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Raising the Wage in Virginia Will 
Benefit Working Families
By Laura Goren and Ashley C. Kenneth

1,272,000 people working in Virginia 
would benefit from raising the wage to 
$15 by 2024, including:

•	 1,167,000 adults ages 20 and older

•	 774,000 full-time workers

•	 751,000 women

•	 620,000 workers of color

Source: Economic Policy Institute Minimum Wage 

Simulation Model. See endnote no. 25 for more 

information on the model.

Executive Summary 

Everyone in Virginia working a full-time job should be paid enough to provide for their 
family. However, for many this is not the case. Nearly two-thirds of  Virginia families with 
incomes below the federal poverty threshold have at least one adult who is working, yet 
they are paid too little to make ends meet. Virginia policymakers could raise the wages of  
working people in Virginia and help families across the commonwealth by raising Virginia’s 
minimum wage to $15 an hour by 2024, closing loopholes that currently exclude many 
Black and Latinx workers, and making sure Virginia’s wage laws are fairly enforced.

The federal minimum wage has eroded significantly since the late 1960s compared to 
the typical cost of  living, median wages, and the economic productivity of  working 
people. Virginia’s current minimum wage, set at $7.25 an hour to match the federal 
minimum, is the lowest in the country compared to the typical cost of  living in the 
state, according to OxFam’s State of  Working America report. The choice to maintain 
this inadequate minimum that leaves many families behind is a part of  a pattern in 
Virginia of  policymakers failing to act to protect working families and instead too often 
erecting barriers to success, particularly for working families of  color. This erosion in the 
minimum wage has particularly harmed Black and Latinx working people. This is because 
working people of  color in Virginia are more likely than white workers in Virginia to be 
stuck in low-wage occupations due to ongoing job discrimination, lack of  educational 
opportunities, and other barriers that white people in Virginia are less likely to have faced. 

In 2020, Virginia policymakers can and should make new choices that will help the very 
people and families in Virginia that have faced the greatest barriers. Raising the wage to $15 
an hour by 2024 would help 1 in 2 women of  color who are working in Virginia. And the 
vast majority of  those who would benefit are full-fledged adults who are working at least 
20 hours a week, many with at least some college education. 

In addition, recent studies of  the effects of  the minimum wage find little to no job losses 
and significant benefits for workers who are paid low wages, including higher wages, higher 
total incomes, and lower poverty rates. The effect of  raising the minimum wage is one of  
the most heavily studied topics in economics, and most recent studies that use the highest-
quality research designs have concluded that past increases in the minimum wage have had 
little to no effect on employment levels. For example, in a January 2019 National Bureau of  
Economic Research working paper, Doruk Cengiz and co-authors studied 138 state-level 
changes in the minimum wage between 1979 and 2016 and found “the overall number of  
low-wage jobs remained essentially unchanged over five years following the increase.” 

In spite of  barriers and challenges faced by Virginia families, people have historically and 
successfully been able to come together to make public policy work better for all of  us. 
This includes Black and white families who came together to win state funding for a system 
of  free public schools in 1870, the fight by Black students in the 1950s to make sure they 
had access to decent school buildings and textbooks, and the successful work by Black, 
Brown, and white families across the commonwealth to win broader access to health care 
through Medicaid expansion in the 2010s. Coming together again to raise the minimum 
wage would be a step in the right direction for working families across the commonwealth, 
including those Black and Latinx families who face the biggest barriers today.
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Far too often, Black Virginians 
and, more recently, Latinx 
Virginians have faced barriers 
to advancement and have 
been stuck in low-wage 
occupations with little ability 
to gain better pay.

How we got here: Virginia history of oppression related to wage policy

Significantly raising the minimum wage, closing loopholes, and strengthening enforcement 
would be a major change in public policy direction in Virginia. Despite the progress made 
by courageous Virginia families coming together over the centuries to work for a better 
commonwealth, the dominant thread in Virginia’s history has been using public policy to 
protect the interests of  political and economic elites, including suppressing the workplace 
and political organizing of  working people who are seeking to raise their wages.1 And a 
central element to this strategy has been using created racial hierarchies to maintain the 
exploitation of  Black workers.2

As a result of  exclusionary housing and employment practices, racist violence against 
Black organizers, the systematic underfunding of  education, and mass incarceration, Black 
Virginians have often been prevented from successfully organizing to raise their wages, 
competing for higher-paid “white” working-class jobs, or obtaining advanced educations 
to compete for professional jobs. In addition, Virginia elites have effectively suppressed 
unionization in Virginia through laws and ideological campaigns, thereby preventing 
working people in Virginia from raising their wages through collective bargaining.3 This 
is not to say that no progress has been made over time and that no individual Black 
Virginians have been able to overcome these extra barriers, but far too often, Black 
Virginians and, more recently, Latinx Virginians have faced barriers to advancement and 
have been stuck in low-wage occupations with little ability to gain better pay. While there 
was progress between 1980 (the first year for which comparable data is available) and the 
mid-1990s in narrowing the wage gap between Black and white Virginians, most or all of  
that progress has been lost — in 1980, Black workers in Virginia were paid 70 cents for 
every dollar paid to white workers; in 2018 it was just 71 cents.4

