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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Sonoma County has demonstrated its commitment to reducing poverty through its Upstream Investments and
Health Action initiatives, the publication of the recent report “A Portrait of Sonoma County,” and the support
for many programs that address poverty in the County. Building on this legacy, the Board of Supervisors set a
2014 work priority to “develop a systemic approach to addressing income inequality and poverty in Sonoma
County, including evaluation of a Living Wage Ordinance.” In June 2014, the Board of Supervisors acted to
engage a consultant to aid in investigating “specific actions the County can take, including the adoption of a
Living Wage Ordinance, to address poverty in Sonoma County.”1 This report presents information about the
impact of a living wage ordinance on the County as well as other research-supported poverty reduction
strategies the County could employ.

Poverty in Sonoma County
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, more than 1 in ten Sonoma County residents live in poverty.2 Poverty can
be found among the County’s children and among the elderly, among the unemployed as well as among lowwage workers, and among citizens and legal immigrants as well as the undocumented. Ultimately, designing
and implementing a poverty reduction strategy requires a conscious decision about how to prioritize resources
and address needs within the community.

No Magic Bullets
Because our society recognizes the value of innovation to produce economic benefits and improve quality of
life, we rightly turn to a search for new ideas and innovative programs when seeking to address persistent
public policy problems. The pitfall for those seeking to develop strategies for addressing poverty, however, can
be a constant search for new and innovative approaches that draws limited resources away from more
evidence-based programs that have a proven and demonstrated impact on poverty.
This, then, is the subject of this report: relying on research, best practices and the history of success from
other jurisdictions, what can Sonoma County do to address poverty?

1
2

Sonoma County Request for Proposals, June 10, 2014.
Census Bureau: http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/06/06097.html
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A Living Wage
Living wage ordinances have been proposed as a way for localities to address concerns about the lingering
impact of the “great recession,” lack of economic opportunity, and increasing income inequality.
The primary benefits of a living wage policy are straightforward: increased earnings for low-wage workers.
Living wage policies can also help to reduce income inequality and help employers by reducing absenteeism
and turnover among affected employees. Living wage policies may also produce less tangible benefits, such as
increasing awareness of income inequality and the plight of low-wage workers.
In Sonoma County, virtually all County employees already earn a living wage. Therefore, the beneficiaries of
such a policy would primarily be the employees of County contractors and service providers.
The cost of a living wage policy depends directly on the wage rate established and the categories of workers
that are covered. According to our analysis, a living wage policy with few exemptions and a wage rate of $15
per hour would increase County costs by $12.3 million annually (after accounting for federal and state
reimbursement).3 Most of this cost (approximately 91 percent) would be paid to In-Home Supportive Services
(IHSS) providers. A more modest policy with exemptions for non-profits and IHSS providers and a wage rate
sufficient to meet the needs of single workers ($13 per hour) would cost about $100,000.4
In addition to the direct fiscal costs of a living wage, such policies may also act to reduce the number of lowwage jobs at affected firms, as employers seek ways to lower labor costs by utilizing fewer low-wage workers.
And, while most of the benefits of living wage policies go to low income households, some benefits inevitably
go to higher income households (i.e., those with at least two workers, including one low-wage worker and one
or more higher-wage workers).

Recommended Strategies to Reduce Poverty in Sonoma County
In addition to increasing the wages of low-wage workers, there are literally hundreds of other poverty
reduction strategies that have been developed and implemented across the country. Identifying the “best” or
“most effective” programs from within the broad universe of anti-poverty strategies is no simple task (indeed,
it may not be possible). In most cases, making a comparison among programs requires making a value

3

A proposal for such a living wage has been made by a coalition of Sonoma County labor, faith, environmental and community
organizations.
4
This figure represents just the cost for increased service contract prices to the County general fund, and does not include any
additional costs that may be incurred by County enterprises or administrative costs for operating the program.
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judgment. Nevertheless, there are some tools that can be applied to identify the most promising strategies.
First, through the course of the many previous efforts to address poverty, a substantial body of research has
been developed. Building on this foundation, we sought to identify a subset of the most promising practices
based on evidence from this research. Next, we sought to identify policies that would be relatively easy (or at
least feasible) for the County to implement. Finally, we sought to include policies that span the breadth of the
County’s various populations of low-income and very low-income residents. We also sought to identify policies
that both alleviate the circumstances of poverty as well as help to prevent it in the future. We also looked for
policies that directly target those in need and that maximize use of state and federal funding sources available.
Following our review, we identified six specific strategies that the County could employ. Recognizing that
resource constraints may prevent the County from initially adopting all of these approaches, we developed
recommendations for three alternative investment amounts.
$1 Million Annual Investment
With a budget of $1 million each year augmenting the County’s existing poverty reduction efforts, we would
recommend the following:
1. Expand existing outreach efforts to increase participation in the Earned Income Tax Credit and CalFresh
programs.
2. Increase investment in home visiting programs such as the Nurse Family Partnership.
$5 Million Annual Investment
With a budget of $5 million each year augmenting the County’s existing poverty reduction efforts, we would
recommend the following:
1. Expand existing outreach efforts to increase participation in the Earned Income Tax Credit and CalFresh
programs.
2. Increase investment in home visiting programs such as the Nurse Family Partnership.
3. Implement an asset building program designed to help low-income families save for college or build
other assets.
4. Expand access to high quality preschool for low-income families.
$12.3 Million Annual Investment
With a budget of $12.3 million each year augmenting the County’s existing poverty reduction efforts, we would
recommend the following:
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1. Expand existing outreach efforts to increase participation in the Earned Income Tax Credit and CalFresh
programs.
2. Increase investment in home visiting programs such as the Nurse Family Partnership
3. Implement an asset building program designed to help low-income families save for college or build
other assets.
4. Expand access to high quality preschool for low-income families.
5. Expand existing worker skill development, mentoring, or youth employment programs.
6. Develop additional affordable housing.
Living Wage
Should the County choose to adopt a living wage, we recommend a policy with the following elements:
•

Wage rate: $13 per hour, adjusted annually for increases in the cost of living.

•

Exemptions: Interns, students, and temporary employees; small businesses, non-profits and governmental
entities; lease holders; ad hoc exemptions for demonstrated hardship.

•

IHSS providers: Continue to set wage rates through existing collective bargaining process.

CONCLUSION
Addressing poverty is one of the most important and most challenging issues counties confront. Sonoma
County has demonstrated its commitment to improving quality of life and reducing poverty through many
policies and actions the County has undertaken, including the Upstream Investments and Health Action
initiatives, publication of the recent report “A Portrait of Sonoma County,” and operation of many programs
that address poverty in the County.
This report identifies several promising strategies the County could pursue that would build on this foundation.
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INTRODUCTION
Background and context
Sonoma County has demonstrated its commitment to reducing poverty through many actions the County has
taken, including the Upstream Investments and Health Action initiatives, publication of the recent report “A
Portrait of Sonoma County,” and support for many programs that address poverty in the County. Building on
this legacy, the Board of Supervisors set a 2014 work priority to “develop a systemic approach to addressing
income inequality and poverty in Sonoma County, including evaluation of a Living Wage Ordinance.” In June
2014, the Board of Supervisors acted to engage a consultant to aid in investigating “specific actions the County
can take, including the adoption of a Living Wage Ordinance, to address poverty in Sonoma County.”5 This
report presents information about the impact of a living wage ordinance on the County as well as other
research-supported poverty reduction strategies the County could employ.

Poverty in Sonoma County
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, more than 1 in ten Sonoma County residents live in poverty.6 The
recently published report, “A Portrait of Sonoma County” presented a detailed view of the current state of
well-being among residents of the County. This report detailed the extent of disparities (across many
measures) that exist within the County. For example, the report found that “significant disparities in earnings
separate census tracts within Sonoma County.”7 This report also found that significant disparities exist across
racial and ethnic lines, with Whites earning significantly more than Latinos. Among the other important
findings in the report relevant to addressing poverty, undocumented immigrants were found to make up a
significant portion of the County’s population and are disproportionately likely to be poor.
What does it mean to be poor?
As the “Portrait of Sonoma” report demonstrated, “the poor” in Sonoma County are not a homogenous group.
Poverty can be found among the County’s children and among the elderly, among the unemployed as well as
among low-wage workers, and among citizens and legal immigrants as well as the undocumented.

5

Sonoma County Request for Proposals, June 10, 2014.
Census Bureau: http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/06/06097.html
7
Portrait of Sonoma County, p. 11.
6
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Perhaps because of the diversity of the population of low-income or very low-income residents of the County,
there is no universally accepted definition of “poor” or “poverty.” The federal government establishes one
8
measure, the “federal poverty line” (also known as the federal poverty threshold or guideline). Though
commonly used, the federal measure is often criticized for failing to take account of variations in the cost of
living across the country and the impact of non-cash transfer programs. Other measures have attempted to
account for variations in the cost of living as well as the impact of economic support programs, such as the
Earned Income Tax Credit and the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (or SNAP, formerly Food
Stamps and now called CalFresh in California). Even these measures, however, may fail to account for what it
takes to provide food, shelter, transportation, childcare, health care, and other basic necessities in many
communities across California and in Sonoma County.
What these varying measures make clear is that poverty’s reach is broad, encompassing both the “working
poor” (e.g., those living paycheck to paycheck, one medical bill or auto repair away from bankruptcy or
eviction or those forced to choose between food, medicine, shelter or other necessities) and the “very low
income” (e.g., those with little or no income, such as chronically unemployed, disabled, or homeless).
Ultimately, designing and implementing a poverty reduction strategy requires a conscious decision about how
to prioritize resources and address needs within the community. A broad-based effort encompassing all of the
varying definitions of poverty has the greatest reach and can help the largest number of people. But, of course,
such an effort comes at a greater cost relative to a more narrowly focused approach.

Sonoma County’s Current Efforts to Address Poverty
Developing strategies to address the diverse population of low-income and very low-income residents of
Sonoma County presents a complex challenge, yet it is one the County has embraced. Through the efforts of
many County departments, agencies and programs, Sonoma County delivers a host of services that can both
alleviate and prevent poverty. The County’s Upstream Investments initiative explicitly seeks to eliminate
poverty in Sonoma County by identifying evidence-based mechanisms by which the County can invest in
proven poverty prevention policies and programs.
In addition to Upstream, the County has convened, under the banner of its Health Action initiative, an
Economic Wellness Operations Team. This group of agency, business and community leaders has been working
since August 2014 to identify and implement promising strategies, funding models, and partnerships that the

8

According to the federal Department of Health and Human Assistance, the federal poverty guideline for a three person household is
$19,790 per year for 2014. See: http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/14poverty.cfm
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County and its business and community based partners can adopt to help achieve the goal of ensuring that
“Sonoma County Families have the economic resources to make ends meet and lead a long and healthy life.”
The Economic Wellness Operations Team includes three Work Groups which address jobs, housing, and asset
building. These Work Groups are presently evaluating best practices and local implementation opportunities
that address many of the recommended strategies outlined in this report.
Together with the day-to-day operation of County-run programs such as CalWorks, CalFresh, MediCal, home
visiting programs, youth employment and job training programs, and many others, Sonoma County is already
well engaged in the fight against poverty. The information and analysis presented in this report seek to build
on this solid foundation.

Strategies for Reducing Poverty
No Magic Bullets
Because our society recognizes the value of innovation to produce economic benefits and improve quality of
life, we rightly turn to a search for new ideas and innovative programs when seeking to address persistent
public policy problems. Indeed, such an approach may make particular sense when a problem has proven as
stubborn to address as has poverty, a consistent focus of public policies since at least the “War on Poverty” of
the 1960s.
The value and importance of innovation notwithstanding, a search for the “new new thing” can at times divert
attention from tried and true approaches. The pitfall for those seeking to develop strategies for addressing
poverty can be a constant search for new and innovative approaches that draws limited resources away from
more evidence-based programs. There is always room for new good ideas; however, in seeking to develop an
approach to addressing poverty in Sonoma County, looking to what has been proven to work may be the most
effective strategy.
This point was persuasively made recently by Stanford Professor David Grusky in a presentation at the Los Cien
State of the Latino Community event in Santa Rosa on October 2, 2014. According to Professor Grusky’s
presentation, we are too often led to believe that “we need to innovate and find the magic-bullet poverty
cure.” Instead, Professor Grusky urged participants at the conference to pursue strategies and policies already
in place, admonishing that “we already know what causes poverty and it’s counterproductive to search for that
magic-bullet cure.”
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Using Research to Guide the Way
This, then, is the subject of this report: relying on research, best practices and the history of success from
other jurisdictions, what can Sonoma County do to address poverty? The potential strategies the County can
pursue can be divided into three categories:
POLICIES THE COUNTY CAN ADOPT AFFECTING ITS OWN OPERATIONS

First, there are steps the County can take to ensure that its own actions with respect to employees and
working conditions do not contribute to poverty. Adopting a living wage ordinance is one such policy.
EXPANDING AND ENHANCING EXISTING PROGRAMS

Second, the County already operates many programs that have been shown to be effective. Such programs
include, for example, the CalFresh (food stamps) program, home visitation programs such as the Nurse Family
Partnership, and many others. In fact, most of the research-proven poverty reduction strategies fall into this
category. Expanding access to these effective, existing programs may be the easiest to implement and most
effective thing the County can do to address poverty.
NEW PROGRAMS

Finally, there are some new, research-supported programs the County might consider adopting to address
poverty. For example, research has shown that children are more likely to go to college simply by virtue of
having an account set up to save for college. Establishing a program that can help low income families save for
college could be an effective way to help prevent the next generation from falling into (or remaining in)
poverty.

Overview of the Report
The remainder of this report is divided into two sections. In the first section, we discuss the impact of a living
wage ordinance on Sonoma County, including an assessment of the likely effects on businesses and workers as
well as an estimate of the fiscal effects of such a policy on the County. The next section of the report identifies
six poverty reduction strategies that have been shown through research to be effective in addressing poverty.
Recommendations are presented at the end of the report, followed by technical appendices that identify the
methodologies and data sources used to estimate the effects of the policies analyzed in the report.
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A LIVING WAGE FOR SONOMA
What is a Living Wage?
Concerns about the lingering impact of the “great recession,” lack of economic opportunity, and increasing
income inequality have fueled efforts to increase the earnings of low-wage workers. Living wage ordinances
have been proposed as a way for localities to address these concerns.
Similar to a minimum wage, a living wage policy seeks to raise the wages of the lowest-paid workers. Two
important distinctions, however, separate living wage and minimum wage policies. First, living wage policies
typically call for a higher wage rate, above the rate established by state or federal minimum wage laws. The
living wage rate is generally set based on an assessment of what is required for a worker or household to meet
basic needs, such as food, shelter, and health care. Second, a living wage ordinance typically applies just to the
employees of the local jurisdiction adopting the living wage as well as to firms doing business with the local
jurisdiction or receiving some other form of benefit such as economic development incentives.
Benefits and Costs of Living Wage Policies
The primary benefit of a living wage policy is straightforward: increased earnings for low-wage workers. By
raising the pay for low-wage workers, living wage policies can substantially increase the standard of living and
quality of life for those who receive a wage increase or get hired by a local government agency or firm covered
by the living wage policy.
Beyond this basic argument, many have suggested that living wage policies have other benefits, such as
reducing income inequality and stimulating short-term economic growth. This economic growth occurs
because low-wage workers tend to spend much of their increased earnings in the local economy, thereby
benefitting workers and employers at firms that supply goods and services to these workers. Research also
suggests that increases in wages brought about by living wage policies can lead to other benefits for
employers, such as reductions in absenteeism and turnover among affected employees. Living wage policies
may also produce less tangible benefits, such as increasing awareness of income inequality and the plight of
low-wage workers.
Although the number of jurisdictions with living wage policies has been increasing, these policies are not
without their detractors. Opponents of living wage policies generally argue that they can act to increase costs
for the governments adopting them, as the cost of increased wages is passed on in the form of higher prices
for service contracts or increased employee expenses for a jurisdiction’s own workers. Living wage policies may
also discourage firms from bidding on government contracts, which could act to increase prices as a result of
the decrease in competition. And, living wage policies may modestly reduce the number of low-wage jobs at
affected firms, as employers seek ways to lower labor costs by utilizing fewer workers. Finally, while most of
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the benefits of living wage policies go to low-income households, some benefits inevitably go to higher-income
households (i.e., those with at least two workers, including one low-wage worker and one or more higherwage workers). Ultimately, the most compelling criticism of living wage policies may simply be their limited
reach as a poverty reduction strategy. Because these policies primarily affect workers at firms contracting with
the local government, the overwhelming majority of low-wage workers and poor households do not receive
any direct benefit.
RESEARCH ON ABOVE MARKET WAGE POLICIES GENERALLY

