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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

As of 2026, New Hampshire is one of twelve states that sets its minimum wage to the federal level of 

$7.25 per hour.1 Several attempts by New Hampshire legislators to increase the minimum wage have 

been unsuccessful due to partisan division. The main argument of those who oppose raising the 

minimum wage centers on a belief that increasing wages will harm small businesses, while those who 

support the increase argue that households will be able to afford basic necessities. This topic has been 

extensively debated in New Hampshire.  

On February 5, 2026, HB 1484 was introduced to the New Hampshire legislature, which proposed 

increasing the state’s minimum wage incrementally beginning September 1, 2026 to $12 per hour, and 

scaling to $17 per hour by 2029.2  In this report, we  interrogate both the benefits and drawbacks of a 

potential minimum wage increase to $12 per hour in New Hampshire, with a particular focus on three 

stakeholders: households, businesses, and the economy. To investigate our research question, we 

analyze the implications of increasing the minimum wage through literature review, data analysis, 

interviews, and testimony review. We also investigate minimum wage policy in Vermont, Maine, and 

Pennsylvania and provide insights from their process tailored to the New Hampshire context. 

Our systematic review and original research finds evidence that an increase in the state’s minimum 

wage to $12 per hour will minimally impact the economy through overall employment levels, business 

activity, or prices, but can potentially increase spending power for certain individuals. This report 

outlines considerations for New Hampshire lawmakers based on our research and outlines different 

approaches to increasing the minimum wage, including incremental increases and increasing wages in 

specific counties based on population. 

1  INTRODUCTION 

In 2008, then Governor John Lynch signed into law a state bill that mandated an increase in the state 

minimum wage from $6.50 in 2007 to $7.25 in 2008. This minimum wage legislation in New 

Hampshire mirrored policy taking place at the federal level. In January 2007, the House of 

Representatives passed the Fair Minimum Wage Act of 2007, raising the minimum wage to $7.25. The 

increase, implemented by 2009, brought the real value of the minimum wage to the same purchasing 

power it had in the early 1980s.3 

However, the $7.25 value has not been increased since 2009, and its value has eroded due to inflation. 

In terms of purchasing power, $7.25 in January 2009 is equivalent to $4.64 today.4 

As the purchasing power of the minimum wage has declined, incomes in New Hampshire buy less 

than they used to. The typical four-person family’s disposable income fell by about $17,000 since 2015 

after paying for basics like housing, child care, food, gasoline, and health care. Statewide median 

household income rose about 32 percent from 2015 to 2024, while the cost of buying a median-priced 

house rose about 90 percent.5 
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While rising costs are a nationwide issue, they are affecting New Hampshire more acutely than its 

neighbors. The New Hampshire Fiscal Policy Institute found that average inflation-adjusted income 

in New Hampshire rose only $359 from 2024-2025, behind Vermont (+$1,006) and Maine (+$1,143). 

Within only the first 7 months of 2025, New Hampshire's average hourly wage growth was 2 percent 

slower than inflation, leaving workers with less buying power than at the end of 2024. 

The estimated unemployment rate in New Hampshire has reached its highest level since 2015 

(excluding the COVID-19 spike), underemployment has risen, and job growth seems to have stalled 

in 2025. These factors indicate New Hampshire is reaching a point with fewer job opportunities and 

slowed income growth, all accompanied by higher costs.6 

The NHFPI finds that the cost of living in New Hampshire has outpaced family earnings, while basic 

necessities—housing, health care, and child care costs—strain household budgets. Shown in Table 

1.1, child care costs rose 16.5, percent and basic healthcare costs rose almost 70 percent from 2005 to 

2024.7 These impact young adults specifically as they cannot afford the rising cost of college and 

university.8 

Table 1.1. Average New Hampshire Expenditures Over Time 

Year Child Care Cost for Families with  
Two Children Under 5 

Household Expenditures for  
Basic Healthcare 

2005 $24,960 $6,451 

2015 $27,357 $9,547 

2024 $29,082 $10,850 

Source: New Hampshire Fiscal Policy Institute 

Young families are effectively priced out of homeownership, with a median priced home in New 

Hampshire in 2024 requiring a household income of at least $157,500—over $57,000 greater than the 

median household income that year. For these reasons, some New Hampshire legislators, advocates, 

and families argue that it is necessary to increase the minimum wage to help workers manage rising 

costs.9 

In addition to young families, young people find themselves unable to afford basic necessities with 

the rising cost of living in New Hampshire. Young people are increasingly struggling to afford housing, 

with median home prices being over $565,000. This unaffordability pushes them out of the state, 

causing the loss of  a critical working-age population, which weakens the economy’s long-term growth 

and workforce.10 Further, those who remain in the state are unable to afford the rising cost of 

education, as New Hampshire graduates have the highest average student-loan balances in the country. 

According to the NHFPI, New Hampshire’s college tuition has increased by 60 percent since 2005.11 

In addition to struggling to afford basic necessities, young people are struggling to afford the education 

they may need to pursue higher paying jobs and afford these necessities.  
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Conversely, those opposed to a minimum wage increase argue that an increase will be detrimental to 

industries providing entry level jobs, such as retail, full-service restaurants, and accommodation and 

food services. An increase in the minimum wage may be unaffordable to small businesses with lower 

profit margins, forcing businesses to fire workers or reduce their hours, ultimately leading to fewer 

job opportunities, or businesses closing their doors.12   

However, contrary to the belief that small businesses are largely impacted by an increase in minimum 

wage, an Oxford University study shows that only about 1.5 percent of small businesses close, those 

businesses being the less productive ones.13 In other words, there is evidence that suggests that 

productive independent businesses are able to accommodate minimum wage increases without 

significant workforce reductions. 

In addition, it is important to note that neighboring New England states have minimum wages that 

are almost double that of New Hampshire’s, with Vermont’s minimum wage at $14.42 per hour, and 

Maine’s being $15.10. New Hampshire is the only New England state following the federal minimum 

wage.14 

2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The several attempts by New Hampshire legislators to reform the state’s minimum wage policy have 

been unsuccessful due to partisan division. Those who oppose raising the minimum wage argue that 

it will harm small businesses, which will consequently harm New Hampshire’s economy. Research on 

small businesses shows that increasing the minimum wage makes it harder for them to afford the 

higher employment cost and some resort to decreasing entry-level jobs, particularly for young people. 

With small businesses employing over half of the minimum wage workers, a minimum wage increase  

affects small businesses the most.15 In addition, some research shows that a minimum wage increase 

can discourage businesses to establish entry-level jobs for inexperienced workers, which could 

ultimately decrease hours for low earners or close the doors of businesses.16 

On the other hand, those in support argue that increasing the minimum wage will help workers afford 

the rising cost of living. New Hampshire workers are struggling to support themselves at the current 

wage level. Though about 4,000 hourly workers earn at or below the minimum wage (including tipped 

workers), an individual in New Hampshire would have to earn $25.77 or higher to earn a livable wage, 

according to MIT’s livable wage calculator. Moreover, since 2009, the value of the dollar has lost 

significant purchasing power.17 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics consumer price index, 

today’s prices are 1.52 times higher than average prices in 2009.18 This has diminished workers’ 

purchasing power and thus their ability to meet basic living expenses such as housing, healthcare, or 

transportation, proponents of the minimum wage increase argue. The high cost of living means that 

employers in New Hampshire are increasingly struggling to attract and retain labor.19 

With these tensions in mind, this report examines the positive and negative effects of raising the 

minimum wage to $12 per hour to answer the question: what are the benefits and drawbacks of 
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increasing the minimum wage in New Hampshire to $12 per hour, and what impact does it 

have on households, employers, and the economy? 

3   BACKGROUND  

In this section, we provide background information on federal minimum wage history since its 

inception, New Hampshire’s minimum wage history, the benefits and drawbacks of raising the 

minimum wage, and regional and nationwide research on the minimum wage. 

