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This July, Ohio reached a critical milestone. The state posted the 
largest number of jobs in its history: 5,639,200. Reaching this 
benchmark was especially important because the previous peak was 
more than 23 years ago, in May 2000. The July jobs number is 
preliminary, so we could learn that the true milestone came a month or 
so before or after, but what’s clear is that Ohio’s recovery from the 
COVID-created recession stands in stark contrast to the two decades 
prior, in which the state’s recoveries from recessions were slow and 
incomplete. This could be a turning point for the state. After decades in 
which corporations held wages nearly flat and captured most of the 
economic gains made possible by Ohio’s working people, the labor 
market is tilting in favor of workers. 

Many of the challenges made more acute by the pandemic were not new. They were the 
result of longstanding structural shortfalls in our labor market’s ability to deliver a high 
quality of life to all those who spent their lives working. What remains to be seen is how 
well we use the lessons learned to forge lasting change to the way Ohioans live and work 
that enable all people to thrive. 

Today Ohio’s strong labor market is more favorable to working people than at any time 
since the Great Recession and, by some measures, much longer. This tight labor market is 
the labor market Ohio needs. This is long overdue good news that policymakers should 
sustain as long as possible to reverse the setbacks working people have faced over the last 
two decades of plunder. Year after year, corporations and the wealthiest have held wages 
flat for middle-income earners and pushed them down for some, even as working people 
make the state wealthier than it’s ever been.1 The strong labor market is also vital to 
pressure employers to hire those workers most marginalized in the labor market. 
Unemployment rates for Black workers have consistently run double that of their white 
counterparts in good economic times and bad, for as long as the data have been kept. No 
policy attempt has yet succeeded in getting employers to hire Black workers at parity with 
their white counterparts. With that reality, and with inadequate policy in place to support 
equity in education and on the job, it takes a very tight labor market to force employers in 
aggregate to overcome bias, discrimination and systemic failings to hire the Black women 
and men still most likely to be sidelined from work.  

Ohio’s statewide jobs recovery masks sustained challenges in a majority of Ohio 
communities to recover the jobs lost to the COVID recession. Just four of Ohio’s 11 
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) had more jobs by July than they did before the 
pandemic recession. Strong growth predominantly around Cincinnati and Columbus is 
creating opportunities for people there and boosting the statewide jobs total, but jobs 
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have yet to fully return to most Ohio communities. Ohio’s low unemployment rate is 
remarkably good, but it is only historically low because some 100,000 Ohioans have yet to 
come back to the workforce. While some have opted out of work, others struggle to 
manage childcare along with paid work. 

Despite low unemployment, many Ohio jobs remain poor quality and many employers still 
pay poorly. Low wages hurt all workers but especially harm Black workers and other 
workers of color, women and migrant workers — all of whom are especially likely to be 
underpaid. Their disproportionate representation in low-paid jobs is the result of structural 
racism and sexism, rooted in chattel slavery. Until we confront and dismantle its legacy, we 
will continue to tolerate economic outcomes that systematically undervalue the 
contributions of specific working people based on their status as members of affected 
demographic groups. That includes undervaluing the occupations in which these workers 
are overrepresented.2 We must confront these issues now.  

The strong labor market has set up a clash between working people whose power – mostly 
through organized labor – is resurgent after decades of losses and a corporate lobby still 
determined to secure a steady supply of cheap labor by getting more creative about the 
pools of people it can force into low-paid work. Ohioans are making demands for better 
pay and working conditions after decades of wage suppression That includes demands for 
greater flexibility to care for their families, with benefits such as paid family and medical 
leave, and remote or hybrid workplaces with some work done from home so that working 
parents can care for children. Meanwhile firms are broadening their sights to consider new 
groups of workers. That includes progress — such as opening opportunities to Ohioans 
harmed by the criminal legal system — and concerning trends, such as lobbying lawmakers 
to clear pathways to staff children for later shifts on school nights.  

It remains to be seen whether working people’s new expectations of work that arose in 
response to the trauma and instability wrought by COVID-19 will persist as permanent 
structural changes to employment arrangements or be defeated by corporate attempts to 
suppress them. 

  



 

 

 
6 policymattersohio.org 

Key Findings 

• Ohio has restored the number of jobs lost to COVID-19. However, that recovery 
was confined to just four metro areas with significant job growth, while most 
Ohio communities continue to face jobs shortfalls. 
 

• By some measures, Ohio’s labor market is highly favorable to working people, 
with a record low unemployment rate and two job openings per unemployed 
worker. However, for a significant share of Ohio working people, this tight labor 
market is not translating into livable wages, and understaffing is creating 
additional work and stress for those on the job. 
 

• Pay growth in the COVID era was limited to low wage Ohioans and was 
substantial for that cohort following decades of flat wages. 
 

• This recent pay growth, however, has not been enough to reverse decades of 
widening inequality between more and less privileged workers, and inequality 
between workers and their employers has skyrocketed. 
 

• Based on MIT’s living wage calculator, a family of four with two working parents 
needs each to be paid at least $24.53 per hour, meaning that Ohioans aren’t 
paid enough to support a small family until they reach the 60th percentile of all 
working people in the state. 
 

• To restore a steady supply of cheap labor, Ohio employers are seeking access 
to more vulnerable workers including children and people harmed by the 
criminal legal system; classifying workers as contractors to skirt labor 
protections; funding the Issue 1 campaign to cut off Ohioans’ ability to raise the 
minimum wage through direct democracy; and asking lawmakers to worsen the 
hardship workers face in unemployment. 
 

• Inflation slowed to 3 percent this summer, giving the Federal Reserve ample 
space to slow inflation-suppressing measures. Because the strong growth 
economy makes our labor market more effective and fair, the Fed should back 
off further efforts to reduce inflation. 
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Today’s tight labor market is helping workers share in prosperity 
for the first time in decades 

By some measures, Ohio is experiencing the tightest labor market in a generation. That is, 
jobs are relatively plentiful compared to the number of workers. This report will delve into 
many facets of that story: how a jobs boom concentrated in some parts of the state has 
driven Ohio as a whole to record job numbers, but left large swaths of the state with fewer 
jobs than before the COVID recession; how strong demand for workers is helping them to 
negotiate better wages and terms of work with their employers; how – in effort to retain a 
steady supply of cheap labor — some employers are trying to tap new and more 
vulnerable pools of workers or lobby the legislature to put more workers in that category; 
and how the tight labor market is opening new doors to long-marginalized people and 
better enabling them to participate in work and share in prosperity. 

Ohio needs a tight labor market with strong demand for workers. Today’s tight labor 
market is vital to restore decades of suppressed wage growth, during which workers 
produced more wealth than ever, but corporations and the wealthiest captured most of 
the gains. It is also vital to overcoming labor market discrimination and pushing employers 
to hire those Ohioans frequently marginalized — especially Black working people whose 
unemployment rate trends at double that of white counterparts in good economic times 
and bad. Today’s tight labor market supports wage growth because, unlike in most years in 
recent history, employers are forced to compete for workers instead of workers competing 
for too few jobs to go around. Working people at the bottom of the pay scale have 
achieved real wage gains –gains that exceed inflation – throughout the course of the 
pandemic. 