Although the circumstances in which they apply, rates required, and other specific terms may differ, minimum
wage and living wage policies have many similarities in terms of their economic effects. Both living wage and
minimum wage policies are intended to raise the wages of the lowest paid workers, and are frequently justified
on the grounds that those working full time should not live in poverty.
These benefits notwithstanding, economists and business owners alike have suggested that increases in the
minimum wage (or adoption of a living wage) may act to reduce employment among the low-wage workers
these policies are intended to help.
Whether and to what extent minimum and living wage policies in fact lead to job losses has long been a
subject of debate among economists. Economic theory suggests that if wages are raised, employers will look
for ways to cut labor costs by shifting more of the production process to capital equipment (e.g., by
automating a process previously performed manually). Increases in wage rates may also act to increase worker
productivity, which has the additional effect of reducing the number of workers needed by employers. In
addition to reducing employment, higher wages resulting from a minimum wage or living wage policy may
result in higher prices generally (or higher taxes or lower service levels), leaving low-wage workers no better
off in real terms. Finally, increases in the minimum wage or living wage rate may also reduce profits in affected
firms, reducing the ability of and incentive for these firms to invest in expanding their businesses. Such
increases could also encourage firms to relocate to other areas where wages are lower.
The minimum wage has been the subject of research by economists for many decades (the living wage has
been less well studied, but many of the same economic principles apply). In fact, it has been claimed that “the
minimum wage-employment debate… is as old as the Department of Labor.”9

9

Neumark, et.al. (2013), p.1.
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Economic theory suggests that, in a competitive labor market, increases in the minimum wage should lead to
reductions in employment, either in the number of jobs or the number of hours worked. Many studies have
10
supported this conclusion. For example, in their 2000 book Minimum Wages, economists David Neumark and
William Wascher summarize the state of research existing at the time, concluding that “…the preponderance
11
of evidence supports the view that minimum wages reduce the employment of low wage workers.”
Although many studies have found a negative relationship between increases in the minimum wage and the
number of jobs for low-wage workers, the findings of some recent empirical studies have been less clear. For
example, a 2013 study analyzed payroll data from a large, national retailer and found that the 1996 increase in
the federal minimum wage resulted in no statistically significant change in overall employment at the firm.12
Similarly, a 2007 study analyzed the effects of San Francisco’s local minimum wage and found no statistically
13
significant change in employment. Finally, in their recently published book, Dale Belman and Paul Wolfson
provide a qualitative assessment of some 70 published articles on the impact of minimum wages on
employment, as well as a meta-analysis using 439 distinct estimates of the effect of minimum wages from 23
of the studies reviewed. Based on this research, they conclude that “…if negative effects on employment are
present, they are too small to be statistically detectable. Such effects would be too modest to have meaningful
consequences in the dynamically changing labor markets of the United States.”14
Perhaps the most relevant analysis of how a proposed minimum wage increase might impact employment was
recently published by the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO) in February 2014.15 This report
assessed the potential impact of a proposal to increase the federal minimum wage from its current rate of
$7.25 per hour to either $9.00 or $10.10 per hour. The CBO conducted an extensive review of the published
literature on the minimum wage, including both studies that found employment effects and studies that did
not. Based on this review, the CBO study concluded that (a) increases in the minimum wage can be expected to
reduce (at least to some degree) the number of jobs for low-wage workers and (b) a larger increase in the

10

See, for example, Brown (1999).
Quoted in Schmitt (2013), p. 4.
12
See Giuliano (2013).
13
See Dube et al (2007). Note that this study relied on survey data collected from San Francisco restaurants, and included the number
of part-time and full-time employees (headcount) as well as the average weekly hours worked for each. They constructed their full-time
equivalent employment measure as the total number of hours worked divided by 40.
14
See Belman, Dale, and Paul J. Wolfson. 2014. "The New Minimum Wage Research." Employment Research. 21(2): 4-5.
(http://research.upjohn.org/empl_research/vol21/iss2/2). The full book is available at
http://www.upjohninstitute.org/Publications/Titles/WhatDoestheMinimumWageDo.
15
Congressional Budget Office (2014).
11
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minimum wage will result in a greater reduction in employment. In addition, the CBO research concluded that,
while an increase in the minimum wage would likely boost economic activity in the short term as a result of
increased earnings on the part of low-wage workers, it would ultimately lead to reductions in economic
activity in the long term, as the overall productivity of the economy declines due to reductions in the
16
workforce.
The CBO also concluded, however, that, job losses among low-wage workers notwithstanding, a large number
of Americans (approximately 900,000) would be lifted from poverty by a minimum wage increase. According to
the CBO report, about one-fourth of the benefits of an increase in the federal minimum wage would go to
households earning less than the federal poverty threshold and roughly 90 percent of the benefits would go to
families earning less than three times the federal poverty threshold (the remaining 10 percent of benefits
would go to families earning more than three times the poverty threshold).
Although these studies looked at the minimum wage rather than the living wage, the economic effects of a
living wage policy are likely to be comparable (though they would apply to a much smaller subset of workers
and firms): affected low-wage workers would receive a pay raise; most of these benefits would accrue to lowincome households; some households would be lifted out of poverty; and, some low-wage workers may lose
their jobs as employers who cannot pass on the cost increases to their customers seek other means to reduce
labor costs.
Previous Research on the Impact of Living Wage Policies
Research on living wages specifically is much more limited than research on minimum wage policies. Most of
the studies that have been done have sought to prospectively examine the likely fiscal impact on jurisdictions
considering such policies rather than examine the impact on poverty or employment in a community more
broadly. Several recent studies, however, have sought to quantify the impacts on local employment, poverty
rates, and economic growth. It is important to remember, however, that not all living wage ordinances are
structured in the same way. Differences in wage rates and exemptions may make an important difference
when comparing studies because the empirical findings associated with such different policies often vary
widely.
A recent review of the economic literature found that there is fairly consistent evidence that such laws do raise
the wages of the targeted workers, though this group of targeted workers tends to be a very small group,

16

ibid., p. 8.
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usually between 1 and 3 percent of the local workforce. The results also indicate that there may be a modest
indirect spillover effect, with some low-wage workers not directly covered by the policy also experiencing wage
17
increases, though these effects are estimated to be quite small.
In terms of employment effects, a 2005 study used data from the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey
to compare metropolitan areas with and without living wage policies, and to track changes in employment.
This analysis found a statistically significant effect on employment 12 months after a living wage policy was
enacted or increased, with a 50 percent increase in the living wage rate resulting in a 6 percent decrease in
employment among those in the lowest income decile (i.e., those whose earnings are in the bottom 10
percent of all wage earners).18 For those between the 10th and 50th percentiles, however, the researchers found
a positive effect on employment from the living wage policy, though these increases were not statistically
significant. The authors concluded that these findings were consistent with their theory that the living wage
increases were leading employers to substitute away from the lowest-skilled workers and seek out more highly
skilled workers.
A more recent study (published in 2014) of the effects of a living wage policy at San Francisco International
Airport found that covered workers did experience wage increases while “airport activity levels [were] not
19
affected by the living wage policies. More precise estimates of the impact of the living wage policy on
employment were not possible as a result of the confounding impact of the opening of a new international
terminal which occurred during the study period.
Finally, a number of studies have sought to investigate the impact of living wage laws on reducing poverty.
While most studies on minimum wage laws have shown that they have, at most, a very small impact at
reducing poverty rates, the literature on living wage policies has shown more measurable effects. A number of
studies using data from the Current Population Survey from 1996 through 2009 found that poverty rates were
indeed lower in jurisdictions that had enacted living wage policies. For living wage policies that included only
contractors, the research showed a reduction in poverty, but the results were not statistically significant.20 A
2005 study found similar results, estimating that a 50 percent increase in the living wage reduces the local

17

Maloney, Tim with Gilbertson, Amanda (2013). A literature review on the effects of living wage policies. Prepared by Tim Maloney,
Auckland University of Technology for Auckland Council. Auckland Council technical report, TR2013/034, p. 6.
18
Adams, S., Neumark, D., & Public Policy Institute of California. (2005). A decade of living wages: What have we learned?. San
Francisco, Calif: Public Policy Institute of California.
19
Hall, Peter, et.al., “Liftoff: Raising Wages at San Francisco Airport.” Published in Reich, Michael, et. al., “When Mandates Work.”
University of California Press, 2014.
20
Maloney (2013), p. 10.
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poverty rate by 1.7 percentage points on average, though the effect did not persist for contractor-only living
wage policies. The authors also found that the wage increases from the living wage policies were mostly
experienced by those closer to the poverty line, and suggested that such policies may “nudge families over the
21
poverty line” while leaving the lowest-income wage earners no better off.

History and Context – Other Jurisdictions with Living Wage Policies
Since Baltimore became the first major U.S. city to adopt a living wage ordinance in 1996, living wage polices
have been growing in popularity. Many cities across the country and within California now have living wage
22
ordinances in effect.
In Sonoma County, three cities have living wage ordinances: Petaluma, Sebastopol, and Sonoma. Across the
state, five counties have adopted living wage ordinances: Los Angeles, Marin, San Francisco, Santa Cruz, and
Ventura. The policies adopted by these other jurisdictions vary widely in terms of the wage rate required and
the types of firms and employees covered.
Figure 1 compares the living wage policies of the three Sonoma County cities. As that table shows, Petaluma’s
policy exempts non-profit contractors, while those of Sonoma and Sebastopol include non-profits but apply
only those whose contracts total $75,000 and $25,000 per year, respectively. In addition, all three cities
provide exemptions for various types of workers, including temporary workers, those receiving job training,
and others.

21
22

Adams and Neumark (2005), p. 9.
Holzer, Harry, “LIVING WAGE LAWS: HOW MUCH DO (CAN) THEY MATTER?” Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program, 2008, p. 4.
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FIGURE 1: COMPARISON OF EXISTING LIVING WAGE POLICIES ENACTED BY SONOMA COUNTY CITIES
City of Petaluma (2006)

City of Sonoma (2004)

City of Sebastopol (2003)

$13.82

$14.26

$14.63

Yes

Yes

Yes

For-profit City Contractors

For contracts >= $10K/yr

For contracts >= $10K/yr

For contracts >= $10K/yr

Non-profit City Contractors

No

For contracts >= $75K/yr

For contracts >= $20K/yr

If > 25 employees and
annual gross receipts above
$350K
If aid >= $100K in a 12
month period and for 5
years after
Employees who spend 20%
or more of time on city work

If > 25 employees and
annual gross receipts above
$350K
If aid >= $100K in a 12
month period and for 5
years after
Employees who spend 20%
or more of time on city work

If > 25 employees and
annual gross receipts above
$350K
If aid >= $100K in a 12
month period and for 5
years after
Employees who spend 25%
or more of time on city work

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

City public works contractors

No

No

No

Workers when standing by or on-call
Disabled worker w/ sub-minimum
wage certificate
Employee subject to collective
bargaining with waiver
City employees in first 6 months of
employment (training period)
Employee < 21 yrs employed by nonprofit for after-school programs,
summer job, or trainee if less than
120 days

No
No

No
No

No
No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

Living Wage Rate

23

City Employees

City Leaseholders

Businesses Receiving Aid from the
City
Employees of Contractors,
Leaseholders, and Firms Receiving
Aid from City
Employees in temporary job-training
program
Employee in temp project <= 6
months
Volunteers

23

Note that all three cities require employers to pay an additional $1.50 per hour if they do not contribute at least $1.50 per hour
towards medical benefits for their employees. The wage rates shown here assume such benefits are provided.
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A comparison of the living wage ordinances currently in effect in other California counties is presented in
Figure 2 below. Across these five counties, the current living wage rates vary from $9.64 per hour in Los
Angeles to $14.97 per hour in Santa Cruz (for employers that provide health benefits). There are also notable
differences among the five counties’ policies in terms of which employees are covered and which are not.
Interestingly, only Marin County’s policy covers county employees directly. San Francisco and Marin Counties
provide exemptions for non-profit contractors with contracts below $25,000 and $50,000 per year,
respectively, and also include IHSS providers under their policies, while the other three counties exempt nonprofit contractors entirely and also exclude IHSS providers. In addition, none of these counties’ policies extend
the living wage requirements to county leaseholders. Clearly, each of these differences affects the number of
workers covered and the corresponding fiscal impact to the county’s budget.
FIGURE 2: COMPARISON OF LIVING WAGE POLICIES ENACTED BY OTHER CALIFORNIA COUNTIES
Los Angeles

Marin

San Francisco

Santa Cruz

Ventura

$9.64

$10.50

$12.66

$14.97

$10.50

No

Yes

No

No

No

For-profit county
contractors

For contracts
>$25K/year

For contracts >
$25K/year

For contracts
>$25K/year

For contracts
>$15K/year

For contracts
>$25K/year

Non-profit county
contractors

No

For contracts >
$25K/year

No

No

County leaseholders

No

No

For contracts >
$50K/year;
lower wage
rate
No

No

No

Firms with 20+
employees,
$1m+ in revenue

All businesses
covered

Firms with 20+
employees

Firms with 6+
employees

Firms with 6+
employees

No

Yes

Yes;
lower wage
rate

No

No

Living Wage Rate
County Employees

Small businesses covered

IHSS Providers covered

Note: Rate for employees receiving benefits shown. Most jurisdictions have a higher rate for employees without benefits.

Living Wage Rate Estimates Differ
As the comparison of other California jurisdictions with living wage policies makes clear, there is no clear
consensus as to what an appropriate living-wage rate should be. Numerous analysts have sought to determine
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the wage rate needed to support a minimum standard of living. We identified three such estimates that appear
to have credible methodologies, rely on recognized and reliable data sources, and provide an estimate of the
24
appropriate rate for Sonoma County workers.
Most analysts that calculate a living wage rate include similar types of expenses: food, shelter, healthcare,
childcare (for parents), transportation, taxes, and other basic necessities. In spite of this basic agreement as to
what categories to include, there is no consensus as to what the appropriate hourly wage rate should be.
Differences in estimates for the cost of the varying components as well as methodologies for adjusting to
regional cost-of-living measures and even judgments as to what a minimum standard should be can result in
significant differences in the estimated wage rates.
Furthermore, the appropriate wage rate depends on the family structure. Single workers of course need the
lowest wages while households with a single wage earner and multiple children tend to need the highest
wages.
Figure 3 shows the wages calculated by three different entities for Sonoma County for families of varying sizes.
The range of rates is quite large, from a low of $10.69 per hour calculated by researchers at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) for a single person to a high of $34.02 per hour calculated by the Insight Center
for Community Development for a single adult with two children.
FIGURE 3: LIVING WAGE RATES DIFFER
1 Adult,
1 Adult,
Living Wage Calculator
1 Adult
1 Child
2 Children
[1] MIT Living Wage Calculator
$10.69
$22.69
$26.31
[2] CA Budget Project
$15.94
NA
$37.94
[3] Insight Center for Community Economic Development
$12.34
$24.90
$34.02
Sources:
[1] http://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/06097 (accessed 10/16/2014)
[2] http://www.cbp.org/MakingEndsMeet/family-budget-results.php (accessed 10/16/2014)
[3] http://www.insightcced.org/communities/besa/besa-ca/calculator.html
(accessed 10/16/2014; assumes all children are 3-5 years old)

2 Adults,
1 Child
$20.78
NA
$28.86

As this presentation of the variation in rates makes clear, choosing the appropriate rate for a living wage
ordinance is not a straightforward matter. Choosing a lower rate, for example a rate sufficient to provide for

24

One calculator we reviewed, prepared by the Economic Policy Institute, provided estimates only for families with children and not for
single workers and so has been omitted from this comparison.
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the needs of a single person, is less costly and has the potential for the fewest economic dislocations for
affected firms and workers. However, choosing a low rate can also leave workers supporting larger families
wanting.

Methodology for Analyzing Living Wage Impact on Sonoma
The impact of a living wage policy will, of course, depend on the specifics of the policy adopted. In order to
analyze the likely effects of a living wage on Sonoma County, we sought to evaluate the effects of a range of
policies with respect to wage rates and types of covered firms and employees.
Data Sources
We relied on two principal sources of information:25
1. Sonoma County wage data. The starting point for our analysis was an examination of wage rate data for
Sonoma County employees.
2. Survey of service contractors. We also developed a list of all service contracts in effect during the 2013-14
fiscal year, along with the vendor’s name and the amount of the contract.26 For those contractors with
$25,000 or more in County service contracts, we collected contact information for the vendor from the
appropriate County department, and contacted the vendors via email to complete an on-line survey to
collect information on the type of business (for-profit vs. non-profit), the number of employees, and the
wage rates and benefits of those employees performing work for the County under the service contract,
following up by phone as necessary.

Results
Most County Employees Already Earn a Living Wage
Our analysis suggests that virtually all Sonoma County employees already earn in excess of $15 per hour.
Therefore, with the exception of IHSS providers, a living wage ordinance would primarily affect a relatively

25

In addition to these principal sources of information, we also examined data on County leases. Based on our review of these leases,
we determined that the impact in terms of reduced lease revenue was likely quite small; therefore, we focused our analysis on the most
significant areas: County employees, IHSS workers and County contractors.
26
This included contracts that may have begun prior to July 1, 2013. We pro-rated the amount of those contracts that began before
July 1, 2013 and/or extended past June 30, 2014 to calculate the amount of the contract for the 2013-14 fiscal year.
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small number of workers and firms in Sonoma County. As a result, while some affected businesses (and County
departments or agencies, including the Sonoma County Airport) could experience a significant impact, the
27
overall effect of a living wage is likely to be relatively modest. Of course, the extent of this impact will depend
on the wage rate established and the extent of any exemptions. Nevertheless, our analysis indicates that most
potentially affected workers are already paid a living wage.
Likely Impact on Sonoma County Employers
Because the County already pays most of its workers at a rate above the likely range for a living wage (i.e.,
above $15 per hour), the primary impact of a living-wage policy would be on entities that do business with the
28
County. These entities provide a range of services, from landscaping and janitorial services to health care and
social services. For-profit firms represent 71 percent of the contractors with $25,000 or more in service
contracts with Sonoma County, and 66 percent of the dollar value of those contracts. Non-profit firms,
however, are much more likely to pay their employees at a wage rate below the $15 per hour threshold. Based
on our analysis, 36 percent of the non-profit contractors would be affected by a $15 per hour living wage,
compared to only 5 percent of the for-profit contractors.
Cost Varies Depending on Rate and Exemptions
The fiscal impact of a living wage ordinance on Sonoma County will depend on several factors, including the
wage rate, the extent of any exemptions offered and the extent to which employers pass on any increased
costs to the County.
WILL EMPLOYERS PASS ON INCREASED COSTS?

