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Employment
StriveTogether’s recommended indicator for employment 
is based on a measure that captures a population’s 
ability to achieve economic security and mobility. This 
guide provides information on why employment matters, 
recommended indicators, data sources for indicators, 
detailed data specifications, how to calculate this outcome, 
data disaggregation, frequently asked questions, learning 
resources and data sharing. This guide also recommends 
data collection strategies, sources and methods for 
building data practices that can be used to better serve 
communities. 
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Employment is the final milestone in the continuum 
of cradle-to-career outcomes that facilitate 
economic mobility. Employment is directly linked 
to economic success, defined as being when a 
person has adequate income and assets to support 
their own, and their family’s material well-being 
(Urban). Employment can also influence individuals’ 
physical health, mental health and social well-being. 
Workforce participation can contribute to a person’s 
sense of belonging and social connectedness 
to their community (McMillan 1996; Wilcock 
2011). A high-quality job is critical to maintaining 
proper health because it can provide stability and 
opportunities to live in healthier neighborhoods, 
lead to better educational opportunities for 
children, and provide access to child care services 
and access to more nutritious food (Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation). Higher income is associated 

with greater life expectancy. The life expectancy 
difference between the 1% of people with the most 
wealth and the 1% with the least wealth was 14.6 
years for males and 10.1 years for females, and 
those gaps have grown over time (Chetty et al. 
2016). 
 
A key benefit of workforce participation is wealth 
accumulation, but wealth is unevenly distributed 
by race and ethnicity across the United States 
(CAP). White families have a median wealth of 
$187,300, compared with $31,770 for Latine 
families and $14,100 for Black families (Census). 
Even among two households with similar earnings, 
wealth distribution varies significantly, with higher 
wealth among households with past income or 
inheritances. Wealth gaps are also prevalent across 
age, with fewer wealth development opportunities 
for younger generations.  
 
Earnings vary based on a person’s degree type, age, 
race, ethnicity and occupation (Carnevale, Rose, 
and Cheah). Pay disparities contribute to racial 
and gender inequities in the labor market. Workers 
receiving lower wages are more likely to experience 
job loss, barriers to work reentry and displacement. 
Generally, these workers are young and racially and 
ethnically diverse and have completed less formal 
education than their counterparts in higher-wage 
occupations (Brookings 2021). Supporting workers 
receiving a lower wage is necessary for creating a 
more equitable economy. 
 
Many factors influence workforce participation and 
upward mobility, but actionable, evidence-based 
metrics play a crucial role in building public will 
and shaping local action to create conditions that 
boost upward mobility and narrow racial and ethnic 
inequities for communities (Turner et al. 2022).

Why this outcome matters

• �Employment is directly related to 
economic success and other mobility 
factors like physical health, mental health 
and social well-being. 

• �Workforce participation can positively 
influence wealth accumulation, but 
disparities in wealth distribution are 
prevalent by race, income, gender and 
age.  

• �Wage disparities contribute to racial and 
gender inequities in the labor market. 
Workers receiving a lower wage are 
more likely to be young and racially and 
ethnically diverse and have completed 
less formal education. 

Key takeaways:

https://upward-mobility.urban.org/mobility-metrics-framework
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6629(199610)24:4%3C315::AID-JCOP2%3E3.0.CO;2-T
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14427591.2007.9686577
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14427591.2007.9686577
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2012/12/how-does-employment--or-unemployment--affect-health-.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2012/12/how-does-employment--or-unemployment--affect-health-.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4866586/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4866586/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/job-not-enough/
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2022/08/wealth-inequality-by-household-type.html
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/the-college-payoff/#resources
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/the-college-payoff/#resources
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-pandemic-hurt-low-wage-workers-the-most-and-so-far-the-recovery-has-helped-them-the-least/
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/boosting-upward-mobility-metrics-inform-local-action-second-edition
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There are various evidence-based metrics that 
monitor employment and project mobility from 
poverty at the community level. This guide focuses 
on the income sufficiency rate, which is the 
calculated percentage of households whose 
household income is greater than or equal to 
the University of Washington's self-sufficiency 
standard (University of Washington). We 
recommend working with your local community 
to choose the best way to measure workforce 
progress and economic mobility.  

The income sufficiency rate  
The income sufficiency rate can be conceptualized 
as the proportion of households in a community 
that meet the level of income required to achieve 
a necessary standard or particular level of living. 
It is based on household income, number of total 

individuals in the household and basic living costs.  

This indicator is designed to measure whether 
the employment environments in communities 
provide an adequate wage. It can also shed light 
on the quality of earnings in relation to living costs 
within the geographic community. 