3.1 Federal Policy Landscape 

The 1938 Fair Labor and Standards Act (FLSA) first enforced a federal wage floor to alleviate the 

national economic conditions that they categorized as “detrimental to the maintenance of the 

minimum standard of living necessary for health, efficiency, and general well-being of workers.”20 

However, since the 1960s, the increases the federal government made to the minimum wage has not 

been indexed to inflation, decreasing its real value.21 

Table 3.1. Federal Minimum Wage Increases Over Time 

Effective 
Date 

1979 1980 1981 1990 1991 1996 1997 2007 2008 2009 

Federal 
Minimum 
Wage 

$2.90 $3.10 $3.35 $3.80 $4.25 $4.75 $5.15 $5.85 $6.55 $7.25 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division History 

The original 1938 bill established a minimum wage of 25 cents per hour (the same as $5.73 today), 

which gradually increased through amendments until the 1980s, when these incremental increases 

became noticeably farther apart after 1991 (Table 3.1).22  The last federal amendment to the FLSA was 

passed in 2007, which set the minimum wage to its current level of $7.25 in 2009. The federal 

minimum wage has not increased since 2009, signifying the longest period the federal minimum wage 

has gone without an increase (16 years and counting). Once inflation is accounted for, $7.25 in 2009 

dollars has the same purchasing power as $11.17 in 2026 dollars.23 In other words, an individual today 

would need $11.17 to purchase the same goods and services as they did in 2009 using $7.25.  Cognizant 

of this loss of purchasing power, many states have established their own state minimum wage. Thirty 

states and the District of Columbia have minimum wages above the federal rate, as seen in Figure 3.1.  
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Figure 3.1. State Minimum Wage Laws 

 
Source: United States Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division 

3.2 New Hampshire Minimum Wage History  

In 2011, Governor Lynch signed HB 133: An Act Relative to the Minimum Wage, which effectively 

repealed the state minimum wage which was also $7.25 and instead tied it to the federal standard at 

$7.25 per hour, establishing equivalence to the federal minimum wage.8  

Legislation to raise New Hampshire's minimum wage has been introduced in the House or Senate 

almost every year since then. Often, multiple bills are proposed per year to raise the minimum wage, 

index wages to inflation, raise tipped wages, or eliminate subminimum wages (a Department of Labor-

authorized hourly rate paid to specific workers—primarily individuals with disabilities, student-

learners, or tipped employees).24 Nearly all bills have failed, died, been vetoed, or remained pending. 

The seven enacted measures were limited to narrower issues including adjusting tipped wages or 

addressing subminimum wage rules affecting certain groups, such as individuals with disabilities. 

Most recently, House Bill 1484 was introduced in February of 2026 and proposes a $12 minimum 

wage beginning September 1st 2026, which would increase to $14 on January 1st 2027, $15.50 January 

1st 2028, and $17 January 1st 2029.25 Public opinion polls in New Hampshire have shown a majority 

in support of past legislation, with 59 percent of respondents strongly supporting and 20 percent 

somewhat supporting an increase in 2019 through SB 10.26 

3.2.1 New Hampshire Partisan Efforts  

The state legislature has been divided on the issue, making this a recurring partisan debate. Democratic 

lawmakers argue that an increase in the minimum wage will significantly improve livability in the state. 

In addition, proponents of a minimum wage increase find that as costs increase in the state, families 

and households struggle to afford basic necessities, and an increase in the state’s wage would benefit 

these workers.  

Conversely, New Hampshire’s Republican lawmakers argue that an increase in minimum wage will be 

unaffordable for business owners, leading to an increase in prices, a decrease in hours for workers, 
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and an overall decrease in employment.27 Overall, opponents of a minimum wage increase argue that 

more harm than good will be done to workers and businesses. Though minimum wage policy has 

been debated in New Hampshire’s legislature for decades, partisan disagreements have prevented the 

legislature from coming to a compromise on the matter. 

In 2019, New Hampshire came close to increasing the minimum wage. SB 10 passed the House and 

Senate and was sent to then Governor Sununu for his signature. In August of 2019, Governor Sununu 

vetoed the minimum wage bill SB 10, contending that only a small number of workers would be 

affected by an increase in the minimum wage, and that it would lead to job losses, harming workers 

more than it would help them.28 Sununu stated that states that have “artificially raised their minimum 

wage” have faced declines in wages because employers struggled to afford the increased labor costs, 

causing employers to cut workers’ hours or eliminate jobs. SB 10 would have set the minimum wage 

to $10 per hour in 2020 and $12 per hour by 2022.29 

3.2.2 New Hampshire Workforce 

While the New Hampshire minimum wage is officially $7.25, a small proportion of the population is 

currently earning this wage. According to 2024 National Bureau of Labor Statistics figures, the 

percentage of New Hampshire’s workforce composed of hourly wage earners is around 53 percent, 

while the remaining workforce are salaried workers. Of 362,000 wage earners, approximately 4,000 

earn at or below $7.25. This total includes individuals whose work is not covered by the minimum 

wage provisions of the Fair Labor Standards Act, such as those receiving a tipped minimum wage, 

which is $3.27 in New Hampshire.23 The number of people earning exactly the $7.25 minimum wage 

is estimated as 1,000 (see Table 3.2).24  Many more work at wages above this, but below $20 an hour. 

A minimum wage increase to $12 an hour would impact at least 14,000 workers, and potentially more 

if the higher minimum wage has ripple effects, which is an effect where raising the minimum wage 

increases the wages of those earning above, but near the new minimum wage as well.30 

Table 3.2. Distribution of Wage Workers in New Hampshire  

Threshold 
Number of NH Workers Covered by Minimum 
Wage Provisions Earning: 

Exactly $7.25/hour ~1,000 

Less than $10/hour ~8,000 

Less than $12/hour ~14,000 

Less than $15/hour ~41,000 
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Less than $17/hour* ~86,000 

Source: Economic Policy Institute, Low Wage Workforce Tracker31 

*wages include overtime, tips and commissions 

 

Table 3.3. Earnings Share (Percent) of Lowest Earning New Hampshire Occupations  

 Medical 
Aides 

Food 
Service 
Workers 

Janitorial 
Workers 

Child care 
Workers 

Retail 
Workers 

Agricultur-
al Workers 

Below $12 26 53 29 76 54 52 

$12-$25.88 56 38 56 16 40 40 

Above 
$25.88 

18 9 15 8 6 7 

Author’s calculations using IPUMS USA, American Community Survey 2018–2023 5-Year Sample using person weights. 

N = 12,554 unweighted observations; p < 0.001 across all categories. 

Table 3.3 indicates the occupation groups with the highest proportions of workers earning below $12 

an hour. Individuals in these occupations would expect their wages to increase as a result of a 

minimum wage increase. The majority of those working in food service, child care, retail, and 

agriculture earn below $12, and in turn would benefit most significantly from a minimum wage 

increase. 

3.3 Literature Review: Benefits and Drawbacks to Raising the Minimum Wage 

The debate on the economic impacts of minimum wage policy has evolved significantly over time. 

Twentieth century economists argued that setting a minimum wage distorted the labor market by 

artificially raising the price of labor, leading to unintended consequences such as unemployment. 

These predictions rely on the assumption of a perfectly competitive labor market. This assumption is 

not realistic due to the real-world limits of limited worker mobility and imperfect worker information.32 

Research in recent decades has discredited these previously established theories by looking at the 

empirical evidence of minimum wage policy. The following sections will discuss benefits and 

drawbacks of raising the minimum wage based on empirical findings. 

3.3.1 Benefits 

Today, minimum wage policy is understood to have mixed effects, but benefits include higher earnings 

for individuals, lower reliance on government assistance programs, and improved health outcomes.   
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Higher Earnings 

The Congressional Budget Office found that the 2023 Raise the Wage Act, which would have 

increased the federal minimum wage to $17 per hour by 2029, would increase incomes of affected 

workers by $151 billion, even after accounting for decreased employment.33 The Urban Institute 

similarly projected that a $15 federal minimum wage would increase earnings and reduce poverty rates 

for affected workers.34 Moreover, a report studying the effects of a real minimum wage hike—

California’s $20 fast-food minimum wage—found positive effects all around. The report found the 

policy increased wages by 8–9 percent for workers covered by the minimum, had no effect on 

employment, and increased fast food prices by 1.5 percent.35 

However, the income effects of a minimum wage also remain under debate, as not all studies have 

pointed to higher earnings. For instance, a 2023 study used four decades of data and found that there 

was no relationship between a minimum wage increase and poverty reduction.36   

Government Benefits 

Increasing the minimum wage has the potential to decrease enrollment in government benefits 

programs. A 2018 study found that increasing the federal minimum wage to $12–$15 would reduce 

SNAP enrollment by 2.4–3.2 percent and program expenditures by approximately 1.9 percent—

effectively shifting costs from government public assistance programs to employers.37 