Relatively little research has been conducted on the extent to which employers pass on any increase in labor
costs stemming from a living wage. Based on a review of other living wage studies, we have assumed that for-

27

Specifically, representatives from the County Airport and the County Fair have expressed concerns about the impact of a living wage
on their operations. Because these two entities operate as enterprises, any increase in wage costs would not be passed on to the county
general fund, but would instead need to be made up in the form of lower costs or higher revenues from another source, potentially with
adverse effects on the operation of these two entities.
28
Some tenants in County-owned property would be affected, but the impact on rents would be quite small. According to our analysis
of lease data provided by Sonoma County, total rental income from tenants likely to be affected by the living wage ordinance totals
approximately $100,000 per year. Therefore even a 10 or 20 percent reduction in lease revenue would have only a minor impact on
the County’s budget.
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profit contractors will pass on 50 percent of their cost increases to the County, and non-profit contractors will
29
pass on 100 percent of their increased costs.
IMPACT OF VARYING WAGE RATES AND EXEMPTIONS

As shown in Figure 4 on the next page, the cost of a living wage varies significantly depending on the wage rate
and the employees who are covered. At the low end, a policy that established a rate of $10.69 (the rate
identified by MIT as the living wage amount for a single worker in Sonoma County), the policy would cost
approximately $80,000 per year for non-IHSS costs and around $450,000 per year in IHSS costs related to paid
days off. At the high end, a policy that called for a wage rate of $15 per hour and did not include an exemption
for IHSS providers or non-profits would cost approximately $12.3 million per year.
FIGURE 4: COST TO SONOMA COUNTY OF LIVING WAGE ORDINANCE BY WAGE RATE
Estimated Annual Costs to Sonoma County by Living Wage Rate
$14M

12.33
$12M

10.52
$10M

8.68

$8M

6.92

$6M

5.16
3.49

$4M

1.79
$2M

Living Wage Rate:
IHSS Paid Days Off ($M)

0.49

0.52

0.55

0.61

$10.00

$10.50

$11.00

$11.50

$12.00

$12.50

$13.00

$13.50

$14.00

$14.50

$15.00

0.45

0.45

0.45

0.45

0.46

0.48

0.50

0.52

0.54

0.56

0.58
10.68

IHSS Wage Costs ($M)

-

-

-

-

1.12

2.71

4.30

5.90

7.49

9.08

Non-IHSS Costs ($M)

0.04

0.07

0.10

0.16

0.21

0.30

0.35

0.50

0.65

0.87

1.08

TOTAL COST ($M)

0.49

0.52

0.55

0.61

1.79

3.49

5.16

6.92

8.68

10.52

12.33

Note: Non-IHSS cost includes costs for county employees and contractors.

29

Very little research exists on the extent to which government contractors pass along the costs associated with living wage increases,
though most studies reviewed, including those for the Cities of Petaluma, Sebastopol and Sonoma, typically assume 100 percent passthrough for non-profit contractors and 50 to 70 percent pass through for for-profit contractors.
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As can be seen in Figure 4, the majority of the cost impact for living wages above about $11.65 is attributable
to IHSS providers. Figure 5 provides more detail on the costs when IHSS providers are excluded, showing that
non-profits account for the majority of the non-IHSS costs, though these costs are much smaller relative to the
cost of covering IHSS providers.
FIGURE 5: COST OF LIVING WAGE ORDINANCE EXCLUDING IHSS PROVIDERS
Estimated Annual Costs to Sonoma County by Living Wage Rate
(Excludes IHSS Providers)
$1.2M

1.08

$1.0M

0.87

$0.8M

0.65
$0.6M

0.50
0.35

$0.4M

0.30
0.21
0.16

$0.2M

0.04
Living Wage Rate:

0.07

0.10

$10.00

$10.50

$11.00

$11.50

$12.00

$12.50

$13.00

$13.50

$14.00

$14.50

$15.00

Non-Profits ($M)

0.03

0.05

0.07

0.12

0.17

0.23

0.24

0.35

0.45

0.58

0.71

For-Profits ($M)

0.01

0.01

0.01

0.02

0.02

0.03

0.05

0.06

0.08

0.10

0.11

County Employees ($M)

0.00

0.01

0.01

0.02

0.03

0.04

0.07

0.09

0.12

0.19

0.25

TOTAL COSTS ($M)

0.04

0.07

0.10

0.16

0.21

0.30

0.35

0.50

0.65

0.87

1.08

The number of service contractors affected is also likely to be quite small. Our analysis shows that
approximately 11 percent of the current 359 non-government contractors with County contracts totaling over
$25,000 pay one or more of their employees less than $15 per hour. If the living-wage rate were instead $13
per hour (the average rate for a single worker among the three wage calculators we examined) the impact
30
would be even less, with just 8 percent of the contractors directly affected.
When viewed from the broader perspective of the County as a whole, the impact a $15 per hour living wage
policy is likely to be modest. According to our analysis, a living wage rate of $15 per hour that includes IHSS

30

Note that these estimates include exemptions for those for-profit contractors with 5 or fewer employees and for non-profit
contractors with 24 or fewer employees.
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providers would directly affect approximately 7,137 workers, or approximately 3.8 percent of the County’s
31
total of 188,800 employees. A more modest living wage policy that excludes IHSS providers, would affect
about 969 workers, or 0.5 percent of all workers in the County. Further lowering the living wage rate to $13.00
per hour and exempting non-profit firms from the policy would result in just 147 employees, or 0.08 percent of
all workers in the County being affected.

A Living Wage Policy for Sonoma County
Ultimately, any decision about whether to adopt a living wage ordinance will involve an inherent tradeoff.
Adopting such a policy will increase the incomes of low-wage- workers but may also result in a modest loss of
jobs and could potentially harm financially fragile service contractors. Any policy would also carry with it a
fiscal impact on the County, as higher labor costs are passed on in the form of higher prices for County service
contracts.
These tradeoffs notwithstanding, the impact of a living wage policy (at least one that excludes IHSS providers)
is likely to be relatively modest, both in terms of its ability to raise families out of poverty as well as its fiscal
impact on the County.
Wage Rate
Although research can help to determine the appropriate level for a living wage rate, ultimately, the question
of what rate to select relies on a judgment about the extent of assistance that ought to be provided balanced
against the potential cost impact for the County and the potential for any dislocations that may occur among
affected firms.
Because it is not feasible to pay different workers different amounts based on family size or other
characteristics, any wage rate selected will inevitably represent a compromise. If a wage rate adequate for an
individual is selected, financial difficulties could nevertheless persist for workers supporting a family. If a higher
rate is selected in order to maximize benefits for workers supporting a family, costs for the County would
increase and at least some of the benefits provided would exceed the standard of need established by the
living wage rate methodology (e.g., for single workers or those living in households with other higher paid
workers).

31

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, total employment in Sonoma County as of March 2014 was 188,800 (see
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cewqtr.pdf).
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Given the inherent tradeoff associated with choosing a wage rate and the importance of utilizing County
resources in the most efficient manner possible, establishing a living wage rate sufficient to meet the needs of
single workers makes the most sense. Such an approach provides the most targeted assistance while
maximizing the ability of the County to implement other high-priority poverty reduction strategies.
Furthermore, many families who would benefit from a living wage are also eligible for other forms of
assistance, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit, MediCal or subsidized health insurance from Covered
California (the state’s health insurance exchange), and CalFresh. These benefits tend to be more generous for
families than for individuals, and can help to partially offset the remaining financial strain families may
32
experience.
WHAT THE CALCULATORS SHOW

As shown in Figure 3 on page 20, the wage rates for single workers calculated using the three wage calculators
identified vary from a low of $10.69 to a high of $15.94. Taking the average of these three wage rates – $13 per
hour – helps to adjust for any extremes present in the methodologies or data sources selected by the
individual calculator authors, and represents a consensus of sorts as to the most appropriate rate to choose.
Therefore, if the County adopts a living wage ordinance, our recommendation would be to set the rate at $13
per hour. We note that this rate is well above the average for the five other counties that have established a
living wage: $11.65 per hour. (Choosing the average of the other counties would also represent a reasonable
choice, and would still be about $1 per hour higher than the MIT wage rate for a single worker.)
Exemptions
Beyond the wage rates, determining whether any types of employees or employers should be exempt from the
living wage ordinance represents another important policy consideration. All of the cities in Sonoma County
with living wage ordinances as well as all of the counties with these ordinances provide at least some
exemptions.
INTERNS AND TEMPORARY WORKERS

Perhaps the least controversial type of exemption relates to certain types of employees that should not be
included. Such employees include interns, volunteers, students or those earning school credit for their work,

32

We also note that a living wage could have the unintended effect or reducing the extent of the benefits that workers would receive
from the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). As a worker’s income rises above a specified threshold, the amount of the benefit derived
from the EITC decreases.
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temporary or summer employees such as lifeguards, and young employees less than 21 years of age. While an
argument can be made that every employee ought to be paid a living wage, common sense suggests that these
types of employees are either gaining valuable experience or other benefits from their employment (beyond
their wage compensation) or are not seeking to support themselves entirely with their earnings from the
(potentially) covered job. In addition, because higher wages can mean higher costs for employers, higher
wages can create a disincentive for employers to hire new workers, which would serve to limit the
opportunities for things like internships and summer jobs were these categories to be included. Therefore, we
would recommend that, if the County pursues a living wage ordinance, exemptions for these classes of workers
be included.
SMALL BUSINESSES

Another important type of exemption commonly provided relates to small businesses. These businesses are
generally considered to be more financially fragile relative to larger businesses, and therefore potentially less
able to absorb any cost increases associated with a living wage. Furthermore, because these businesses are
small, the impact of exempting them in terms of reduced efficacy or reach of the living wage policy is also
relatively small.
There is no universally accepted definition of what constitutes a small business, but most other jurisdictions
have exempted for profit businesses with 20-25 employees. Based on our review of these other policies, we
believe that a living wage ordinance – if adopted – should include an exemption for for-profit business with
fewer than 25 employees.
NON-PROFITS

In addition to small businesses, non-profit entities represent another category of potentially financially fragile
firms. These firms must rely on often uncertain or sporadic grants and contracts, which can diminish their
ability to absorb cost increases such as a substantial wage increase. Furthermore, while some for-profit firms
may choose to accommodate higher wage rates with lower profits, reducing profits is not an option for nonprofit firms. And, many employees of non-profits have chosen to work for a specific organization due to a
desire to help others or out of a belief in the mission of the organization. These benefits can be a form of
payment not measured in dollars per hour.
Perhaps most importantly, non-profits provide a service to the community as a condition for their tax exempt
status. Most of these non-profit County contractors provide health and social services to vulnerable
populations within the County. Requiring these entities to pay more as a condition of receiving a County
contract could reduce the ability of these entities to serve vulnerable populations on behalf of the County. In
other words, adopting a living wage for these non-profits could end up reducing the ability of the County to
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assist some of its most vulnerable residents. Therefore, to the extent that the County chooses to adopt a living
wage ordinance, we would recommend that non-profits be exempt.
GOVERNMENTAL ENTITIES

Governmental entities represent a similar case in many respects to that of non-profits. Governmental entities
also serve the public in Sonoma County. Therefore, requiring that a living wage be paid in exchange for the
benefits of doing business with Sonoma County could result in unanticipated costs in the form of a reduction in
other governmental entities’ ability to serve their respective communities (inside Sonoma County).
In addition, most governmental entities already pay wages in excess of the living wage level. Therefore, the
added administrative complexity in terms of negotiating contracts and monitoring compliance with these
entities likely exceeds any benefits that may be realized from including governments in the living wage
ordinance.
LEASEHOLDERS

Most of the living wage policies adopted by other counties in California apply just to service contractors and
not to lease holders or other firms with a similar business relationship with the county.33 When a county or
other governmental entity is purchasing services from a private sector firm, it has relatively more ability to
influence the terms of the contract relative to when it is “selling” something, as in the case of a lease to a
private sector entity. The result of including leases in a living wage ordinance would be felt primarily at the
Sonoma County Airport, which has some 400 leases with private sector firms. In contrast, there are just a
handful of leases held by other County departments or agencies that would be affected.
The County airport director has expressed a concern that including leases in a living wage ordinance would
diminish the ability of the County Airport to attract additional airlines. Unlike larger and more established
airports like San Francisco International, the County’s airport competes with other regional airports to attract
airlines to offer service to the airport. Currently there is just one airline (Alaska) that serves the airport,
highlighting the difficulty in attracting airlines.
Attracting additional airlines would represent a significant economic benefit for the County, a benefit that
would likely outweigh any benefits experienced by the relatively small number of workers that would benefit

33

Note that San Francisco has a separate living wage policy that covers San Francisco International Airport. This policy covers entities
that lease facilities from the airport.
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from a living wage policy were it to be applied to leases. Therefore, we would recommend that – if the County
34
adopts a living wage policy – it should cover service contractors but not lease holders.
IHSS PROVIDERS

Perhaps the most important consideration, at least from a County fiscal impact standpoint, relates to the
decision about whether to include IHSS providers (or to set a rate above the current pay rate for these workers:
$11.65 per hour). As Figure 4 on page 23 shows, IHSS costs comprise the overwhelming majority of the cost
and number of workers affected (for wage rates above $11.65). For example, at a wage rate of $15 per hour,
the total cost to the County for a living wage ordinance would be an estimated $12.3 million annually; most of
35
this cost, $11.2 million, or 91 percent, would be attributable to IHSS providers. Likely for this reason, most
counties in California with living wage policies exclude IHSS providers.
One benefit of including IHSS providers is that approximately half of their wage increase would be paid by the
federal government (note that the amount of federal reimbursement has already been accounted for in the
cost figures presented above and in Figure 4 on page 23). This would provide additional economic benefits to
the local economy as IHSS providers purchase additional goods and services from local firms.
Another important consideration with respect to IHSS providers relates to the unique circumstances of their
employment relationship with the County. Unlike the majority of the other workers that would be affected by
a living wage policy (primarily employees of private sector firms contracting with the County), the County
already directly sets the level of IHSS provider wages through labor negotiations. It is anticipated that the state
of California will take over collective bargaining with IHSS providers beginning in 2018; however, until this
occurs, the County will be responsible for determining (and paying for) the amount of any pay increase for
these workers.
COMPARISON TO COUNTIES WITH HIGHEST WAGES FOR IHSS PROVIDERS

The result of the most recent negotiations with the County resulted in a pay rate of $11.65 per hour. As Figure
6 below shows, this pay rate places Sonoma County’s IHSS providers in the top ten in terms of hourly pay when

34

Note that, in contrast to leases, we would recommend that a living wage policy include those entities receiving economic assistance
from the County.
35
Note that the cost reported is the net cost to the County, after accounting for additional federal reimbursement for higher IHSS
provider wages.
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compared with other counties in California. In fact, currently only five counties pay a higher wage rate to their
IHSS workers than Sonoma County’s current rate of $11.65.
FIGURE 6: COUNTIES WITH HIGHEST IHSS WAGE RATES AS OF NOVEMBER 2014
County

IHSS Wage Rate

Santa Clara

$12.44

Marin

$12.10

Alameda

$12.00

San Francisco

$12.00

Santa Cruz

$11.90

Sonoma

$11.65

Contra Costa

$11.50

Monterey

$11.50

Napa

$11.50

Riverside

$11.50

San Mateo

$11.50

Solano

$11.50

Given that the current hourly rate for IHSS providers already reflects an explicit decision on the part of the
County with respect to the appropriate and affordable wage rate for these workers, adopting a living wage
policy that covers other categories of workers (but excludes IHSS workers) represents the most affordable
option.
OTHER EXEMPTIONS

Finally, most other entities that have adopted a living wage have included a provision by which contracting
entities can seek an exemption. The reasons for the exemptions vary, but may include claims of financial
hardship, lack of sufficient firms willing to provide a needed service without an exemption, and other factors.
Therefore, we would recommend that, if the County adopts a living wage ordinance, it include a provision by
which the living wage requirement can be waived if the Board of Supervisors makes a finding that it is in the
interests of the County to provide such an exemption.
Summary: Elements of a Living Wage Policy for Sonoma County
If the County chooses to adopt a living wage policy, we recommend a policy with the following elements:
•

Wage rate: $13 per hour, adjusted annually for increases in the cost of living.

•

Exemptions: Interns, students, and temporary employees; small businesses; non-profits and governmental
entities; leases; ad hoc exemptions.
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•

IHSS providers: Continue to set wage rates through existing collective bargaining process.

Fiscal Impact
We estimate that the cost to the County of a living wage policy with the specific provisions listed above would
36
be approximately $100,000 annually.