As a result of  this capturing of  political and ideological power by elite white Virginians, 
Virginia has few laws to protect and uplift working people. Virginia has no overtime law 
except for a few public safety employees;5 does very little to enforce worker health, safety, 
and labor protections;6 has failed for a decade to raise its minimum wage above the low 
federal base;7 and has excluded most historically Black occupations from coverage in 
the minimum wage law.8 Some of  the most egregious exclusions were removed by the 
General Assembly in 2019, yet many remain, including the exclusion of  all domestic and 
agricultural workers from minimum wage protections.9
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Federal minimum wage, its exclusions, and fights to reduce those exclusions

While Virginia’s legislature has rarely 
prioritized the interests of  working 
people, federal policy has stepped in at 
times to offer some baseline protections. 
Working people of  color, however, have 
had to fight to be included in the full 
benefits of  these policies, and there is 
more that should be done to make sure 
every working person receives the full 
protections of  minimum wage laws and 
other worker protections. The federal 
minimum wage was established in 1938 
as part of  the Fair Labor Standards Act 
(FLSA), yet the act excluded from the 
minimum wage and other protections 
many agricultural, domestic, and service 
workers, occupations that at the time were 
the only jobs available to many Black 
people, particularly in the south,10 and 
today continue to be more likely to employ 
Black and Latinx workers.11 As a result of  
people coming together to demand fairer 
wages, many of  these exclusions were 
finally removed at the federal level in 1967, 
resulting in the extension of  minimum 

wage protections to previously excluded 
sectors where nearly one-third of  Black 
workers and one-fifth of  white workers 
were employed.12

Between 1938 and 1968 there were also 
regular adjustments to the value of  the 
minimum wage to make sure that it kept 
up with improvements in typical wages 
and the productivity of  U.S. workers. 
This helped make sure that working 
people saw a fair share of  the value they 
created. As a result, in 1968 the minimum 
wage was just over one-half  of  typical 
(median) wages for full-time, year-round 
workers and was about one-third the net 
productivity (average output per hour 
worked) in the overall economy. Combined 
with the inclusion of  a larger share of  
the workforce, these adjustments helped 
make sure that a full-time, year-round 
worker could provide a modest but decent 
standard of  living for a small family.13

Erosion of federal minimum wage 
since 1968

Although people successfully came 
together between 1938 and 1968 to 
remove some of  the exclusions from the 
minimum wage and make sure it kept 
up with the growing productivity of  U.S. 
workers, since 1968 the federal minimum 
has dramatically weakened compared to 
cost of  living, typical wages for middle-
class workers, and the productivity of  
workers.14 As a result, the minimum wage 
is just 32% of  typical national wages 
(down from 53% in 1968) and is just 11% 
of  net productivity (down from 34% 
in 1968).15 This erosion has particularly 
disadvantaged communities of  color 
– poverty rates for Black and Latinx 
families would be almost 20% lower had 
the minimum wage remained at its 1968 
inflation-adjusted level, and would be even 
lower if  the minimum wage had kept up 
with increases in productivity or median 
wages.16
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Policy proposal and who would benefit

As of  October 2019, 29 states and D.C. have minimum wages above the federal 
minimum,17 including Virginia’s neighboring states of  West Virginia and Maryland. There 
are also 33 states plus D.C. that set a base wage for tipped workers above the federal 
minimum of  $2.13 an hour (Virginia has no base wage for tipped workers).18 Many of  the 
states that have established minimum wages and base wages for tipped workers above the 
federal floor have done so using phase-in schedules and then annual adjustments for cost 
of  living increases.19 While the federal FLSA establishes a floor for what employers can pay 
in most situations, given the inaction of  the federal government on keeping the minimum 
wage at a reasonable level compared to the cost of  living, typical wages, and productivity, 
more and more states are acting to set minimum wages above that inadequate federal floor.