Having unfilled jobs is far better than having people out of work: Most Ohioans rely on 
wages to survive. While a job opening with no takers limits a business’s ability to grow, it 
also signals that the labor market is working as it should: by matching workers to jobs 
where they can be most effective. A company that struggles to hire can overcome this 
constraint by reworking its business plan. This is how the labor market is supposed to 
work. It is supposed to motivate workers to move to the jobs where they can realize the 
highest pay and best working arrangements. The firms that offer the best can do so 
because they are the most effective at putting employees to work on high-value tasks. 
When the labor market works in this way, we all benefit. 
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Employers have successfully held wages down despite Ohio workers 
producing more wealth than ever before 

This strong labor market could help rebalance income distribution, which has been out of 
whack for decades because corporations and the wealthiest have successfully rigged the rules 
of our economy to their benefit and used their power to capture nearly all the growth working 
people produced, breaking the link between productivity and pay. While Ohio working people 
became more productive on the job than ever before, their wages hardly budged. From 1979 to 
2021, gross state product per worker grew by 76 percent in Ohio. This means each Ohio worker 
produced 76% more on average than their counterpart four decades prior. However, wages for 
the median Ohio worker rose just 4% over that timeframe. See Figure 1.  These figures account 
for the fact that Ohio also added some 994,000 workers over this timeframe (22%). Counting 
both new workers and their productivity gains, Ohio workers produced twice as much wealth in 
2021 as they had in 1979 (101% more). 

Figure 1 

 
 
This outcome makes clear that simply doing well at one’s job does not translate into a good 
living on its own. To restore balance, Ohio policymakers must pass policies that retain existing 
high-quality jobs and improve the quality of now low-paid service sector jobs, which make up a 
growing share of our jobs mix. This means supporting high wages directly with a minimum 
wage that meets the cost of living and supporting workers’ ability to form unions that help 
them counterbalance concentrated corporate power. Policy Matters Ohio’s May Day report, A 
New Way Forward, lays out a 10-point policy strategy to support working people in Ohio. An 
overview of the policies is included at the end of this report.3  
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Ohio recently posted the largest number of jobs in state history 

Ohio fully recovered our pre-COVID jobs level in May 2023, then went on to post the 
highest number of jobs in the state’s history by July, with 5,639,200 jobs.4 These job 
numbers are preliminary and will undergo a revision in September and a benchmark in 
March 2024 for improved accuracy, so we may later learn that the milestone was reached 
a month or so sooner or later than first identified, but this figure is consistent with the 
strong growth trend of recent months and represents a major breakthrough.  
 
Figure 2

 
Recovering the jobs lost to COVID-19 in less than half the time it took to recover jobs form 
the Great Recession is a triumph for good public policy. Whereas the prior recovery was 
slowed by austerity policies that choked off government spending when it was needed 
most, the federal response to the COVID recession was scaled to the size of the crisis.  

In a recession, individuals and businesses cut back on spending to preserve their bottom 
line, a response that can deepen the cycle. But the government — accountable to the 
public as a whole — commands enough resources and is sufficiently coordinated to restore 
enough spending to end a recession. Economists have understood this for nearly a 
century.5 But in 2011 when the U.S. was still struggling to overcome the Great Recession, 
Republican Congress members forced spending cuts as a precondition for raising the debt 
ceiling, a stunt first used in that crisis which they have since repeated.6 Reducing public 
spending when it was needed most made that recovery the slowest since the Great 
Depression. The federal response to the COVID recession was different. By pushing 
unprecedented levels of aid out to individuals, businesses, and state and local 
governments, federal policymakers spared many families from being financially ruined by 
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unemployment, prevented widespread business closures and jumpstarted a rapid recovery 
that has led to the strong growth economy we enjoy today.  

This recovery also benefitted from the fact that the COVID recession was caused by the 
necessary stay-at-home orders issued in Ohio and other states to protect residents and 
prevent the healthcare system from being overwhelmed. Absent COVID-19, there was no 
underlying economic reason for recession, meaning many businesses were able to quickly 
resume operations when it was once again safe to do so. This too represents good policy: 
Congress paid businesses who retained workers in the downturn, and made robust 
unemployment payments to laid-off workers so that they stood ready to go back on the 
job. 

Today’s record jobs level has been decades in the making. Until this July, Ohio had never 
regained all the jobs lost to the early 2000’s recession. The state’s previous record was 
5,638,000 jobs in May 2000. Over the last two decades, Ohio has only barely or nearly 
restored job losses from each downturn before the next occurred to set the job market 
back again. It took Ohio 117 months to fully recover the number of jobs it had in March 
2006, on the eve of the Great Recession.7 Over the same time, the U.S. added nearly 19 
million jobs (17.4%) — enough to insulate it against the shock from the COVID recession. 
COVID did not reduce the U.S. back to year 2000 job levels. 

By contrast, Ohio employers cut much more steeply in bad economic times, then only 
added enough jobs to reduce deficits during recovery years, never fully restoring jobs to 
their peak8 — until now. This new peak is good news, but it’s tempered by the fact that in 
the time since the previous peak, Ohio's population has grown by 392,500 people.9 That 
growth rate (3.5%) is modest — but it is 162 times the growth rate of Ohio jobs over the 
same timeframe (0.02%).  

Because of these slow recoveries, past recessions have harmed working people with 
periods of joblessness and suppressed wages that persisted for years of their working 
lives. Slow job growth has limited work opportunities for job-seekers and the abundance of 
available workers competing for too few jobs enabled firms to hold wages down broadly, 
making it very difficult for working people to win pay increases commensurate with their 
productivity growth. Today, the relative scarcity of workers for available jobs flips that 
script, opening opportunities for workers to find better jobs or renegotiate for better terms 
at the ones they’ve got. 
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Tight labor market helping Ohio workers, but not all can participate 

Available jobs significantly outpaced the number of job seekers for the first 
time 
Led by strong demand for workers in and around Columbus and Cincinnati, jobs have returned 
to Ohio in the aftermath of COVID-19. By May of 2023, the number of job seekers per job 
opening had fallen to 0.5.10 That figure had reached a peak of 5.5 unemployed people per job in 
April 2020. By comparison, the number of job seekers per job averaged 6.7 in 2009 and 2010 
during the Great Recession and exceeded 8-to-one on two occasions in that window. After 
briefly trending just below one worker per job before the COVID recession, the number of 
available jobs first substantially exceeded the number of job seekers in June 2021, marking an 
inflexion point that created more job choice for Ohio workers after many years when firms had 
their pick of multiple workers scrambling to land a job.  Figure 3 shows the number of 
unemployed Ohioans per job. 

Today’s tight labor market is vital to restore decades of suppressed wage growth and to 
extend recovery and new opportunity to marginalized working people. Though workers in 
much of the state are leveraging the tight labor market, many Ohioans live in communities it 
has yet to reach.  

Figure 3 
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Jobs recovery has not reached all parts of the state 
A key feature of the COVID recovery is that it has yet to reach all regions of the state. 
Instead, Ohio’s jobs recovery has been concentrated to just four metro areas: Columbus, 
Cincinnati, Springfield and Dayton.11 These regions have created so many more jobs than 
they had before COVID-19 that their growth makes up for persistent job shortfalls in most 
of the state. Of Ohio’s 11 MSAs, seven have yet to restore the jobs they had before the 
COVID recession. Greater Cleveland was still missing 24,800 jobs by July of 2023. The rural 
MSA of Lima and its surrounding towns was down 1,800 jobs, a figure that accounted for a 
3.4% shortfall for that smaller community. This means that, while the statewide jobs 
recovery is a critical and long needed benchmark, it obscures a geographical mismatch 
between where many of the new jobs are available and where most Ohioans live. 

Figure 4 

 

Columbus and Cincinnati are enjoying the benefits of a job mix different from that of much of 
the state. Most of Ohio’s cities grew as manufacturing hubs and most have depopulated as 
manufacturing jobs have been eliminated due to offshoring and automation.12 Columbus and 
Cincinnati have more diverse economies, including large universities; headquarters of banking, 
insurance and other large firms; and a large market for information technology jobs.13  
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Policymakers have invested enormous resources into efforts to attract new private sector 
jobs to Central Ohio, most notably over $2 billion to Intel Corporation to build two 
semiconductor plants. These strategies fuel a low-road strategy that pits states and 
communities against one another to attract powerful corporations with incentives that 
extract needed revenue from the community and shift the added infrastructure costs onto 
other taxpayers. Incentives often lack transparency, and firms have been known to renege 
on their commitments, as General Motors did when it shuttered the Lordstown Chevy 
Cruze plant.14 An alternative strategy would focus on longer term, better distributed 
development. Investing in teachers and child care could increase jobs across the state and 
improve outcomes for kids.  