The Coalition’s Living Wage Proposal for Sonoma County
In September 2014, a coalition of Sonoma County labor, faith, environmental and community organization (the
Coalition) introduced a proposed living wage ordinance for Sonoma County.
Elements of the Coalition’s Proposal
The Coalition’s proposed ordinance included the following provisions:
•

Covered employees to be paid $15/hour and receive 12 paid sick/vacation days per year.

•

All county employees, IHSS providers, and employees of contractors working more than 2 hours per week
on County-related work would be covered.

•

Covered contractors include those with county contracts in excess of $20,000 per year and at least 5
employees (for non-profits, $50,000 per year and at least 24 employees).

•

Those with leases or franchises with the County would also be covered.

•

Several additional provisions, including “labor harmony” and a requirement for new contractors to retain
the employees of the prior contractor.

Fiscal Impact of the Coalition’s Proposal
Using the results of our survey of County contractors and analysis of County wage and contract data, we
estimate that the Coalition’s proposed living wage ordinance would cost Sonoma County $12.3 million each
year. The substantial majority of this cost ($11.2 million or 91 percent) would be paid to IHSS providers.

36

This figure represents just the cost for increased service contract prices to the County general fund, and does not include any
additional costs that may be incurred by County enterprises or administrative costs for operating the program.
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37

A recent report sponsored by the Coalition produced similar results. According to that analysis, the estimated
cost for the proposal was $12.1 million annually. Similar to our analysis, this research found that the largest
cost component (approximately 96 percent) is for IHSS providers. The report also found that relatively few
County employees would be affected. Similar to our report, the Coalition’s report found that majority of the
non-IHSS costs would come from service contractors who would experience increased costs, a portion of which
would be passed on to the County in the form of higher prices.
State Not Likely to Reimburse County for any Savings in Long Term Care Costs
In addition to the base case fiscal impact results, the Coalition’s report also estimated the potential impact of a
higher wage on increased productivity and quality of IHSS providers. The report indicated that this increase in
productivity and lower turnover were likely to reduce nursing home admissions on the part of IHSS recipients,
saving the state of California an estimated $7.4 million annually. The author suggests that the County could renegotiate its cost sharing agreement with the state, stating that “the fact that the State has a financial
incentive to support the County’s living wage should assist such a re-negotiation.”38 However, while these
savings may in fact occur, the history of the state negotiating cost sharing arrangements with counties for IHSS
providers strongly suggests that the state is very unlikely to pass on any savings from reduced nursing home
admissions to the County.

RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES TO REDUCE POVERTY IN SONOMA COUNTY
Increasing wages for low-wage workers is just one strategy for increasing incomes and reducing poverty. Across
the country hundreds (if not thousands) of programs have been adopted to address poverty. Within Sonoma
County alone, dozens of programs have been implemented or identified as effective through the County’s
Upstream Investments initiative.
Identifying the “best” or “most effective” programs from within this broad universe is no easy task (indeed, it
may not be possible). The breadth of poverty reduction programs reflects the breadth and diversity of the
nation’s poor. Some programs are aimed at alleviating the conditions of poverty, while others seek to prevent it
in the first place. Some seek to help the elderly while others focus on providing aid to children. Some programs

37

See Wicks-Lim, Jeannette, “An Assessment of the Fiscal Impact of the Proposed Sonoma County Living Wage Ordinance,” Political
Economy Research Institute, University of Massachusetts, Amherst (September 2014).
38
Wicks-Lim (2014), p. 24.
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are available to citizens and legal residents only, while others are available to all regardless of immigration
status.
Comparing one program to another within this diverse landscape can be challenging. Of course, some
programs have similar goals and can be measured with similar outcomes. In most cases, however, making such
a comparison requires making a value judgment as well. Is it better, for example, to help a low-income working
family earn extra income from a living wage or would the same resources be better spent helping the child of a
low-income family save for college? Is it “more effective” to get additional families enrolled in the CalFresh
program, or should the County concentrate on helping more kids enroll in high quality preschool?
Reviewing this diversity of programs and outcome measures makes plain the idea that identifying the “best” or
“most effective” poverty reduction program depends on the goals and values of the evaluator. Nevertheless,
there are some tools that can be applied to identify the most promising strategies. First, through the course of
the many previous efforts to address poverty, a substantial body of research has emerged. Building on this
foundation, we sought to identify a subset of the most promising practices based on evidence from this
research.
Next, we sought to identify policies that would be feasible for the County to implement. Many promising
policies aimed at reducing poverty would require implementation on a statewide basis (e.g., an expanded
state-only earned income tax credit), involve legal actions the County’s Board of Supervisors is not authorized
to take (e.g., adoption of a county-wide minimum wage), or would be infeasible for some other reason. The
County may wish to incorporate some of these alternatives into its state and federal advocacy efforts, but we
have concentrated in this report on policies that involve “policy levers” that the County can pull directly.
Finally, we sought to include policies that span the breadth of the County’s populations of low-income and very
low-income residents. Some of the policies we identified are aimed at adults while others focus on children.
Some seek to alleviate the circumstances of poverty while others seek to prevent it. We also looked for policies
that met certain additional criteria, such as programs that directly target those in need, those that maximize
the extent of state and federal funding sources available, or those that may also provide benefits to the
undocumented. Not all of the policies identified met each of these criteria or assisted all of the varied
populations in need of assistance in the County. Taken as a group, however, the policies identified comprise a
comprehensive set of research supported strategies for addressing poverty.
We note that there are many promising programs that are not on our list. Some of these programs lacked
research support or failed to meet the other criteria we applied. However, even using these filters, there are
many additional promising programs not fully explored here that others may consider worthy of consideration.
Through the actions of Health Action’s Economic Wellness Operations Team and the continued operation of
many County programs, however, the County’s efforts to reduce poverty are ongoing, and will not conclude
once the recommendations of this report are implemented.
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Recommended Strategies
The strategies discussed in this report were identified through multiple means. We conducted interviews with
experts and practitioners, both from within Sonoma County and across the country. We also thoroughly
examined the published academic and program evaluation literature. And, we drew on our collective
experience with state and county government in California.
Following our review, we identified six specific strategies that the County could employ, further explained in
the next section of this report.
Make Investments to Increase Enrollment in Existing Programs
Although poverty has been a persistent problem, both in Sonoma County and across the country, this does not
necessarily mean that existing programs to address poverty are failures. In fact, research suggests that many of
the programs currently in place in Sonoma County are highly effective at reducing poverty. However, many of
these programs are underutilized, underfunded, or both. Two such programs in particular, the Earned Income
Tax Credit and CalFresh (formerly the food stamp program), have been shown to be highly effective at reducing
poverty, but efforts to increase enrollment in other programs such as Women Infants and Children (WIC),
CalWorks, MediCal, and health insurance purchased through California’s health insurance exchange (Covered
California) may also be beneficial.
EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is a refundable income tax credit administered through the federal income
tax system. Eligible households can apply for the EITC when they file their annual federal tax returns. The
amount of the credit varies based on income and family size, but is targeted primarily to low-income
households with children. Because the amount of the credit is based on the tax filer’s earned income, it has
the effect of rewarding work by effectively increasing the wages of low income workers. For example, a lowincome single parent with two children would receive an additional $4.00 for each $10.00 earned.39 Efforts to
boost participation in the EITC also help households claim the federal child tax credit (CTC), another important
source of assistance for low income families with children.
According to recent research from the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC), the EITC and CTC together
were responsible for a 6 percentage-point reduction in poverty among children in California, more than two

39

Up to $17,830 per year in annual income, at which point the amount of the credit begins to decline or phase out.
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times the number lifted from poverty by the CalWorks and General Assistance programs. According to this
study, the EITC and CTC were responsible for reducing the number of California children in poverty by 560,000
and the number of adults in poverty by 600,000.
Beyond offering financial assistance to low income Sonoma County households, increased participation in the
EITC and the CTC would help to boost the local Sonoma County economy. Because the refundable tax credits
for these programs are paid by the federal government, each dollar received by eligible Sonoma County tax
filers produces additional economic benefits, as these added resources are spent in the local economy to
purchase goods and services from Sonoma County firms.
Because many low-wage workers do not have a tax liability and therefore are not required to file a tax return
or because of the complexity of filing a tax return and applying for these refundable tax credits, many eligible
households do not apply for or take advantage of the EITC and the CTC. According to the IRS, the participation
rate in the EITC among eligible Californians is just 71 percent, well below the national average of nearly 80
percent.41 This means that almost 3 in 10 Californians eligible for this benefit are not claiming it.
Although participation rates for Sonoma County specifically are not available, our calculations indicate that, if
the County’s EITC participation rate is on par with the state average, more than 10,000 eligible households or
individuals in the County are not taking advantage of this benefit.
In 2013, the County (through the Health Action’s Economic Wellness efforts) supported a program designed to
increase EITC and CTC participation by providing in-kind support to the United Way of the Wine Country to aid
in its “Earn it! Keep it! Save it!” (EKS) program. Health Action built upon this successful evidence-based
program by piloting a “bundled service model,” which integrated consumer friendly financial services,
nutrition assistance, and assistance with enrollment in CalFresh and health insurance (through the Affordable
Care Act and MediCal). While the EKS program was expanded last year with the assistance of the County, the
program could be expanded further in order to reach more eligible Sonoma County households. According to
our estimates, each additional dollar invested in EITC outreach and tax preparation assistance produces $7 in
benefits to Sonoma County households and businesses. If the funding for this program were to be increased by
$500,000 (roughly a doubling of the current program) we estimate that an additional 830 individuals and
families would receive an EITC and an additional 700 individuals and families would receive a CTC. In addition,

40
41

Bohn, Sarah, et. al., “The California Poverty Measure: A New Look at the Social Safety Net.” PPIC 2013, p. 15.
IRS Estimates available at http://www.eitc.irs.gov/EITC-Central/Participation-Rate.
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other low-income tax payers that already claim the EITC or CTC with the help of a paid tax preparer would also
benefit as a result of avoiding the estimated $400 cost of paid tax preparation.
CALFRESH

CalFresh, formerly known as the food stamp program and federally known as the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP), is a federally funded program administered by the state that helps low-income
households purchase food. Recipients access their benefits with an EBT (Electronic Benefit Transfer) card that
can be used like a debit card. Recipients must have lawful permanent resident status and a gross income below
42
200 percent of the federal poverty level. CalFresh benefits for a household of three ranges from $511 per
month if the household has no income to $16 a month if the household approaches a gross monthly income of
43
$3,300 and an adjusted net monthly income of $1,650. The average CalFresh benefit in California is $200 a
month.44 Recent research from the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) reported that CalFresh reduced
poverty among children by 4.1 percentage points. According to the study, CalFresh kept 380,000 children and
420,000 adults above the poverty threshold in 2011.45
In recent years, California has modernized the CalFresh enrollment process, making it easier for applicants to
apply. In spite of these advances, however, many eligible Sonoma County residents do not participate in
CalFresh. This reluctance to enroll may be due to a lack of information about eligibility or the application
process, perceived or real burdens of applying, a low-benefit amount, or stigma.46 In 2011, California shared
the lowest participation rate in the country with one other state, Wyoming. At that time, an estimated 57
percent of eligible individuals in California were participating in CalFresh, trailing the nationwide SNAP

42

Though the federal program requires 5 years of residence if not under age 18 or a recipient of disability benefits, the California
Food Assistance Program is a state-funded program that provides benefits for legal permanent non-residents regardless of the length
of residency.
43
The household net income must not exceed 100 percent of the federal poverty level, which allows deductions for earned income,
utilities, medical care, and dependent care among others. http://www.calfresh.ca.gov/PG841.htm ;
http://www.cafoodbanks.org/sites/default/files/COLA%20increases%20for%20FFY%202015.pdf
44
http://www.calfresh.ca.gov/PG846.htm
45
Bohn, Sarah, et. al., “The California Poverty Measure: A New Look at the Social Safety Net.” PPIC 2013, pages 15-16,
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/R_1013SBR.pdf Bohn, Sarah, “Testimony: Measuring Poverty in California.” January 8,
2014. Remarks prepared for the Senate Budget and Fiscal Review Committee. http://www.ppic.org/main/blog_detail.asp?i=1431
46
Kauff, Jacqueline, Lisa Dragoset, Elizabeth Clary, Elizabeth Laird, Libby Makowsky, and Emily Sama-Miller, “Reaching the
Underserved Elderly and Working Poor in SNAP: Evaluation Findings from the Fiscal Year 2009 Pilots Final Report.” Prepared by
Mathematica Policy Research for the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, April 2014.
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participation rate of 79 percent. According to the California Food Policy Network, Sonoma County’s CalFresh
utilization rate at that time was below the average for California counties, indicating that thousands of eligible
Sonoma County individuals and households were not receiving these benefits.48 Other recent estimates
49
suggests that 20 -30 percent of individuals eligible for CalFresh are currently not receiving the benefits.
Like EITC/CTC, increased participation in CalFresh bolsters the local Sonoma County economy in addition to
assisting low-income Sonoma County households. Because the cost for these programs is paid by the federal
government (or the state government in some cases), each dollar received by eligible Sonoma County
households produces additional economic benefits as these added resources are spent in the local economy to
purchase food. These resources can also free up other household income to be spent on goods and services
supplied by Sonoma County firms.
Based on information provided by Sonoma County’s Human Services Department, we estimate that with an
additional investment of approximately $500,000, enrollment in CalFresh could be boosted by more than 1,500
additional cases. This increased enrollment could be accomplished through a combination of additional
outreach utilizing county eligibility workers, contracts with local service providers such as food banks, and/or
“in-reach” in which potentially eligible individuals are identified based on cross referencing enrollment in other
programs such as MediCal and then contacted to encourage enrollment in CalFresh.
OTHER PROGRAMS WHERE ADDITIONAL OUTREACH COULD PRODUCE A BENEFIT

Here we have highlighted the benefits of increasing enrollment in two important income support programs.
However, there are other programs where additional outreach and enrollment activities could also produce a

47

The most recent estimates of SNAP participation rates are from 2011 data. This estimate is only for the federally funded portion of
SNAP and does not include the state-funded California Food Assistance Program, which amounts to 1 percent of the CalFresh program.
Cunnyngham, Karen, Amang Sukasih, Laura Castner, “Empirical Bayes Shrinkage Estimates of State Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program Participation Rates in 2009-2011 for All Eligible People and the Working Poor,” Prepared by Mathematica Policy Research
for the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, March 2014, Pages 17-18,
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/techpartrate2009-2011.pdf
48
Shimada, Tia, “Program Access Index 2011: Measuring CalFresh Utilization by County,” California Food Policy Advocates, February
2013, http://cfpa.net/CalFresh/CFPAPublications/PAI-FullReport-2013.pdf Shimada, Tia, “New Analysis Ranks Sonoma County 46th in
Utilization of CalFresh; Increased CalFresh Participation Would Bring an Estimated $45.3 Million in Federal Nutrition Benefits to Local
Residents,” California Food Policy Advocates Press Release, http://cfpa.net/CalFresh/Media/PAI-LDEP-PressRelease-Sonoma2013.pdf
49
Sonoma County document titled “CountyDashboardApr-June14.xls” received on November 5, 2013 via email correspondence with
Kim Seamans, Division Director, Economic Assistance Division, Sonoma County Human Services Department.
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benefit. Such programs include WIC, MediCal, health insurance purchased through California’s health
insurance exchange (Covered California), and CalWorks.
Expand Home Visiting Programs
Home visiting programs in which a nurse or other service provider visits the home of low-income or at-risk
pregnant women have been shown to impact not only the health of the mother and child, but also to reduce
poverty among participating families. The most well-known and research tested such program is the Nurse
Family Partnership (NFP). The NFP is a Tier I Upstream program that provides home visits by registered nurses
for low-income women who are having their first baby, most of whom are young and unmarried. The home
visits begin while the mother is pregnant and continue until the child is 2 years old, for up to 64 visits. The
program aims to break the cycle of poverty with three goals: a healthy pregnancy and delivery, improved child
health and development, and an improved life-course for the parents. The nurse provides emotional support,
teaches parenting skills, and helps the mother develop a vision and plan for her education and career goals.
NFP helps parents understand how their behavior and choices influence their child’s health and development,
providing support that enables parents to change their lives to better protect and nurture their children.
The Pew Center on the States funded a meta-analysis of existing studies on the effectiveness of the NFP
program, which showed that the NFP program significantly improves outcomes for the risk factors associated
with poverty. These outcomes include a 9-percent reduction in the use of public assistance, 31 percent fewer
second teen births, a 24-percent reduction in smoking during pregnancy, a 31-percent reduction in cases of
child abuse, a 38-percent reduction in child injuries treated in emergency departments, a 38-percent reduction
in child language delay, a 53-percent reduction in youth substance abuse, and a 46-percent reduction in youth
50
crimes and arrests. Two additional studies found that mothers in a home visitation program such as NFP are 5
times more likely to be enrolled in school or a job training program than similar mothers not receiving home
visits.51 In addition, children in a home visiting program are half as likely to repeat a grade and twice as likely to
be able to follow directions, complete work on time, and work cooperatively with others relative to similar
children not in the program.52

