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Members of the committee, thank you for allowing me to speak with you today. My name is David Cooper. I
am a senior analyst at the Economic Policy Institute (EPI). EPI is a nonpartisan, nonprofit research
organization in Washington, D.C., whose mission is to analyze the economy through the lens of the typical
U.S. working family. EPI researches, develops, and advocates for public policies that help ensure the
economy provides opportunity and fair rewards for all Americans, with a focus on policies to support low-
and middle-income households.

I am testifying in support of H.B. 5004, which would raise the Connecticut minimum wage to $15 per hour
by January 2022 and then index it to inflation thereafter. In my testimony, I will discuss why $15 in 2022
would be an appropriate level for the Connecticut minimum wage and how it would help ensure that low-
wage workers share in the benefits of economic growth. I will briefly summarize what the economics
literature tells us about how an increase to such a level is likely to affect workers, businesses, and the
broader Connecticut economy. I will then discuss why claims that a $15 minimum wage will damage the
state’s labor market are unfounded and obscure the more important question of how a $15 minimum wage
will affect the welfare of the state’s low-wage workers and their families.

• Washington, DC View this testimony at epi.org/164253
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Figure A Neglect has left current minimum wages far below
what the economy could afford
Real and nominal values of the Connecticut minimum wage, and value if it had
risen with total economy productivity, 1938–2018, and projected values under
H.B. 5004 and S.B. 2, 2019–2022

Notes: Inflation measured using the CPI-U-RS. Productivity is measured as total economy productivity net
depreciation.

Sources: EPI analysis of the Fair Labor Standards Act and amendments, Connecticut’s state minimum
wage law and H.B. 5004. Total economy productivity data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Labor
Productivity and Costs program. Average hourly wages of production nonsupervisory workers from the
Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics.
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Background and appropriateness of a
Connecticut minimum wage of $15 in
2022
Figure A shows the nominal and real (inflation-adjusted) values of the prevailing minimum
wage in Connecticut since the late 1930s. From the late 1940s until the late 1960s, the
federal minimum wage—which covered workers in Connecticut—was raised regularly, at a
pace that roughly matched growth in average U.S. labor productivity. The federal minimum
wage reached an inflation-adjusted peak value in 1968 of $10.15 per hour in 2018 dollars.1

In the decades that followed, Congress made infrequent and inadequate adjustments to
the federal minimum wage that never undid the erosion in value that occurred due to
inflation in the 1970s and 1980s.

Since the early 1990s, Connecticut lawmakers have stepped in to do more for the state’s
low-wage workers, although even these efforts have arguably been inadequate.
Connecticut relied on the federal minimum wage until 1991, when the state began setting a
minimum wage above the federal level. Until the most recent increase in 2017, the state
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minimum wage was still lower than the inflation-adjusted value in 1968. With the last
increase to $10.10 in 2017, the state raised its minimum wage to essentially the same value
it had 50 years ago.

Having the same minimum wage as a generation ago is an extremely low bar for what
should be considered an appropriate labor standard for Connecticut workers today. Over
the past 50 years, the country has experienced tremendous growth, and the economy’s
capacity to deliver higher wages—through improvements in productivity—has more than
doubled. The top line in Figure A shows that had the minimum wage kept pace with labor
productivity growth since 1968, it would be $21.57 per hour by 2022.

Increasing the Connecticut minimum wage to $15 by 2022, as proposed in H.B. 5004 and
S.B. 2, would be an important corrective to our failure to raise minimum wages more
appropriately. A $15 minimum wage in 2022 would ensure that a portion of the country’s
labor productivity gains are translated into higher wages and living standards for
Connecticut’s low-wage workers. Table 1 shows that $15 in 2022 is the equivalent of
$13.61 in 2018 dollars, based on the Congressional Budget Office’s projections for
inflation.2 This means that a $15 minimum wage in 2022 would represent a 34.7 percent
real (inflation-adjusted) increase over the current state minimum and a 34.1 percent
increase in purchasing power over the 1968 value of the minimum wage. Again, it’s
important to recognize that since 1968, the economy’s capacity to deliver higher wages
and living standards will have grown by 113 percent by 2022. Thus, raising the minimum
wage 34 percent above the previous high point would allow low-wage workers in
Connecticut to share in some—albeit less than one-third—of the economy’s productivity
improvements of the past 50 years.

Raising the state minimum wage to $15 by 2022 would also help to combat some of the
extreme growth in inequality that the country, and Connecticut in particular, have
experienced over the past 50 years. Table 1 also shows the gap, in inflation-adjusted
dollars, between the minimum wage and the median wage (i.e., the wage of someone at
the exact middle of the wage distribution), as well as the minimum wage as a percentage
of the median wage. These measures tell us how far the lowest-paid worker in the
economy is from typical (or middle-wage) worker in the economy. In 1968, at the high point
of the federal minimum wage, the gap between the minimum wage and the median wage
was about $10 per hour in today’s dollars. Minimum wage workers were paid just over half
(52.8 percent) of what typical middle-class workers were paid. Today, the gap between the
federal minimum wage and the wage of a typical U.S. worker is about $15. Someone
receiving the federal minimum wage is being paid less than a third (32.4 percent) of what a
typical middle-class worker is paid.