Ohioans are leaving jobs for better ones 
Figure 5, from the Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey, shows that, while a relatively 
large number of Ohioans have left their jobs in recent months, most are not leaving the 
workforce, but trading up for better jobs. In May 2023, 151,000 Ohioans quit their jobs, but 
260,000 were hired.15 The number of Ohioans hired has exceeded the number who quit 
every month on record.  

Figure 5 

 
 
Workforce participation16 in Ohio never rebounded from Great Recession 
This tight labor market exists in part because some Ohioans are sidelined from work: Some 
100,000 fewer Ohioans are in the job market today than before COVID-19.. Factors 
pushing Ohioans out of the labor market include both demographic changes that were 
already under way before COVID-19 — namely, the aging Ohio population — and new 
developments since the pandemic. Those include continuing to be at high-risk for severe 
COVID complications; becoming disabled from long-COVID; living in areas that have not 
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been included in the recession recoveries; and other practical challenges, especially child 
care needs.17 A quarter of women surveyed by the Chamber of Commerce who left the 
workforce after experiencing unemployment said that others in the family made enough 
money that working fulltime was no longer essential for them.18 (The high costs of child 
care that families take on when all adults work outside of the home is likely a factor in this 
calculus.) Understaffing has also led to burnout among many workers who stayed on the 
job through COVID; they were forced to take on more work, often with no increase in 
pay.19 

Ohio’s workforce participation rate has never again approached its peak of 67.8%, reached 
in 2007 just before the Great Recession. COVID-19 sent many Ohioans home from work 
and some have yet to return to the job market. The labor force shrunk by 359,000 people 
from February to April of 2020. Most Ohioans who left the labor force have since returned 
or been replaced by new job seekers, but 101,000 Ohioans remained out of the workforce 
by June 2022, making the workforce smaller by 1.7%.20 Workforce participation reached 
62.1% in July 2023.21 

Figure 6 

 

Employment-to-population ratio22 remains below the ‘07 peak 
Ohio’s workforce is experiencing a slow recovery, both because a smaller share of Ohioans 
are working and because the state’s population is beginning to contract.  

As Figure 7 shows, the employment to population ratio (EPOP) for prime-aged Ohioans 
(25 to 54) has recovered since 2020, and reached 82.6% by 2022, showing that people 
who are in their prime working years are, in fact, working. Ohio’s prime-age EPOP is 
slightly better than the nation’s, which was 79.9% in 2022. Though Ohioans in prime 
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working age were slightly less likely to be in the workforce than in the last period of 
growth ended by the Great Recession, they worked (or sought jobs) at higher rates than in 
most of the long recovery from that recession. The growth in the share of prime age 
Ohioans working throughout the 1980’s likely reflects more women entering the workforce. 
On the whole, these numbers suggest that Ohio’s aging population is a major factor 
suppressing employment and workforce participation. But with prime-age EPOP 2 points 
below its 2007 peak of 84.7%, policymakers should also address challenges sidelining 
people in their prime working years. One major priority should be providing adequate and 
affordable child care.23 

Figure 7 

 

Ohio is also contending for the first time with a shrinking population. Due largely to 
COVID-19, a record number of Ohioans died in 2020 when the state lost 143,600 people, 
then again in 2021 when 147,500 Ohioans died.24 2020 was the first year that deaths 
exceeded births for the state (by 14,000). Ohio’s population is projected to continue to fall 
through 2050. Among all age groups, only those aged 75+ are expected to increase in 
population by then. 
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Who is in the workforce? 

Disaggregating workforce participation data helps explain why Ohio struggles to rebuild its 
workforce. Figure 8 shows the workforce participation rate and employment-to-population 
ratio for various groups of Ohioans. Ohio’s aging population is a major driver of the state’s 
reduced workforce participation rate.  In 2022, 18.4% of Ohioans were aged 65+.25 Workers 
aged 55 and up were the age group most likely to leave the workforce during COVID-19 and 
not return. Their participation fell 3.6 points (9.0%) from 2019 to 2022. Young people aged 16 
to 24 increased their participation by about as many points (3.7 points, 6.0%). Those in their 
prime working age were only slightly less likely to work or seek work by 2022 as they had been 
in 2019, down 0.7 percentage points. 

By race, Black Ohioans were the only group to increase workforce participation from 2019 to 
2022, up 1.3 points (2.1%). White Ohioans left the workforce by 2.3 points (-2.7%), indicating 
that they may have had more options available to them to leave work. Hispanic26 workers’ 
participation fell 6.6 points (9.5%), a notable drop that may reflect their disproportionate 
representation in jobs that were shuttered by COVID-19. Notably, though Black Ohioans were 
more likely to be working or seeking work than their Hispanic or white counterparts by 2022, 
they were employed at no higher rate than the other groups. Though workforce participation 
for Black Ohioans was 3 points higher than white counterparts at 64%, just 59% of each group 
had a job.  

Figure 8 

 

Ohioans across race are about equally likely to participate in the workforce and to have jobs by 
2022, except for those Ohioans the survey categorized as belonging to “other” races. The “other 
races” category and label used by the Census Bureau include people of diverse backgrounds, from 
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Indigenous people to residents of Asian origin. They are grouped together because they represent 
small populations and too few of them are counted in the survey that makes up the dataset to 
reliably report on without combining populations. It is important to recognize that this category 
aggregates many people of diverse backgrounds; better measurement is needed to understand 
their unique challenges. Over a third of Ohioans of other races left the workforce from 2019 to 2022, 
a remarkable change that is difficult to understand without more information about who they are. 

Rates of workforce participation were higher for those with higher educational attainment, and 
more-educated workers were less likely to leave the workforce during COVID-19. Workers with a 
college degree were most likely to have benefits such as the ability to work from home during the 
pandemic. Notably, even Ohioans with some college were more likely to be working or seeking work 
than those whose highest education level was high school, even though the “some college” cohort 
includes active students who have yet to graduate. 

Men and women27 in the workforce 
After reaching a record low of 66.4% in 2021, men’s workforce participation rebounded slightly to 
66.8% by 2022. While COVID-19 forced many men out of work, men’s workforce participation has 
been on a general decline since data were kept starting in 1979. 

Women’s workforce participation was even lower than men’s, at 56.1% in 2022, a low not seen since 
1988. When the data series began in 1979, only half of women were in the workforce, compared with 
80% of men. But women were already joining the job market in record numbers as their male 
counterparts left it, narrowing the gap in workforce participation. That trend reversed with the 
Great Recession, when women’s workforce participation began to fall along with men’s. Women 
were displaced by COVID more than men and were more likely to leave the workforce altogether. 
COVID-19 dramatically increased the workload of caregiving tasks, which were largely picked up by 
women. Barriers to work, like child care and low pay, prevent women from moving back in. Figure 9 
shows men’s and women’s long-term workforce participation.  

Figure 9 

  



 

 

 
18 policymattersohio.org 

Various factors limit women’s freedom to participate 
Our policymakers have allowed corporations to craft an economy in which two people 
must do paid work to maintain a standard of living once affordable with one income. 
However, they have failed to build the structures that make work participation possible, 
instead expecting families to function as if all women were stay-at-home moms.28 Even 
when they work full-time jobs, women continue to shoulder the bulk of child and home 
care responsibilities.  