$15 by 2024 compared to productivity growth and median wages

Raising the minimum wage to $15 by 
2024 would help reverse the erosion in 
the value of  the minimum wage since 
1968 compared to productivity and typical 
wages, making sure that working people 
see a fairer share of  the benefits from 
their work. Virginia’s minimum wage level 
is currently set by law to be the same 
as the federal baseline despite Virginia 
having a robust economy and higher-than-
typical cost of  living, especially related 
to housing costs.20 As a result, Virginia’s 

minimum wage is the lowest in the country 
compared to the cost of  paying for rent, 
groceries, transportation, child care, and 
other necessities.21 This contributes to 
Virginia’s last-in-the-country ranking on 
OxFam America’s list of  “Best States to 
Work.”22

In 1968, the minimum wage was 53% of  
median hourly wage. Today, the federal 
minimum wage — and therefore the 
Virginia minimum wage — is just 29% 

of  the median hourly wage in Virginia. 
Raising the minimum wage to $15 an 
hour by 2024 would raise it to 52% of  
the Virginia median wage, a similar level 
to the 1968 federal minimum compared 
to the national median wage (Virginia-
specific median wage data for 1968 is not 
available).23

Given the inaction of the federal 
government on keeping the 
minimum wage at a reasonable 
level compared to the cost 
of living, typical wages, and 
productivity, more and more 
states are acting to set minimum 
wages above that inadequate 
federal floor.
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How many workers would benefit by 
race, gender, and age

Raising the minimum wage in Virginia 
to $15 an hour by 2024, removing the 
“Jim Crow”-era exemptions that were 
intentionally designed to leave out Black 
workers,24 and providing a base wage 
for tipped workers would benefit over 
1.2 million25 people who are working in 
Virginia. This includes directly raising 
wages for about 1,018,000 working people 
who would otherwise make under the new 
minimum wage. It also includes indirectly 
boosting wages for another 254,000 who 
make just above the new minimum and 
would see boosts as employers seek to 
maintain wage scales and reward seniority, 
according to new microdata analysis by 
the Economic Policy Institute prepared 
for this report. That’s about 1 in every 3 
working people in Virginia.26

The vast majority of  Virginians who 
would benefit are working adults helping 
to support themselves and their families 

— 92% are age 20 or older and 89% are 
working at least 20 hours a week.27 Raising 
the minimum wage to $15 an hour by 
2024 would help 1 out of  every 2 women 
of  color employed in Virginia,28 thereby 
boosting the wages of  those Virginians 
who have historically been excluded from 
opportunities to work in well-paying 
jobs and have seen the jobs they do have 
devalued precisely because they are filled 
by women of  color. 

And while about half  of  all people 
working in Virginia who would benefit 
are white, working people who are Black 
or Latinx are more likely than their white 
counterparts to currently be paid low 
wages and therefore benefit from a higher 
minimum wage. While 26% of  white 
workers in Virginia would benefit, 43% of  
Black workers and 51% of  Latinx workers 
would directly or indirectly benefit. And 
about 30% of  Asian American workers 
and workers of  other racial identities 
would benefit from raising the minimum 
wage (these categories are combined 

in the available data due to sample size 
limitations).29 This is because working 
people of  color in Virginia are more likely 
than white workers in Virginia to be stuck 
in low-wage occupations due to ongoing 
job discrimination, lack of  educational 
opportunities, and other barriers that white 
people in Virginia are less likely to have 
faced.

1 in 3 working people in Virginia 
would benefit by raising the 
minimum wage to $15 an hour by 
2024 and removing “Jim Crow”-
era exemptions. 

Additional information on how many 
working people in Virginia will benefit 
from raising the wage to $15 an hour and 
closing loopholes can be found in the 
Appendix of  this report.
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Tipped workers

Virginia is currently the only state in 
the entire country that has a minimum 
wage yet has no required “base wage” 
for tipped workers,30 which means that 
as long as tips are sufficient to boost 
overall pay to above the minimum wage 
level, employers are not required to pay 
their workers anything under Virginia 
law.31 (Many tipped workers in Virginia 
are covered by the federal minimum wage 
law, which requires a “base wage” of  
$2.13 an hour.) Furthermore, Virginia law 
allows employers to determine the amount 
of  tips workers receive in determining 
whether the overall pay (including tips) is 
above the minimum wage. If  a potential 
issue arises, tipped workers must prove by 
“clear and convincing evidence that the 
actual amount of  tips received by him was 
less than the amount determined by the 
employer.” This puts the burden of  proof  
on tipped workers to prove that they are 
being paid less than the minimum wage, 
rather than requiring employers to prove 
they are reaching at least the minimum 
wage. And contrary to some assumptions, 
the vast majority of  tipped work is 
low-paying, with typical hourly earnings 
(including tips) of  just $11 an hour.32

As policymakers consider raising Virginia’s 
overall minimum wage, tipped workers 
should be included in the policy change 
to make sure that these workers, 71% of  
whom are women,33 are also paid a fair 
wage. Women of  color are particularly 
likely to work in tipped occupations — 
31% of  tipped workers living in Virginia 
are women of  color,34 a higher share than 
the 19% of  all working Virginians who are 
women of  color. Creating a base wage in 
Virginia for tipped workers will make sure 
every working Virginian is paid something 
by their employer. And tying the base wage 
for tipped workers to the full minimum 
wage by defining it as some fraction of  the 
full minimum will help make sure tipped 
workers benefit as the overall minimum 

wage rises. For example, setting the base 
wage for tipped workers at 70% of  the 
standard minimum wage will boost the 
pay for about 104,000 tipped workers in 
Virginia by 2024, the majority of  whom 
are women.35