Health 

As well as reducing reliance on government benefits programs, higher minimum wages can improve 

mental health. A 2021 study found that a 10 percent increase in the state minimum wage was associated 

with a 0.4–0.5 percentage-point decline in the likelihood of extreme psychological distress among low-

income adults.38 A 2025 study used data across 142 countries from 2009–2020, finding that a 10 

percent increase in the minimum wage led to an increase in self-reported health from 0–1 percent and 

an increase in standard of living satisfaction from 1–6 percent.39 

Businesses 

Contrary to expectations, a higher minimum wage could cut costs for businesses. Studies show that 

higher minimum wages reduce job vacancies, decrease worker turnover, make it easier for employers 

to recruit and retain staff, and are associated with slightly higher worker productivity.40 Over a ten-

year period, minimum wage increases across the U.S. have led to only 1.5 percent fewer small 

businesses, with surviving firms retaining profits and improving worker retention.41 

Consumer spending 

Moreover, a minimum wage increase could stimulate spending for lower income individuals. A 2013 

study by the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago found that a $1.75 increase in the hourly federal 

minimum wage could increase the level of real gross domestic product by up to 0.3 percentage points 
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in the short term.42 A similar 2019 study  found a 10 percent increase in the minimum wage was 

followed by a 0.22 percentage point increase in consumer spending.43 

3.3.2 Drawbacks 

As with benefits, the drawbacks of minimum wage increases remain debated. Research generally finds 

that minimum wage increases have a small negative effect on employment and a positive impact on 

prices. 

Unemployment 

Literature on the employment impacts of the minimum wage has generally concluded that a minimum 

wage has a negative, but limited, effect on employment. A 2024 review of 72 economic studies 

calculated that a 1 percent increase in wages creates only approximately a 0.13 percent reduction in 

employment.44 Still, some studies complicate the idea that a minimum wage creates unemployment at 

all. In a 2019 study, Cengiz et al. found that minimum wage increase`s result in no statistically 

significant change in overall employment.45  

Prices 

Some studies indicate that minimum wages result in higher costs of goods and services that are passed 

onto consumers. However, since the majority of workers do not earn minimum wage, a minimum 

wage increase does not lead to an equal increase in prices. A 2020 study using data from grocery stores 

across the US estimated the price increases resulting from minimum wage increases between 2001 and 

2012. They found that a 10 percent increase in the minimum wage translated to only a 0.36 percent 

increase in the price of grocery store products.46  

3.4 New England Studies 

The Minimum Wage and Benefits Cliff Study Committee was established in 2017 to model the 

economic impacts of increasing Vermont’s minimum wage. They estimated that raising the minimum 

wage to $12.50 by 2021 would increase earnings for low-wage workers, but lead to job losses; they 

estimated a $15.00 minimum wage by 2022 would result in roughly 2,830 fewer jobs generated per 

year in the long run compared to what job figures would have been without the minimum wage 

increase.47 

There is no way to know what job numbers would be in Vermont absent wage increases. However, 

the ratio of job seekers to open jobs has actually decreased in Vermont from an average of 0.55 in 

2018 to 0.42 in 2023, a period where the minimum wage increased from $10.50 to $13.18, although 

this may be attributed to Vermont’s demographic shift to a larger proportion of the population being 

elderly and fewer young people.48   

Average weekly hours worked in Vermont in leisure and hospitality and for all employees has remained 

approximately the same since 2018 (excluding fluctuations during the pandemic).49 Overall, hire and 

layoff rates have stayed relatively constant as well.50 The yearly insured unemployed rate has gone 
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down from yearly peaks in January of around 2 percent from 2016-2020 to yearly peaks around 1.2 

percent post-pandemic.51 These figures suggest that despite initial projections, job openings are more 

plentiful in Vermont today, and the labor market has remained relatively stable following minimum 

wage increases. 

3.5 New Hampshire 2021 Projections 

A 2021 study by the New Hampshire Employment Security, “The Impact on the New Hampshire 

Economy of a Federally Mandated $15.00 Minimum Wage,” projected the effects of increasing the 

New Hampshire minimum wage incrementally from $7.25 to $15.00. They modeled the increases as 

$9.50 in 2022, $12.00 in 2024, and $15.00 in 2026. 

The study found modest negative effects overall. Employment was projected to fall by about 5,800 

jobs and the labor force was expected to shrink by around 6,000 workers in the longer term, caused 

by fewer hiring opportunities for low-wage workers. These effects are small relative to the New 

Hampshire workforce; there are 86,000 workers earning below $17 an hour in New Hampshire, and 

almost 780,000 workers in total.52 The study also estimated a 0.8 percent decline in GDP by 2031 (a 

reduction of $806 million), driven mainly by a reduction in low-wage employment. Again, the effect 

is modest; for reference, New Hampshire GDP in 2025 was over $97,000 million.53 At the same time, 

low-wage workers were expected to experience net income gains of about $228 million due to higher 

wages. 

Price effects were limited. The NHES estimated prices across New Hampshire would increase by less 

than 1 percent, but industries most affected by the change, such as food services, would experience 

price hikes up to 7 percent. They also projected the wage increases would have disproportionate 

impacts on young workers and low-income counties.54 

The study’s estimates likely overstate what effects would be today. When the study was conducted, 

145,000 New Hampshire workers earned hourly wages under $15/hr. Today, that number is 41,000, 

which indicates a minimum wage change today would have much smaller economic and worker 

impacts than 2021 projections.55 Still, the NHES projections of fewer jobs, lower GDP, and price 

increases should be weighed against the projection of higher incomes for low-wage workers when 

making this policy decision. Most crucially, policymakers must weigh a tradeoff between higher 

earnings for many low-wage workers with potential employment reductions for that same worker 

group.  

3.6 Summary 

Research on minimum wage increases shows mixed effects in different areas. Most studies find that 

raising the minimum wage leads to higher earnings for low-wage workers, reduced reliance on 

government assistance, and improved health outcomes, while resulting in modest employment losses 

and price increases. Evidence from Vermont suggests that labor markets can remain stable following 
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wage increases despite initial projections of job loss. A New Hampshire-specific study projected small 

negative effects on employment and GDP, but also estimated net income gains for low-wage workers. 

4   METHODOLOGY 

Our research evaluates the potential positive and negative effects of increasing the minimum wage in 

New Hampshire and examines some legislative pathways available to policymakers for its 

implementation from our case studies. We conducted case studies that examined how legislatures in 

Pennsylvania, Vermont, and Maine sought to raise the minimum wage. Next, we evaluated the effects 

of minimum wage increases in New Hampshire through examining three primary dimensions: impacts 

on households, effects on employers, and effects on the state economy as a whole. We employ a 

mixed-methods approach that combines qualitative literature review and case studies with quantitative 

analysis.  

We conducted expert interviews with representatives from advocacy organizations supporting 

minimum wage increases and local charitable organizations. These interviews provided qualitative 

insight into the experiences of low-wage workers. We sought to determine the financial and 

psychological impacts of a minimum wage increase that other literature on the subject often does not 

cover.  

To assess potential effects on businesses and the state economy, we reviewed current labor market 

and economic reports to compare economic conditions across Vermont, Maine, and New Hampshire. 

It is important to note that although we analyzed Pennsylvania in our initial case studies where we 

examine minimum wage policy efforts, we do not include it for our economic analysis as it is 

fundamentally different demographically, geographically, and economically from New Hampshire. 

Pennsylvania better serves as a framework for potential legislation, while Maine and Vermont serve as 

comparison states to evaluate existing minimum wage policies. 

4.1 Case Studies Examining Minimum Wage Histories  

We analyzed the legislative pathways through which Pennsylvania, Vermont, and Maine have raised 

or attempted to raise their minimum wages, using these case studies to illustrate the policy options 

available to New Hampshire. The rationale for each of these states is in the section that follows. 

Although dissimilar to New Hampshire in terms of population demographics and the economy, 

Pennsylvania is the only other state in the Northeast with its minimum wage fixed to the federal $7.25 

minimum wage. Pennsylvania is currently considering legislation to raise the minimum wage, but only 

in its most populous counties, creating a geographically differentiated minimum wage within the state. 

This proposal reflects an effort to account for cost-of-living variation and regional labor market 

differences, an economic and geographic feature New Hampshire also faces.  

Vermont neighbors New Hampshire to the west and has many demographic, geographic, and 

economic similarities. Both Vermont and New Hampshire are mountainous states with a high rural-
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urban population divide. Both states have comparable industrial compositions with their economies 

dominated by service industries, tourism, and small-scale manufacturing and agriculture.  Vermont 

currently has a minimum wage of $14.01, and it was indexed to inflation in 2006 to increase annually, 

creating a long history of incremental changes. 