Even though Connecticut has a higher state minimum wage than the federal minimum,
because wages in Connecticut are higher than the national average, the inequality
between minimum wage workers and middle-wage workers in Connecticut is similar to
what exists for the U.S. as a whole. The gap between Connecticut’s current $10.10
minimum wage and the median wage in Connecticut is $15.64—slightly larger in dollar
terms than the gap at the national level. In percentage terms, a minimum wage worker in
Connecticut is paid 39.2 percent of the wage of the median full-time worker in the state.
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Table 1 Connecticut minimum wage benchmarks

Federal minimum
wage

Conn.
minimum

wage Proposed increases

In 1968 In
2018

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Nominal
value

$1.60 $7.25 $10.10 $10.10 $12.00 $13.50 $15.00

Real
value
(2018$)*

$10.15 $7.25 $10.10 $9.87 $11.44 $12.55 $13.61

Percent
of 1968
value
(based
on
CPI-U-RS)

100.0% 71.4% 99.5% 97.2% 112.7% 123.7% 134.1%

Gap
between
minimum
and
median
wage**

$10.07 $15.13 $15.64 $16.00 $14.08 $13.56 $12.63

As a
percent
of state
full-time,
full-year
median
wage**

52.8% 32.4% 39.2% 38.2% 45.8% 48.1% 51.9%

* Projected real values based on projections for the CPI in CBO 2018.

** Projections for median wage growth assume 0.5% real wage growth, i.e., 0.5% above inflation.

Source: EPI analysis of the Fair Labor Standards Act and amendments, Connecticut H.B. 5004, and
Current Population Survey (CPS) Annual Social and Economic Supplement microdata

If the state minimum wage is raised to $15 by 2022, it would bring Connecticut’s lowest-
paid workers much closer to the middle class. As shown in Table 1, under conservative
assumptions for wage growth over the next few years, a $15 minimum wage would narrow
the gap between the minimum wage and the median wage to an estimated $12.63. The
minimum wage would equal approximately 52 percent of the median wage in the state in
2022—nearly the exact same percentage that the federal minimum wage equaled in 1968.
In other words, raising the Connecticut minimum wage to $15 by 2022 would essentially
undo the growth in wage inequality between low- and middle-wage workers that has
occurred in Connecticut over the past 50 years. A full-time worker receiving the minimum
wage in Connecticut would be effectively as close to the middle class as his or her
counterpart in the late 1960s.
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Economic research justifies higher
minimum wages
Whenever any minimum wage increase is proposed, concerns are always raised about the
impact such a policy change might have on the employment of low-wage workers.3 Given
this, it is not surprising that the effect of the minimum wage on employment has been one
of the most heavily studied topics in economics, particularly since the 1990s when—after a
decade of no change in the federal minimum wage—states began raising their minimum
wages, creating an opportunity for researchers to more precisely study the effects of the
policy.

Although there sometimes appears to be controversy about the size of the minimum
wage’s effects on employment, the bulk of research over the past two decades has largely
concluded that minimum wage increases have worked exactly as intended: raising pay for
low-wage workers, with little to no impact on employment. Economists Paul Wolfson and
Dale Belman reviewed 15 years of research published since 2001 on the minimum
wage—which comprised 739 estimates published in 37 studies—and found that the
average effect reported was very small.4 They concluded that there was “no support for
the proposition that the minimum wage has had an important effect on U.S. employment.”
In fact, in subsequent research Wolfson and Belman found statistical evidence that there is
a bias toward publishing findings showing a negative employment effects, meaning that
the true effect is likely smaller than the average published study would suggest.5

Moreover, Sylvia Allegretto and several co-authors find that studies that employ the most
credible research designs (comparing similar jurisdictions that have raised their minimum
wage with those that have not) also find little to no effect on employment.6 Taken all
together, these findings indicate that both the average study and the highest-quality
studies find that there has been little downside to raising minimum wages.