Broader benefits for families and 
local economies

A $15 minimum wage would make a 
significant difference in the lives of  many 
working people in Virginia. Annual income 
for year-round workers who would be 
impacted by the increase would rise by an 
average of  about $4,400 in 2018 dollars, 
an increase of  20% over how much they 
would make with no minimum wage 
increase.36 That’s money that working 
families with low incomes can use to pay 
the rent, make needed car repairs, and buy 
back-to-school supplies. And raising the 
wages of  families with low incomes — 
who tend to spend most of  their income 
in their own communities rather than on 
vacations abroad or being able to save for 
future generations — will help support 
more spending at local businesses. 

Raising the minimum wage will also 
help lift poor working families above 
the poverty line, a change that will help 
children grow up in families with less 
stress and more stability. Over three-fifths 
of  Virginia families with incomes below 
the poverty threshold have at least one 
adult in the household who is working. As 
a result, there are around 266,000 working 
adults living in Virginia households with 
incomes below the poverty threshold, 
which is just $25,465 for a married couple 

with two children. And Virginians who 
are Black or Latinx continue to be more 
likely than white and Asian American 
Virginians to have incomes below the 
poverty line.37 This is not by chance 
– state policymakers have chosen to 
perpetuate historical inequities by blocking 
attempts to raise Virginia’s minimum 
wage to more reasonable levels, by not 
adequately funding schools in high-poverty 
communities, and by denying many 
immigrants access to driver’s licenses, 
among other policy choices. Raising the 
minimum wage will help to reverse this: 
while $7.25 an hour for a full-time, year-
round worker is too little to support even 
a family of  two at the poverty level, $15 
an hour is enough to lift most working 
families with a full-time, year-round worker 
above the poverty line.38 Even with a $15 
an hour minimum wage many families will 
still struggle to afford the basics due to 
the high cost of  childcare and housing in 
many areas of  Virginia, but at least they 
will have more of  a fighting chance.

Annual income for year-round workers who would be impacted by the 
increase would rise by an average of about $4,400 in 2018 dollars. 

That’s money that working families with low incomes can use to pay 
the rent, make needed car repairs, and buy back-to-school supplies.
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Well-meaning fears about job loss are misplaced

The effect of  raising the minimum wage is one of  the most heavily studied topics in 
economics, particularly since the 1990s. Most recent studies that use the highest-quality 
research designs have concluded that past increases in the minimum wage have had little 
to no effect on employment levels. For example, in a January 2019 National Bureau of  
Economic Research working paper, researchers studied 138 state-level changes in the 
minimum wage between 1979 and 2016 and found “the overall number of  low-wage jobs 
remained essentially unchanged over five years following the increase.”39 Importantly, 
this study included increases in the minimum wage up to 55% of  the state’s median 
wage and found no negative employment effects even up to those levels;40 the proposed 
$15 minimum wage by 2024 is below that level as a share of  Virginia’s median wage.41 
And a 2016 meta-analysis of  37 published minimum wage studies from 2000 to 2015 — 
essentially, a quantitative summary of  all the other literature in the field — found “no 
support for the proposition that the minimum wage has had an important effect on U.S. 
employment.”42

And meaningful changes in the minimum wage have been done before in the southern 
United States without negative employment effects. Raising the minimum wage to $15 an 
hour by 2024 will benefit a significant share of  working people in Virginia, yet it is not 
unprecedented in the share of  workers who are benefited. The 1967 extension of  the Fair 
Labor and Standards Act (FLSA) to the agricultural, hotel, restaurant, and other sectors 
that were large employers in the south, and where Black workers represented over a third 
of  the workforce, resulted in large gains in wages for Black workers without any negative 
effects on employment levels for either Black or white workers.43

Taking a step back, the narrow focus on the overall number of  jobs or hours worked is a 
flawed way of  measuring the impact of  minimum wage increases, because what matters to 
low-wage working people is their total income throughout the year. Even those low-wage 
workers who may see a reduction in hours or even lose a job are likely to be better off  with 
a higher minimum wage over the course of  the year. That’s because frequent turnover in 
low-wage occupations means most low-wage workers already typically hold multiple jobs 
over the course of  a year, and the higher wages will more than offset the reduction in hours 
for most impacted workers, resulting in an increase in total annual earnings.44

The narrow focus on the overall number of jobs or hours worked 
is a flawed way of measuring the impact of minimum wage 
increases, because what matters to low-wage working people is 
their total income throughout the year.