50

Miller, Ted R. “Nurse-Family Partnership Home Visitation: Costs, Outcomes, and Return on Investment,” funded by Pew Center on the
States, Revised April 30, 2013.
51
Kirkland, Kristen and Susan Mitchell-Herzfield, “Evaluating the Effectiveness of Home Visiting Services in Promoting Children’s
Adjustment in School: Final Report to the Pew Center on the States” (Rensselaer, NY: New York State Office of Children and Family
Services, 2012).
52
LeCroy, Craig and Judy Krysik, “Randomized Trial of the Healthy Families Arizona Home Visiting Program,” Children and Youth
Services Review 33 (2011): 1761–66.
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Studies that attempt to evaluate the long term impact of the NFP have found that the benefits of the program
substantially outweigh the costs. A recent study funded by the Pew Center of the States estimated the costs of
NFP at $8,580 per family and the net present value of benefits at $53,090 by the time the child is 18 years old.
In other words, for every $1 spent, the program generates a benefit of almost $6.20. The estimate of benefits
includes $10,936 in resource cost savings, mainly from savings on medical care, special education, and child
53
welfare services and $42,154 from gain in wage work, household work, and quality of life. This benefit-cost
ratio is similar to a frequently cited study from 2005 by the RAND Corporation that estimated a $5.70 return
for every $1 spent on NFP for disadvantaged populations by the time the child is 15 years old.54
Sonoma County currently operates three home visiting programs, including the NFP. The Teen Parent
Connections (TPC) is a program for pregnant/parenting teenagers age 18 years or younger with the goal of
providing “…long-term comprehensive case management services helping clients to maximize their
educational potential and advance self-sufficiency.” The TPC program has been successful at decreasing
preterm births and repeat births, as well as increasing immunization rates and graduation rates.55 Another
program is the Maternal Child Health Field Nursing (MCH-FN) program, in which “…home visits are provided by
a Public Health nurse to low-income pregnant women, and women parenting a child under 5 years of age who
have medical and/or social risk factors. MCH-FN has been effective at helping clients access services, including
56
prenatal care and alcohol and other drugs treatment programs.” In an effort to build the self-sufficiency of its
low-income clients, the NFP and other visiting nurses programs are partnering with Health Action’s Economic
Wellness Team and piloting the integration of financial empowerment strategies into its service model in the
2014-2015 year.
Though these programs (particularly the NFP) have been shown to be highly effective, available funding
resources limits the number of families served. 57 Sonoma County’s NFP program currently serves
approximately 200 clients (parents or primary caregivers) annually with a staff of 8 full time nurses. Since the
program serves clients for roughly 2.5 years, the program’s capacity allows for an average new enrollment of
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Miller, Ted R. “Nurse-Family Partnership Home Visitation: Costs, Outcomes, and Return on Investment,” funded by Pew Center on the
States, Revised April 30, 2013.
54
Karoly, Lynn A., M. Rebecca Kilburn, and Jill S. Cannon, “Early Childhood Interventions” Prepared for The PNC Financial Services
Group, Inc., by the RAND Corporation, 2005. http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2005/RAND_MG341.pdf
55
See http://www.sonoma-county.org/health/services/homevisiting.asp.
56
See http://www.sonoma-county.org/health/services/homevisiting.asp.
57
The County’s NFP program is currently funded through tobacco tax revenues. As this revenue source declines due to reductions in
smoking, the funding for the NFP is expected to decline as well.
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about 80 clients per year. According to Sonoma County Department of Health Services staff, current resources
allow the department to serve approximately 10 percent of the eligible population for the NFP. With additional
resources, Sonoma County could fund more nurses to expand the number of clients served. For example, with
an additional investment of $1 million, approximately 150 additional families could be served by the program
59
each year.
Help Low-Income Families Save for College
Research has consistently shown that education is one of the most reliable ways for children born into poverty
to join the middle class. The recent Portrait of Sonoma County report highlighted the importance of education,
finding that “[the] level of education is the single biggest predictor of earnings for racial and ethnic groups and
for census tracts in Sonoma County.”60 A recent policy memo from the Hamilton Project at the Brookings
Institution made that point even more clear in a section entitled “A college degree can be a ticket out of
poverty.” Using national survey data these researchers found that a child born into the lowest 20 percent
(quintile) of the income distribution has a 45 percent chance of staying there as an adult without a college
degree. With a college degree, however, the same child has only a 16 percent chance of remaining in the
lowest quintile.61
Not only do college graduates earn more, but they also have greater job security and lower levels of
unemployment. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 2013 the median weekly earnings nationwide
for adults 25 years and older with just a high school diploma was $651 and the unemployment rate was 7.5%,
62
versus weekly earnings of $1,108 and an unemployment rate of only 4.0% for those with a Bachelor’s degree.
While the benefits of a college education are quite clear, public sources of funding to help children of lowincome families attend college have not kept pace with the rising costs of a college degree. According to a
recent report by the College Board, the maximum Pell Grant award (the award granted to low-income students
whose parents are expected to make no contribution to their college expenses) was enough to cover 87
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“First 5 Sonoma County Program Evaluation Brief 7/1/2010-6/30/2012: Nurse Family Partnership, Prepared by LFA Group:
Learning for Action, October 2012. (See http://www.first5sonomacounty.org/documents/ProgramEvaluationBrief_NFP_20121005.pdf)
59
The County could draw down additional federal funds to cover approximately 25% of the additional cost of expanding the NFP
program.
60
Burd-Sharps, Sarah and Kristen Lewis. 2014. “A Portrait of Sonoma County: Sonoma County Human Development Report.”
Commissioned by the County of Sonoma Department of Health Services. p. 11.
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Greenstone, Michael, et al. "Thirteen economic facts about social mobility and the role of education." The Hamilton Project, Brookings
Institution, Washington DC. (2013).
62
Current Population Survey, U.S. Department of Labor, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_001.htm).
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percent of the nationwide average public four-year tuition and fees in 2003-04, but in 2013-14, it covered only
63
63 percent of these costs.
To help families save for college, the federal government has promoted the use of college savings accounts
known as 529 plans. While some states offer additional matching funds for low income families to save in 529
plans, California does not currently offer any such incentives; thus, the program mostly benefits middle- and
high-income families with a higher income tax burden and therefore a larger benefit from tax advantaged
savings.
Encouraging students and families to save for college, however, is an important tool for encouraging college
attendance. Recent studies have shown that children with savings accounts specifically designated for college
are much more likely to actually attend college, even if the dollar value of those accounts is relatively low. For
example, a 2011 study found that among students who state that they expect to graduate from a four-year
college, those with their own college savings account were about six times more likely to attend college than
those without an account, regardless of the parents’ income, race, or educational attainment.64 This was even
true for accounts with small balances, including those with less than $500.
A COLLEGE SAVINGS PROGRAM FOR SONOMA COUNTY

As this research demonstrates, promoting college savings is an effective way to reduce future poverty and
promote economic mobility. As an example of how this might be encouraged in Sonoma County, we estimated
the costs and benefits for a college savings program in which Sonoma County would open college savings
accounts with an initial deposit for all children enrolled in kindergarten in the public schools within the
65
County. Children from low-income households would receive a larger initial contribution as an added
incentive. To encourage additional savings by the families themselves, the County could provide matching
funds for contributions made to the accounts.
The specific details of the policy could be determined based on resources available and further investigation of
the effects of college savings programs that have been adopted elsewhere in the country. For purposes of
illustration, we assumed that the initial deposit would be $50 for each kindergarten student, with an additional
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“Trends in student aid: 2013.” College Board, New York. (http://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/student-aid-2013-fullreport-140108.pdf)
64
We estimate that there are approximately 5,259 such students per year. Elliot and Beverly (2014).
65
This program structure is similar to the San Francisco “Kindergarten to College” (K2C) program.
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66

$100 for children of low income families. For the ongoing savings incentive, we estimated the impact of a 1to-1 match, limited to no more than $200 per student.67 Assuming that Sonoma County would fund all of these
contributions directly, we estimate that the ongoing total costs for such a program would be just over $1
68
million annually.
There are many alternative arrangements that the County could consider, including lower or higher initial
deposits and lower or higher matching amounts. Another important policy consideration relates to the
universal nature of the program, in which all students are eligible to participate regardless of income. This
universal and automatic enrollment is important because it eliminates any stigma that may be attached to
having such an account while simultaneously enabling all students to participate in associated financial
education exercises that could be integrated into schools’ math curriculum.
The benefits from a college savings program such as this one would not be immediately apparent, but the
program would be a substantial investment in the long-term success of the County’s children as they progress
through school and prepare for college. Eventually, we estimate that this program will result in an additional
751 Sonoma County students attending college each year, 415 of whom from low-income households.
Applying the current income differential between those who attend college and those who do not, we
estimate these college attendees will earn on average an additional $10,334 more each year than their peers
with just a high school diploma. Assuming this wage differential persists, this would represent over $400,000 in
additional earnings over a 40 year career.
Increase Access to Early Childhood Education
Through the efforts of the cross-sector leadership network, Cradle to Career, Sonoma County has already
recognized the importance of high-quality preschool as part of it anti-poverty strategy. In fact, the Portrait of
Sonoma lists “Make Universal Preschool a Reality” as its first Agenda for Action item, noting that “a mountain
of evidence shows that disadvantaged children who benefit from a high-quality preschool experience are less
likely to repeat grades and more likely to graduate from high school and college, marry, earn more, and be
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Low income status determined based on participation in the Free and Reduced Lunch program.
Based on surveys of a similar program in San Francisco, we estimate that approximately 50 percent of all funded accounts would
take advantage of this matching incentive.
68
Note that the San Francisco program has found philanthropic foundations, businesses, and other donors to fund the costs of the
matching funds for at least the first two years of the program, and hopes to continue to do so going forward. If Sonoma County were
similarly successful in attracting other sources of matching funds, the cost of the program would be closer to $500,000 per year.
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69

healthier as adults than those who do not.” The Portrait report also notes that students that attend
preschool “are also less likely to have children when they are teenagers, receive public assistance, and spend
time behind bars.”70 While the County has made the increased availability of high quality preschool a priority,
there are still many children from low-income families who are not enrolled in such programs.
Much of the recently published research on the effectiveness of preschool programs focuses on the Head Start
program. Head Start is a national early childhood education program for low-income families that provides
preschool education, nutritious meals, medical, dental, and mental health screenings and care, and
encouragement of parental involvement. The pre-school curriculum prepares children for school with
cognitive, emotional, social, language, and math skills. The program helps parents understand how to
encourage their child’s development and gives parents the opportunity to develop job skills through volunteer
opportunities and employment with the Head Start program. Local Head Start programs tailor the national
framework to the specific cultural and linguistic needs of the families they serve.
A recent study published in the American Economic Journal: Applied Economics found that children who
attended Head Start were more likely to graduate high school or complete a GED, were less likely to be
diagnosed with a learning disability, and were less likely to have health problems than their siblings who did
not attend preschool.71 The study also found that Head Start had additional impacts on children with certain
characteristics. Males who attended Head Start were less likely to repeat a grade and were more likely to be
employed or enrolled in school during their early twenties than their male siblings who did not attend preschool. White and Hispanic children who attended Head Start were also more likely to be employed or enrolled
in school during their early twenties than their siblings who did not attend preschool. African American
children who attended Head Start were more likely to attend at least one year of college than their siblings
who did not attend preschool.
Research has also shown that preschool is an effective use of public funds. Three well-known studies of early
childhood education programs targeted toward economically disadvantaged populations followed the
participants and control or comparison group into adulthood and compared benefits to the costs of the
programs. The Perry Preschool Program randomly assigned 123 children to attend or not attend the 2-schoolyear half-day preschool program and weekly home visits. By the time the participants and control group were
27 years old, the follow-up study estimated that society reaped $7.16 in net present value benefits for every $1
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“Portrait of Sonoma” p. 78.
ibid.
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Deming, David, “Early Childhood Intervention and Life-Cycle Skill Development: Evidence from Head Start,” 2009.
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spent on the program. By the time the 58 participants and 65 controls were 40, the follow-up study estimated
72
$16.14 in net present value benefits for every $1 spent on the program. The Chicago Child Parent Center
program consisted of three models, one of which was similar to the 2 year preschool model of the Perry
Preschool and Head Start. By comparing preschool program participants and similarly matched nonparticipants at age 27, the follow-up study estimated a total return to society of $10.83 per $1 invested in the
73
preschool program. A third, more resource-intensive program called The Abecedarian Project in North
Carolina randomly enrolled babies in full-day, year round care and preschool with nutritional supplements,
pediatric care, and social work services through age 5. The higher cost of this program is reflected in the
benefit-cost estimate of $2.5 in net present value benefits for every $1 spent. 74 The 5-year full-time
Abecedarian program cost a total of $125,435 per child, whereas the Perry Preschool program cost $20,964
75
per child, and the Chicago Child Parent Center program cost $12,850 per child in 2014 dollars.
EXPANDING QUALITY PRESCHOOL IN SONOMA COUNTY

Sonoma County has estimated the current unmet need for subsidy-eligible spaces in high quality, curriculabased preschool to be 1,101 slots. The cost to the county to provide these subsidized spaces includes annual
costs of $9,888/slot, plus an additional 30 percent to cover administrative and training costs. Creating these
slots would also require a one-time capital costs of $27.5 million to build the additional classroom space
required.76 If the County were to allocate an additional $1 million per year to meeting this need, we estimate
that this would provide high quality preschool for an additional 69 children from low-income families.
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The benefit largely comes from reduced crime among participants compared to members of the control group. See Schweinhart,
Lawrence J., Jeanne Montie, Zongping Xiang, W. Steven Barnett, Clive R. Belfield, and Milagros Nores, Lifetime Effects: The
High/Scope Perry Preschool Study Through Age 40, Monographs of the High/Scope Educational Research Foundation, 14, Ypsilanti,
Mich.: High/Scope Press, 2005, page 3.
73
Reynolds, Arthur J., Judy A. Temple, Barry A. White, Suh-Ruu Ou, and Dylan L. Robertson, “Age-26 Cost-Benefit Analysis of the ChildParent Center Early Education Program” Child Development, Special Issue: Raising Healthy Children, Volume 82, Issue 1, pages 379–
404, January/February 2011.
74
http://nieer.org/sites/nieer/files/BenefitCostAbecedarian.pdf (page 120)
75
For Chicago Child Parent Center, see http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3817956/ ; For Perry Preschool, see
http://www.highscope.org/file/Research/PerryProject/specialsummary_rev2011_02_2.pdf ; and for Abecedarian, see
http://nieer.org/sites/nieer/files/BenefitCostAbecedarian.pdf ; Cost estimates provided in the studies were adjusted to 2014 dollars.
The benefit-cost ratios are not directly comparable because each study used a different method.
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Information provided by Alfredo Perez, Executive Director for First 5 Sonoma County.
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Promote Worker Skill Development
Increasing the skills and employability of the County’s workforce can form an important pillar of any poverty
reduction effort, as is noted in the County’s overarching Cradle to Career goals and Economic Wellness
strategies. Job training programs help unemployed and underemployed youth and adults learn new skills to
find employment, retain employment longer, or find higher-paying jobs. Job training can be in the form of
classroom instruction or via on the job training and apprenticeship programs.
Research shows that job training is an effective way to increase employment and wages. Based on a review of
academic literature and analysis of administrative data, the Brookings Institution recommends an increase in
funding for one-stop shops (federally funded job search and training programs), particularly to extend job
training to more people. The Brookings Institution research suggests that the net per worker benefit of job
77
training is $10,725. A recently published study of three model programs demonstrated that when case
managers properly screen adults and place them in appropriate training programs that can bridge their skills
with the skills required by a specific occupation, participants are 5 percent more likely to be employed and
make 29 percent higher wages ($4,011) relative to those who do not receive the training.78
Cost benefit analyses suggest that additional funding for job training is a cost effective use of resources. The
Brookings Institution estimates that job training with counseling services provides $3.20 in benefits to the
worker for $1 spent. 79 Similarly, a cost benefit analysis of Sonoma County’s Job Link program estimates that the
cost effectiveness of all Job Link services for youth, adults, and dislocated workers (excluding SonomaWORKS)
is $3.85 over 10 years for every $1 dollar spent. For the adult population that consists largely of economically
disadvantaged job seekers, Job Link generates an estimated $7.49 in net present value benefits over 10 years
for every $1 spent.80
Research also suggests that providing summer jobs to youth, in addition to the benefits of wage income, can
“improve educational outcomes, strengthen social and emotional development, and decrease crime rates.”81
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Jacobson, Louis S. “Strengthening One-Stop Career Centers: Helping More Unemployed Workers Find Jobs and Build Skills,” April
2009.
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Maguire, Sheila, Joshua Freely, Carol Clymer, Maureen Conway, and Deena Schwartz, “Tuning In to Local Labor Markets,” 2010.
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http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2009/4/02%20jobs%20skills%20jacobson/0402_jobs_skills_jacobson.p
df (page 29).
80
http://www.sonomawib.org/docs/WIAScorecard.pdf
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Kearney, Melissa S. and Benjamin H. Harris, “Policies to Address Poverty in America.” The Hamilton Project, p 7.
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Sonoma County currently offers a range of job search and training services. And, the recent Board of
Supervisors’ investment in Career Technical Education and grant acquisition by the Board of Education further
reinforce the County’s efforts to prepare its future workforce. Sonoma County’s Employment and Training
Division of the Human Services Department administers Sonoma’s one-stop career center (Job Links),
employment services for recipients of cash assistance (SonomaWORKS), and the Sonoma County Youth Ecology
Corps (SCYEC). The SCYEC program employs youth ages 14-24, gives them workforce training, and educates
youth about ecosystems. Another program is the Subsidized Employment Program (SEP), which currently
covers 50 percent of the wages for a newly hired worker for six months (up to $10,000), encouraging
employers to hire and train SonomaWORKS jobseekers. Partnerships with agencies also provide access to
additional programs for jobseekers, such as Sonoma County Office of Education’s Regional Occupational
Program and Career Technical Education program, a local credit union’s budgeting course for youth (“Bite of
82
Reality”), and Worksite Held Employee English Learning (WHEEL). The Workforce Investment Board (WIB),
which is composed of business leaders, pursues these partnerships and guides policy and strategy for
workforce development.
Although Sonoma County’s job training efforts have met with success, the County’s workforce continues to
face challenges, as described by the WIB’s Strategic Workforce Development Plan. The Plan identifies a skills
mismatch between jobseekers and employers in Sonoma County. The County’s unemployment rate is 7.7
percent, yet employers report that they find it difficult to find employees who communicate articulately, think
critically, solve problems and make decisions, and possess basic ‘soft skills’.83
Many in the County also face challenges when seeking work, whether due to limited English language ability,
84
disability, lack of education, or other factors. These characteristics can make it difficult to find a job or a wellpaying job.
ADDITIONAL JOB TRAINING FOR SONOMA COUNTY