Even where child care is available, it is costly — often prohibitively so. The U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services (HHS) defines the cost of child care as burdensome if it 
exceeds 7% of a family’s budget. In Ohio, infant care for a single child costs 16.9% of the 
median family’s budget on average ($9,687 a year). Child care for a 4-year-old averages 
13.8% ($7,895).29 In other words, most Ohio families with young children (not just those 
with low incomes) have been priced out or burdened by the cost of child care. This is 
despite the low wages paid to caregivers, which have driven an exodus from that field. 
COVID-19 exacerbated the challenges by permanently shuttering 798 child care programs 
across Ohio.30  Today, 39% of Ohioans live in a child care desert.31 The problem is especially 
acute outside of Ohio’s major cities.32  

The cost of paid child care is so high it can factor into parents’ — especially mothers’ — 
decision to stay at home with their own child or work in the paid labor market. Families 
face significant costs either way: in child care tuition or a parent’s forgone earnings. The 
disruption can reduce the person’s earnings for the remainder of her working life, and 
contribute to the persistent gender pay gap. As of 2022, women ages 25 to 34 were paid 
92% as much as men of the same ages, but women ages 35 to 44 and 45 to 54 were paid 
83% as much and women 55 to 64 just 79% as much. This means that while women face a 
pay gap starting their careers, the time many women spend juggling work and family 
pushes them even further behind over the course of their lives.33 A family’s rational 
response to these wage gaps — for the lower-paid parent to take a break from work to 
care for children — can reinforce pay suppression for women caused by other factors. 

Providing enough high-quality child care at affordable costs must be a priority for 
policymakers seeking to grow Ohio’s workforce. That will require them to ensure that child 
care workers are paid a livable wage that recognizes the value of the vital work they do: at 
least $20 per hour. Ohio pays providers of publicly funded child care so little the state was 
sued and forced to increase the amounts.34 For too long, Ohio has foisted the high cost of 
quality care onto the people doing it, in the form of poverty-level wages that make it 
difficult for child care workers to provide for their own families’ needs. This is one factor 
contributing to Ohio’s persistent shortage of child care workers. A proposed federal rule 
would make child care more affordable for families by capping copayments at the 7% 
income threshold HHS recommends, and increase the amount the government pays to 
providers, which would stabilize them and enable them to increase wages to retain staff.35 
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Ohioans’ pay, once higher, now lags the nation’s 

For decades, employers have suppressed working people’s ability to bargain for wages 
that reflect their worth, and in some cases even for pay that covers basic living costs. But a 
tight labor market can drive up wages, and there are signs that is beginning to happen. 

Wages in Ohio and the U.S. 
Wages have risen in Ohio and the nation since 1979, though, as Figure 1 showed, not nearly 
as much as worker productivity. In Ohio, pay growth lagged the U.S. and workers 
experienced long periods of losses. Median hourly pay in Ohio was $21.51 in 2022, leaving it 
$1.37 short of the national median of $22.88. Pay for both Ohio and the U.S. grew during 
the recovery from the Great Recession but fell from 2021 to 2022, largely owing to 
historically high inflation. All wages are adjusted for inflation and reported in 2022 dollars.  

Figure 10 

 

Wages for both Ohio and the U.S. reflect competing trends. For instance, higher 
educational attainment tends to push wages up over time and may be one factor boosting 
wages for the U.S. higher than in Ohio, where educational attainment is lower. Ohio’s 
relatively higher union representation in the past may account for its higher wages at the 
start of the series. Since then, loss of union density has hurt workers’ ability to bargain for 
higher wages in both Ohio and the U.S., but Ohio fell further than the nation. These losses 
are due to corporate union busting, offshoring of once unionized domestic operations, 
automation, and other tactics.  
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The wage reversal that put Ohio below the national average is a setback for the state, 
which was once a destination for working people seeking opportunity. During the labor 
shortages of World War I, Ohio industries attracted Black southerners who were the 
descendants of enslaved people to its tire and rubber factories, iron works, railroads, and 
coal mines, where they could earn double the wages available back home.36 They met with 
opportunity, but sometimes also violence at the hands of residents resentful of 
competition for jobs or motivated by racism. Ohio cities likewise attracted people from the 
mines and railroad construction of Appalachia. In 1979, the median Ohio wage was 
significantly higher than that of the U.S. As recently as 2001, Ohio’s median wage still 
exceeded the nation’s.  

Ohio is still a destination for workers seeking job opportunity, but today’s cohort consists 
of immigrants born outside of the U.S. They face challenges including low pay, hazardous 
working conditions, and precarious job security.37 The Migration Policy Institute estimates 
that 89,000 undocumented people are in Ohio, with just five countries of origin accounting 
for 65% of them: Mexico (26,000), India (14,000), Guatemala (8,000), China/Hong Kong 
(6,000), and El Salvador (5,000).38 While some are migrants who intend to return home, 
67% are Ohioans who have resided in the U.S. for more than five years. Among the 83,000 
aged 16+, 67% are working or seeking work, giving them a workforce participation rate 
about 5 points higher than the population overall. Without the influx of migrants, Ohio’s 
labor force and population decline would be even steeper. These workers build wealth for 
Ohio and they deserve the same protections as all other working people. 

 
Higher wage growth for top-paid workers widens inequality 
Over the long term, top-paid workers have increased their wages much more than those in 
the middle and bottom. Recent years have been different, though not enough to reverse 
significant pay inequality accumulated over the preceding decades. Only workers at the 
bottom of the pay scale saw pay gains between 2019 and 2022.  

Disaggregating wage data by income class shows how the highest-paid working people 
have captured much of the wage growth seen since 1979, except in the COVID era. Ohio’s 
90th percentile worker — the worker paid more than 90% of all workers — was paid $47.90 
per hour in 2022 and saw pay growth of $10.19 (27.0%) over the past four decades, three 
times the increase of the next highest, $3.63, which went to the 80th percentile. Workers in 
the 20th percentile, paid $14.92 in 2022, saw growth of $2.44 per hour since 1979.   
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Figure 11 shows pay growth from 1979 to 2019 in blue, then from 2019 to 2022 in red — 
most Ohioans experienced losses — and finally the total change in pay since 1979 in gray. 
While highly paid workers fared better than everyone else in the job market, their pay 
growth also fell far short of both overall economic growth over the same timeframe, and 
corporate profits. CEO pay nationally39 grew 1460% from 1978 to 2021. The median CEO 
among Ohio’s biggest employers that trade on the stock market was paid 396 times as 
much as their company’s median worker in 2021.40 

 
Figure 11 
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Figure 12 shows the median pay of workers in each decile. Generally, people in Ohio have 
too little to cover the basics, despite working. MIT’s living wage calculator finds that a 
single childless adult needs $15.33 per hour of full-time work to meet the cost of living in 
Ohio. That is more than the bottom 20% of workers are paid.41 A family with two children 
and two parents working full time needs an average hourly wage of $24.53 per worker to 
make ends meet, meaning Ohioans aren’t paid enough to support a small family until they 
reach the 60th percentile of all working people in the state. 

 

Figure 12 
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Figure 13 shows that, for workers in most earnings groups, pay in Ohio generally remains 
flat over many years, and has occasionally fallen. The rare periods of pay growth for 
workers are critical. Policymakers should work to prolong this one, and make them more 
common in the future. 

 
Figure 13 
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The gender pay gap narrowed until the Great Recession, then persisted 
By 2022, Ohio women were paid just 84 cents on the dollar compared with their male 
counterparts. This was a significant improvement over 1979, when data were first kept: That 
year women were paid just 59 cents on the dollar compared with men. Growth in women’s pay 
over the past four decades is one of the most positive long-term trends in Ohio’s labor market. 
Women’s pay rose 27.9% ($4.29 per hour) over that timeframe. However, men’s pay fell 9.8%  
(-$2.54) over the same timeframe, raising concerns for policymakers to address. Overall, 
progress on the gender pay gap has been stalled since 2005 by some measures. That year, 
women’s pay was $4.11 short of men’s; by 2022 women’s pay fell $4.37 short. 