Even after factoring in possible employment losses, a number of  studies have shown 
significant increased overall earnings for low-wage working people and reductions in  
poverty rates from raising the minimum wage.45 That’s likely due to the substantial benefits 
for the vast majority of  low-wage working people who retain their jobs and, for those who 
do lose a job, the likelihood that over the course of  a year increased earnings from other jobs 
would offset the loss. For example, the recent Congressional Budget Office (CBO) report 
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that relies heavily on studies of  just a few minimum wage increases rather than high-quality 
analyses of  all recent minimum wage increases provides estimates that a national $15 
minimum wage would result in some job losses. Yet if  those estimated losses are compared 
to the number of  workers who would be impacted by minimum wage increases, basic math 
shows that 95.5% of  all impacted workers would remain employed and would see sizable 
wage increases, with many of  those workers who do lose jobs finding another one within a 
short time. As a result, even after accounting for their expectations of  employment losses, 
the data in that CBO study shows that average annual earnings would increase by $1,500 
for impacted workers.46 This is especially good news for Black and Latinx workers who are 
more likely than white workers to currently be paid under $15 an hour. 

Raising the wage for public employees

Raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour will also benefit state and local employees, 
and although this will introduce some new costs to the state and localities, the benefits to 
working families are substantial compared to the impact. A recent study by The Century 
Foundation found that about one-third of  local government employees in the United 
States might see a raise from a national $15 minimum wage phased in by 2025.47 Yet 
the study also found that because many of  these workers already make close to the new 
thresholds, the annual cost of  increases as a share of  overall payrolls would be substantially 
less than the typical annual cost of  raises between 2013 and 2017. In Virginia, local school 
employees had median wages of  $22.49 in 2017 and non-school local employees had 
median wages of  $21.44, and in both cases about 1 in 3 local employees would see a raise 
from an increase in the minimum wage to $15 by 2025.48 And in both cases the annual cost 
of  raises to lift local employees to the new minimum wage would be about 1.1% of  total 
payroll, well below the annual pace of  payroll increases between 2013 and 2017.49

The state minimum wage should lift families in all parts of 
the commonwealth 

Virginians across the commonwealth work hard and deserve to be paid a fair wage. 
Nowhere in the commonwealth is the current minimum wage sufficient to reasonably pay 
the bills of  even a childless adult,50 and a universal $15 wage floor will help lift families 
across the commonwealth. And despite some fears, research shows that doing so is 
unlikely to have significant negative job impacts. A recent study of  the effect of  raising 
the minimum wage in counties and other small areas where the new minimum is a high 
share of  the overall typical (median) wage found positive impacts on wages, a reduction in 
household and child poverty rates, and no adverse effects on employment, weekly hours, 
or annual weeks worked. The same study also looked specifically at some of  the groups 
of  workers who are most impacted by raising the minimum wage (women, Black, and/or 
Hispanic workers) and found no adverse employment for any subgroup, even in these low-
wage areas of  the country.51

There may be a need for a minimum wage that is higher than $15 in high-cost parts 
of  Virginia. Along with setting a statewide wage floor of  $15 an hour to make sure no 
working Virginian is left with below-poverty wages, state policymakers should provide 
cities and counties with the authority to set higher wage floors as appropriate for their 
localities.

About 1 in 3 local employees 
would see a raise from an 
increase in the minimum wage 
to $15 by 2025. The annual cost 
of raises would be about 1.1% 
of total payroll, well below the 
annual pace of payroll increases 
between 2013 and 2017. 
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Importance of improving enforcement

Protections for working people have little meaning if  they’re not enforced, and Virginia 
policymakers should strengthen the state’s wage enforcement policies and practices to 
make sure every eligible worker benefits from the new minimum wage. Unfortunately, 
there’s a lot of  work to be done because Virginia currently does very little to investigate or 
prosecute wage theft complaints. The state agency that is supposed to investigate claims 
of  wage theft has been so underfunded for so long that it is only able to fully investigate 
a fraction of  the complaints it receives — a recent review by Legal Aid Justice Center 
found that in the past four years the Department of  Labor and Industry (DOLI) rejected 
with no investigation whatsoever nearly half  of  the 4,000 wage theft allegations that 
they closed.52 For example, the Department rejects all complaints by tipped workers and 
sometimes rejects complaints just because the victim got help from a lawyer in filling out 
the complaint form.53 Other complaints are dismissed without full investigation, including 
in cases where the employer has never responded to the charges.54 This would be like if  
a city council decided it no longer had the resources to do even cursory investigations of  
convenience store robberies, so it just wasn’t going to assign any detectives to half  of  them. 
Virginia policymakers should provide adequate funding for DOLI’s wage enforcement 
efforts and DOLI should, in turn, investigate all complaints to the fullest extent possible.

