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Methodology 

Data Sources 

This feature uses data from the Current Population Survey (CPS) Annual Social and 

Economic Supplement (ASEC) from 1971 to 2023, accessed through the Integrated Public 

Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) database.1   

 

Low-Wage Definition 
We define low-wage workers as those earning less than two-thirds of the median wage, 

following a commonly used, relative threshold used for characterizing low-wage work 

relative to the full wage distribution. For calculating this threshold, we first compute the 

median wage of the full sample of prime-age workers in each year using the CPS, and then 

multiply the resulting figure by two-thirds. This threshold is computed for each year of the 

data (1971–2023) and applied to the observations based on their year to determine a 

worker’s low-wage status. 

Note that while other ways of defining low-wage work have been considered in practice 

and the research literature, for this data feature we use two-thirds of the median wage of 

all prime-age workers as our preferred definition and threshold for clarity, simplicity, and 

comparability with other applications.2, 3, 4   

 

Low-Wage Sample  
Our sample of low-wage workers is made up of individuals ages 25–54, what economists 

refer to as prime-age workers, in the labor force (LABFORCE) who were employed at some 

point during the prior year. The sample includes both full- and part-time workers. 

 

Variable Construction and Analysis 
We create a wage variable for each worker in our low-wage sample. For individuals who do 

not report their earnings as an hourly wage (HOURWAGE), we calculate an hourly wage 
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equivalent by dividing their annual wage and salary income (INCWAGE) by the number of 

recorded hours they work during the prior calendar year. We calculate the normal weeks 

worked during the year by multiplying the usual number of hours worked in a week 

(UHRSWORKLY) by the recorded number of weeks worked over the year (WKSWORK1). If 

either variable was unavailable (as is the case for observations earlier than 1976), we 

substitute the number of hours worked during the prior week (AHRSWORKT) and/or the 

midpoint of the interval the respondent selected for the total number of weeks worked 

during the prior calendar year (WKSWORK2). Of these six variables, the only variable top-

coded was hours worked in a week (UHRSWORKLY), top-coded at 99 hours. The results 

were adjusted for inflation and standardized to 2023 US dollars.5 Given that the ASEC 

provides annual estimates, we did not do any wage or income smoothing. Nor did we 

impute any data in advance of making this wage calculation. We then assign to each worker 

an indicator for “low wage” depending on whether their wage is below or above the 

threshold described above. 

Our estimates of the racial makeup of the low-wage workforce are constructed with 

CPS IPUMS variables RACE and HISPAN. Occupations (OCC2010) are grouped according to 

the categories listed in the CPS codebook. All these calculations use the appropriate 

weight.6 

Notes
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