In the early 1960s, the development of the 
poverty threshold led to the concept of income 
insufficiency, which demonstrated the minimum 
standard of living (ASPE). Instead, income 
sufficiency can demonstrate how much is enough 
to achieve a sufficient standard of living.  

The total household income is compared to the 
self-sufficiency standard to determine the income 
sufficiency rate.

StriveTogether prioritizes the income sufficiency 
rate. Other potential indicators are discussed in the 
frequently asked questions section below. 

There are two primary data sources for calculating 
the income sufficiency rate, the census and the 
self-sufficiency standard. As mentioned above, the 
sufficiency rate is the ratio of three data compo-
nents: household income, age and number of people 
in household and the self-sufficiency standard, which 
measures basic, yet adequate, living wages. The fol-
lowing data components are listed by data source:  

Household income and household characteristics

The total household income is sourced from the 
Census ACS (American Community Survey) using 
public use microdata sample (PUMS) data, five-year 

estimates for 2017-2021. Total income for each 
household includes both public assistance income 
and non-public assistance income (Census ACS 
PUMS). 

Household characteristics, such as the number of 
people within a household, age, race and gender are 
also sourced from the Census ACS PUMS data.  

 Only householders ages 25 to 34 are included in 
the analysis, as this is the age range of young adults 
exiting the education pipeline. 

Self-sufficiency standard 
The self-sufficiency standard, developed by the 
Center for Women’s Welfare at the University of 
Washington, defines the income a family must earn 
to meet basic yet adequate needs. The standard is 

Data sources for indicators 

Recommended indicators
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https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/topics/poverty-economic-mobility/poverty-guidelines/further-resources-poverty-measurement-poverty-lines-their-history/history-poverty-thresholds
https://usa.ipums.org/usa-action/variables/group
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/microdata.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/microdata.html
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an affordability measure and was developed as an 
alternative to the official poverty measure.  

In developing this measure, the University of Wash-
ington considered the following data characteristics:  

•	 standardized or equivalent methodology 
nationwide 

•	 obtained from scholarly or credible sources, 
such as the U.S. Census Bureau 

•	 set at minimum but adequate levels (e.g., 
nutrition levels) 

•	 updated annually 
•	 varied geographically and by age as 

appropriate 
This measure is based on family composition, ages 
of children and geographic cost differences. It in-
cludes all major budget items working adults face. 
The basic minimum living costs calculated into the 
measure include costs of housing, child care, food, 
transportation, health care and miscellaneous items, 
as well as taxes and credits ((University of Washing-
ton). 

The standard is calculated for 719 family types for 
each county or area in a state. Family types vary by 
number and age of children and number of adults. 
The family types include all one-, two- and three-
adult families with zero to six children and range 
from a single adult with no children, to one adult 
with one infant, one adult with one preschooler and 
so forth, up to three-adult families with six teenag-
ers (Methodology). The following are sample family 
types:  

•	 1 adult and 2 infants 

•	 2 adults, 2 infants, 1 preschooler, 1 school-
age child and 1 teenager 

•	 3 adults, 1 school-age child and 1 teenager 

The self-sufficiency standard measure calculates the 
costs across various basic necessity factors using the 
following data sources:  

Housing  
To calculate housing costs, the standard leverag-
es the most recent fiscal year’s fair market rents  
(FMRs), calculated annually by the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). The 
FMRs are based on data from the census one-year 
and five-year American Community Survey (ACS) 
data and are updated using Consumer Price Index 
data. Census relationship files are used to cross-
walk the data to local geographies. The FMRs are cal-
culated for metropolitan statistical areas, HUD Metro 
FMR Areas (HMFAs) and nonmetropolitan counties.  

Child care  
Child care is calculated using facility weights from the 
U.S. Census Bureau and the Survey of Income and 
Program Participation and are adjusted for inflation 
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  

Food  
The standard for 2023 uses low-cost food plans for 
food costs data for June 2022 from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture. Costs vary by the number of 
and ages of children and the number of adults. The 
standard accounts for geographic differences in food 
costs within states by establishing a relative price 
index informed by Feeding America research.  