Virginia policymakers should make other reforms to reduce wage theft in Virginia, 
including creating a right of  private action for non-payment of  wages so that people 
who are victims of  wage theft can seek redress in court, prohibiting retaliation against 
employees filing wage theft claims, and allowing DOLI to review all payroll records at 
a particular employer if  there is good reason to believe that multiple workers are being 
underpaid. These protections will help make sure that workers, particularly those who may 
be most marginalized and afraid to step forward, are not cheated out of  the wages they 
have earned.

Conclusion 

Raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour, closing loopholes, and ensuring fair 
enforcement would improve many lives across the commonwealth as many families would 
have greater confidence in being able to afford basic necessities, and would particularly 
help Black and Latinx workers who are more likely to be stuck in low-wage occupations 
and would see their incomes increase if  policymakers act to make these improvements. 
This is an issue where urgency is needed. Each year that passes without action results 
in a less and less valuable minimum wage. Virginians have come together in the past 
to bring the Commonwealth of  Virginia closer to attaining that aspirational name, and 
policymakers should act now to lift up working families and bring us a step closer to being 
a commonwealth for all, no exceptions.

Each year that passes without 
action results in a less and less 
valuable minimum wage.



The Commonwealth Institute/December 201910

Group
Total estimated 

workforce
Directly 
affected

Share directly 
affected

Indirectly 
affected

Share indirectly 
affected Total affected

Share of group 
who are affected

Group’s share 
of total affected

All workers 3,986,488 1,018,372 26% 253,675 6% 1,272,048 32% 100%
Sex
Women 1,960,644 607,794 31% 143,115 7% 750,909 38% 59%
Men 2,025,844 410,579 20% 110,560 5% 521,139 26% 41%
Age
Ages 17 and younger 85,642 60,309 70% 2,239 3% 62,548 73% 5%
Ages 18 and older 3,900,846 958,063 25% 251,436 6% 1,209,500 31% 95%

Ages 19 and younger 136,842 100,203 73% 4,389 3% 104,592 76% 8%
Ages 20 or older 3,849,646 918,169 24% 249,286 6% 1,167,456 30% 92%

Ages 16–24 513,577 353,336 69% 32,108 6% 385,444 75% 30%
Ages 25–39 1,301,667 327,740 25% 98,514 8% 426,254 33% 34%
Ages 40–54 1,301,976 185,383 14% 73,536 6% 258,919 20% 20%
Ages 55 or older 869,268 151,914 17% 49,517 6% 201,431 23% 16%
Race/ethnicity
White 2,513,531 510,465 20% 141,614 6% 652,080 26% 51%
Black 778,918 280,367 36% 56,389 7% 336,756 43% 26%
Hispanic 352,661 148,522 42% 31,800 9% 180,322 51% 14%
Asian or other race/ethnicity 341,377 79,018 23% 23,872 7% 102,890 30% 8%

