August 2012 Update

Job Losses Continue to Pile Up in August

August marked the seventh straight month of job losses for West Virginia, as total nonfarm

employment fell by 2,300 jobs. August was also the third straight month with job losses over 2,000,

which hasn’t happened since 2009. Total nonfarm employment is now 750,700, which is 9,600 jobs
below its pre-recession level in the state (Figure 1). The state’s unemployment rate rose to 7.5 percent,
its highest level of 2012 (Table 1).
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A Closer Look

Low-Income Occupations Contribute to State’s Low Median Income

On September 20, 2012, the American Community

Survey reported that the median household income in
West Virginia was $38,482 in 2011." Median household
income measures the income of the typical household - the
household in the middle of the income distribution - and
serves as a good barometer of how the middle class is
faring. Among its neighboring states, West Virginia had the
lowest median household income (Figure 3). In fact, West
Virginia had the second lowest median household income
in the nation behind Mississippi.

One reason for the state’s low median household income is
the high number of workers in low-wage jobs compared to
other states. According to the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, a low-wage job is one that pays below
the federal poverty threshold for a family of four.> In 2011,
this was an annual income of $22,350.3

According to data from the Occupational Employment
Statistics from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, approximately
23.1 percent of occupations in West Virginia paid an
average annual wage below this amount in 2011 (Figure

4). Nationally, only 13.5 percent of workers were in jobs
that paid below $22,350 per year. Surrounding states like
Kentucky and Ohio also had high shares of low-wage
workers and low median household incomes. Maryland
had the lowest share of low-wage workers and boasted the
highest median household income in the area.

The share of workers in low-wage jobs in West Virginia has
remained fairly consistent since the economic recession
began in 2008. In 2009, approximately 23.2 percent of
workers in the state made below the federal poverty
threshold for a family of four. In 2010, the share was 24.3.
percent.

' U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2011.

2 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “ Who are Low-Wage
Workers?,” February 2009. Retrieved from aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/09/lowwageworkers/
rb.pdf

*U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011 Poverty Guidelines.

In order to move more of West Virginia’s workers out of
low-wage jobs, the state will need to make improvements in
postsecondary education and skills development, economic
development, and work support systems.
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The West Virginia Center on Budget and Policy is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization. Our aim is
to support public policies that contribute to a shared prosperity for all West Virginians. We study critical issues,

share what we learn with the public and policymakers, and work with diverse groups on sound solutions to
economic and social problems.

West Virginia Center on Budget and Policy « 723 Kanawha Boulevard, Suite 300 « Charleston, WV 25301
304-720-8682 o http://www.wvpolicy.org