Maine neighbors New Hampshire to the east and also shares many economic, demographic, and 

political characteristics. Maine is a politically independent state with a mix of Republican, Democratic, 

and Independent executives and representatives. It has a history of libertarian policymaking similar to 

that of New Hampshire. However, Maine currently has a minimum wage of $15.10, and is likely to 

increase next year, as it is indexed to inflation. The municipalities of Portland and Rockland have 

minimum wages set higher than the state minimum wages which were decided through public 

referendum.  

4.2 Statistical Analysis Portraying Characteristics of Workers Earning $12 or Less  

We conduct statistical analysis of the demographic and economic characteristics of workers earning 

wages $12 and under using chi-square analyses of New Hampshire American Community Survey data.  

This provides a snapshot of the workers who would be directly affected by a minimum wage increase 

to $12 if implemented. While debates surrounding minimum wage policy focus on impacts on 

employment or business costs, understanding the demographic and economic characteristics of 

workers earning near the proposed threshold is essential for evaluating household consequences.  

This analysis uses microdata from the 2018–2023 American Community Survey (ACS) obtained 

through IPUMS USA. The sample is restricted to employed individuals aged 16-65 in New Hampshire 

who earn an observable hourly wage. All estimates are weighted using ACS person weights to ensure 

representativeness of the state workforce. 

We create three wage categories: those earning $12 or lower, those earning $12 to $25.88 (the median 

wage), and the highest earning group of above $25.88 (termed low/under-$12, middle, and high). The 

median provides a meaningful benchmark that divides the workforce into lower- and higher-earning 

halves and allows comparison across the wage distribution. The median wage of this sample is $25.88, 

semi-consistent with our other understandings of the median hourly wage in New Hampshire, and 

might be slightly overvalued due to the date and composition of the sample. Instead of analyzing 

exactly at the 7.25 minimum wage, we analyze all those working for a wage under $12 dollars as this 

is consistent with the first increase that would occur with the passage of the 2026 House Bill. Thus, 

we are analyzing those who would directly see their wages increase as a result of increasing the 

minimum wage to $12. 

To examine the relationship between wage category and demographic and economic characteristics, 

we employ chi-square tests of independence. These tests evaluate whether observed differences in 

characteristics across wage categories are statistically distinguishable from random variation. This 

analysis does not estimate the likelihood of working in a given wage category, but rather describes 

how worker characteristics vary across wage levels.  
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5 Results: Case Studies 

Case studies of Vermont, Maine, and Pennsylvania allow us to compare minimum-wage policy 

contexts and implementation in nearby states. All three states offer ideas for policy design if New 

Hampshire moves forward with minimum wage legislation 

5.1 Pennsylvania 

Similar to New Hampshire, Pennsylvania is another state that has its minimum wage set to the federal 

minimum of $7.25, and has not increased it in almost two decades.  Frequent proposals to increase 

the minimum wage have been introduced in Pennsylvania, like in New Hampshire. Similarly, 

Pennsylvania’s Minimum Wage Act of 1968 (MWA) was last amended in 2007, when the state’s 

minimum wage was $7.15 before aligning with the federal level in 2009.56   

According to Pennsylvania’s Department of Labor and Industry Center for Workforce Information 

and Analysis, about 335,100 Pennsylvania workers were earning at or within 165 percent of the 

minimum wage in 2023 ($7.26 to $12.00).57 In addition, workers earning at or below the minimum 

wage in 2023 were mostly employed in food and drink services and construction industries, with food 

and drink services making up 66 percent of all minimum wage or below earners.  

As of February of 2026, Governor Shapiro proposed an increase in the state’s minimum wage in his 

2026-27 budget address, from $7.25/hour to $15/hour—which would be the first change in almost 

two decades.58 The figure below displays the dollar difference between Pennsylvania's 10th percentile 

earners and their counterparts in New York, New Jersey, and Maryland since these states began to 

increase their minimum wage. In 2023, Pennsylvania workers were paid $1.71 per hour less than 

workers in the provided neighboring states, which adds up to a difference of $3,567 for a full-time, 

year-round worker.59   
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Figure 5.1. Dollar Difference of a Three-State Region and Pennsylvania’s Bottom 10th 

Percentile Wages 

 

Source: Keystone Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey microdata accessed from the EPI State of 

Working X Data Library 

While the minimum wage is still $7.25 per hour, many Pennsylvania workers struggle to afford goods 

and services, while government assistance programs subsidize low-wage employers.60 According to 

the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 15 percent of Pennsylvania’s population benefited from 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) in 2024, with over 43 percent of that population 

being working families. In addition, 10.8 percent of Pennsylvania households were food insecure in 

2023, with 12 percent of the population living below the poverty line.61  

The main argument of those who oppose a minimum wage increase in Pennsylvania is the belief that 

small businesses will suffer, and an increase to the proposed $15 will hurt workers and consumers 

more than it will help them. Since Pennsylvania is an ideologically split state, positive and negative 

considerations of the minimum wage have influenced the decision to not pass legislation.62  

Most recently, the Pennsylvania House advanced House Bill 1549 that would amend the The 

Minimum Wage Act of 1968. This Bill would increase the minimum wage to $15 per hour across 16 

densely populated counties by 2028 such as Allegheny, Erie, and Lancaster. The three small counties 

of Centre, Monroe, and Pike will also be included here at the request of Democrat House members.   

In the remaining 47 counties with populations under 210,000 people, their minimum wage would 

increase to $12 per hour.63 This compromise is designed to win broader support by acknowledging 

cost-of-living differences and protecting rural economies.64  



THE CLASS OF 1964 POLICY RESEARCH SHOP | DARTMOUTH COLLEGE 

 

In counties with higher populations, like Philadelphia, HB 1549 would increase the minimum wage to 

$15 per hour across the state in 2026. This increase would begin on January 1, 2027 and continue 

thereafter in accordance with an annual cost of living adjustment calculator using the percentage 

change in the Consumer Price Index for all Urban Consumers for the Pennsylvania, New Jersey, 

Delaware, and Maryland area. All counties would receive an annual cost of living adjustment beginning 

in 2029 based on consumer price data from PA and neighboring states. Additionally, this bill would 

raise the tipped workers’ wage as well, requiring employers to pay 60 percent of that county’s minimum 

wage. HB 1549 passed in the State House along party lines, 102-101. The Bill has been referred to the 

Senate’s Labor and Industry Committee as of June 18, 2025.65  

According to the Keystone Research Center, the lowest livable wage needed for a single adult in 

Pennsylvania with no children is $18.59 per hour—over two times higher than the current minimum 

wage. Almost one-third of Pennsylvanian workers earn less than the livable wage. Over 60 percent of 

those who would benefit from an increase to $15 per hour are women, and one-third are people of 

color, with both groups making up a disproportionate percentage of the lowest paid workers in 

Pennsylvania.66  

Therefore, if New Hampshire were to increase its minimum wage, it may consider modeling after 

Pennsylvania’s cost of living considerations, where wages are adjusted based on population and region 

to account for rural versus urban population density differences. Instead of the standardized statewide 

solution for minimum wage policy, New Hampshire legislators could consider adjusting based on 

population density to gain support across party lines. Another consideration for New Hampshire 

legislators is to consider indexing the minimum wage to inflation, ensuring that the purchasing power 

of the minimum wage does not continue to decline due to inflation.67    

5.2 Vermont 

Vermont minimum wage law began with Senate Bill 125 in 1957, sponsored by Republican Senator 

John Boylan. To reach a compromise with businesses, the bill incorporated exemptions for certain 

occupations and for small firms (those with under four employees).68 Today, these exemptions apply 

to: agricultural workers, domestic service workers in private homes, certain employees of publicly 

supported nonprofits (excluding nurses and laundry workers), executive/administrative/professional 

employees, newspaper and advertising deliverers, taxi drivers, outside salespeople, some student 

workers, and tipped service workers.69 

Vermont passed its first minimum wage statute in 1959 at $1.00/hour.70 The state has passed many 

pieces of legislation since that have raised the minimum every few years, giving Vermont a long history 

with incremental wage increases as seen in Figure 5.2.71 
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Figure 5.2. Vermont Minimum Wage from 1970–2025 

 

Source: Authors calculations using Vermont Legislature Historical Summary of Minimum Wage72 

