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Minimum Wage Increase in New York State

Scope of the Problem

       In recent years, there has been an increasing 
sentiment toward raising minimum wages at local, state, 
and federal levels. The sentiment derives from a number 
of realizations that have surfaced in the public 
conscience. These opinions were driven by the fact that 
the United States has one of the lowest minimum wages 
of industrialized nations. The minimum wage, when 
adjusted for inflation, today is at a lower level than it has 
been since the implementation of a federal minimum 
wage. At the same time, unemployment in the United 
States has decreased since the 2008 Recession, and the 
income gap between the average wage earner and top 
wage earner has increased over the past few decades 
(Komlos 2015). Demonstrating this growing gap, 
between 1979 and 2011, the lower 20% of wage earners 
increased their before-tax income by about 39% while the 
top 1% saw over a 170% increase (Priester and 
Mendelson 2015).

       According to a March 2016 analysis from the 
University of California, Berkeley, the minimum wage 
increase in New York State will result in an estimated 
average wage increase of 23.4% for over three million 
workers. The result of a minimum wage increase in New 
York is projected to increase the buying power of the 
typical person, boost worker productivity, as well as 
leading to higher prices for goods (Reich et al. 2016).

       However, some argue that raising the minimum wage 
will be detrimental to many businesses and organizations. 
One of the greatest fears is that the increased pay rate will 
result in higher percentages of profit used to pay labor. 
This financial concern may lead to a company or 
organization laying-off workers to cut costs. If many 
organizations laid off workers in order to maintain profits, 
the result would be higher unemployment (Perry 2015).

       Nonprofit organizations, however, are exceptional 
cases to study when 
minimum wage 
increases are 
considered. Many 
nonprofits have fixed 
or declining streams of 
income, which may 
make paying workers 
more difficult (Allard 2016). In the nonprofit sector of 
New York State, raising the minimum wage to $15 per 
hour would result in a pay raise for about 51% of the 
State’s nonprofit day care services workers (Reich et al. 
2016). Though the potentially higher costs of labor may 
be initially deterring from a financial and profit 
perspective, an increase in wages may elicit better 
performance and morale from employees. These results 
may occur because workers feel that are being more duly 
compensated for their labor (Allard 2016). 

In 2016, New York State lawmakers passed a bill that would raise the State minimum wage to $15 
per hour over the next five or more years across the State, with increases varying by region. The 
increase may make it harder for organizations to pay labor, but, its intention is to make employees 
more productive, increase citizen buying power, and improve the quality of life of citizens.
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Past Policy

       Prior to the 1960’s, New York State 
minimum wages were regulated by industry. In the early 
1960’s, this policy shifted toward a comprehensive 
minimum wage that transcends industry type. The initial 
minimum wage was set at $1.00 per hour. The wage 
increased over time with State and 
federal policy shifts (NYS Department of Labor 2016a).

       In 2009, the federal government mandated a 
minimum wage of $7.25 per hour. This rate has remained 
the federal minimum wage standard ever since. Since 
2013, New York State’s minimum wage has stayed above 
$7.25 federal minimum wage. State and local government 
may choose to set a minimum wage higher, but not lower, 
than $7.25 per hour. It is not uncommon for a state or 
local government to set a minimum wage standard higher 
than $7.25 per hour (NYS Department of Labor 2016a). 

       In 2013, New York State passed the Minimum Wage 
Act that will increase the State minimum wage over the 
course of several years. The legislation raised wages from 
$7.25 to $9.00 per hour incrementally from December 
2013 to December 2015. The legislation had no provision 
for minimum wage increases after December 31, 2015 

when the State 
minimum wage 
reached $9.00 per hour 
(NYS Department of 
Labor 2016a). 

Current Policy

       Acting on 
concerns of a stagnant 

minimum wage, activist groups successfully lobbied State 
lawmakers to pass legislation to continue to incrementally 
increase the State minimum wage through 2018 and 2019 
in New York City, through 2021 in Long Island and 
Westchester, and beyond 2020 for the remainder of the 

State. The minimum wage increase was crafted so State 
minimum wages can reach $15 per hour in a way that, in 
theory, protects the interests of workers and industry. For 
this reason, distinct areas of the State will see different 
increases at varying times. Table 1 shows the proposed 
minimum wage increases across New York State (NYS 
Department of Labor 2016b).