Figure 14 

 

This figure also shows a changing relationship between men’s and women’s pay. At the start of 
the series, men’s pay fell in most years, while women’s pay rose. Then, beginning in the late 
1990’s, men’s and women’s pay began trending in the same direction from one year to the next, 
growing together until the early 2000’s when pay began to flatten for both. This appears to 
indicate that, from the late 1970’s, men and women faced two largely distinct labor markets. 
This could reflect significant occupational segregation: men and women were directed into 
different jobs. Women’s pay growth coincides with much greater entry into the workforce 
among groups of women from middle- and higher-income families who did not previously 
participate in paid work. Rising pay for women could reflect the higher educational attainment 
of those women entering the workforce. Beginning in the mid-nineties, trends that affected 
both men and women in the workforce may have become stronger than gender-specific ones, 
yet women’s pay trails that of men. 
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Wage suppression for Black Ohioans and a widening pay gap undercut Civil 
Rights era goals 

This past August marked the 60-year anniversary of the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs 
and Freedom. Marchers made demands for equitable treatment of African Americans and for 
sweeping reforms that could transform Americans’ lives regardless of their race: an increase in 
the minimum wage; affordable housing; and reforms to strengthen voters’ rights.42 The 
individuals and organizations that turned the Civil Rights movement’s goals into policy 
removed barriers to equality from the law by repealing Jim Crow laws and other discriminatory 
laws. Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Fair 
Housing Act of 1968. Yet six decades later, the struggle to achieve the economic goals and 
overcome the inequities created by a long legacy of discrimination in law and practice 
continues. Along with equal rights for African Americans, central Civil Rights Movement goals 
included livable wages and access to housing for all. 

Unlike the gender pay gap, the gap between Black and white Ohioans’ pay has grown. By this 
metric, Ohio has backslid on racial equity. In 1979, Black workers were paid 92 cents for each 
dollar paid to a white worker. By 2022, that figure fell to 85 cents. Not only were Black Ohioans 
paid less compared with their white counterparts; they were paid less overall. Median pay for 
Black Ohioans fell 59 cents between 1979 and 2022, from $19.37 to $18.78. Over the same time 
white Ohioans’ pay rose 98 cents (from $21.10 to $22.08). This is all despite Black Ohioans 
having stronger labor market attachment43 than their white counterparts.  

Figure 15 
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The net decline in Black workers’ wages since 1979 was borne entirely by Black men. As 
Figure 16 shows, Black men’s wages were pushed down $3.92 per hour since 1979, a 
decrease of 16.4%. This figure includes substantial pay growth of $1.40 per hour (7.5%) for 
the median Black man for the single year from 2021 to 2022. That large fluctuation could in 
part reflect data irregularity from the relatively small sample size of Black men in the 
dataset. 

Over that timeframe, white men lost $2.23 per hour (-8.5%). The racial pay gap for men has 
doubled from 9.1% in 1979 to 16.9% by 2022. Black men were paid 83 cents on the dollar 
compared with their white male counterparts in 2022 and 91 cents in 1979.  

Due to small sample size, pay trends for Black workers fluctuate substantially year-over-
year, but the overall trend is clear: Black men’s pay has been pushed down dramatically by 
employers since 1979. Data are not shown for workers of other races because there are too 
few respondents in the sample to show single-year data.  

Figure 16 

 

Occupational segregation, undervaluing the work typically done by women and especially 
women of color, and underpayment within occupations are still embedded in the labor 
market. The economic goals of the Civil Rights Movement are yet to be fully realized— a 
fact evinced by disparities across numerous economic and quality of life indicators. Both 
Black women and men are highly likely to be underemployed.44 Black women, however, 
are paid less than any of the other cohorts for whom we have sufficient data today.  

Overall, between 1979 and 2022, Black women’s wages remained extremely low, even at 
their peak, and despite having historically strong labor market participation and 
employment attachment. At the peak in 2005, the typical Black woman worker was 
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earning $17.89 an hour — 72 cents on the dollar compared with white men. White women 
were paid 83 cents. Since 1979, wages for Black women grew $1.81 (11.6%), but grew slower 
than those of white women ($4.90, 32.4%). That means Black women were paid 87 cents 
for each dollar paid to a white woman. As with their male counterparts, the trendline 
shows pay fluctuation for Black women likely due to small sample size. 

Black women were paid 48 cents more than white women at the median in 1979 when the 
data began being tracked ($15.59 per hour and $15.11). Black women’s higher pay in the 
beginning of the trend likely reflects their consistent participation in work,45 whereas 
higher pay for white men and social stigmas and bars against white working women 
among the middle class meant that many did not or could not work outside the home; 
those who did disproportionately belonged to poor families.  

White women’s wages first exceeded wages paid to Black women in 1993. Declining pay 
for Black men and rising pay for white women converged in 2007. Since then, white 
women’s wages exceeded Black men’s every year until 2022. One factor driving white 
women’s pay growth is likely that over time they were able to enter new industries and 
education previously limited by law and custom to men. 

Racial wage gaps persist because policymakers failed to deliver on the promise and 
potential of the Civil Rights Movement.  The march on Washington included specific 
economic goals including livable wages for all people, deep federal investment into job 
training, and a commitment to place unemployed workers. Advocates sought and won 
changes to the Fair Labor Standards Act to include previously excluded workers in 
agriculture, education, nursing homes and restaurants. The next 60 years instead brought a 
stagnant minimum wage that policymakers allowed inflation to devalue; falling union 
coverage; geographic and occupational segregation; discrimination in hiring and pay; and 
inequitable pathways to education, skills, and promotion.46 47   

Persistent pay gaps also reflect a very long history of undervaluing occupations dominated 
by Black people regardless of gender and women regardless of race. The care economy, 
tipped work, and agricultural work all comprise disproportionate shares of people of color, 
and women make up large majorities of child care and restaurant workers. These 
occupations were excluded from basic employment protections at enactment and some of 
that legacy persists today. For instance, domestic and agricultural jobs where large 
numbers of African Americans worked were originally excluded from the 1935 Social 
Security Act passed in the New Deal in a compromise with white supremacist Southern 
Democrats.48 Allowing employers of tipped workers to claim customer tips as a wage 
subsidy and use them to offset worker pay is likewise a legacy of Jim Crow, when formerly 
enslaved waitresses and porters were hired to work in restaurants and trains and 
depended on customer gratuities to survive. Seven states have eliminated the tipped sub-
minimum wage; Ohio should too.49 Reversing pay suppression, especially for Black Ohioans 
and women, will require significant reforms to reverse legacy policies grounded in racism 
and to recognize the value of all working people.  
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Unemployment is low, but historically so only because of 
sidelined workers 

Ohio’s unemployment rate reached a record low 3.4% in June 2023. However, the 
departure of Ohioans from the workforce contributed to that number. An 
estimated 100,531 fewer Ohioans were in the workforce in June 2023 as compared 
with February 2020.50 These Ohioans are not working, but they are not counted 
among the unemployed because they are not actively seeking work. Had they 
stayed in the workforce or been replaced by new job-seekers, the unemployment 
rate would have been 5.1% instead of a historic low. Likewise, the return of jobs to 
Ohio has been borne by strong growth in just a few parts of the state, which left 
out a majority of Ohio communities.51 

Unemployment is not uniform across all groups of working people. Nor does a low 
general unemployment rate mean that all Ohioans who need a job can secure one, 
especially a job that offers livable wages, predictable scheduling, respect on the 
job, safety and long-term economic stability. Focus group participants expressed 
frustration to Federal Reserve surveyors that they received no follow-up from 
prospective employers after applying for anywhere from 30 to over 100 jobs.52 
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Double unemployment rate for Black Ohioans underscores the need to 
sustain strong demand for workers 
 
The unemployment rate for white residents fell to an all-time low of 3.3% in 2022, but for 
Black Ohioans, unemployment remained at a concerningly high 7.2%. Unemployment for 
Black working people runs double the rate of their white counterparts, in both Ohio and 
the nation, and in good economic times and bad. This means that reducing unemployment 
a percentage point for white workers typically reduces it by two points for Black workers.   

