from home health aides by the SOC in that home care aides 

assist with activities of daily living, such as housekeeping and 

preparing meals, while home health aides provide routine 

personal healthcare (e.g., bathing, dressing, grooming) to 

elderly, convalescent or disabled persons.

 Healthcare support occupations include persons em-

ployed as nursing/psychiatric/home health aides, occupa-

tional and physical therapist assistants, and other medical 

assistants. Although healthcare support occupations are 

a relatively small portion of the industry, nearly all per-

sons in this category are employed as nursing/psychiat-

ric/home health aides.12 These workers account for over 

4,000 industry employees and represent 4.1 percent of the 

total workforce and, like personal care occupations, are 

likely to include what the UFR defi nes as direct care jobs.

Demographic and socioeconomic characterist-
ics of the labor force. This section presents key demo-

graphic and socioeconomic characteristics for selected 

direct service occupations.13 Characteristics are compared 

across occupations for three major groups — human ser-

vices workers, healthcare industry workers,14 and workers 

in all other industrial sectors.

 Women dominate the human services and healthcare 

industries (Figure 6). More than 80 percent of human ser-

vices occupations and more than three-quarters of health-

care jobs are fi lled by women, which is dramatically differ-

ent from all other sectors, where less than half of the jobs 

are fi lled by women (45.5 percent). The vast majority of 

direct service occupations also employ women, not only 

within human services and healthcare, but in other indus-

tries. In fact, more than 80 percent of direct service jobs 

are fi lled by women, regardless of the industry setting in 

which they work. 

 The average age of human services workers is 38.4 

years. This is slightly younger than healthcare workers, but 

comparable to workers in all other industries. The human 

services workforce employed in direct care is younger than 

direct service workers in healthcare and other industries 

(36.6 years compared to 42.1 and 41.0 years, respectively).

 Slightly more than one-third of all human services 

workers have a four-year college or advanced degree (Fig-

ure 7). This is consistent with workers in other industries 

(33.3 percent) and slightly less than persons employed in 

healthcare (38.9 percent). However, educational attain-

ment among selected direct service occupations in the 

human services industry is lower than the same workers 

in healthcare and signifi cantly lower than direct care occu-
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pations in all other industries (31.9 percent compared to 

35.3 percent and 43.6 percent, respectively). (fi g7)

 There is no consistent pattern when comparing selected 

direct service occupations across the three industry groups. 

For instance, social workers employed in healthcare (89.4 

percent) are more likely to have a college degree than 

social workers employed in human services (68.2 percent) 

or other sectors (78.6 percent).15 However, personal care 

and home care aides in the healthcare sector are less likely 

to have college degrees than those employed in the human 

services industry and other sectors.

 Having similar education does not ensure that human 

services workers wages are comparable to those paid 

to workers in healthcare and other industries. Despite 

employing a comparable percentage of persons with col-

lege education, the median earnings among human ser-

vices workers overall is approximately $9,000 less than in 

healthcare and other industries (Figure 8). Among direct 

service providers, the gap is even greater; the median wage 

of human services workers is nearly $15,000 less than the 

same workers in healthcare and nearly $5,000 less than 

their counterparts in other industries.

 Few direct service occupations in human services earn 

more than their counterparts in healthcare or other indus-

tries. One notable exception is personal and home care 

aides. While these occupations earn relatively low median 

wages, human services workers in these occupations earn 

more than their counterparts in healthcare and other indus-

tries. However, registered nurses and social workers earn 

higher median wages in healthcare than human services, and 

All Employees
Selected Direct Service Occupations
Registered Nurses
Preschool and Kindergarten Teachers
Instructional Coordinators and Teaching Assistants
Child Care Workers*
Personal and Home Care Aides*
Licensed Practical and Licensed Vocational Nurses
Nursing, Psychiatric, and Home Health Aides*
Social Workers
Counselors and Therapists
Community and Social Service Assistants*
All Other Occupations