Men of color 725,738 213,213 29% 52,913 7% 266,126 37% 21%
Women of color 747,219 294,694 39% 59,148 8% 353,842 47% 28%
Not people of color 2,513,531 510,465 20% 141,614 6% 652,080 26% 51%
Family status
Married parent 1,010,562 134,845 13% 50,769 5% 185,613 18% 15%
Single parent 329,182 131,274 40% 27,694 8% 158,968 48% 12%
Married, no children 1,082,934 158,232 15% 59,302 5% 217,534 20% 17%
Unmarried, no children 1,563,810 594,023 38% 115,910 7% 709,933 45% 56%
Work hours
Part time (< 20 hours) 223,279 117,699 53% 14,298 6% 131,997 59% 10%
Mid time (20– 34 hours) 553,442 326,251 59% 39,515 7% 365,766 66% 29%
Full time (35+ hours) 3,209,768 574,422 18% 199,863 6% 774,285 24% 61%
Educational attainment
Less than high school 319,803 184,502 58% 25,803 8% 210,306 66% 17%
High school 929,941 379,439 41% 89,770 10% 469,209 50% 37%
Some college, no degree 894,544 315,292 35% 73,071 8% 388,364 43% 31%
Associate degree 323,452 70,935 22% 24,811 8% 95,745 30% 8%
Bachelor’s degree or higher 1,518,748 68,204 4% 40,220 3% 108,424 7% 9%
Industry
Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting 30,596 10,624 35% 1,831 6% 12,454 41% 1%
Construction 229,344 43,355 19% 17,542 8% 60,897 27% 5%
Manufacturing 311,245 52,538 17% 19,090 6% 71,628 23% 6%
Wholesale trade 78,847 16,019 20% 5,673 7% 21,693 28% 2%
Retail trade 457,575 230,118 50% 37,813 8% 267,931 59% 21%
Transportation, warehousing, utilities 173,177 29,455 17% 10,866 6% 40,320 23% 3%
Information 82,803 8,949 11% 3,780 5% 12,729 15% 1%
Finance, insurance, real estate 249,187 25,068 10% 12,650 5% 37,718 15% 3%
Professional, scientific, management, technical services 410,893 18,907 5% 6,926 2% 25,833 6% 2%
Administrative, support, and waste management 159,173 64,987 41% 13,426 8% 78,412 49% 6%
Education 419,214 74,706 18% 19,106 5% 93,812 22% 7%
Healthcare 508,361 137,214 27% 34,011 7% 171,225 34% 13%
Arts, entertainment, recreational services 68,067 31,982 47% 4,746 7% 36,728 54% 3%
Accommodation 42,411 23,156 55% 4,926 12% 28,083 66% 2%
Restaurants and food service 253,479 170,819 67% 28,263 11% 199,081 79% 16%
Other services 173,798 59,930 34% 22,265 13% 82,194 47% 6%
Public administration 338,318 20,546 6% 10,764 3% 31,309 9% 2%
Sector
For profit 2,822,942 854,658 30% 203,159 7% 1,057,817 37% 83%
Government 831,832 101,583 12% 33,775 4% 135,358 16% 11%
Non-profit 331,714 62,131 19% 16,741 5% 78,872 24% 6%
Family income
Less than $25,000 435,720 307,796 71% 35,990 8% 343,785 79% 27%
$25,000–$49,999 719,200 251,129 35% 87,081 12% 338,209 47% 27%
$50,000–$74,999 696,992 161,506 23% 49,369 7% 210,875 30% 17%
$75,000–$99,999 579,522 107,389 19% 31,604 5% 138,993 24% 11%
$100,000–$149,999 763,147 111,459 15% 28,571 4% 140,030 18% 11%
$150,000 or more 791,908 79,094 10% 21,061 3% 100,155 13% 8%
Family income-to-poverty ratio
At or below the poverty line 206,203 159,526 77% 11,097 5% 170,623 83% 13%
101–200 percent of poverty 453,156 269,469 59% 51,748 11% 321,217 71% 25%
201–400 percent of poverty 1,157,351 331,660 29% 117,730 10% 449,390 39% 35%
401 percent or above 2,139,675 235,938 11% 72,005 3% 307,943 14% 24%
Poverty status not available 30,103 21,779 72% 1,095 4% 22,874 76% 2%
Tipped occupations
Tipped workers 104,193 69,389 67% 34,804 33% 104,193 100% 8%
Not tipped workers 3,882,295 948,983 24% 218,871 6% 1,167,855 30% 92%

Appendix: Benefits to Working People in Virginia from Raising Virginia’s Minimum Wage to $15 by 2024 and Closing Exemptions

Notes: Values reflect the result of the proposed change in the state minimum wage. Wage changes resulting from existing state and local minimum wage laws are accounted for by EPI’s Minimum Wage Simulation Model. Totals may 
not sum due to rounding. Shares calculated from unrounded values. Directly affected workers will see their wages rise as the new minimum wage rate exceeds their existing hourly pay. Indirectly affected workers have a wage rate just 
above the new minimum wage (between the new minimum wage and 115 percent of the new minimum). They will receive a raise as employer pay scales are adjusted upward to reflect the new minimum wage. Wage increase totals 
are cumulative of all preceding steps. Demographics of the affected workforce should be taken from the final step increase tab.
Source: Economic Policy Institute Minimum Wage Simulation Model  using data from the Census Bureau, Bureau of Labor Statistics, and Congressional Budget Office. See EPI Minimum Wage Simulation Model 2019. Dollar values 
adjusted by projections for CPI-U in CBO Augst 2019 projections.
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Appendix: Benefits to Working People in Virginia from Raising Virginia’s Minimum Wage to $15 by 2024 and Closing Exemptions
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Virginia,” Grand Valley Journal of  History: Vol. 2: Iss. 1, Article 1, 
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Qtr., 1983), pp. 147-159
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14.	Ibid.
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17.	“Minimum Wage Tracker,” EPI, as of  Oct 9, 2019
18.	Ibid.
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Conference of  State Legislators, Jan 2019
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Research and Information Center, retrieved Dec 2019
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22.	“The Best and Worst States to Work in America,” OxFam America, 

Jul 2018
23.	EPI Minimum Wage Simulation Model using data from the Census 

Bureau, BLS, and CBO. Dollar values adjusted by projections for 
CPI-U in CBO Aug 2019 projections.