The shift towards adjusting the minimum wage to inflation occurred in 1999 by the Legislative Livable 

Income Study Committee, a bipartisan, bicameral committee created by Act 21 of the Vermont 

Legislature in 1999. The committee determined a “livable income” using basic-needs budgets for 

different household and family types in Vermont. The committee recommended that changes in taxes, 

benefits, and wages should account for rising costs of basic needs.73 

Following the committee’s report, the value of the inflation-adjusted minimum wage decreased in the 

early 2000s, while the federal rate remained at the 1997 value, $5.15.74 This stagnation motivated 

minimum wage increases in several states, and Vermont first indexed its minimum wage to inflation 

with Act 82 in 2005. Act 82 set the state minimum at $7.25 (raising it from $6.75) and required 

automatic annual increases (capped at 5 percent) beginning in 2007 based on the Consumer Price 

Index.75 Act 176 in 2014 similarly raised the minimum wage to $9.15, increased it yearly by $0.40–0.50, 

and returned it to a cost-of-living adjustment in 2019.76 

Act 86 (2019) has determined present rules. Beginning January 1, 2020, and each January 1st thereafter, 

Vermont’s minimum wage increases automatically by 2.25 times the CPI-U inflation rate until it 

reaches $15. Once it reaches $15, it will then increase each year by the smaller of 5 percent or the 

CPI‑U inflation rate, without ever being allowed to decrease.77 The latest minimum wage increase took 

effect in January 2026, raising Vermont’s minimum to 14.42 dollars per hour—a 2.9 percent increase 

from the prior year (Figure 5.2).78 
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New Hampshire can consider elements of Vermont’s history with minimum wage laws to construct 

its own. The policymaking process can include looking at compromises to make minimum wage 

legislation broadly favorable, such as including exemptions for certain occupations or small businesses. 

New Hampshire can also reference Vermont’s automatic minimum wage adjustments tied to inflation, 

which keep the value of the real (inflation-adjusted) wage stable.  

5.3 Maine 

Maine has long enforced a minimum wage above the federal minimum wage. However, Maine’s 

minimum wage has consistently been lower than other New England states in a manner similar to 

New Hampshire. In 2007, L.D. 1679 “An Act To Ensure Fair Wages” was passed to raise the 

minimum wage to $7.50 by 2009. From 2009 to 2014, there were no further increases in the minimum 

wage until the 2017 statute that increased it from $7.50 to $9. From 2017, the statute compelled the 

state to increase the minimum wage by $1 each year until 2020, where it then is increased according 

to cost of living/inflation.79  

Maine’s legislature passed an amendment to index the minimum wage to inflation as determined by 

the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers as published by the United 

States Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics in 2017. The indexing of the minimum wage 

to inflation is codified in Title 26, Chapter 24 of the state statutory code.80 This minimum wage is also 

subject to be paid to agricultural workers, and there exist differing minimum wages for tipped workers. 

Currently, the state minimum wage is $15.10, and the tipped minimum wage is $7.55.81 

The state also contains various municipalities with a differing minimum wage. The municipalities of 

Portland and Rockland have minimum wages of $16.75 and $16 respectively, with Portland also being 

set to raise its minimum wage to $19 by 2028. These increases in the minimum wage were decided 

through citizen initiative referendums.82 
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Figure 5.3. Maine Minimum Wage from 1970-2025 

 

Source: Authors calculations using Maine Legislature Historical Summary of Minimum Wage83 

Maine’s approach to minimum wage legislation comes with a few implications for New Hampshire. 

First, Maine’s indexing to the Consumer Price Index, similar to Vermont, prevents the erosion of real 

wages over time that would otherwise be caused by inflation. The gradual phased increases also help 

prevent sudden large jumps that might negatively affect businesses and consumers. This is also 

prevented by Maine’s codifying of these increases into their state statute, as they prevent legislative 

gridlock. Finally, Maine’s separate municipal minimum wages suggests that allowing local flexibility 

can help higher-cost areas respond to regional economic conditions, a possible method for New 

Hampshire’s populous areas.  

5.4 State Economic Profiles 

To gain a broad idea how minimum wage increases might affect New Hampshire, this section features 

a descriptive analysis of economic trends in Vermont and Maine, excluding Pennsylvania for the 

reasons mentioned in Section 4 (Methodology). Similar economic trends between the following states 

allow us to make assumptions about how a minimum wage increase, having affected neighboring 

states with similar economic compositions, might affect New Hampshire’s economy. 

The top three sectors in New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine both include Healthcare/Social 

Assistance and Retail Trade, two industries with many lower-wage occupations. The largest 

occupations in the three states all feature nurses, retail salespeople and cashiers in their top five. New 

Hampshire stands out from its neighbors by not including health/personal care aides or fast food 

workers in its top five occupations, indicating a lesser reliance on low-wage, service occupations.84 

https://www.bls.gov/oes/2024/may/area_emp_chart/area_emp_chart_data.htm
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Since these states have very similar industry and occupation compositions, minimum-wage effects 

should show up similarly across states. New Hampshire actually appears to have the least reliance on 

low-wage service occupations among the three, which would make it the least vulnerable to any 

adverse minimum-wage effects. 

Despite Vermont and Maine’s minimum-wage increases, key economic indicators over the past 30 

years, including annual business applications, state GDP, leisure/hospitality employment, non-farm 

labor costs, median household income, poverty rates, SNAP enrollment, and unemployment, had very 

similar trends across New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine.85  

This is important to consider because if minimum-wage hikes had serious positive or negative impacts 

on these indicators, we would expect a clear divergence between trends in those indicators in the 

states. The absence of such gaps in similar economies suggests that comparable wage increases in New 

Hampshire would likely not have outsized impacts.  

5.5 State Metrics 

Beyond economic trend comparisons, we also considered differences in state metrics between New 

Hampshire, Maine, and Vermont. This was an important consideration for interpreting minimum 

wage effects between the states, since differences in state demographics and metrics can change how 

a policy would affect a state. Looking at median income and poverty rate for each state can reveal 

information about them that could affect how a minimum wage would affect the states differently. 

Compared to Vermont and Maine, New Hampshire leads in certain socioeconomic measures, such as 

median household income, poverty, and food insecurity.86 However, these indicators do not 

necessarily describe conditions of workers and households at the lower end of the income distribution, 

which is the focus of our analysis. People who migrate to New Hampshire tend to be younger, 

well‑educated, and higher‑income. This migration pulls up median income and education levels.87 

While New Hampshire leads in the above stated metrics, New Hampshire also has the greatest income 

inequality compared to its neighbors, with the highest percentage of state income belonging to the top 

1 percent. For reference, 2021 federal income tax data has shown that the top 1 percent of earners 

collected 24.5 percent of the Total Adjusted Gross Income—a disproportionately large share of 

income.88 This is likely attributed to New Hampshire’s relatively regressive tax system; the effective 

state and local tax rate for the bottom 20 percent is 8.9 percent, whereas it is only 2.8 percent for the 

top 1 percent.89  

The lack of redistributive taxation in New Hampshire is important to consider when discussing a 

change in the minimum wage. While states like Vermont and Maine have more progressive taxation, 

low-wage workers in New Hampshire may be burdened by taxes more than workers in neighboring 

states, an important consideration when looking at a minimum wage to raise low-wage worker 

incomes.  
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Moreover, despite the fact that New Hampshire has a lower poverty rate, food insecurity rate, and 

higher median income, income is more unequally distributed in New Hampshire than neighboring 

states. This means a minimum wage policy could still benefit workers at the lower end of the wage 

spectrum.  

5.6 State Directed Benefits 

To evaluate differences between New Hampshire and surrounding states, we also compare the 

structure and generosity of state benefit programs, assessing whether New Hampshire’s programs 

supplement workers’ incomes enough to offset lower wages. If New Hampshire boasts a stronger 

social safety net compared to neighboring states, the policy justification for raising the minimum wage 

may be weaker. We also want to consider if raising the minimum wage would bring workers above 

eligibility thresholds for government assistance programs. 

The Brookings Institution created a benefit generosity index that calculates how much food and cash 

aid a hypothetical single-parent family would be eligible to receive if they lived in different states, 

holding family and incomes constant so the only difference in benefits comes from differences in state 

residence. The state-directed portion of this index includes benefits from Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families (TANF) and the state Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).  