45.5
83.0
94.7
98.2
91.2
91.7
80.5
94.5
81.6
75.8
65.1
58.9
44.6

80.9
87.6
97.1
97.0
95.8
94.1
86.6
84.9
78.9
73.1
68.9
65.9
70.0

Figure 6. Gender by Selected Direct Service Occupations: Industry Comparisons, 2000

Human Services

* These SOC occupational groups are closely aligned with the UFR job titles of direct care I, II, and III, as well as program staff, program staff supervisor and case worker.
Source:  U. S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census of Population and Housing, 5-Percent Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files.
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Figure 7.  Educational Attainment by Selected Direct Service Occupations, 2000

Human Services

* These SOC occupational groups are closely aligned with the UFR job titles of direct care I, II, and III, as well as program staff, program staff supervisor and case worker.
Source:  U. S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census of Population and Housing, 5-Percent Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files.
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median wages for counselors and therapists are much higher 

in sectors outside of human services and healthcare.

 In addition to comparatively low salaries, a signifi cant 

proportion of human services workers lack health insur-

ance. In a 2001 survey about healthcare insurance costs, 

the Massachusetts Council of Human Service Providers 

documented that 45 percent of human services workers 

did not receive health insurance from their employer or 

some other source.16

 According to the 2000 Census, 17.9 percent of human 

services workers reported a total 1999 income that was 

below 150 percent of the federal poverty level. Regardless 

of industry, direct service workers are more likely than those 

in other occupations to have been living below 150 percent 

of 1999 poverty thresholds, which is not surprising, given 

the relatively low median incomes reported for most of the 

direct service occupations. Nearly twice as many human 

services workers are in poverty than healthcare workers. 

More than 20 percent of child care workers, personal and 

home care aides, and home health aides reported income 

below 150 percent of the federal poverty level. 

Projected workforce demands. The U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics projects that the professional and business ser-

vices and health care and social assistance sectors will account 

for almost one-half of all new jobs nationally between 2004 

and 2014.17 During the same time period, agriculture and 

manufacturing employment are expected to decline.

 According to these labor force projections, human 

services industry employment will grow 37.5 percent 

over the next decade. Assuming growth in Massachusetts 

is similar to what is expected nationally, the number of 

human services workers in the Bay State will increase to 

135,000 by 2014. In comparison, this growth rate is twice 

that expected of private general medical and surgical hos-

pitals (16 percent) and half the projected growth in home 

healthcare services (69.5 percent).

 The residential mental retardation, mental health and 

substance abuse subsector will see the greatest increase 

in employment over the next decade, compared to other 

human services subsectors (48 percent). Signifi cant growth 

is also expected in the child care subsector (38 percent). 

The individual and family services subsector is expected 

to remain the largest human services subsector in 2014, 

when it will employ an estimated 43,571 workers in the 

Commonwealth. If projections hold true, these three sec-

tors will require an estimated 30,000 additional human 

services workers by 2014.

 Only two of the six human services subsectors are 

expected to experience less than 30 percent growth in the 

next ten years. These include community food, housing, 

emergency and other relief services, and vocational reha-

bilitation services.

 Occupationally, each of the selected direct service occu-

pations in human services is expected to grow at least 20 per-

cent in the coming decade.18 By 2014, growth in the number 

of nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides is expected 

to exceed 50 percent, from 4,058 employees to more than 

6,100. Employment of personal and home care aides is 

expected to grow 41 percent between 2004 and 2014. Both 

of these occupations are classifi ed as very low-paid employ-

ment by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Additionally, growth 

rates of approximately 40 percent are projected for commu-

nity and social service assistants and teachers.

