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Raise the Minimum Wage!
It's a Matter of Justice
By Fred Kammer, S.J.
The minimum wage debate is hot. The Fair Minimum Wage Act of
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2013 (FMWA) would raise the minimum from $7.25 to $10.10 over three years
and then index it to inflation. Why? The minimum wage has declined in value
measured against inflation, average U.S. wages, U.S. productivity, and the
poverty line. A parent working fulltime yearround at minimum wage cannot
keep the smallest family (one parent, one child) above the poverty line. [1]
Opponents claim that the number of minimum wage workers is small (3.7
million), most are young and parttime, and “relatively few of them live below the
poverty line.”[2] The argument is misleading. First, FMWA will affect not just
current minimum wage workers, but 16.7 million workers earning less than
$10.10. Another 11.1 million workers would benefit indirectly from the “ripple
effect” of employers adjusting overall pay ladders. Of these 27.8 million, 55
percent are women, 88 percent are at least 20 years old, 54 percent work full
time, 26.5% are parents, and the average worker earns half of his or her family’s
total income. [3] Further, between 1979 and 2011, the “share of lowwage
workers (those earning less than $10 per hour in 2011 dollars) aged 25 to 64
grew from 48 percent to 60 percent…”[4]

Second, because some minimumwage workers are young or parttime is
no reason to deny them adequate wages, especially when many can’t find full
time work or are working, even while attending school, to pay continuously rising
tuition or to support their families.
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Opponents also argue that a higher minimum wage will cause job losses.
As Speaker John Boehner said, “If you raise the price of something, guess what?
You get less of it.”[5] When the cost of lowwage labor rises, employers
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supposedly reduce workforce and hire fewer future workers. But is that true? [6]
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Economist John Schmitt, in an extensive 2013 review of forty years of
empirical research on the minimum wage, focuses on two metastudies—“studies
of studies”—one by Doucouliagos and Stanley (2009) of 64 minimumwage
studies published between 1972 and 2007 and the other by Wolfson and Belman
of 27 minimum wage studies published only since 2000. The conclusion of his
review and these metastudies is that “the minimum wage has little or no
discernible effect on the employment prospects of low wage workers.”[7]
The most likely reason is that “the cost shock of the minimum wage is small
relative to the firms’ overall costs and only modest relative to the wages paid to
lowwage workers.” Employers have many workplace “channels of adjustment.”
Reviewing eleven such channels, Schmitt concludes, “The strongest evidence
suggests that the most important channels of adjustment are: reductions in labor
turnover; improvements in organizational efficiency; reductions in wages of higher
earners (‘wage compression’); and small price increases.” [8]
Equally important, any possible employee job or hour loss is more than
offset by FMWA’s increased weekly earnings for millions of workers, the estimated
$22 billion boost to the economy across the phasein, and creation of roughly
85,000 new net jobs.[9]
FMWA is also morally right.[10]
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of evidence now showing that increases in the minimum wage have had little or no negative
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