Based on 2019 figures, New Hampshire offers more generous state-directed assistance than its 

neighbors. It ranked 4th in the nation, compared to Vermont at 6th and Maine at 15th.90 SNAP income 

limits are the same across New Hampshire and Maine (200 percent of Federal Poverty Level) but 

lower in Vermont (185 percent).91 New Hampshire has the highest benefit threshold for cash 

assistance in the country, and the state’s balance of funds has increased, being awarded 38.3 million 

annually.92 New Hampshire’s cash assistance program is called the Financial Assistance for Needy 

Families (FANF) program (federally known as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)).  

If an individual worked full time (40 hrs/week, 52 weeks/year) for $15 an hour, their pre-tax income 

would still fall below 200 percent of the FPL. This indicates a minimum wage increase to $12 would 

not strongly impact eligibility for SNAP. However, an individual earning $12-$15 an hour in a family 

of three would not qualify for FANF, whereas a person earning $7.25 supporting a family of three 

would, meaning that an increase in minimum wage could affect households currently benefiting from 

this program.  

Despite the higher safety net thresholds, New Hampshire residents have comparatively lower access 

to food stores, including those that accept SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) and 

WIC (Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children). The state also 

struggles with low-income individuals accessing SNAP benefits, with only around 60 percent of those 

eligible receiving benefits compared to around 90 percent in Vermont and Maine.  
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Table 5.1. Government Benefits Programs, NH, VT, and ME 

Metric/State New Hampshire Vermont Maine 

Brookings Safety Net Index*** $3.28k $2.96k $2.01k 

SNAP Stores/10K ppl (2011) 8.5 11.4 13.6 

WIC Stores/10K ppl (2011) 2.2 2.5 2.7 

Low Access to Food Stores* (2011) 25.5% 11.9% 13.6% 

Program Access Index** (2023) 0.599 0.892 0.893 

*Low access to food stores indicates that in urban areas a person lives over a mile from a store and in rural areas, over 10 

miles. 

**Program Access Index is a ratio of the average monthly number of SNAP participants over a year to the number of 

people with income below 125 percent of the official poverty line. 

***The State Safety Net Index includes benefits from TANF and the state EITC. The fact that New Hampshire does not 

have state income tax, and thereby does not have a state EITC, is included in the calculation. 

One common objection to the minimum wage is that fewer people will be able to qualify for the public 

assistance they need because higher earnings will push families above the threshold for eligibility for 

benefits. Therefore, a higher minimum wage has the potential to decrease safety net costs and 

participation over time. We have found that a higher minimum wage would not likely impact SNAP 

eligibility for an individual, but could possibly affect a family's FANF eligibility. However, given the 

very small number of people currently earning the minimum wage, the number of families crossing 

that eligibility threshold would be limited, meaning overall enrollment rates and costs to New 

Hampshire would not change substantially. 

Compared to states like Maine and Vermont with a higher minimum wage, New Hampshire’s directed 

safety net is comparatively more generous. However, it is also less easily accessible, indicating that 

lower wages can be supplemented by generous state benefits, but outreach to eligible recipients would 

be needed to fill in the gap. 
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6 Results: Implications of a Minimum Wage Increase 

This section assesses the implications of raising the minimum wage to $12 across three dimensions: 

effects on households, effects on employers, and effects on the overall economy.  

We begin with an analysis of the benefits of a minimum wage increase. This focuses on the effects on 

households, combining descriptive statistical evidence from ACS data and qualitative insights from 

stakeholder interviews. Next, we move to potential drawbacks. We analyze the effects on businesses 

through a review of the literature on the role of small businesses in the New Hampshire economy and 

the estimated effects of an increase on them.  

6.1 Benefits to Households 

In this section we examine which workers would benefit from an increase in the minimum wage, 

provide a nuanced understanding of the effects on economic well-being from our stakeholder 

interviews, and examine differences in the wage distribution among states with differing minimum 

wages, or wage floors.  

6.1.1 Who Would Benefit from a Minimum Wage Increase to $12? 

In this section we present the characteristics of workers who earned $12 per hour or under. This 

analysis clarifies who would directly benefit from a minimum wage increase to $12 by presenting a 

demographic and economic profile of workers who earned at or below $12 per hour in New 

Hampshire from 2018-2023. 

When weighted to reflect the New Hampshire workforce, 15 percent of workers earn $12 per hour or 

less, 35 percent earn between $12 and $25.88, and 50 percent earn above $25.88. These estimates are 

based on 12,554 unweighted observations from the selected ACS sample. Using chi-square tests, we 

report several statistically significant relationships between demographic and economic characteristics 

and workers’ earning categories. All of the following tests yielded statistically significant results. The 

percentages of workers with these characteristics in the three wage categories are shown in the 

following tables and figures.  
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Table 6.1. Age of New Hampshire Workforce by Hourly Wage (Percent Share) 

Characteristic Workers Earning 
Under $12  

Workers Earning $12 
to $25.88  

Workers Earning 
Above $25.88  

16-19 29 3 .25 

20-24 26 13 2 

25-30 8 17 10 

31-40 14 22 27 

41-50 8 17 24 

51-64 15 27 37 

Source: Author’s calculations using IPUMS USA, American Community Survey 2018–2023 5-Year Sample using person 

weights. N = 12,554 unweighted observations; p < 0.001 across all categories. 

Workers aged 16–19 alone account for 29 percent of those earning under $12 per hour, compared to 

just 3 percent of middle-wage earners and virtually none of the highest earners (0.25 percent). Similarly, 

individuals aged 20–24 make up an additional 26 percent of the low wage workforce, meaning that 

over half of low-wage workers fall between ages 16 and 24. Beyond age 24, representation in the 

lowest wage category declines substantially, with workers aged 25–30 comprising only 8 percent of 

the low wage group. In contrast, higher wage categories are increasingly composed of older workers, 

particularly those aged 31 and above, with the 51–64 group accounting for 37 percent of top earners. 

These older workers, aged 25 and older, are less likely to be working entry level positions. This 

distribution supports the common assumption that low-wage employment is especially concentrated 

among young adults likely entering the workforce for the first time, as 55 percent of the low-wage 

workforce is 24 and younger. 
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Figure 6.1. Household Structure of New Hampshire Workforce by Hourly Wage 

 

Source: Author’s calculations using IPUMS USA, American Community Survey 2018–2023 5-Year Sample using person 

weights. N = 12,554 unweighted observations; p < 0.001 across all categories. 

Household structure further supports the conclusion that minimum wage earners are younger. Eighty 

percent of workers earning $12 or less are not married, compared to 60 percent in the middle wage 

group and 35 percent in the highest wage group. Similarly, 80 percent of the under $12 earning 

workforce report having no children, compared to 66 percent of middle-wage earners and 51 percent 

of high-wage earners. These patterns are consistent with adults who are early in their careers and less 

likely to have established their family. 
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Figure 6.2. Education Level of New Hampshire Workforce by Hourly Wage 

 

Source: Author’s calculations using IPUMS USA, American Community Survey 2018–2023 5-Year Sample using person 

weights. N = 12,554 unweighted observations; p < 0.001 across all categories. 

As shown in Figure 6.2, educational attainment follows a clear pattern across wage categories, with 

those with higher education levels attaining higher wages as expected. Among those earning $12 per 

hour or less, 57 percent have a high school degree or less, compared to 51 percent in the middle wage 

group and 22 percent among workers earning above $25.88. Conversely, college graduates are less 

represented in the lowest wage category but substantially represented in the highest wage group. When 

taking age and education together, our analysis supports the interpretation that low wages are 

concentrated among teenagers and young adults. Yet, a sizable proportion (26 percent) of those in the 

middle wage group are college graduates. This may be due to recent college graduates entering the 

workforce, or due to current economic trends preventing economic mobility. Transitioning from some 

entry low-end occupations, even with a college degree, is more difficult than initially entering an 

occupation with a clear progression.93 
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Table 6.2. Sex of New Hampshire Workforce by Hourly Wage (Percent Share) 

Sex Workers Earning 
Under $12  

Workers Earning $12 
to $25.88  

Workers Earning 
Above $25.88  

Female 57 52 43 

Male 43 48 57 

Source: Author’s calculations using IPUMS USA, American Community Survey 2018–2023 5-Year Sample using person 

weights. N = 12,554 unweighted observations; p < 0.001 across all categories. 

While age is the most pronounced demographic divide across wage groups, other characteristics 

further differentiate low-wage workers. Gender composition also differs significantly across wage 

categories. Women constitute 57 percent of workers earning $12 per hour or less, compared to 52 

percent in the middle wage group and just 43 percent in the high wage group. This steady decline 

indicates that women are disproportionately represented in lower-wage employment and 

underrepresented in higher-paying positions.  