Transportation 
The transportation measure accounts for public 
transportation and private transportation. A public 
transformation system is considered adequate if a 
high percentage of the working population uses it 
to commute to work. This measure was calculated 
using 2016–20 American Community Survey five-
year estimates to calculate the percentage of the 
county population that commutes within the county 
by public transportation. For the private transpor-
tation measure, costs are based on average costs 
of owning and operating a car. To calculate this, the 
standard uses 2015–19 auto insurance premiums 
from the National Association of Insurance Com-
missioners, fixed auto costs using Bureau of Labor 
Statics data, inflation using the Consumer Price Index 
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and per mile 
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https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/the-standard/methodology/
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/the-standard/methodology/
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr/smallarea/index.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr/smallarea/index.html
https://www.census.gov/geographies/reference-files/2010/geo/relationship-files.html
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/2013/demo/p70-135.pdf
https://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/srgate
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cnpp/usda-food-plans-cost-food-monthly-reports
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cnpp/usda-food-plans-cost-food-monthly-reports
https://www.feedingamerica.org/sites/default/files/2022-07/Map%20the%20Meal%20Gap%202022%20Report.pdf
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDT5Y2020.B08301?q=B08301
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDT5Y2020.B08301?q=B08301
https://www.iii.org/table-archive/223926/file
https://www.iii.org/table-archive/223926/file
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/cpi.t01.htm
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costs from the American Automobile Association.  

Health care  
Employer-sponsored health insurance for workers 
and their families is an integral part of a self-suf-
ficiency wage. The standard obtains health care 
premiums from the Medical Expenditure Panel 
Survey (MEPS) developed by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services. The premium costs 
are adjusted for inflation using the Consumer Price 
Index. Health care costs also include out-of-pocket 
costs calculated using data obtained from the MEPS, 
adjusted by census region using the MEPS House-
hold Component analytical tool and adjusted for 
inflation using the Medical Care Price Index. This 
measure also accounts for state-specific geographic 
rating areas through the Center for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services.

Miscellaneous  
The standard leverages three data sources to build 
an expense category that consists of broadband and 
cell phone expenses, as well as the costs of other 
essentials, including clothing, shoes, paper products, 
diapers, nonprescription medicines, cleaning prod-
ucts, household items and personal hygiene items. 
To calculate monthly broadband cost, the standard 
uses annual Federal Communications Commis-
sion urban rate survey data. Phone cost estimates 
are estimated using the household broadband 

guide from the Federal Communications Commis-
sion. The standard assumes that each adult in a 
household needs access to a cell phone with up to 
five gigabits of data per month. This measure adds 
local fees and taxes onto the monthly service fee 
charge, and local sales tax was added to the phone’s 
cost. These tax estimates were informed by the Tax 
Foundation. 

Federal and state taxes  
Both federal and state taxes are calculated into the 
standard. The federal taxes calculated in the stan-
dard include income tax and payroll taxes. State 
taxes calculated in the standard include income tax, 
payroll taxes and state sales tax where applicable. 
See more information in the Self-Sufficiency Stan-
dard Technical Brief.

Emergency savings fund 
The emergency savings fund is calculated using 
unemployment duration, savings rate and job ten-
ure to indicate resources needed for one adult 
becoming unemployed over the average job loss 
period. Unemployment duration data come from the 
Employment and Training Administration. This 
measure uses the weekly national savings rate from 
the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation and 
job tenure data using IPUMS. 

For more information on data sources, see the 
Self-Sufficiency Standard Technical Brief. 
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https://newsroom.aaa.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/2022-YourDrivingCosts-FactSheet-7-1.pdf
https://meps.ahrq.gov/data_stats/summ_tables/insr/state/series_10/2021/ic21_xc_e.pdf
https://meps.ahrq.gov/data_stats/summ_tables/insr/state/series_10/2021/ic21_xc_e.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/
https://meps.ahrq.gov/mepsweb/data_stats/download_data_files_detail.jsp?cboPufNumber=HC224
https://www.healthcare.gov/health-plan-information-2023/
https://www.cms.gov/CCIIO/Programs-and-Initiatives/Health-Insurance-Market-Reforms/state-gra
https://www.cms.gov/CCIIO/Programs-and-Initiatives/Health-Insurance-Market-Reforms/state-gra
https://www.fcc.gov/economics-analytics/industry-analysis-division/urban-rate-survey-data-resources
https://www.fcc.gov/economics-analytics/industry-analysis-division/urban-rate-survey-data-resources
https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/household-broadband-guide
https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/household-broadband-guide
https://taxfoundation.org/data/all/state/wireless-taxes-cell-phone-tax-rates-by-state-2022/
https://taxfoundation.org/data/all/state/wireless-taxes-cell-phone-tax-rates-by-state-2022/
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/SSS2023_UpdatedTechnicalBrief.pdf
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/SSS2023_UpdatedTechnicalBrief.pdf
https://oui.doleta.gov/unemploy/data_summary/DataSum.asp
https://www.fdic.gov/resources/bankers/national-rates/previous-rates.html
https://www.ipums.org/projects/ipums-cps/d030.v9.0
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/SSS2023_UpdatedTechnicalBrief.pdf
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Definitions 
 
Head of household versus householder  
In 1980, the Census Bureau discontinued the 
use of “head of household” and “head of family.” 
Instead, it uses “householder” and “family house-
holder.” The updated terms recognize the social 
changes that have resulted in greater sharing of 
household responsibilities among the adult mem-
bers making “head” inappropriate in the analysis of 
household and family data (Census). Only house-
holders ages 25 to 34 are included in the analysis, 
as this is the age range of young adults exiting the 
education pipeline. 
 