Importantly, even research on relatively high minimum wages has reached this same
conclusion—that there does not appear to be any sizable negative effect on jobs from
raising the wage floor. In what has been hailed as the most important work on the
minimum wage in 25 years, Doruk Cengiz and co-authors employed a novel methodology
to examine the effects of 138 state minimum wage changes that occurred in the United
States between 1979 and 2014.7 They found that even with minimum wages rising as high
as 55 percent of the median wage—higher than what is being proposed for
Connecticut—there was no evidence of any reduction in the total number of jobs for low-
wage workers.8 Moreover, the researchers examined effects specifically for workers
without a college degree, underrepresented minorities, and young workers—groups that
might have greater difficulty in finding work—and still found no evidence of substantial job
losses.
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Effects on businesses and the broader
economy
There are several reasons why higher minimum wages have never manifested the
negative job impacts predicted by textbook models. Research has shown that when
minimum wages are raised, businesses are typically able to adjust through variety of
channels.9 These include:

Reductions in turnover and increased job tenure, which can reduce business costs of
recruitment, hiring, and training;10

Increases in productivity, as a result of increased work effort by employees, raised
expectations by managers, or new efficiencies identified by businesses;

Wage compression—i.e., raises for higher-paid workers may be delayed or reduced;

Increased consumer demand, generated by the increased spending power of low-
wage workers across the affected region; and

Modest price increases, on the scale of 0.3–5 percent per 10 percent increase in the
minimum wage.11 These increases can be more easily absorbed as a result of
concurrent boost in pay to a large portion of the region’s workforce, combined with
the fact that all area businesses will be facing similar increases in labor costs—i.e., no
single business will be at a competitive disadvantage if they all must raise prices.

Research by my colleague Elise Gould has shown that in recent years, as numerous states
have enacted higher minimum wages, there has been a clear pattern of low-wage workers
in those states seeing faster wage growth than their counterparts in states that did not
raise their minimum wages.12 Figure B shows that in the states that raised their minimum
wage between 2013 and 2018, wages among low-wage workers grew 5 percentage points
faster than in states that did not change their minimum wage. Among low-wage women
workers, these effects were even more pronounced: wage growth was twice as strong for
women at the bottom of the wage scale in states that raised their minimum wages versus
in states that did not.

Because the evidence on the minimum wage in the United States shows no meaningful
negative effect on employment, lawmakers are justified in seeking minimum wages that
are higher than what has been typical in recent decades. In other words, if existing
research has shown that prior minimum wage increases have had no clear, detectable
downside, yet shows clear, measurable upsides, then any increase that does not exceed
past experience would leave money on the table that could otherwise have been earned
by low-wage workers. By failing to enact bolder minimum wage increases, policymakers
have deprived low-wage workers of income they could have had without costing those
workers much in terms of reduced employment.13

Too often discussions on the minimum wage focus narrowly on these questions of
potential employment effects, but this is a deeply flawed way of evaluating the merits of
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Figure B Wage growth at the bottom was strongest in states
with minimum wage increases between 2013 and
2018
10th-percentile wage growth from 2013 to 2018, by presence of state minimum
wage increase between 2013 and 2018 and by gender

Notes: Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, the District of Columbia,
Florida, Hawaii, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, New
Jersey, New York, Ohio, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Dakota, Vermont, Washington, and West Virginia
increased their minimum wages at some point between 2013 and 2018. Sample based on all workers ages
16 and older.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata from the U.S.
Census Bureau
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the policy. Research has shown that—regardless of any employment effects—higher
minimum wages have led to clear, sizable welfare improvements for workers, their families,
and their communities that far outweigh any potential costs of the policy. For example, in
an article soon to be published in the American Economic Journal: Applied Economics,
Arindrajit Dube demonstrates that the income-boosting effects of higher minimum wages
significantly reduce the number of families below the poverty line.14 Similarly, Kevin Rinz
and John Voorhies—researchers at the U.S. Census Bureau—have shown that not only do
higher minimum wages lead to increases in income for low-income families, but that those
income gains actually accelerate in the years after the minimum wage is raised.15 Higher
minimum wages have been shown to reduce rates of smoking and are associated with a
slate of other improved measures of public health.16 Researchers at Rutgers University and
Clemson University also find that higher minimum wages reduce recidivism and may
reduce property crimes.17 This policy has been shown to achieve broad public good that
should not be overlooked or obscured by claims by opponents that raising the minimum
wage would lead to economic devastation that has never manifest with any previous
minimum wage increase.
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Conclusion
Given improvements in productivity, low-wage workers in Connecticut and throughout the
United States could be earning significantly higher wages today had lawmakers made
different choices over the past 50 years. As such, the question for policymakers today
should not be whether we can have significantly higher minimum wages, but rather, in
what time frame we can achieve such levels.

Raising the Connecticut minimum wage to $15 an hour by 2022 would finally raise the
state’s wage floor to a purchasing power above the previous high point set in the late
1960s. It would simultaneously return the wage floor to nearly the same relative position it
had in the wage distribution, undoing much of the growth in wage inequality that has
occurred between wage-earners at the bottom and those at the middle.

Research has shown that past minimum wage increases have achieved their intended
effects, raising pay for low-wage workers with little to no negative impact on employment.
Moreover, research that has looked beyond the narrow question of employment impacts
has found clear, meaningful benefits from higher minimum wages to low-wage workers,
their families, and their broader communities.

I strongly encourage the committee and the full Connecticut legislature to pass H.B. 5004
and S.B.2 and help strengthen the future for Connecticut’s lowest-paid workers, their
families, and their communities.
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