Table 6.3. Race of New Hampshire Workforce by Hourly Wage (Percent Share) 

Race Under $12 Workforce $12-25.88 Workforce Above $25.88 
Workforce 

White 83 85 87 

Black 2 2 1 

Hispanic 6 6 4 

Other 9 7 8 

Source: Author’s calculations using IPUMS USA, American Community Survey 2018–2023 5-Year Sample using person 

weights. N = 12,554 unweighted observations; p < 0.001 across all categories. 
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Unlike age and sex, racial composition varies only modestly across wage categories. White workers 

constitute the majority of the workforce in all three wage groups, comprising 83 percent of those 

earning under $12, 85 percent of middle-wage earners, and 87 percent of high-wage earners. Black 

and Hispanic workers represent slightly larger shares of the under $12 and middle-wage groups than 

of the highest wage group. Black workers account for 2 percent of the under $12 workforce and 

middle-wage group, compared to 1 percent of the highest-wage group. Similarly, Hispanic workers 

make up 6 percent of the lowest wage group but 4 percent of the highest. 

Overall, while statistically significant, racial disparities across wage categories are less pronounced than 

those associated with age and sex. This suggests that in New Hampshire, wage differences appear 

more strongly linked to age and sex than to race. 

Figure 6.3. Economic Characteristics of New Hampshire Workforce by Hourly Wage 

 

Source: Author’s calculations using IPUMS USA, American Community Survey 2018–2023 5-Year Sample using person 

weights. N = 12,554 unweighted observations; p < 0.001 across all categories. 

Due to income eligibility thresholds, SNAP participation declines sharply across wage categories, with 

10 percent of workers earning $12 per hour or less living in households that receive benefits, compared 

to 5 percent of middle-wage earners and just 2 percent of those earning above $25.88. This clear 

gradient suggests that lower-wage employment is strongly associated with greater reliance on public 

assistance at the household level.  

Health insurance coverage also varies across wage categories. Workers earning above $25.88 are far 

less likely to lack health insurance than those in the lower wage groups, only accounting for 2 percent. 

Although the middle-wage category exhibits a slightly higher uninsured rate of 9 percent than the 

under-$12 group rate of 8 percent, both are substantially higher than among top earners. The slightly 

lower uninsured rate among workers earning under $12 per hour may reflect the effectiveness of 
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public insurance expansions and subsidized coverage under programs such as the Affordable Care 

Act, which reduces the link between low wages and lack of health coverage. Yet, both the lower wage 

and middle wage groups have higher levels of uninsurance than the highest earning group. 

Among workers earning $12 per hour or less, 31 percent live in households below the poverty line, 

compared to just 4 percent of those earning between $12 and $25.88 and only 0.33 percent of those 

earning above $25.88. This sharp decline across wage categories suggests that low hourly wages are 

closely linked to household-level economic hardship. It also suggests that raising the minimum wage 

to $12 will not reduce this groups’ level of poverty. 

It is important to note that the ACS poverty and SNAP measures reflect the status of the total 

household rather than individuals alone. Thus, when taken with the idea that low wage earners are 

young, these results suggest that the wages earned by these individuals is not entirely supplemental 

income, but may instead be crucial earnings to the household. The wages that these young individuals 

make meaningfully contribute to the income of households that are more likely to be below or at the 

poverty level. Additionally, many of the young people captured in this data may not be college 

graduates, and are still members of the labor force who must support themselves and their households 

financially. 

Taken together, these results reveal several demographic and economic patterns within our wage 

groups in New Hampshire’s labor market. There is a significant gender disparity between the wage 

groups, with women disproportionately represented in lower-wage employment and men more 

concentrated in higher-paying positions. Racial differences are comparatively less pronounced, though 

minority workers appear slightly more concentrated in the lower-wage categories than in the highest. 

Workers earning $12 per hour or less are disproportionately young, less educated, unmarried, and 

without children, reflecting the commonly held belief that minimum wage workers are teenagers or 

young adults at the beginning of their careers. However, this profile does not imply that minimum-

wage employment is economically inconsequential. A significant share of these workers reside in 

households below the poverty line and receive SNAP benefits and face higher rates of uninsurance, 

indicating meaningful economic vulnerability. Overall, these findings suggest that low wage workers 

in New Hampshire are more likely to be younger and less educated, but it is also meaningfully 

associated with household-level financial instability. Policy to increase the minimum wage may affect 

both early-career workers and economically vulnerable households across the state. 

6.1.2 Perspectives on the Cost of Living 

Despite having the lowest minimum wage, cost of living is highest in New Hampshire relative to 

neighboring states. The MIT Livable Wage Calculator calculates the lowest hourly wage a full-time 

worker needs to earn to be able to pay for basic necessities like rent, food, healthcare, transportation, 

childcare, and taxes—without any extra money left over for saving, vacations, or emergencies. It 

calculates this wage for different U.S. areas and family types using government data on real local costs. 

It assumes everyone works full-time (40 hours/week, 52 weeks/year), has steady jobs, and only spends 
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money on necessities. According to the calculator, a livable wage for a single adult with no children in 

New Hampshire is $24.78, $23.95 in Vermont, and $23.22 in Maine.94 

Households and family-centered advocacy groups frequently frame the minimum wage issue in terms 

of self-sufficiency, emphasizing that wage levels should be enough to allow workers to meet basic 

living expenses. One of our expert interviewees relayed support for a $25 an hour minimum wage, 

citing the MIT Living Wage Calculator as a benchmark for a livable wage in the state. This perspective 

reflects a recurring policy argument that the minimum wage should be aligned with the cost of living, 

a perspective seen in the legislation passed by Vermont and Maine. 

Similarly, our team conducted an interview with a local community organization that provides a safety 

net for households experiencing financial instability. A representative from the organization shared 

that though many workers make higher than the $7.25 minimum wage, their earnings may still be 

insufficient to cover expenses. According to the interviewee, the organization’s services often 

supplement or supplant state programs and services, acting as “a backup or fill in for government 

programs when people don’t qualify, or what they get isn’t enough.” The reliance on nonprofit 

assistance suggests that wages influence the extent to which private organizations supplement public 

programs. Minimum wage policy may potentially alter demand for public and private benefits.  

In another interview we spoke with a 19-year-old New Hampshire worker who works full time in 

daycare and part time in retail, making about $28,000 per year, or about $600 per week. Though she 

has two separate jobs, our interviewee emphasized that she struggles to pay for basic necessities in her 

household, such as groceries, transportation, and housing. According to the interviewee, who now 

lives with her fiancé and a roommate, their rent of $2,500 that they divide three ways is hard to afford, 

and forced her to cut back on groceries and to make what she called “struggle meals,” a colloquial 

term for a cheap and simple meal made out of necessity using limited ingredients. The interviewee’s 

struggle to make ends meet while working two jobs suggests that a minimum wage increase would 

benefit young people starting their careers in low wage, entry level jobs.  

These qualitative findings complicate the perception that minimum wage workers are primarily young 

people (teenagers and college students) in financially secure households, and instead suggest that for 

some individuals, low wages are directly linked to economic hardship. 

6.1.3 Wage Floor Impacts on Households 

State wage distributions show how a minimum wage affects pay on the lower end of the income 

distribution by creating a wage floor, but not the higher end, even when larger economic and labor 

force trends may be similar. This analysis shows the benefits a minimum wage can have on households 

by establishing a wage floor that lifts low-end pay.  

These density charts are based on 2023 American Community Survey data and display hourly wages 

for workers in lower-paying jobs across the four states. Wage distributions in New Hampshire are 

similar to those in Pennsylvania, since these states have lower minimum wages. Distributions are 
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differently shaped for Vermont and Maine. The data is filtered to only include occupations where the 

median income is within $25/hour, so our analysis can focus on low-wage earners.  

The first graph shows wages at the 10th percentile of wages for each occupation (only including 

occupations where median wage is within $25/hour), which represents the bottom 10 percent of 

earners in each occupation. In New Hampshire, hourly wages for the bottom 10 percent feature a 

minimum around $7.50. This is also the minimum in Pennsylvania. Both states have a portion of 

workers earning between $7.50 and $15 an hour. Using data from all occupations (not just those with 

a median wage within $25/hr), the proportion earning below $15/hr is 6 percent in New Hampshire 

and 12 percent in Pennsylvania, whereas it is below measurable levels in Vermont and Maine.95 

Because of the minimum wage in Vermont and Maine, workers could not earn below roughly $13 an 

hour in 2023. This leads to a large jump in the proportion of workers at the 2023 state minimum wages 

($13.18 in Vermont and $13.80 in Maine). 