Looking at the labor market through a racial equity lens, it becomes clear both that 
policymakers have a duty to hold unemployment levels as low as possible to protect the 
most marginalized workers, and that the tools used to lower joblessness have added 
leverage that most benefits those who need it. Figure 17 breaks out the unemployment 
rate by race. 

 
Figure 17 
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Unlike in past recessions, women unemployed by COVID recession at 
similar rate to men 
 
Unemployment rates have trended at similar levels for men and women since the recovery 
from the Great Recession. Figure 18 shows that, whereas previous recessions caused 
substantially higher layoffs for men, the COVID recession sent nearly as large a share of 
women into unemployment. Notably, those who left the workforce are not counted among 
the unemployed. Past recessions have severely reduced manufacturing and construction 
jobs most likely to be held by men. Construction jobs were especially affected by the Great 
Recession, which was set off by massive defaults in subprime mortgages. The early 2000’s 
recession destroyed manufacturing jobs, which — unlike in other recoveries — never 
rebounded and instead continued to decline.53  

Figure 18 
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Jobs returned to Ohio, but the mix of jobs has changed 

Public policy choices that have stunted job growth in Ohio over the last two decades have 
also shifted the job mix from union-dense manufacturing and public sector jobs to lower-
paying service sector jobs. Corporations in the service sector have historically limited 
worker voice on the job and paid correspondingly low wages. The shift to more of these 
jobs has limited work opportunities for Ohioans to join and remain securely in the middle 
class. Now, three years into the recovery, the jobs landscape continues to shift. 
Manufacturing job losses sustained over decades leave the state with half its peak 
manufacturing jobs, and state and local governments have failed to restore pre-COVID 
losses, especially for teachers. Low-paying jobs in the leisure and hospitality industry 
remain unfilled as working people demand better pay and treatment on the job.  

Figure 19 shows the mix of jobs in Ohio’s labor market today. As of 2022, trade 
transportation and utilities was the state’s biggest employer with 19% of Ohio jobs, 
followed by education and health services (16%). Government jobs still comprised 14%, 
despite a failure by state and local officials to restore many public sector jobs, especially 
for teachers. By 2022, once-dominant manufacturing made up just 12% of Ohio jobs. 

Figure 19 
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Long term shifts in job sectors  
The mix of jobs in Ohio has also changed over the long term. From 2000, when Ohio reached 
its previous peak number of jobs, to 2022, Ohio lost 339,600 manufacturing jobs. Though 
trade, transportation and utilities now reigns as the top source of jobs and grew during COVID 
lockdowns, overall the sector lost some 47,200 jobs over the last two decades. Growing 
sectors were led by education and health services (+216,300), and professional and business 
services (+93,300). Leisure and hospitality grew over the long term, adding 57,300 jobs. 

Figure 20 

 
The COVID recession caused major recent changes to the jobs mix 
Among Ohio’s eight leading industries, four lost jobs during the COVID recession and had yet 
to fully restore them by 2022. These include education and health services, government, 
manufacturing, and leisure and hospitality. Education and health services has seen a one 
percent decrease in employment from 2018, shedding 26,400 jobs. Trade, transportation and 
utilities grew during the pandemic, buoyed by new consumer buying patterns as Ohioans 
sheltered at home, cut back on services, and bought more goods, especially online. Leisure and 
hospitality employment plummeted from February to April of 2020, losing 250,300 jobs. By 
January 2023, the sector employed 523,100 people, down 23,700 jobs (4.3%) from 546,800 in 
February 2020.   

Low pay and poor work conditions limit recovery of specific jobs 
Within sectors, some specific occupations have yet to recover. Low-paid jobs in the leisure and 
hospitality industry have sustained large losses. Ohio lost 40,150 fast food and counter workers 
since 2019 and 16,660 waiters and waitresses.54 Fast food workers are paid just $11.44 an hour 
at the median; waiters and waitresses $11.25, just pennies more than recent peaks in 2010 and 
2016. Food and hospitality workers in a Federal Reserve focus group cited job instability and 
unpredictable income loss in the sector as reasons they were choosing new career paths.55 
Paying all working people a livable wage is not only a moral imperative, it is becoming 
increasingly necessary if firms want to hire all the staff they need.  
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Figure 21  

 
Figure 22 
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State investments are needed to attract workers to fill critical jobs 

 

Care workers  

Child care, elder and home care, and education are fundamental to long-term prosperity, a 
healthy population and a strong labor market. Teachers, child care workers, and home 
health aides are essential but are paid wages that don’t reflect the importance of their 
work or meet the cost of living. Sixteen percent of early childhood workers and 32% of 
home health aides relied on SNAP in 2022.56 For Medicaid, those numbers are 23% and 
42%. Black workers are highly overrepresented57 as home health workers, comprising 36%, 
and significantly overrepresented as childcare workers at 17%. Both professions are also 
dominated by women. Such low pay for these highly skilled workers reflects a long legacy 
of undervaluing the vital work of women, and women of color.58 
 
 
Teachers 

As of June 2023, Ohio was still missing 22,400 state and local government jobs, most of 
them teachers and education support staff.59 Even before COVID-19 introduced intense 
new stressors into teachers’ lives, interest in the profession had already been waning. Ohio 
faces a long-time teacher shortage after the state lost 39,820 teachers from 2008 to 2011 
in the Great Recession. By 2022, Ohio had 180,230 teachers in K-12 education, 9,740 fewer 
than in 2008. Ohio teacher training enrollment fell nearly 50 percent from 2010 to 2018, a 
decline of more than 10,000 students.60  

A national survey found that most students uninterested in teaching reported low pay as a 
primary reason.61 Teachers in Ohio were paid 14.4% less than comparably educated 
workers as of 2021.62 Under the latest state budget, teachers can be paid as little as 
$35,000 a year.63 
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Policymakers, workers and employers respond to a tight labor 
market 

The relatively high demand for workers has set up a clash between working people, who are 
attempting to leverage this moment to secure wage gains after decades of little pay growth, 
and employers seeking alternative sources of cheap labor. How policymakers respond will 
decide the outcome. Because wages have been suppressed for so long, policymakers should 
support workers’ efforts to restore balance. Ohio policymakers have a slate of options available 
to them, but how the Federal Reserve manages inflation will impact how long this window of 
strong labor demand stays with us. 

Inflation response could stall wage and employment progress 
As economic growth and the job market began to recover from COVID-19, inflation became a 
key policy concern, but high inflation turned out to be short-lived. In June 2022, COVID-era 
inflation peaked at 9.1%, a high not seen since November 1981, when 12-month inflation reached 
9.6%.64 By June 2023, 12-month inflation had fallen to just 3.0% before climbing to a still-
modest 3.2% in July.65 The Federal Reserve targets an inflation rate of 2%, though it uses an 
alternative measure.66 67 

This drop in the inflation rate gives the Federal Reserve (the Fed) room to stop raising interest 
rates, its primary method for fighting inflation. Higher interest rates are a direct concern for 
low- and middle- income Ohioans because they raise the cost of credit, particularly raising 
housing and auto purchase costs. Higher rates also make it more costly for companies to 
invest, slowing hiring and risking a resurgence of unemployment. The Fed has no tools to 
address the profit hoarding which has been a primary driver of inflation spikes. 68  Congress 
does have more targeted tools to fight high inflation, such as an excess profits tax to 
discourage price gouging, but today with inflation nearly back to normal, both Congress and 
the Fed can afford a more hands-off approach. 