Income insufficiency  
“Income insufficiency” refers to an income that is 
too low to meet basic needs, as measured by the 
self-sufficiency standard. 
 
Geography  
The self-sufficiency standard calculator can be 
used at the state and county level. But an import-
ant limitation to this source is that cradle-to-career 
partnerships have geographic areas that might 
span across county borders or areas smaller than 
counties. 
 
Target population  
In the self-sufficiency standard, the sample unit is 
the household. This includes all persons residing 
in households, including the householder, relatives 

and nonrelatives, such as unmarried partners, 
foster children and boarders. This measure as-
sumes that members of a shared household divide 
costs of basic needs (Kucklick, Manzer, and Mast 
2023).  
 
Household income  
Total income for each household member will be 
summed up to obtain total household income. 
Income includes money received during the pre-
ceding 12 months by nondisabled and nonelderly 
adult household members. 
 
Household composition  
Standards are calculated utilizing a weighted aver-
age cost depending on the number of adults and 
number of children. For families with one to three 
adults with zero to six children, the standard varies 
further depending on presence of children in spe-
cific age categories:   

1.	 Infants — zero to two years old (meaning 
zero through 35 months) 

2.	 Preschoolers — three to five years old 
3.	 School-age children — six to 12 years old, 

and 
4.	 Teenagers — 13 to 17 years old. 

Total household incomes will be compared with 
the standard annual income thresholds for the ap-
propriate household composition and geographic 
location to determine how many households are 
at or above the standard. 

Detailed data specifications 
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https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/technical-documentation/subject-definitions.html#household
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/WA2021_Demo_SSS.pdf
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/WA2021_Demo_SSS.pdf
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Formula for calculating the income sufficiency rate for the population within a geographic area:

Here is example of the self-sufficiency standard 
calculated by a Cradle to Career Network member. 

Delaware County

Cradle to Career Muncie is an example where 
all family types are aggregated and reported by 

racial demographics. This means that the percent-
age of households at or above the self-sufficiency 
standard represents all 719 family types within the 
county.

Example

x 100

Number of households above the  
self-sufficiency standard

Total number of households in geographic area 

The availability of workforce data disaggregated 
by demographics will depend on data sources 
(i.e., Census Bureau, Bureau of Labor Statistics, or 
credit bureau data) and which metric is used (i.e., 
self-sufficiency standard, MIT’s Living Wage, ALICE). 

Demographics specific to the self-sufficiency 
standard  
•	 Householder 

•	 For data disaggregation by race, the 
households of interest are based on the 
race of the householder. 

•	 Household members not expected to work 
are excluded from household size and 
composition, and their income is excluded 
from the household income. 

•	 Household income  

•	 The standard assumes that all adult 
household members work and includes 
their work-related costs; therefore, adults 
older than 65 and adults with a work-
limiting disability (an adult has a working 
disability if the adult is disabled and is not 
in the labor force or receives Supplemental 
Security Income or Social Security Income) 
do not count toward the household size, 
and their incomes are also excluded from 
the household income. 

*Individuals living in group quarters — such 
as shelters, dormitories or prisons — are also 
excluded. 

Data disaggregation
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https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/nicole.cavazos/viz/IndianaDemo_v5/SelfSustaining
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How can I standardize the self-sufficiency 
standard for my geographic area?  
Cradle-to-career partnerships have geographic 
areas that might span across county borders 
or areas smaller than counties. Partnerships’ 
geographic service areas can be matched to 
counties or county subdivisions using spatial 
matching to create a relationship between public 
use microdata areas (PUMA) to county. PUMAs 
are statistical geographic areas that partition each 
state into geographic areas containing no fewer 
than 10,000 people.  
 
There are three types of matching relationships:  

1.	 one county to one PUMA  
This first match is when a PUMA matches 
perfectly to county area 

2.	 one county to many PUMA  
This is when a county’s standard is applied to 
all PUMAs.  

3.	 many counties to one PUMA  
This match usually occurs in rural areas. The 
PUMA is used for each individual county’s 
standard. When calculating for the state, a 
weighted self-sufficiency standard can be 
calculated to apply a single standard as the 
income threshold for that PUMA. 