Sonoma County could leverage its existing job training efforts to provide opportunities for additional workers.
Additional services could help more economically disadvantaged workers improve their employment situation
and help youth gain valuable work experience and training that can help to secure long term employment.
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See http://www.sonomawib.org/docs/Strategic_Workforce_Development_Plan_2013-17.pdf
http://www.sonomawib.org/docs/Strategic_Workforce_Development_Plan_2013-17.pdf (page 19)
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To illustrate the impact of these additional efforts, we have assumed that the County could spend an additional
$1 million per year to expand the Sonoma County Youth Ecology Corps and provide additional funding for the
Subsidized Employment Program. If $750,000 were allocated to the Youth Ecology Corps, this would almost
double their current annual budget of 776,000 and allow them to enroll an additional 238 participants. The
remaining $250,000 could provide subsidized job placements for an additional 25 SonomaWORKS jobseekers,
providing them with an opportunity to develop the specific skills needed to meet the needs of local employers
and transition into permanent, unsubsidized jobs with local firms.
Develop Affordable Housing
The lack of affordable housing is one of the most pressing needs facing Sonoma County, as evidenced by the
recently completed Sonoma County Homelessness Action Plan Update, which highlights housing, health and
income as three pillars needed to effectively address local homelessness. The potential benefits of affordable
housing are very broad and apply both to alleviating the current circumstances of poverty and to preventing
future poverty. In addition, supporting affordable housing enables the County to target the extremely poor
(such as the chronic homeless), the working poor, and undocumented immigrants living in poverty, making it
an important strategy for addressing the disparate needs of these populations.
AFFORDABLE HOUSING AS A MEANS OF ALLEVIATING CURRENT CONDITIONS OF POVERTY

Increasing the availability of affordable housing within Sonoma County would directly alleviate many of the
adverse conditions associated with poverty, providing safe and secure shelter for the County’s homeless and
those facing housing insecurity. Research has also shown that access to this type of housing can improve the
health of its occupants, and that well-planned affordable housing may also provide access to the public
transportation low-income workers need to get to and from their jobs, which is often an important barrier to
finding and keeping stable employment. Finally, the availability of affordable housing enables low-income
working families to spend less of their limited income on shelter, freeing up resources for other important
basic needs.
In terms of helping Sonoma County’s most vulnerable populations currently living in poverty, research has
shown that affordable housing development, when combined with targeted health and social services (known
as supportive housing), is not only key to reducing chronic homelessness but is also a cost-effective use of
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85

public funds. A 2002 study that examined administrative data from New York City compared the use of
numerous publicly funded services, including shelters, psychiatric, medical, and veteran hospitals, Medicaid,
jails, and prisons by persons with severe mental illness who were housed in affordable housing against the
86
service use of those that were not. With the exception of Medicaid use, the researchers found that use of all
other categories of service decreased, with a net reduction of $12,146 of total annual service use per person in
affordable housing, an amount which covered 95 percent of the housing program cost. Similar reductions in
the use of public services have also been found in studies conducted in California. Project 50, a pilot project to
house the chronically homeless in Los Angeles, released its cost effectiveness assessment in June 2012. Project
50 targets the high-risk, chronically homeless and places them into affordable housing paired with social
services. One year into the program, the county reported that residents in Project 50 had significantly lower
costs for incarceration and medical services, with a $1.2 million decline in total service use and a projected
$2.08 million decline in service use for the second year of the program. With these cost savings the county
calculates that Project 50 generated a surplus of $4,774 per program participant.
For low-income working families, research also suggests that access to affordable housing can have an impact
on the health outcomes of occupants by reducing exposure to environmental toxins and other hazards and/or
by freeing up financial resources to pay for health care services or purchase more nutritious food.87 A
comprehensive review of the impact of affordable housing on health by the Center for Housing Policy reports
that “well-constructed and managed affordable housing developments can reduce health problems associated
with poor quality housing by limiting exposure to allergens, neurotoxins, and other dangers.”88 Another review
of recent literature by Acevedo-Garcia et al. also found that affordable housing policies “may potentially
89
contribute to improving the health of both adults and children.”
AFFORDABLE HOUSING AS A MEANS OF PREVENTING FUTURE POVERTY

Increasing the availability of affordable housing is also an effective strategy for preventing future poverty in
Sonoma County by improving the health and educational performance of children. For example, research has
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shown that access to affordable housing is a crucial factor for ensuring the health of pregnant low income
90
mothers and very young children. Even after controlling for demographic characteristics and participation in
other transfer payment programs, researchers have found that children of pregnant women receiving housing
assistance had higher birth weights compared to similar children in households without rent help. This
suggests that by easing the strain on family budgets imposed by high housing costs, affordable housing
enhances poor households’ ability to meet the basic nutritional needs of pregnant mothers and their children.
Additional research suggests that access to affordable housing may improve educational outcomes by reducing
the involuntary mobility of low-income households. Involuntary mobility can result from a desire to avoid
unhealthy or unpleasant living conditions (e.g., from living in substandard housing), eviction, or inability to
make unaffordable rent payments. Research suggests that frequent mobility may disrupt the social
connections among children, parents, and teachers that have been linked to educational success.91 Changing
schools also subjects children to discontinuity in academic and social expectations, requiring an adjustment
period during which academic outcomes may deteriorate.92 Because family mobility is strongly associated with
socio-economic risk factors, including poverty, recent studies have attempted to establish the causality
between family mobility and educational outcomes by looking at longitudinal data and assessing educational
93
outcomes both before and after moving. These studies suggest that the lack of stable housing is associated
with poorer educational performance among students as measured by overall achievement, likelihood of
repeating a grade, and/or likelihood of dropping out.94
Finally, research also suggests that homeless children face numerous obstacles to performing well in school. As
one might expect, homeless children are more likely to be absent from school, repeat a grade, drop out and
95
perform poorly on standardized achievement tests. To the extent that access to affordable housing decreases
involuntary mobility and reduces homelessness among children in Sonoma County, it has the potential to
improve school performance for the affected children, increasing their chances of obtaining the education and
skills they will need to successfully transition out of poverty as adults.
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ADDITIONAL BENEFITS FROM DEVELOPING AFFORDABLE HOUSING

In addition to the benefits discussed above, the development of affordable housing also generates economic
activity directly from construction expenditures as well as from follow-on expenditures by construction
workers and firms in the local economy. A number of studies have been conducted that measure the local
economic impact stemming from development of affordable housing. These studies suggest that development
of affordable housing can generate both temporary construction related employment and ongoing consumer
purchase driven jobs in the local economy. One such study by the National Association of Home Builders
estimated that construction of a 100 unit affordable housing development built using federal Low Income
Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC ) leads to the creation of 122 jobs related to the construction activity and 30
96
ongoing jobs related to the purchases made by residents in the local economy. This local economic activity
can, in turn, create local fiscal benefits as a result of sales taxes collected on both construction materials and
consumer purchases.
Because much of the direct cost of developing affordable housing is paid for in the form of federal tax credits, a
substantial fraction of this economic activity would represent additional or new economic activity in Sonoma
County that would not occur in the absence of the affordable housing development.
In addition, research also suggests that affordable housing can lead to improvements in a local economy to the
extent that lower housing costs are viewed as a comparative advantage by employers and workers. According
to a report by the Center for Housing Policy, a lack of “affordable housing can affect an employer’s ability to
attract and retain employees and can thus have implications for regional economic competitiveness.”97 This
report goes on to note that access to “affordable housing programs may contribute to employee retention.”
Therefore, while subsidized affordable housing comprises just one element of an overall housing market, to
the extent that it lowers housing costs for local workers it may contribute to improved regional
competitiveness.

96

These estimates reflect the overall extent of economic activity in a local region and do not necessarily reflect new economic activity,
since some portion of the resources devoted to development of affordable housing are shifted from other regions where economic
activity would decrease. In addition, the increased local expenditures from residents of affordable housing reflect, at least in part, a
transfer from taxpayers who subsidize affordable housing development through higher taxes. See National Association of Home
Builders, “The Local Impact of Typical Housing Tax Credit Developments,” 2010.
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DEVELOPING ADDITIONAL AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN SONOMA COUNTY

One way the County could increase the supply of affordable housing is by investing additional local resources
in development of affordable housing projects. Most such developments are financed with a combination of
federal tax credits through the LIHTC program and local resources. According to data from the California Tax
Credit Allocation Commission (the entity that administers the federal LIHTC program in California), the average
new construction project developed over the past two years required about $92,000 in local resources to
supplement the tax credits and other financing sources. Based on these data, we estimate that an annual
investment of $1 million would support the construction of more than 320 additional units of affordable
housing in Sonoma County.98
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Note that these results assume an annual $1 million investment for 30 years.
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Summary of Alternatives
Figure 7 presents a summary of the poverty reduction alternatives discussed in this section. The far right
column presents the anticipated impact of an additional annual investment of $1 million.
FIGURE 7: SUMMARY OF POVERTY REDUCTION ALTERNATIVES

Recommendations
Choosing a strategy for addressing poverty requires identifying the population or populations that are in need
of assistance, choosing whether to adopt policies that address current poverty or prevent future poverty, and
making decisions about the amount of resources available and appropriately devoted to poverty reduction
efforts.
Criteria for Recommending Poverty Reduction Strategies
Although research and analysis can help to make decisions about which policies are most effective, inevitably,
making such a determination requires value judgments. Which populations have the highest priority for
receiving help? How much is appropriate to spend and where will that money come from (i.e., what other
programs will need to be cut or which taxes increased if expenditures for poverty reduction are increased)? Is
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it better to help alleviate the suffering of those currently living in poverty, or are resources used more
effectively in preventing future poverty?
Each individual will likely answer these questions differently. In order to assist the County in choosing a
direction, we have sought to measure each program according to several criteria. Figure 8 presents these
criteria and shows how each of our recommended programs as well as the living wage compares.
FIGURE 8: CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGIES
Maximizes
Primary
Directly targets
economic
Relatively easy
Can be
focus is
low income or
benefits by
to implement
structured to
alleviating
very low income drawing down (e.g., builds on
provide
current
Sonoma County additional state existing county benefits to the conditions of
Program
households
or federal funds
programs)
undocumented
poverty
Enact a Living Wage
potentially*
X
X
Increase enrollment in EITC and CalFresh
X
X
X
X
Expand home visiting programs
X
X
X
Help low-income families save for college
X
X
Expand access to early childhood education
X
X
X
Promote worker skill development
X
X
X
Develop additional affordable housing
X
X
X
X
* A living wage will only draw federal funds if IHSS providers are included with a living wage rate above $11.65 per hour.

Primary
focus is
reducing
future
poverty

X
X
x

In the next sections we present three options for the County’s consideration. In our view, each of these options
represents a viable means of proceeding.
$1 Million Annual Investment
With a budget of $1 million to spend each year augmenting the County’s existing poverty reduction efforts, we
would recommend the following:
1. Expand existing outreach efforts to increase participation in the Earned Income Tax Credit and CalFresh
programs.
2. Increase investment in home visiting programs such as the Nurse Family Partnership.
$5 Million Annual Investment
With a budget of $5 million to spend each year augmenting the County’s existing poverty reduction efforts, we
would recommend the following:
1. Expand existing outreach efforts to increase participation in the Earned Income Tax Credit and CalFresh
programs.
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2. Increase investment in home visiting programs such as the Nurse Family Partnership.
3. Implement an asset building program designed to help low-income families save for college or build
other assets.
4. Expand access to high quality preschool for low-income families.
$12.3 Million Annual Investment
With a budget of $12.3 million to spend each year augmenting the County’s existing poverty reduction efforts,
we would recommend the following:
1. Expand existing outreach efforts to increase participation in the Earned Income Tax Credit and CalFresh
programs.
2. Increase investment in home visiting programs such as the Nurse Family Partnership
3. Implement an asset building program designed to help low-income families save for college or build
other assets.
4. Expand access to high quality preschool for low-income families.
5. Expand existing worker skill development, mentoring, or youth employment programs.
6. Develop additional affordable housing.

CONCLUSION
Addressing poverty is one of the most important and most challenging issues counties confront. Sonoma
County has demonstrated its commitment to improving quality of life and reducing poverty through many
policies and actions the County has taken, including the Upstream Investments and Health Action Economic
Wellness initiatives, the publication of the recent report “A Portrait of Sonoma County,” and the operation of
many programs that address poverty in the County. These efforts are ongoing and long-term and can serve to
assist in developing the planning, resources, and partnerships needed to successfully implement the Board of
Supervisors’ chosen strategies.
This report has identified several promising strategies the County could pursue that would build on this
foundation.
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Living Wage
Adopting a living wage ordinance represents one poverty reduction strategy the County could pursue. Should
the county choose this option, we would recommend a living wage with the following characteristics:
•

Wage rate: $13 per hour, adjusted annually for increases in the cost of living.

•

Exemptions: Interns, students, and temporary employees; Small businesses; non-profits and governmental
entities; ad hoc exemptions.

•

IHSS providers: Continue to set wage rates through existing collective bargaining process.

Recommended Strategies for Addressing Poverty
Beyond a living wage, there are many poverty reduction strategies the county could pursue. We identified six
promising strategies that are research-supported, would be feasible for the county to implement, would
broadly serve the county’s diverse populations living in poverty, and would both address current poverty as
well as prevent future poverty. The following six strategies are recommended:
•

Increase enrollment in EITC, CalFresh, and other existing programs

•

Expand home visiting programs including the Nurse Family Partnership

•

Help low-income residents build assets and save for college through a matched savings program

•

Expand access to early childhood education

•

Promote worker skill development

•

Develop affordable housing
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APPENDIX 1: METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS FOR POLICIES EXAMINED
This appendix contains additional details about the methodology used to estimate the impact of each of the
policies discussed in the report.