This spike at the minimum wage level shows that Vermont and Maine’s minimum wage policies are 

effective in creating a floor for wages. Without it, in states like New Hampshire and Pennsylvania, 

wages are more distributed at lower levels.  

Figure 6.4. 10th Percentile Wage Distributions Among Occupations with Median Wages 

Within $25 per Hour 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of 2023 ACS data (from IPUMS USA) 

Meanwhile, the distribution of wages at the top 10 percent (of occupations with median wages $25/hr) 

are almost identical across states. Despite Vermont and Maine’s minimum wage, and New Hampshire 

and Pennsylvania’s lack thereof, top 10 percent wages peak at the same area, around $27/hr.  

For New Hampshire, this means adopting a state minimum could boost the lowest wages without 

disrupting the upper end of these jobs. Higher state minimums lift wages at the bottom, creating a 
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floor that bunches low earners upward, without pushing up pay for higher earners in the same 

occupations.  

This finding shows that wage compression—when pay differences between employees with varying 

experience, skills, or seniority shrink or disappear—could occur, as more workers are grouped at a 

certain wage, and not all wages are shifted upwards as a result of a minimum wage. However, it 

dissuades fears that higher wages for the bottom earners will push all wages upwards and create severe 

affordability issues for businesses.  

Figure 6.5. 90th Percentile Wage Distributions Among Occupations with Median Wages 

Within $25 per Hour 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of 2023 ACS data (from IPUMS USA) 

This finding is supplemented by the fact that the proportion of workers who earn below $16/hr is 

very similar in New Hampshire (9 percent), Vermont (9 percent), and Maine (10 percent). (This value 

is 17 percent for Pennsylvania, where earnings and wages are lower overall).96  

Higher minimum wages in Vermont and Maine do not eliminate low-wage work, but push low wages 

upward so that many workers cluster at the legal minimum. As a result, the overall share of workers 

earning at a certain wage is similar across the state, the difference being that there is an additional 

group of New Hampshire workers earning wages below those that exist in Vermont and Maine. The 

important finding here is that  the minimum wage changes the distribution of pay at the bottom 

without disrupting the overall wage distribution. A minimum wage increase can raise earnings for the 

lowest-wage earners without substantially increasing overall wages.   

*In endnotes: this analysis uses 102 occupations with median hourly wages <= $25/hr. 
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7.1 Drawbacks to Businesses 

The main concern opponents of raising the minimum wage have centers on the negative implications 

a raise would have on small businesses. Small businesses (classified as businesses with <500 

employees) dominate New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine, making up over 99 percent of total 

businesses in each state. This being said, of the three states, New Hampshire has the smallest share of 

its workforce employed by small businesses (50.1 percent), compared to Maine (54.5 percent) and 

Vermont (60.4 percent).97 

Small businesses of New Hampshire consistently advocate for maintaining the current minimum wage. 
Nonprofit organizations such as The National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB) argue that 
an increase in minimum wage would have adverse effects: labor costs would be unaffordable for small 
businesses and would decrease the number of entry level jobs by making it effectively more expensive 
to hire them. 98 

Therefore, if the price of labor were to increase, business owners typically rely on a few options to 
mitigate minimum wage increase expenses, explained one of our interviewees in state government. 
One method is to decrease employment. According to economic theory, if the minimum wage is set 
above the market rate for a specific industry, it creates a price floor that leads to reduced labor supply, 
or unemployment. Further, an increase in the minimum wage may make it too expensive for employers 
to hire entry level positions for young and less-experienced workers, especially for small businesses 
that cannot adjust to higher wage costs as easily as large corporations. 

Overall, small business stakeholders frame the minimum wage debate around potential trade-
offs between higher wages and employment opportunities. Their concerns emphasize the 
possibility that increased labor costs may lead businesses, particularly small ones, to reduce 
hiring or adjust employment levels.  

7.1.1 Perspectives from Businesses and Key Industry Stakeholders 

Overall, business owners and key minimum wage industry stakeholders have consistently expressed 

opposition to the most recent minimum wage legislation, most notably HB 731-FN (2019) and HB 

726-FN (2025).  

 

In a public testimony, New Hampshire State Director of the National Federation of Independent 

Business John L. Reynolds argues how increases in the minimum wage floor, even if phased over 

several years, has been found detrimental to minimum wage representative industries such as Retail, 

Full-Service Restaurants and Accommodation & Food Services. The losses provoked by those 

increases could lead, in his words, to small businesses “falling behind, shrinking, or closing their 

doors.” Similarly, several others emphasize that higher wage floors may increase operating costs not 

only through direct wage increases but also through related expenses such as payroll taxes, workers’ 

compensation, and unemployment insurance. 99 

 

Industry representatives, particularly in the Food Services Industry, also raised concerns about specific 

propositions in past legislation that advocate for raises in the tipped wage. They pointed out that their 
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worker’s compensation far exceeds the statutory minimum when tips are included, which suggests 

that further increases could raise their labor costs without benefitting the majority of their workers. 

Other employers within the industry also stress the importance of gradual increases in order to allow 

businesses time to adjust to higher labor costs. 

Not all small business leaders are in steadfast opposition, however. Gary Cahoon, leader of the NH 

Association of Residential Care Homes, offers a more nuanced view. He recognized the need for 

increased salaries for workers, yet pointed out some structural barriers such as fixed reimbursement 

rates for Medicaid that restrict workers' capacity to accommodate higher salaries without further policy 

changes.100 

In general, these perspectives offer a glimpse into the operational realities of small businesses and how 

legislation could impact them. Incorporating their testimonies can help legislators properly 

contextualize any empirical finding and understand their potential behavioral responses to a new 

minimum wage floor, which is not immediately visible in the data presented.   

8 CONSIDERATIONS  

In this section, we synthesize our research findings to provide legislators with considerations for 

formulating bipartisan minimum wage policy. Our case studies and quantitative analysis yielded several 

important benefits and drawbacks to raising the minimum wage, most notably potential small 

decreases in employment and higher earnings for low-wage workers. Comparing economic trends 

across states, we found no apparent effects on the overall economy when the minimum wage was 

raised in the surrounding New England states. We see a small, but measurable population in New 

Hampshire earning below $12 and even $10 an hour, meaning a higher minimum wage floor would 

increase real wages for these individuals while creating a small cost increase for businesses and having 

little effect on the overall economy, since the raise would directly impact a small population. 

In all, our findings suggest that the most significant effect of a minimum wage increase would simply 

be raising the real wage of the lowest earners of New Hampshire, without drastically affecting the 

entire wage distribution. These earners are more likely to be in an economically unstable condition, as 

confirmed by our interviews. Minimum wage adjacent earners are indeed likely to be young adults, but 

this does not necessarily mean they are working for supplemental income. However, with no recorded 

significant decreases in poverty and a relative decrease in average weekly wages following an increase, 

we cannot say with certainty that a minimum wage increase would mitigate these conditions. 

Therefore, the primary direct effects of a minimum wage increase would likely be concentrated among 

workers earning the lowest wages. 

Additionally, our case studies offer insight into how the state might aim to construct this policy to 

minimize negative impacts to small businesses and overall economy. Pennsylvania’s approach suggests 

that geographically targeted increases may offer an alternative pathway for states that face political 

resistance to uniform statewide changes, presenting another potential legislative strategy for New 

Hampshire policymakers to evaluate. Maine and Vermont’s approaches suggest that phased 
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implementation may result in less drastic economic effects, and that indexing the wage to inflation 

might help to combat rising costs in a measured way. Policymakers may also consider combining a 

minimum wage increase with targeted support for small businesses, such as tax relief or subsidies, to 

offset higher labor costs for employers with thinner operating margins.  
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APPENDIX A: List of Contacts for Expert Interviews  

● Staff member, Client Advocate at SHARE Outreach Incorporated 

● Childcare worker and self-identified low-wage earner 

● Particia Anderson Ph.D., Professor of Economics at Dartmouth College 

● Staff member, Director of Narrative Strategy at One Fair Wage 

● Ricardo Salas Diaz Ph.D., Lecturer in the Department of Economics at Dartmouth College 
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