
Page 1

A Case for 15: A Low Wage Work Crisis
Executive Summary

This is the first in a series of reports commissioned by Action Now and Stand Up! 
Chicago to examine the crisis of low wages facing American workers and the im-
pact this has on our communities and the economy. Since the Great Recession, 
the disappearance of middle class jobs has accelerated, and the bulk of new jobs 
created have been low wage jobs. This report looks specifically at low wage work-
ers in Chicago’s retail and restaurant industries, examining the impact of a wage 
increase on the workers, their families, their communities, the companies where 
they are employed, and economic recovery as a whole. 

Current debate amongst policy makers in Washington centers upon the so-called 
“fiscal cliff” and the impact of spending cuts vs. revenue increases. However, this 
debate fails to take into account the role of the private sector in contributing to 
economic growth and prosperity. Using the retail and restaurant industry in down-
town Chicago as a case study, our analysis centers upon how the private sector 
can create good, middle class jobs and strengthen the economy by paying workers 
higher wages. 

In this report, we make the case for increasing the wages of retail and restaurant 
workers in downtown Chicago to a minimum of $15 per hour, which our analysis 
demonstrates would lift thousands of workers out of poverty, create nearly 1,000 
new jobs in downtown Chicago, and strengthen the communities hardest hit by the 
Great Recession. Our analysis of financial data from the fifty largest public retail 
and restaurant employers in downtown Chicago shows not only that these compa-
nies can afford to pay their employees a minimum of $15 per hour, but also that 
higher wages will lead to increased revenues, and transform the retail and restau-
rant industry from a poverty wage industry into a creator of good, middle class jobs 
and a driver for economic growth.

Specifically, this report demonstrates that:

1. Low wage jobs made up 21% of all the jobs lost during the recession, 
yet have represented 58% of the entire job recovery. Americans’ fears that 
the middle class is shrinking are well founded: since the recession, corporate prof-
its have returned to their pre-recession levels and above, but job growth has been 
fueled by the creation of mostly low wage jobs.
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2. About 57% of all households in Chicago depend solely on income from 
low wage jobs.  The minimum wage, at $8.25/hour in Illinois, has not kept pace with 
the cost of living, with $17.24/hour the current Self-Sufficiency Standard for a single 
parent with one child. Chicago’s communities are experiencing socioeconomic prob-
lems that will remain intractable until wages are increased substantially.

3. In the years following the end of the recession, the top 1% of the income 
distribution captured 93% of all real income growth. There is enough revenue 
to create good jobs and economic recovery, but it is increasingly concentrated at the 
top.   

4. Downtown employers can afford a very significant increase in wages 
paid to their low wage workers.  McDonald’s has increased profits from $4.3 bil-
lion in 2008 to $5.5 billion in 2011.  TJX, owner of TJ Maxx and Marshall’s, saw profits 
rise in the same period from $881 million to $1.5 billion.  Chipotle profits increased 
over that period from $78 million to $215 million.  CEOs for downtown Chicago stores 
average $8.3 million per year in annual compensation, an hourly rate of over $4,011.  
Meanwhile, the cost of raising all low wage workers in retail and food service down-
town to $15 per hour is $103 million, a very small percentage of the billions going 
through the cash registers each year. Even if employers were to pass on the entirety of 
this cost to the consumer, it would only raise prices by 2.6%, a negligible amount that 
is unlikely to affect consumer spending patterns in any significant way.

5. An increase in pay for downtown workers would spur about $179 mil-
lion in economic activity in workers’ communities, and for every 25 low 
wage workers receiving a raise to $15 per hour, one full time job would 
be created. There are significant benefits to Chicago, and its communities, work-
ers and employers, of paying retail and restaurant workers a higher wage.  When low 
wage workers receive a pay increase, nearly all of the extra earnings go back into the 
economy as consumer spending.  Our analysis also reveals that relatively small shifts 
in inequality have a significant impact on levels of violent crime and educational out-
comes for students. 

Recommendations

1. The campaign of the Workers Organizing Committee of Chicago, known as Fight for 
15, is demanding a wage increase for downtown workers to at least $15 per hour. Our 
analysis demonstrates that this is affordable for employers, and will have a positive 
impact on Chicago’s economy, neighborhoods, and retail and restaurant workers and 
their families.

2. Retail and restaurant employers in downtown Chicago have an important role to 
play in the city’s economic recovery and the economic development of our communi-
ties. By negotiating a wage increase to a minimum of $15 per hour for all workers, 
these companies can help transform our city’s economy by supporting middle class 
job creation and sustained economic growth.