Living Wage
The following sections describe the data sources, assumptions and methodology used to estimate the impact
of a living wage policy for Sonoma County. The cost of any specific living wage policy depends primarily on the
wage rate established and the types of firms and workers that are covered. To help quantify these differences,
we have disaggregated the impacts from a higher or lower wage rate and the inclusion or exemption of specific
types of firms or workers.
Regular County Employees
To calculate the effects of a potential living wage on Sonoma County employees, we reviewed detailed
employment data from the County that included the number of hours worked and the wage rate paid to each
99
full-time, part-time, and “extra help” employee currently paid $18.00 per hour or less. We used these data to
estimate both a direct impact for those employees currently earning less than the potential living wage rate,
and an indirect impact from a “ripple effect,” where those earning just above a living wage rate could also
receive small wage increases to maintain wage differentials with lower paid workers.
To estimate the fiscal impact from those directly affected, we identified the County employees currently
earning less than the living wage rate and multiplied the number of annual hours worked times the difference
between the current wage rate and the living wage rate. We then added 7.65 percent to account for the
additional cost of the taxes paid by the employer.
We then estimated that the potential ripple effects on higher paid workers based on previous research.
Specifically, we estimated that these effects would likely range from a 5 percent increase at or just above the
living wage rate down to a 1 percent increase for those earning $2.00 per hour more than the proposed living
wage rate, with no impact beyond that.100 To calculate the fiscal impact from these wage increases we again

99

This data set provided the average number of hours worked by employee over three 14-day pay periods in June and July of 2014.
See for example Pollin, Robert, et. al., “A Measure of Fairness: The Economics of Living Wages and Minimum Wages in the United
States.” Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008.
100
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multiplied the annual number of hours worked for each employee times the estimated wage increase, and
added an additional 7.65 percent to account for employer taxes that would be paid by the County.
Estimates of the fiscal impact from a $15.00 living wage are presented in Figure 9 below. As that table shows,
very few County employees would be directly affected by a $15.00 living wage because most employees
already receive higher wages. There are, however, a number of “Extra Help” employees who would be directly
affected. In addition, the table separates out student intern positions, which include high school,
undergraduate, and graduate students, many of whom are currently paid less than $15.00 per hour. Each type
of employee, however, would be included in the expected ripple effect from a $15.00 per hour living wage. As
the table shows, the ripple effect would account for almost all of the impact for full-time and part-time
employees, but have a relatively smaller impact for the “Extra Help” employees and student interns. The table
also shows the number of employees and full time equivalents (FTEs) directly and indirectly affected.
FIGURE 9: ESTIMATED FISCAL IMPACT FROM SONOMA COUNTY EMPLOYEES FOR A $15.00 LIVING WAGE
Living Wage Fiscal Impact from County Employees
Direct Impact of $15.00/hr Living Wage:
Affected Number of Employees
Total Annual Hours for Affected Employees
Estimated FTEs @ 2080 hrs/year
Average Increase in Wages ($/hr)
Fiscal Impact from Wage Increase (pre-taxes)
Employer Taxes @ 7.65%
Fiscal Impact Including Taxes
Estimated Ripple Effect
Affected Number of Employees
Total Annual Hours for Affected Employees
Estimated FTEs @ 2080 hrs/year
Average Increase in Wages ($/hr)
Total Wages Before Living Wage
Estiamted Wages After Living Wage
Fiscal Impact from Wage Increase (pre-taxes)
Employer taxes @ 7.65%
Fiscal Impact Including Taxes
Total Estimated Annual Fiscal Impact
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Full-Time
Employees

Part-Time
Employees

Extra Help
Employees

2
4,160
2
$1.03
$4,285
$328
$4,613

0
0
0
$0.00
$0
$0
$0

122
86,551
42
$0.85
$73,761
$5,643
$79,404

37
76,960
37
$0.32
$1,262,477
$1,287,302
$24,825
$1,899
$26,724

3
4,654
2
$0.29
$77,243
$78,612
$1,370
$105
$1,475

56
85,042
41
$0.45
$1,366,008
$1,404,214
$38,206
$2,923
$41,129

$31,337

$1,475

$120,533

Student
Interns
46
39,858
19
$2.27
$90,638
$6,934
$97,571

TOTAL
w/Interns w/out Interns
170
$130,569
63
$1.29
$168,683
$12,904
$181,588

124
90,711
44
$0.86
$78,046
$5,970
$84,016

6
102
3,399
170,055
2
82
$0.72
$0.39
$51,790 $2,757,517
$54,228 $2,824,357
$2,438
$66,839
$187
$5,113
$2,625
$71,953

96
166,656
80
$0.39
$2,705,727
$2,770,129
$64,401
$4,927
$69,328

$100,196

$253,540

$153,344
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Figure 10 below presents the estimated fiscal impact for each type of County employee for a living wage rate
set between $12.00 and $15.00 per hour. As that table shows, the estimated fiscal impact for a $13.00 per
101
hour living wage that provides an exemption for student interns would be just over $35,000 per year.
FIGURE 10: FISCAL IMPACT FROM COUNTY EMPLOYEES FOR VARIOUS LIVING WAGE RATES
Living Wage Full-Time Part-Time Extra Help
Rate
Employees Employees Employees
$12.00
$305
$0
$9,529
$13.00
$1,862
$0
$33,279
$14.00
$5,886
$0
$49,269
$15.00
$31,337
$1,475 $120,533

Student
TOTAL
Interns w/Interns w/out Interns
$22,972 $32,805
$9,834
$31,432 $66,573
$35,141
$60,217 $115,371
$55,154
$100,196 $253,540
$153,344

In-Home Supportive Services Providers
The In-Home Supportive Services (IHSS) program is designed to provide the low-income elderly and disabled
with the services they need to live safely and independently in their own homes. In California, the cost-sharing
arrangement to pay for these services includes the federal, state and county governments. The federal
government pays for 56 percent of the IHSS costs. For the remaining 44 percent, the county contribution is
determined by a “maintenance of effort” (MOE) level that was set in FY2012-13, initially equal to each county’s
spending in FY2011-12 with annual increases of 3.5 percent to account for inflation beginning in FY2014-15.
State funding covers the remaining costs of the program, up to a specified wage rate. Any cost increases
related to a wage increase enacted by the County above this level must be paid for entirely by the County (the
federal government continues to pay 56 percent of costs for any wage increase up to two times the state
minimum wage).102 Wages for IHSS providers in Sonoma County are determined through a collective bargaining
process, and all IHSS providers are paid the same hourly rate, which is currently set at $11.65 per hour.
As of January 2015, overtime must be paid to all IHSS providers at a rate of 150 percent of base salary for all
hours worked above 40 hours per week. The federal government will pay 56 percent of the associated
overtime costs, and the State has agreed to pay for the remainder but has limited the number of hours each
IHSS provider may work to no more than 66 hours per week (note there is also a temporary 7 percent
mandatory reduction currently in place, such that the actual limit is 61 hours per week). Prior to January 2015
no overtime was paid, but there was no limit placed on the number of hours worked by any individual IHSS
provider. In addition, it is unclear whether the state will pay all of the additional overtime costs if a county

101
102

We have assumed that requiring 12 paid days off for County employees would have no discernible fiscal impact
Howes, Candace, “Living Wages and Home Care Workers.” In Reich, et.al. 2014, op cit.
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enacts a wage increase on its own. This analysis assumes that the state will cover the non-federal portion of
103
the overtime costs.
According to data provided by the Sonoma County Human Services Department, there are currently 5,369
clients receiving services through the IHSS program. These services are provided by 6,168 registered service
providers, 3,037 (49 percent) of whom are family members. These providers are expected to work
approximately 6.2 million hours in the coming year. In addition, any increase in the wage rate paid to IHSS
workers would also result in additional costs for administration, taxes and other benefits, which we estimate to
represent 16 percent of the wages paid.
The estimated cost of an increase in the IHSS wage rate to $15.00 per hour is presented in Figure 11. As that
table shows, the total annual cost of the increase would be approximately $24.3 million, with the Federal
government paying $13.6 million and the County paying $10.7 million. The State’s costs are expected to remain
unchanged under the current MOE arrangement.104
FIGURE 11: ESTIMATED COST OF A WAGE INCREASE FOR IHSS PROVIDERS

Annual Service Hours
Hourly Wage Rate
Total Compensation Cost per Hour
Total Annual Cost for Wage Increase
Federal Share
State Share
County Share (MOE)

No Change
to Wage Rate
6.24 million
$11.65
$13.51
$84.4 million
$47.3 million
$23.1 million
$14.1 million

Wage Rate Increase
($15.00/Hour)
6.24 million
$15.00
$17.40
$108.7 million
$60.9 million
$23.1 million
$24.8 million

Difference
0
$3.35
$3.89
$24.3 million
$13.6 million
$0
$10.7 million

In addition to the fiscal impact of a wage increase, we also estimated the cost of providing 12 paid days off per
year based on three wage rates: the current rate of $11.65 per hour, a rate of $13.00 per hour, and a rate of

103

It is possible that the State may only cover the overtime costs for the current rate of $11.65 per hour, and that any additional
overtime costs resulting from a wage increase will be the County’s responsibility. If that is the case, the County’s costs for an increase in
the wage rate for IHSS providers would be higher than the estimates presented here.
104
It should also be noted that this analysis does not assume any change in the number of IHSS hours worked. While it is possible that
an increase in the wage rate could result in greater demand for IHSS services, as noted earlier almost half of the providers are
currently providing care for a family member, and it seems unlikely that their level of care would be influenced by a higher (or lower)
rate of pay. If the demand for IHSS hours services increases as the result of a wage increase, the fiscal impact to the County for a living
wage increase could be higher than the estimate presented here
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$15.00 per hour. These estimates are based on the assumption that 12 paid days off are provided to all full
time IHSS providers, and are also provided on a pro-rated basis to IHSS providers working less than full time,
such that 12 paid days off would be provided to each full time equivalent (FTE) worker. We estimated the
number of FTEs to be approximately 3,002. To estimate the number of paid days off used, we relied on prior
research which found that about 30 percent of workers surveyed did not use any paid sick days. Among those
105
who did use paid sick days, workers used on average only three of the eight sick days available. As shown in
Figure 12, the total cost ranges from just over $1.0 million at $11.65 per hour to $1.3 million at $15.00 per
hour. The federal government would pay 56 percent of these costs, with the County responsible for the
remainder. Thus, we estimate that the annual cost to Sonoma County for providing IHSS workers with 12 paid
days off each year would be about $450,000 at $11.65 per hour, $500,000 at $13.00 per hour, and $580,000 at
$15.00 per hour.
FIGURE 12: ESTIMATED COST FOR PROVIDING 12 PAID DAYS OFF ANNUALLY TO IHSS WORKERS
Estimates of Cost for Paid Days Off
Annual Service Hours
Full Time Equivalents @ 2080 hours/year
Total Paid days off @ 12 per FTE
Total Compensation Cost per Hour
Cost per Paid Day Off at 8 hours/day
Percent Taking Any Days Off
Of Those, Percent of Days Taken
Total Annual Cost for Paid Days Off
Federal Share
State Share
County Share (MOE)

$11.65 Wage Rate
6.24 million
3,002
36,028
$13.51
$108.11
70%
38%
$1,022,466
$572,581
$0
$449,885

$13.00 Wage Rate
6.24 million
3,002
36,028
$15.08
$120.64
70%
38%
$1,140,949
$638,932
$0
$502,018

$15.00 Wage Rate
6.24 million
3,002
36,028
$17.40
$139.20
70%
38%
$1,316,480
$737,229
$0
$579,251

105

Drago, Robert and Vicky Lovell. 2011. San Francisco’s Paid Sick Leave Ordinance: Outcomes for Employers and Employees.
Washington, D.C.: Institute for Women’s Policy Research. We note that this study looked at sick leave as opposed to paid time off more
generally. Anecdotal evidence suggests that employees are more likely to take paid time off as opposed to sick leave. Furthermore,
we have assumed that the paid time off would not need to be paid out to employees who do not take time off nor would employees
be able to accrue these paid days for more than one year. Therefore, these estimates of the fiscal impact of a paid time off
requirement may understate the true extent of this effect.
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County Service Contractors
Most living wage ordinances cover firms that provide services to the local government, though as pointed out
in the body of this report, the specific requirements can vary considerably. Ordinances may provide
exemptions for certain types of firms, such as small businesses or non-profits. In addition, most ordinances do
not require contractors to pay all of their employees the living wage, but rather only those employees who
spend some portion of their time on work related directly to the contract(s) with the local government entity.
The impact of any specific living wage ordinance will therefore depend not only upon the wage rate and other
conditions required by the ordinance, but also on the extent to which contracting firms and employees are
covered or exempted from those requirements.
To analyze the potential impact of a living wage ordinance in Sonoma County, we developed a list of all service
contracts in effect during the 2013-14 fiscal year, including the vendor’s name and the amount of the contract.
Because some contractors to the County have more than one contract, we combined the contracts for each
vendor and calculated the total value of all contracts for FY 2013-14 for each contractor. For those contractors
with $25,000 or more in County service contracts, we collected contact information for the vendor from the
appropriate County department as well as information on the type of firm (for-profit, non-profit or
government agency) and the type of service provided (Construction, Professional Services, Food
Service/Catering, Janitorial/Maintenance, Landscaping, and Other). In total, this represented 390 contractors
with approximately $120 million worth of service contracts.
We then contacted the vendors via email and asked them to complete an on-line survey to confirm their
business type, category of services provided, total number of employees, and the specific wage rates and
benefits for those employees spending 2 hours or more per week on work performed for the County. We
followed up by phone as needed to clarify responses and to collect the necessary data from the largest
contractors who had not yet responded to the survey. Overall, the survey response rate was approximately 43
percent based on the number of contractors, or 40 percent of the total value of all service contracts. A
summary of the responses is presented in Figure 13 below.
FIGURE 13: SUMMARY OF SONOMA COUNTY SERVICE CONTRACTOR SURVEY RESPONSES

Total Number of Service Contractors
Total FY 2013/14 Contract Value ($M)
Survey Response Statistics:
Number of Responses
(% of Contractors)
Contract Value of Responses ($M)
(% of Total Contract Value)

Blue Sky Consulting Group

For-Profit
275
79.4

Non-Profit
84
36.5

Government
31
3.6

TOTAL
390
119.5

125
45%
28.4
36%

33
39%
17.5
48%

8
26%
1.5
40%

166
43%
47.3
40%
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Based on the survey responses received, we estimate that most Sonoma County service contractors would not
be affected by a living wage ordinance, primarily because most contractors already pay employees more than
$15 per hour. As a baseline estimate, we first excluded for-profit firms with fewer than five employees or total
annual contract values below $25,000 as well as non-profit firms or government agencies with fewer than 24
employees or $50,000 in annual contract value. Under these conditions, 90 for-profit firms (72 percent), 20
non-profits (61 percent), and six government agencies (75 percent) among the 166 contractor survey
responses received would be potentially covered under such a living wage ordinance.
Based on the contractors’ survey responses, however, most of these contractors already pay their employees a
wage rate above $15.00 per hour, as shown in Figure 14: Estimated Service Contractor Costs for A $15.00 Per
Hour Living Wage
Contractor Costs for a $15.00 Living Wage
Survey Responses:
Total Number of Contractors
Potentially Subject to Living Wage
Directly Affected by Living Wage
Estimated Cost Increase from Living Wage
Pre-Tax Direct Wage Cost Increase
Pre-Tax Spillover Cost Increase
Pre-Tax Total Respondent Cost Increase
Cost of Taxes/Benefits @ 7.65%
Total Respondent Cost
Respondent Cost Passed On to County
Estimated Non-Respondent Cost to County
Total Estimated Cost to County ($M)

For-Profit

Non-Profit

Government

TOTAL

125
90
6

33
20
12

8
6
-

166
116
18

102,648
4,176
106,824
8,172
114,996
57,498
55,030
112,528

362,716
47,907
410,623
31,413
442,036
442,036
267,824
709,859

-

465,364
52,083
517,447
39,585
557,031
499,534
322,854
822,387

. Among the 125 for-profit firms who responded to our survey, only 6 would be covered by such a living wage
ordinance and would need to increase any employees’ wage rate. For non-profit contractors, 12 of the 33
respondents would be required to raise the wages for some employees. For potentially covered government
agencies, all respondents are currently paying their employees more than $15.00 per hour.
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FIGURE 14: ESTIMATED SERVICE CONTRACTOR COSTS FOR A $15.00 PER HOUR LIVING WAGE
Contractor Costs for a $15.00 Living Wage
Survey Responses:
Total Number of Contractors
Potentially Subject to Living Wage
Directly Affected by Living Wage
Estimated Cost Increase from Living Wage
Pre-Tax Direct Wage Cost Increase
Pre-Tax Spillover Cost Increase
Pre-Tax Total Respondent Cost Increase
Cost of Taxes/Benefits @ 7.65%
Total Respondent Cost
Respondent Cost Passed On to County
Estimated Non-Respondent Cost to County
Total Estimated Cost to County ($M)

For-Profit

Non-Profit

Government

TOTAL

125
90
6

33
20
12

8
6
-

166
116
18

102,648
4,176
106,824
8,172
114,996
57,498
55,030
112,528

362,716
47,907
410,623
31,413
442,036
442,036
267,824
709,859

-

465,364
52,083
517,447
39,585
557,031
499,534
322,854
822,387

We then estimated both the direct and indirect costs for these service contractors. The direct cost increase is
simply the difference between the current wage rate and the living wage rate times the number of hours spent
by the affected employee(s). For the indirect costs, we again assumed that the spillover effect would range
from a 5 percent increase for those employees at or just slightly above the living wage, down to a 1 percent
increase for those employees earning $2.00 per hour more than the living wage rate. We multiplied these
wage increases by the number of hours devoted to work on County contracts to estimate the total annual cost
and added an additional 7.65 percent to account for the associated increase in taxes that would be paid by the
employer.
In addition to the total cost increase, we also estimated the percent of these costs that would be passed on to
the County in the form of higher contract costs. Based on a review of previous studies, we assumed that 100
percent of the costs for non-profits and 50 percent of the costs for for-profits would be passed through to the
County.106

106

See for example Mayer, Sara and Carol Zabin (2006). “Impacts of the proposed Living Wage Ordinance for The City of Petaluma:
City Employees, Contracts, Leases, Franchises, Agreements and Grants.” (available at
http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/pdf/2006/Petaluma_Fiscal_Impact.pdf).
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Finally, we estimated the costs associated with firms who did not provide survey responses. To do this we
broke down the responses into firm type (non-profit, for-profit, and government) and the type of service
provided. We then applied the same estimated cost increase for those firms without a survey response to
those with a response in proportion to the contract value. In total, the estimated fiscal impact for service
contractors from a $15.00 per living wage is approximately $113,000 for for-profits and $710,000 for nonprofits, for a total estimated increase of just over $822,000 dollars per year to the County.
In addition to estimating the fiscal impact of a $15.00 per hour living wage, we also estimated the impact of a
$13.00 per hour living wage, which is summarized in Figure 15 below.
For a $13.00 per hour living wage we estimated the annual fiscal impact would be approximately $46,000 from
for-profit contractors and $240,000 from non-profit contractors, with no fiscal impact from government
107
agencies.
FIGURE 15: ESTIMATED SERVICE CONTRACTOR COSTS FOR A $13.00 PER HOUR LIVING WAGE
Contractor Costs for a $13.00 Living Wage
Survey Responses:
Total Number of Contractors
Potentially Subject to Living Wage
Directly Affected by Living Wage
Estimated Cost Increase from Living Wage
Pre-Tax Direct Wage Cost Increase
Pre-Tax Compression Cost Increase
Pre-Tax Total Respondent Cost Increase
Cost of Taxes/Benefits @ 7.65%
Total Respondent Cost
Respondent Cost Passed On to County
Estimated Non-Respondent Cost to County
Total Estimated Cost to County ($M)