       Generally, areas south of Westchester will see wage 
increases first as they have been deemed better equipped 
to pay higher wages to workers presently. Organizations 
closer to New York City tend to have larger customer 
bases, higher costs of living, and more money in the 
hands of consumers. As a result, many Downstate 
organizations are generally more able to adapt to higher 
costs of labor better than Upstate organizations, due to 
these economic conditions (NYS Department of Labor 
2016b). 

       This type of policy has been followed in other states 
with major cities. For instance, in California, Washington, 
and Oregon, local minimum wages tend to be higher, 
either de facto or de jure, in the areas of these states’ 
major cities, such as San Francisco, Los Angeles, 
Portland, or Seattle. By paying workers higher wages in 
New York City, the new minimum wage standards in 
New York will more or less mimic the policies of these 
cities. 

       Whereas the organizations of the New York City 
Metropolitan Area may be better equipped to pay a higher 
percentage of income to labor, Upstate New York and 
non-metropolitan areas of the State may not be as ready 
to pay a greater percentage of income to labor. This is due 
to the cost of living in Upstate New York tends to be 
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Table 1 shows the proposed minimum wage increase schedule in New 
York State.
 
✝: Denotes increases will be made in the remainder of New York until the 
minimum wage reaches $15 per hour. This increase will be subject to 
review each year until the wage reaches $15 per hour.



or goods, as compared to those in the New York City 
Metropolitan Area, Westchester, and Long Island. The 
minimum wage in Upstate New York will increase more 
slowly than Downstate to account for these 
considerations. Whereas organizations in New York City 
will pay workers $15.00 per hour by 2019, Upstate 
employers will only pay workers $12.50 by 2020. Future 
increases toward the target wage of $15.00 per hour will 
occur in Upstate, but will be tied to economic conditions 
and indicators (NYS Department of Labor 2016b).

 Policy Options 

 

Key Organizations

Several New York State organizations work 
closely with State minimum wage increases. 
These organizations review proposed 
increases and determine if they are for the 
economic good of the State or not, prior to an 
increase taking effect or being approved. 
Some of these organizations include:

• New York State Minimum Wage Board: 
The New York State Minimum Wage 
Board is a government body in New York 
State that assesses the impact of raising the 
State minimum wage and the sustainability 
of current minimum wage standards. The 
Board will be responsible for 
recommending increases in New York 
State outside of Long Island, Westchester, 
and New York City beyond $12.50 per 
hour until wages reach $15 per hour 
statewide.

• New York State Department of Labor: 
The New York State Department of Labor 
is responsible for enforcing labor standards 
in New York State. This includes enforcing 
minimum wage regulations.

Additional Government Funding 

State and federal government may choose to offer 
nonprofits additional funding. This may come in 
the form of government grants or in the form of 
general government aid. Governments may set 
aside pools of money in their budgets to be 
applied for by nonprofits to help them pay for 
higher labor costs. This may result in tax 
increases in order to fund these grant programs. It  
has been shown in California that nonprofits can 
support a higher minimum wage if the wage if 
the wage is phased in over time and government 
contracts and aid is sufficient (California 
Association of Nonprofits 2015).

Increased Subsidies

Governments may seek to increase subsidies to 
nonprofits to help lower operating costs if it 
appears that a minimum wage increase is having 
a negative effect of non-profits. By having lower 
operating costs, nonprofits would have more 
money to dedicate to paying labor.  



Glossary of Terms

State Minimum Wage: The lowest legal wage rate that an employer may pay a worker, as determined by the State that 
the business is in. Employers must adhere to the State minimum wage if the federal minimum wage is lower (NYS 
Department of Labor 2016b).
Inflation: A decrease in the value of money due to more money being in circulation.
De Facto: A matter of fact that is not caused by a specific law, but by chance.
De Jure: Something that occurs as a result of a law.
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