A unique feature of this recovery is that, so far, inflation has abated significantly without the 
job losses that have accompanied past efforts to slow it.69 The possibility that inflation could 
spike once more exists, but so far a strong job market and modest inflation trending downward 
mark a strong economy. Key priorities must be to sustain it and use this opportunity to help 
working people reclaim their share of income and extend prosperity to those excluded.  

Employers seek access to new sources of cheap labor 
Ohio corporations have responded to the historically tight labor market by seeking access to 
new groups of workers who, because of their incarceration history, immigration status or other 
factors, have fewer options and protections on the job, making them more vulnerable to 
exploitation. New opportunities are opening to formerly incarcerated people as more 
employers consider applicants with a record in their past. This is a good thing, provided that 
these workers are paid fairly and treated similarly to other workers doing the same job. Other 
business strategies are cause for concern. Employers are pressuring lawmakers to extend the 
hours they can staff young teenagers in defiance of federal law.70 Business associations are 
lobbying the state legislature to cut off unemployment benefits for displaced workers,71 and 
have sought to block Ohioans from passing a $15 minimum wage by limiting access to citizens 
ballot initiatives72 and requiring a supermajority for passage.  
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Formerly incarcerated workers see new opportunities 
After serving their time, Ohioans with a conviction face a bevy of work-related “collateral 
sanctions” that restrict their ability to work in one in four Ohio jobs.73 These policies can 
also discourage employers from considering applicants with a record even when no law 
says they must. Fortunately, research suggests that with the relatively tight labor market in 
the recovery from COVID-19, employers are more willing to consider job applicants with a 
criminal conviction. A study of job postings on Indeed found that fair chance employment 
policies rose 31% from May 2019 to June 2022.74 Such policies include avoiding questions 
about criminal convictions until a conditional offer is made, disregarding arrests if a 
conviction was dismissed, or highlighting inclusive policies in job descriptions to let 
applicants know a conviction in their past won’t bar them from being considered. 

Public policy has also been creating new opportunities for formerly incarcerated Ohioans. 
The Fresh Start Act prohibits state licensing bodies from denying an occupational license 
to an applicant based on having a felony conviction, unless it was for a violent crime or the 
license issuer can demonstrate that the conviction makes the applicant unable to perform 
the job.75 Ohio Means Jobs should restore a vital tool that helps Ohioans with a conviction 
and the workforce development professionals helping them to navigate the job market: the 
Civil Consequences of a Criminal Conviction database (CIVICC), which catalogues Ohio’s 
collateral sanctions. CIVICC is no longer updated after its contract with the Ohio 
Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections ran out.76  

Restoring Ohioans harmed by the criminal legal system requires valuing 
their work, even behind bars 
Preparing Ohioans harmed by the criminal legal system for good jobs when they return 
home is supposed to start while they are still incarcerated, but Ohio’s prison system not 
only relies on the work of incarcerated people working for almost no pay at all, it also 
contracts prison work out to companies in the private sector. Imprisoned workers in Ohio 
are paid just $.10 to $1.35 an hour.77 Incarcerated workers accrue no social security, cannot 
pay child support, cannot otherwise contribute to their family, and are ultimately released 
from prison damaged by the experience in their ability to find work. While Ohio’s 
Department of Rehabilitation & Correction did not provide data to ACLU researchers on 
how many incarcerated Ohioans are working, nearby states New York and Pennsylvania 
reported 31,00078 and 30,491,79 respectively. If Ohio’s incarcerated workforce is on that 
scale, then those workers would increase the size of the state’s employed workforce by 
0.5% — if they were counted. Staffing so many people in jobs with such little pay likely 
displaces market rate job opportunities in the larger labor market, particularly in the fields 
where incarcerated workers have developed a skill. 

To truly help — not exploit — workers harmed by the criminal legal system, Ohio prison 
employment must follow two guidelines. First, no one should ever be forced to participate 
in work or punished for refusing work. Second, all work must be paid at least the state 
minimum wage, regardless of whether the person is incarcerated. Failure to adhere to 
these principles creates a window of opportunity for both the state and private firms to 
substitute incarcerated workers for free workers and reduce market rate job opportunities 
in the labor market. Other states have made progress in eliminating this two-tiered labor 
market. Colorado last year passed legislation mandating that incarcerated workers 
employed by third parties are entitled to the state minimum wage (currently $13.65 per 
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hour).80 81 A bill introduced in Washington state would raise incarcerated workers’ wages 
to the state minimum of $15.74.82  

The business lobby seeks expanded access to child labor. 
Restrictions on child labor are commonsense protections that have been settled law for 
decades. However, Ohio legislators have responded to business lobby demands for cheap 
labor by introducing legislation allowing employers to schedule children ages 14 and 15 for 
work as late as 9:00 p.m. on school nights — beyond the 7:00 p.m. limit maintained by 
federal law — and asking Congress to repeal portions of the Fair Labor Standards Act so 
that they could take effect.8384 The USDOL this year assessed $1.5 million in fines against 
Packers Sanitation Services Inc., which has operations in Ohio, for illegally employing over 
100 children aged 13 to 17 in overnight jobs using hazardous chemicals to clean razor-sharp 
meat-cutting saws.85 Dismantling long-settled laws designed to protect children from 
abuse clears the way for corporations to access and exploit children in desperate 
situations, instead of paying livable wages that would attract adult workers.86  

Policymakers should instead implement policies that improve job quality, starting with a 
minimum wage that meets the cost of living, so that no family must rely on the wages of 
children to get by.87  

The business lobby seeks to make unemployment more painful 
This year, some Ohio lawmakers continued their campaign to cut unemployment benefits, 
proposing to limit benefits to as few as 12 weeks, depending on the unemployment rate 
and maxing out at 20 weeks, down from the 26 weeks now standard in Ohio and a total of 
37 states.88 Cutting benefits and making unemployment as painful as possible is a strategy 
to force displaced workers to take any job available, and to limit their bargaining power to 
negotiate livable wages and work arrangements.89 Ohio already excludes some 840,000 
Ohioans — about 15% of the employed workforce — from eligibility for unemployment 
insurance, primarily due to low pay, and for some due to limited work hours.90 Less than a 
quarter of unemployed Ohioans received any benefits as of the second quarter of 2023.91 

Unemployment insurance can make or break families, staving off financial ruin in a time of 
crisis, and in some cases opening doors to the long-term benefit of a better job. It also 
prevents economic downturns from deepening into more intractable crises by enabling 
those displaced from work to continue to buy basic goods and services, providing the 
revenue businesses need to stay afloat. The federal response to COVID-era unemployment 
showed the power of a robust policy response to keep families afloat and jumpstart the 
economy. Federal benefits included many workers left out of state systems and paid 
workers enough to get by, in some cases for the first time.92 Yet Ohio lawmakers have 
failed to get the message. In response to the thousands of calls Ohio legislators received 
from constituents who were out of work and unable to access unemployment 
compensation benefits, lawmakers set up the Unemployment Compensation Modernization 
Council to study the problem. Then they disregarded some of the council’s 
recommendations for improving access, instead cynically passing only anti-fraud measures 
that will slow approvals and reject more Ohioans’ claims.9394 Ohio lawmakers should be 
making it easier, not more difficult, for Ohioans to access unemployment benefits when 
displaced from work.  
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The business lobby supported Issue 1 in attempt to block voter initiative 
to raise the Ohio minimum wage and other potential pro-worker efforts 

The Ohio Chamber of Commerce funded and lobbied for Issue 1, which would have 
required a 60% majority for any citizen’s ballot initiative to amend Ohio’s constitution. 
Currently, the citizen-initiated ballot measure is the final check on legislative power in 
Ohio. Anti-abortion advocates scurried to get Issue 1 on the ballot in a special August 
election to block Ohioans from passing a protection on abortion care access this 
November. Ohio Chamber of Commerce president Steve Stivers stated frankly that the 
Chamber endorsed Issue 1 to block passage of the popular minimum wage petition now 
gathering signatures for inclusion on Ohio’s 2024 ballot.95 Ohio voters soundly rejected 
Issue 1, 57% to 43%.96 
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Workers seek better pay and work conditions through higher 
education and union organizing 

As employers seek new sources of cheap labor, working people are leveraging the moment to win 
higher pay and benefits, through higher education and by joining together in unions. 