For-Profit

Non-Profit

Government

TOTAL

125
90
4

33
20
9

8
6
-

166
116
13

40,456
3,535
43,991
3,365
47,357
23,678
22,228
45,906

132,813
12,534
145,347
11,119
156,466
156,466
83,825
240,291

-

173,269
16,069
189,339
14,484
203,823
180,145
106,052
286,197

107

Based on our survey response, we determined that virtually all service contractors already provide at least some paid time off to
their employees. Therefore, we have not separately estimated a County fiscal impact due to the potential requirement to provide paid
time off. We note, however, that to the extent the requirement for paid time off exceeds the amount of time off currently provided,
there would likely be a fiscal impact on the County.
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Increase Enrollment in Existing County Programs
Many programs currently in place in Sonoma County are highly effective at reducing poverty. However, many
of these programs are underutilized, underfunded, or both. Two such programs in particular, the Earned
Income Tax Credit and CalFresh (formerly the food stamp program), have been shown to be highly effective at
reducing poverty.
Earned Income Tax Credit
The Earned Income Tax Credit is one of the most effect tools for moving Americans out of poverty. In
California, it is estimated that the EITC is responsible for moving nearly 1.2 million people out of poverty each
year. 108 However, almost 3 out of 10 eligible Californians fails to take advantage of this important anti-poverty
benefit.109
In order to assist the County in evaluating alternative poverty reduction strategies, we estimated the impact of
additional outreach efforts on EITC participation. Currently, the County partners with the United Way of the
Wine Country in support of its “Earn it! Keep it! Save it!” program. This program provides free tax preparation
110
assistance to Sonoma County households earning less than $52,000 per year.
For tax year 2013 (the first year of the program’s operation in Sonoma County), the program was able to assist
in the preparation of 3,688 tax returns. The total cost for the program, including the estimated value of in-kind
support, was $432,345, or about $117 per return. Of the returns filed, 35.8 percent claimed the EITC and 30.4
percent claimed the Child Tax Credit (CTC). Evaluation data collected from this first year of the program’s
operation indicated that about 20 percent of these filers had previously used paid tax preparation assistance.
The remaining 80 percent had either used an alternative site for free tax preparation, prepared their own
taxes, or simply had not filed.
Based on these results from the “Earn it! Keep it! Save it!” program, we estimate that a doubling of the
program’s budget, to $865,000 would allow the program to serve nearly 3,700 additional Sonoma County tax
filers. Of these, we estimate that 35.8 percent, or about 1,320 would be EITC filers and 30.4 percent or 1,120

108

Bohn, Sarah, et. al., “The California Poverty Measure: A New Look at the Social Safety Net.” PPIC 2013, p. 15.
Internal Revenue Service: http://www.eitc.irs.gov/EITC-Central/Participation-Rate
110
See http://www.unitedwaywinecountry.org/eitc/.
109
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would claim the CTC. Because some fraction of these filers would likely have sought professional tax
preparation assistance in the absence of program expansion, not all of these returns can be counted as
benefits of the program. However, using data from the 2013 tax year’s program, we estimate that roughly 55
percent of these returns (representing 831 returns claiming the EITC and 706 returns claiming the CTC) would
be new returns that either would not have filed or would not have claimed the EITC properly on their self111
prepared return.
If the participants in the program are like the average EITC eligible resident in California, then we would expect
that 29 percent of these participants did not claim the EITC. This represents a lower bound estimate of the
fraction of participants in Earn it! Keep it! Save it! that would be new EITC filers. On the other hand, the 80
percent of participants that did not get paid tax help in the prior year represent the upper bound for the
fraction of Earn it! Keep it! Save it! participants that did not previously claim the EITC. The 55 percent figure is
based on the average of the fraction of Californians that do not claim the EITC (29 percent) and the fraction of
participants in Earn it! Keep it! Save it! that did not receive paid tax help in the prior year (80 percent).
Based on data for the 2013 tax year’s “Earn it! Keep it! Save it!” program, we estimate that the average EITC
benefit would equal $1,702 per return and the average CTC benefit would equal $1,280 per return. Total
benefits for Sonoma County tax filers would total more than $2.3 million.
These additional resources would not only help low-income families who receive the benefits, but would also
boost the local Sonoma County economy as the money they receive will be spent on locally produced goods
and services. We estimate that the $2.3 million in additional federal tax return money received by Sonoma
County tax filers would result in nearly $3.5 million in additional economic activity in the county.112
Overall, we estimate that for each $1 spent to increase participation in the EITC and CTC, the County would
receive total direct and indirect benefits of $7.
In addition to the value of the tax credits themselves and the follow-on economic benefits, the “Earn it! Keep
it! Save it!” program offers a number of important additional benefits. First, even for those who would have

111

We note that this figure may somewhat overstate the true number of marginal additional returns, as some of those who did not get
paid tax help might nevertheless have successfully filed for and claimed the EITC and CTC. However, we also note that the cost per
prepared return for the program is somewhat higher than comparable figures reported for other jurisdictions with similar programs.
We would expect therefore that the cost per return will fall over time, allowing the program to serve more people with the same level
of resources. These two “errors” therefore cut in opposite directions and, to some extent, should cancel each other out.
112
County level economic multipliers are generally in the range of 1.5 – 2. We conservatively use a multiplier of 1.5 for purposes of
this estimate.
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used a paid tax preparer, “Earn it! Keep it! Save it!” allows low income tax filers to keep not only the value of
any tax credits received, but also to save the cost of professional tax preparation (typically a cost of about
$400, according to the United Way). In addition, the financial education and assistance in establishing a bank
account offered in conjunction with the “Earn it! Keep it! Save it!” program’s tax preparation assistance can
also help low-income households build assets and establish a relationship with the mainstream financial
services sector.
CalFresh
CalFresh is one of the most effective tools for moving Americans out of poverty. In California, it is estimated
113
that the CalFresh program is responsible for moving nearly 800,000 people out of poverty each year.
114
However, research suggests that almost half of eligible Sonoma County residents do not claim these benefits.
A more recent estimate prepared by the Sonoma County Department of Human Services suggests that the
fraction of the eligible population that does not claim CalFresh benefits may be as low as one in five.
Regardless, there are thousands of eligible households and individuals in the County that are eligible for but do
not claim CalFresh benefits.
In order to assist the County in evaluating alternative poverty reduction strategies, we estimated the impact of
additional outreach efforts on CalFresh participation. The Department of Human Services currently provides
outreach and enrollment assistance for the CalFresh program through a combination of County eligibility
workers and contracts with community organizations in the County. In October 2014, the Board of Supervisors
authorized the Department of Human Services to expand outreach efforts through a contract with the
Redwood Empire Food Bank to fund two staff positions for onsite CalFresh application preparation.115
This recent action notwithstanding, there is still an opportunity for the County to increase CalFresh enrollment.
The Department of Human Services estimates that they could reach, enroll, and maintain a caseload of 3,000
additional individuals for an additional $954,954 annually. This added participation would be accomplished
through a combination of additional outreach using county eligibility workers and contracts with community
organizations as well as “in-reach” in which lists of residents enrolled in other programs (notably the MediCal

113

Bohn, Sarah, et. al., “The California Poverty Measure: A New Look at the Social Safety Net.” PPIC 2013, pages 15-16,
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/R_1013SBR.pdf
114
Shimada, Tia, “Program Access Index 2011: Measuring CalFresh Utilization by County,” California Food Policy Advocates, February 2013,
http://cfpa.net/CalFresh/CFPAPublications/PAI-FullReport-2013.pdf
115
Note that a 2014 review of six different outreach programs with increased funding ranging from $300,000 to $700,000 found a range in
increased in enrollment, from no statistically significant effect to an increase of 23 percentage points (see XXXX.). This indicates that the increases
estimated here are certainly within the range of the improvements experienced in other jurisdictions.
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program) would be cross referenced against the CalFresh enrollment list to identify potentially eligible but not
enrolled residents of the County.
Based on the County’s estimate that an additional 3000 cases could be added for roughly $1 million ($954,954
rounded up), we estimate that an additional 1,500 cases (half of the 3,000 total) could be added to the
CalFresh rolls for $500,000 (half of the million estimate).

Expand Home Visiting Programs
Estimates of the cost of expanding the Nurse Family Partnership are based on cost information contained in a
study by Ted Miller for the Pew Center on the States as well as data provided by the Sonoma County
116
Department of Health Services. Miller estimated that the cost of the program was $8,580 per family, similar
to the cost in Sonoma County. Sonoma County Department of Health Services staff anticipate that, if the
program were expanded, the County could access additional federal funds totaling 20 to 30 percent of the
additional cost. Therefore, for an added investment of $1 million in County funds, we estimate that the County
would be able to increase total funding for the NFP by $1.25 million (including 25 percent added federal
funds). This would allow the program to serve an additional 146 families ($1,250,000/$8,580 = 146).

Help Low-Income Families Save for College
Research has shown that promoting college savings may be an important tool for reducing future poverty and
promoting economic mobility. Our analysis estimates the costs and benefits for a college savings program that
would be similar to the Kindergarten to College (K2C) program recently initiated by the City and County of San
Francisco.117 For the purpose of our analysis we have assumed the Sonoma County college savings accounts
would be structured as follows:
•

A college savings account would be opened with an initial “seed amount” of $50.00 for each kindergarten
student at the time of enrollment in a Sonoma County public school, with the ability to opt out if the
parents decide to do so.118 The program would be the named holder of the account, with the student as the

116

Miller, Ted R. “Nurse-Family Partnership Home Visitation: Costs, Outcomes, and Return on Investment,” funded by Pew Center on the
States, Revised April 30, 2013.
117
More information about the San Francisco K2C program is available on their website: http://sfofe.org/programs/k-to-c.
118
Our analysis assumes 1 percent of parents would opt out of the program based on San Francisco’s experience (see Pillips, Leigh.
"Kindergarten to College: Local Innovation, National Impact." City and County of San Francisco (2011), available at
http://www.edpartnerships.org/sites/default/files/events/2013/07/%2319%20An%20Evaluation%20of%20College%20Savings%
20-%201.pdf).
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beneficiary. We estimate this would enroll approximately 5,259 students per year, for a cost of $262,950
119
annually.
•

For those students who qualify and sign up for the Free and Reduced Lunch program, an additional $100
120
would be deposited by the County. This represents 2,442 children, or 46.4 percent of the total. The cost
of this additional seed for children of low-income families represents an additional $244,200.

•

The County would then provide a 1-to-1 match for any additional deposits to these accounts from the
students’ friends and families, up to $200 per account. Based on the experience of the San Francisco
program, we estimate that approximately half (50 percent) of the accounts will eventually make such
121
contributions, for an additional annual cost to the County of $526,000.

Under these assumptions, the County’s annual cost for the program is estimated to total $1,033,150.122 As a
result of the program, we estimate that an additional 751 students will attend college each year, with 415 of
those students from low-income families.123 We estimate that the completion rates for these students will be
comparable to current completion rates for Associate’s and Bachelor’s degrees. We then apply the national
income differential between those who finish high school, those who attend college but do not earn a degree,

119

Sonoma County data on school enrollment and eligibility for the Free and Reduced School Lunch program for 2013-14 was
downloaded from the California Department of Education (http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/sd/documents/frpm1314.xls). It is assumed
that Kindergarten students represent one-thirteenth of the K-through-12 total.
120
Ibid.
121
According to a survey conducted by San Francisco’s K2C program, 50 percent of parents surveyed indicated that they intend to
contribute to their accounts (see Pillips (2011)).
122

San Francisco has funded its matching program exclusively through philanthropic donations for at least the first two years of the
program. If Sonoma County were equally successful at finding donors to support the program, the annual costs could be reduced by
half or the amount of the matching contributions increased.
123
We estimate that 37 percent of low-income families are already saving for their child’s college education, and 56% of middle and
higher income families are already doing so. While those students will also benefit from these additional savings, we have assumed that
participation in this program would have no impact on their decision to attend college. See “How America saves for college 2013:
Sallie Mae’s National Study of Parents with Children under Age 18." (2013). (https://www.salliemae.com/assets/core/how-AmericaSaves/HowAmericaSaves_Report2013.pdf). To estimate the effect of the program on college attendance, we relied on research
published by the St. Louis Federal Reserve Bank. That study reported that the probability of enrolling in college is just 45 percent for
students without savings, but 72 percent for those with dedicated college savings accounts of $500 or more. The same study also found
that 33 percent of students having such accounts went on to complete a degree, versus only 5 percent of those without any savings (See
Elliiot, Willliam. “Are All Types of College Financial Aid Created Equal?” Bridges, St. Louis Federal Reserve, Winter 2012-2013,
available at http://csd.wustl.edu/Publications/Documents/WP13-05.pdf) Finally, we assumed that degrees completed would reflect
the national average, with 34 percent of the graduates earning Associate’s degrees and 66 percent earning Bachelor’s degrees (see
the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics., “The Condition of Education 2012” (NCES 2012-045), Table
A-47-2, available at http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=72).
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those who complete an Associate’s Degree, and those who complete a Bachelor’s degree, as presented in
Figure 16. Applying these earnings differentials, we estimate that this program would result in $10,323 per
124
year in additional annual income for those students who go on to attend college as a result of the program.
FIGURE 16: 2013 UNEMPLOYMENT RATE AND EARNINGS BY EDUCATION LEVEL
Education Level Attained
Doctoral degree
Professional degree
Master's degree
Bachelor's degree
Associate's degree
Some college, no degree
High school diploma
Less than a high school diploma

2013
Unemployment
Rate

Median
weekly
earnings

Implied
Annual
Earnings

2.2%
2.3%
3.4%
4.0%
5.4%
7.0%
7.5%
11.0%

$1,623
$1,714
$1,329
$1,108
$777
$727
$651
$472

$84,396
$89,128
$69,108
$57,616
$40,404
$37,804
$33,852
$24,544

Note: Data are for persons age 25 and over. Earnings are for full-time wage and salary workers.
Implied Annual Earnings are estimated by multiplying the median weekly earnings times 52.
Source: Current Population Survey, U.S. Department of Labor, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
(http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_001.htm).

Increase Access to Early Childhood Education
First 5 Sonoma County has estimated the current unmet need for subsidy-eligible spaces in high quality,
curricula-based preschool to be 1,101 slots. The cost to the county to provide these subsidized spaces would
include annual costs of $9,888/slot, plus an additional 30 percent to cover administrative and training costs.
Creating these slots would also require a one-time capital investment of $27.5 million to build the additional
classroom space at various locations throughout the county. For the purposes of this analysis, we have
assumed these capital costs would be paid over thirty years at an interest rate of 5 percent, for an effective
annual cost of $1.8 million, or $1,625 per additional pupil. Under these assumptions, we estimate that an
additional $1 million per year in funding would enable the County to provide high quality preschool for an
additional 69 children from low-income families.

124

Note that we have not assumed any of these students would complete an advanced or professional degree; if so, their additional
earnings could be higher than the figure presented here.
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Promote Worker Skill Development
To illustrate the impact of expanding the County’s job training programs with an additional $1 million per year,
we have analyzed the impact of expanding two existing programs: the Sonoma County Youth Ecology Corps
(SCYEC) and the SonomaWORKS On-the-Job Subsidized Employment Program (SEP).
The SCYEC began in 2009 as a summer jobs program, and was expanded into a year-round program in 2012,
though its focus remains primarily on providing summer employment to youth and young adults aged 14 to 24.
In 2013, with a budget of $775,794 the program provided workforce training and taught environmental
stewardship to 246 participants, while also helping to maintain the County’s parks and community gardens,
clearing public trails and waterways, and providing valuable services to local private and public nonprofits
125
within Sonoma County. For this analysis we have assumed that $750,000 would be devoted to expanding the
SCYEC, almost doubling the size of the current program and enabling it to serve approximately 238 additional
youth each summer.
We then assume that the remaining $250,000 in additional annual funding would be used to expand the
current SEP program. This Job Link program provides a subsidy to qualified employers to cover the cost of
initial job training. Specifically, the program pays for up to 50 percent of the wages for a newly-hired
126
SonomaWORKS participant for the first six months, up to a total of $10,000 per placement. The additional
$250,000 in annual funding would provide subsidized job placements for an additional 25 SonomaWORKS
jobseekers, enabling them to develop the specific on-the-job skills needed to meet the needs of local
employers and transition into permanent, well-paying jobs.

Develop Affordable Housing
Our estimate of the number of additional housing units that could be added for an additional investment of $1
million annually is based on affordable housing cost data from the California Tax Credit Allocation Committee.
Specifically, based on the average cost per unit for all new construction projects from 2012 and 2013 that
received 9 percent tax credits, the average cost per unit was $329,000. Of this, the share contributed by local
public funding sources was $92,667. Assuming an investment of $1 million per year for 30 years would result in
a total investment of $30 million. Dividing this by the $92,667 public funds contribution amount = 324 units
developed over the period ($30,000,000/$92,667 = 324).

125

For more details see the Sonoma County Youth Ecology Corps 2013 Summer Evaluation Report, available at
http://youthecologycorps.org/wp-content/uploads/2013-Evaluation-Report-FINAL.pdf.
126
Information on the Subsidized Employment Program was provided by the County’s Employment and Training Services Department.
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