24.	Perea, The Echoes of  Slavery, 72 OHIO ST. L.J. l 95, 2011, and 
Linder, M., “Farm Workers and the Fair Labor Standards Act: Racial 
Discrimination in the New Deal,” 65 Texas Law Review 1335, 1987

25.	EPI Minimum Wage Simulation Model using data from the Census 
Bureau, BLS, and CBO. Estimates provided to TCI by request. See 
EPI Simulation Model 2019 for more information on the model.  
 

This analysis assumes a minimum wage increase to $15 by 2024, that 
currently exempted agricultural and domestic workers will be covered 

by the minimum wage, and that the base wage wage for tipped workers 
will be raised in stages until reaching 70% of  the overall minimum by 
2025. The number of  workers who would benefit includes all workers 
in Virginia, including a small number who live in other states and work 
in Virginia. Directly affected workers will see their wages rise as the 
new minimum wage rate exceeds their existing hourly pay. Indirectly 
affected workers have a wage rate just above the new minimum wage 
(between the new minimum wage and 115% of  the new minimum). 
They will receive a raise as employer pay scales are adjusted upward to 
reflect the new minimum wage.

26.	Ibid.
27.	Ibid.
28.	Ibid.
29.	Ibid.
30.	Electronic communication from T. Gebreselassie at NELP dated Dec 

9, 2019
31.	Code of  Virginia, § 40.1-28.9
32.	Cooper, Raising the federal minimum wage, EPI, Feb 2019
33.	“Women in Tipped Occupations, State by State,” National Women’s 

Law Center, May 2019
34.	Ibid.
35.	EPI Minimum Wage Simulation Model using data from the Census 

Bureau, BLS, and CBO.
36.	Ibid.
37.	TCI analysis of  U.S. Census Bureau 2018 American Community 

Survey data
38.	EPI Minimum Wage Simulation Model using data from the Census 

Bureau, BLS, and CBO. 
39.	Cengiz, D., Dube, A., Lindner, A., and Zipperer, B., “The Effect of  

Minimum Wages on Low-Wage Jobs: Evidence from the United States 
Using a Bunching Estimator,” NBER Working Paper No. 25434, Jan 
2019

40.	Ibid.
41.	EPI Minimum Wage Simulation Model using data from the Census 

Bureau, BLS, and CBO. 
42.	Wolfson, P. and Belman, D., “15 Years of  Research on U.S. Employment 

and the Minimum Wage (Dec 10, 2016).” Tuck School of  Business 
Working Paper No. 2705499

43.	Derenoncourt and Montialoux, Minimum Wages, Nov 2018
44.	Cooper, D., Mishel, L., and Zipperer, B., “Bold increases in the 

minimum wage should be evaluated for the benefits of  raising low-
wage workers’ total earnings,” EPI, Apr 2018

45.	For example, Dube, A., “Minimum Wages and the Distribution of  
Family Incomes.” NBER Working Paper no. 25240, Nov 2018, and 
Rinz, K. and Voorheis, J., “The Distributional Effects of  Minimum 
Wages: Evidence from Linked Survey and Administrative Data.” 
Working Paper 2018-02, Center for Administrative Records Research 
and Applications, U.S. Census Bureau, Mar 2018

46.	Zipperer, B., “Low-wage workers will see huge gains from minimum 
wage hike, CBO finds,” EPI, Jul 2019, providing analysis of  “The 
Effects on Employment and Family Income of  Increasing the Federal 
Minimum Wage,” CBO, Jul 2019

47.	Parrott, J., “The Impact of  Increased Minimum Wages on Local 
Governments,” The Century Foundation, Oct 2019

48.	The Century Foundation, data provided to TCI by request.
49.	Ibid.
50.	Economic Policy Institute (EPI) Minimum Wage Simulation Model 

using data from the Census Bureau, BLS, and CBO. 
51.	Godøy, A. and Reich, M., “Minimum Wage Effects in Low-Wage 

Areas”. IRLE Working Paper No. 106-19
52.	Marritz, N. and Elliot, K., “Getting Workers What They’re Owed,” 

Legal Aid Justice Center, Nov 2019
53.	Ibid.
54.	Goren, L., “The Crimes We Ignore,” TCI, May 2015

Endnotes



The Commonwealth Institute/December 201912

1329 E Cary St. #200
Richmond, Va. 23219
804-396-2051
www.thecommonwealthinstitute.org

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercialNoDerivs 3.0 Unported License. To view a copy of this license, visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/ or send a letter to Creative
Commons, 444 Castro Street, Suite 900, Mountain View, California, 94041, USA.

The Commonwealth Institute
The Commonwealth Institute for Fiscal Analysis provides credible, 
independent, and accessible information and analyses of  state public policies 
with particular attention to the impacts on low- and moderate-income 
persons. Our products inform state economic, fiscal, and budget policy 
debates and contribute to sound decisions that improve the well-being of  
individuals, communities, and Virginia as a whole. 