All Employees
Selected Direct Service Occupations
Registered Nurses
Licensed Practical and Licensed Vocational Nurses
Social Workers
Community and Social Service Assistants*
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Child Care Workers*
Instructional Coordinators and Teaching Assistants
All Other Occupations
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Figure 8.  Wages and Salaries by Selected Direct Service Occupations, 1999 

Human Services

* These SOC occupational groups are closely aligned with the UFR job titles of direct care I, II, and III, as well as program staff, program staff supervisor and case worker.
Source:  U. S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census of Population and Housing, 5-Percent Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files.
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CONCLUSION

The human services sector faces many challenges. Employ-

ers can expect to fi nd it increasingly diffi cult to hire workers 

willing to provide essential services to vulnerable popula-

tions in a highly demanding work environment for rela-

tively low wages. They can also expect increasing competi-

tion for both skilled and unskilled workers from healthcare 

and other service sectors that are also expected to grow but 

which currently provide their employees with comparatively 

higher wages, training, and support. Funders, clients, and 

advocates for vulnerable populations can expect upward 

pressure to be placed on both the costs of services and staff-

ing ratios, which will have signifi cant implications for both 

public budgets and the quality of provided services.

 Developing public policies to assist human services 

agencies in overcoming these challenges will not be easy. 

There is no “silver bullet” solution to these problems. 

What is clear, however, is that meeting the human services 

needs of the Massachusetts population will require workers, 

employers, and public and private funders to work together 

to fi nd ways to obtain and effectively utilize the resources 

that will be required to recruit, retain, and sustain the Mas-

sachusetts human services workforce of the future. 

The study was conducted by staff members of the University of 

Massachusetts Donahue Institute.

CHRISTINA CITINO is research manager of Human Service Programs.

MICHAEL GOODMAN is director of Economic and Public Policy Research.

JOHN GAVIGLIO is data manager for the Economic and Public Policy 
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E N D N O T E S

n the United States, it has been generally assumed 

that those who held a steady job could make ends 

meet but in today’s labor market nothing could be 

further from the truth. Workers in low-wage jobs can face 

double jeopardy: insuffi cient income to cover their basic 

needs and lack of access to job-related benefi ts to supple-

ment their earnings. Public work supports — programs to 

help families fi ll basic needs such as health care, child care, 

food, and housing — can fi ll the gaps, and for many, they 

do. Still, in Massachusetts close to one out of every four 

individuals in a family with earnings does not have enough 

to meet basic personal needs, even with public supports.

 Labor markets have become increasingly polarized, with 

the lowest-earning families having seen little or nothing in 

the way of wage gains for a generation, barring the period 

of extraordinarily low unemployment in the late 1990s. 

Also, now that most families lack a stay-at-home parent, the 

work support system fails to provide suffi cient safe, afford-

able, and enriching child care. And, today’s work support 

system refl ects its origins in earlier policies designed to help 

poor and usually nonworking families. Not surprisingly, the 

current system is reasonably effective in reaching the needi-

est but fails to help many working families whose incomes 

are high enough to make them ineligible for supports but 

insuffi cient to meet their needs.

 To compound the problem, far too many income-

eligible individuals and families do not receive public sup-

ports because the programs themselves are insuffi ciently 

funded, the applications procedures are onerous, or both. 

 Bridging the gaps will require developing both the 

political will to solve the problem and enacting pub-

lic policies that: help create good jobs and pathways for 

low-wage workers to get them; expand public supports to 

include not only the very poor but working families strug-

gling to make ends meet; and ensure that all who are eligi-

ble receive support. In an era of increasingly limited state 

resources, it is clear that Massachusetts cannot solve these 

problems alone. Successfully meeting these challenges will 

require the Commonwealth to work collaboratively with 

other states to push the federal government to provide 

our working families with the help and support they need 

to make ends meet.

RANDY ALBELDA is a professor of economics at the University of 

Massachusetts Boston.

Low-Wage Workers Really Feel the Squeeze
RA N D Y AL B E L D A

SUPPORT PROGRAMS OFFER SOME HELP BUT MANY WORKERS FIND THEIR BENEFITS 

ELUSIVE OR SIMPLY OUT OF REACH. 
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