 
How is the standard different from the official 
poverty measure? 
The official poverty measure (OPM) presents 
poverty thresholds as a measure of income 
inadequacy, not of income adequacy. The basis 
of the poverty measure uses food as the only 
minimal standard budget item and multiplies the 
food budget by three to estimate the amount 
needed to meet other basic needs. The food 
budget was calculated using the “economy food 
plan” which is the cheapest food plan and is 
designed for temporary or emergency use. Since 

its development, the poverty level has been 
updated annually using the Consumer Price 
Index, therefore food has remained at one-third 
of the OPM even through American families 
spend 13% of their income on food. Instead, the 
self-sufficiency standard accounts for various 
budget items in their income calculation and 
unlike the self-sufficiency standard, the OPM does 
not account for geographic variation or family 
compositions and is dated using a demographic 
model of a two-parent family with a “stay-at-home" 
wife (University of Washington). 
 
What are other employment indicators? 
 
MIT Living Wage Index 
The  MIT living wage index is a market-based 
measure that estimates the local wage rate that 
a full-time worker requires to cover the cost of 
their family’s basic needs where they live. The 
following eight typical expenses are included as 
basic needs: food, child care, health care, housing, 
transportation, civic engagement, broadband 
and other necessities. This measure accounts 
for twelve different family types varying by the 
number of working adults and children. To account 
for geographic variation this index is available at 
the county level, some metropolitan statistical 
areas (MSAs or metros) and at the state level. To 
learn more about the MIT living wage index, see 
methodology. For data sources see technical 
documentation.  
 
ALICE  
The ALICE index (asset limited, income 
constrained, employed) is a measure that 
estimates the minimum cost of household 
necessities which include housing, child care, 
food transportation, health care and a basic 
smartphone plan. The ALICE is calculated at the 

Frequently asked questions

https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/the-standard/official-poverty-measure/#:~:text=The%20Self%2DSufficiency%20Standard%20shows,adequately%20meet%20their%20basic%20needs.
https://livingwage.mit.edu/
https://livingwage.mit.edu/pages/methodology
https://livingwage.mit.edu/resources/Living-Wage-Users-Guide-Technical-Documentation-2023-02-01.pdf
https://livingwage.mit.edu/resources/Living-Wage-Users-Guide-Technical-Documentation-2023-02-01.pdf
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county level for five family types. To learn more 
about the ALICE index see methodology.  
 
Urban Institute Upward Mobility Framework 
The Upward Mobility Framework developed by the 
Urban Institute identifies five pillars that support 
mobility from poverty and their predictors.  
 
The upward mobility framework was developed 
by a working group of scholars with expertise 
in economics, sociology, political science and 
psychology. This working group reviewed various 
factors that influence mobility from poverty 
for adults, families and children. In selecting 

the metrics, Urban focused on seven shared 
characteristics: the metrics were valid, widely 
available, represented at regular intervals, 
geographically mindful, consistent over time and 
across geographies, structurally relevant, and 
structurally equitable and inclusive of important 
groups (Urban Methodology). 
To learn more about the data sources for each 
mobility predictor, go to a specific metric under 
one of the five pillars and see “availability.”  
 
These predictors are calculated and provided by 
the Urban Institute at the city and county levels. 
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Learning resources
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https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/SSS2023_UpdatedTechnicalBrief.pdf
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/SSS2023_UpdatedTechnicalBrief.pdf
https://econpapers.repec.org/RePEc:pal:palchp:978-1-137-32773-4_9
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/using-the-standard/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/01/10/blacks-and-hispanics-face-extra-challenges-in-getting-home-loans/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/01/10/blacks-and-hispanics-face-extra-challenges-in-getting-home-loans/
https://upward-mobility.urban.org/measuring-upward-mobility-counties-and-cities-across-us
https://longevity.stanford.edu/sightlines-financial-security-special-report-mobile/
https://longevity.stanford.edu/sightlines-financial-security-special-report-mobile/
https://www.census.gov/topics/employment.html
https://www.bls.gov/cew/
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The StriveTogether Guide to data sharing 
provides important information about requesting, 
storing and working with data. The recommended 
employment data is publicly available; therefore, 
cradle-to-career partnerships will not need 

to obtain data-sharing agreements. But for 
those who are planning to use data from local 
institutions and networks, the data-sharing guide 
provides important information for doing so 
responsibly.

Data sharing
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https://strivetogether.my.salesforce.com/sfc/p/4P000000hKdh/a/4P000000LmIY/t8m912cO7ws4Zy3rVKUjiAcf5M0d.7TLmat_lqhGOvI
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