Ohioans became more educated than ever before as only college grads secured pay growth 
Ohio workers went into staggering amounts of debt to be competitive in the post-NAFTA job 
market, that increasingly required a bachelor’s degree to receive a decent wage. Manufacturing that 
once had that promise for people without traditional post-secondary education was in decline, so 
Ohioans responded with greater levels of education. By 2021, 91.1% of Ohioans had finished high 
school, up from just 75.7% in 1979, while 29.7% had completed a bachelor’s degree or higher, more 
than double the 14.7% share who had done so in 1979. Only those with a bachelor’s degree or higher 
were paid more in 2021 than in 1979.  

After growing in the late 1990s, the pay premium for a bachelor’s degree has held fairly steady. By 
2021, bachelor’s degree holders were paid $13.21 more than their high school grad counterparts, a 
premium of 77.3%. It’s clear that, in aggregate and for those Ohioans who could afford to go, 
college education has been a highly valuable investment in future earnings. However, most Ohio 
jobs for the foreseeable future do not require education beyond high school, so as more Ohioans 
finish college, opportunities for them may be limited. According to Ohio Department of Job and 
Family Services projections, 70.2% of annual job openings through 2030 will require a high school 
education (39.9%) or have no formal educational requirement (30.3%).97 Just 19.4% will require a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. This means that while some Ohioans will be able to advance in the job 
market by earning a degree, many jobs will not require traditional post-secondary education. Work 
is needed to improve the quality of the high-school credential jobs we have and can expect to have 
for the foreseeable future. 

Figure 23 
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Ohioans represented by a union see pay premium 
Education can help individual workers navigate to a higher place within existing power 
frameworks in the labor market, but increasing union density can change those power 
structures in ways that lift all workers and enable working people to claim a fair share of 
the wealth they create. Corporate executives understand this: It’s why they have 
aggressively sought to gut union density for decades, too often with policymakers’ help. 
As workers emerge from the traumas of COVID-19, there are signs that employers’ 
monopoly on power in the labor market is beginning to fracture. 

The typical Ohio worker represented by a union was paid $24.13 per hour in 2022, 
compared with $20.73 for their nonunion counterparts, a wage premium of $3.40 per hour. 
This figure does not control for factors like educational attainment, meaning that even with 
a higher concentration of workers in the nonunion workforce holding university and 
professional degrees, workers still fare better when represented by a union.  

In prior years, the premium has been higher; it has declined with lower union density, more 
non-union workers earning degrees, and likely also reflects increased organizing among 
low-paid workers including baristas and janitors. Belonging to a union pays, and increasing 
union density can make the union pay premium even higher. 

The union pay premium is larger for women in most years. In 2022, the premium was $4.89 
for women and $2.01 for men, one of the larger gaps on record. The higher return on union 
membership for women likely reflects the fact that union workplaces have more equitable 
pay structures, whereas employers in non-union shops have an easier time holding pay 
down for women workers. 

Ohioans joined unions, won contracts, and supported labor actions 
The share of Ohioans represented by a union has decreased over the last several decades, 
as corporations strategically dismantled unionized workforces and resisted union drives. 
Membership as a share of employment had already been declining by the time the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics began keeping state data; for the U.S., it was 34.8% in 1954, and almost 
certainly higher in Ohio.98 Today, 14.0% of Ohio workers are represented by a union (12.8% 
are members).99 Altogether, 699,000 Ohio workers were covered by a union contract in 
2022. Ohio ranks thirteenth in the nation in the share of workers represented by a union. 

Though many Americans have been pushed out of unions, most of the nation has long 
been pro-union. Gallup’s latest survey found that 71% of Americans said they approve of 
labor unions.100 While this was the highest approval rating since 1965, surveys conducted 
since 1937 found that most Americans approved of unions every year on record except for 
2009. Despite strong majority support for unions, relatively few Ohioans belong to one, 
even when they want to. But there are signs this could be changing. Ohio workers held 49 
union elections in the past year and won 32 (with 10 still pending). These represent 1,826 
new union members, triple the number added over the same window last year.101  

Workers in Ohio and across the U.S. have also been winning strong contract language in 
negotiation with their employers. One major theme is the move to eliminate two-tier 
contracts. The United Auto Workers (UAW) are following the Teamsters’ success in 
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eliminating two-tier contracts with the same demand of their own.102 These contracts 
typically retain strong wages, pensions and other benefits for long-time workers, but 
feature far lower job quality provisions for newer workers, even when they perform the 
same jobs. Two-tier contracts were once rare and typically featured sunset provisions. But 
decades of corporate consolidation of power forced unions to accept indefinite two-tier 
contracts in about 20% of union contracts by 2013.103 That year, the lower tier in many 
contracts ranged from about $12 to $20 an hour, topping out at the starting wage for the 
upper tier, that ranged from about $20 to $33 an hour.  

The more equitable contracts unions are winning today may reflect in part greater 
participation of members in the process. Rank-and-file Teamsters served on the bargaining 
committee for the first time in this year’s negotiation, which won significant wage 
increases for members, eliminated the lower tier, and averted a strike.104 The UAW’s core 
contract demands, once known as the President’s Demands, have previously been 
delivered to management behind closed doors. This year, UAW President Shawn Fain 
shared them directly with the members on Facebook Live.   

Ohio workers are also demonstrating solidarity with one another across the state. More 
than 500 Ohioans testified against Senate Bill 83, which would strip away the right of 
university professors to go on strike.105 SB83 recalls many of the same provisions as Senate 
Bill 5, passed in 2011, which barred public employees from going on strike, before being 
repealed by overwhelming majority in a citizen’s ballot referendum. SAG-AFTRA members 
with the Ohio-Pittsburgh local held a rally in solidarity with striking Hollywood 
screenwriters and actors in Parma this summer; those workers are seeking protections that 
would bar media corporations from using their likenesses to create AI-generated content 
indefinitely.106 Two hundred nurses, hospital staff and supporters rallied outside of 
Cleveland’s Lutheran Hospital in support of a fair contract in August while nurses and other 
hospital workers stayed on the job.107  

As working people come together to win better working conditions for all, policymakers 
should support their efforts. This includes mandating wages that meet the cost of living, 
and passing policies that make it easier for working people to exercise their voice on the 
job and in their communities.  
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Policy recommendations 

Policy choices determine whether Ohio’s labor market succeeds or falls short for 
working people. Policymakers at all levels of government have the opportunity and 
the responsibility to use the power of government to support working people and 
restore balance to labor markets where employers dominate power relationships 
with the people who work for them. Policymakers must: 

• Protect workers’ right to join or form a union. Labor unions have proven to be 
the most effective tool workers can use to balance the power of their 
employers in the workplace. Policymakers should support organizing with new 
federal protections in the PRO Act. State and local policymakers should make 
neutrality a condition of any tax incentive and award points for it in contracts.  
 

• Pass a minimum wage that meets the cost of living and respects the value of 
work. An initiative petition now collecting signatures for inclusion on the 2024 
ballot would raise Ohio’s minimum wage to $15 per hour by 2026. The Raise the 
Wage Act of 2023 would raise the federal minimum wage to $17 per hour by 
2028.  

 
• Protect working people from wage theft — and hold employers who steal from 

their workers accountable. Cincinnati, Columbus, Cleveland, Euclid, and 
Cuyahoga County have passed ordinances restricting city contracts from 
employers with a recent wage theft finding. State lawmakers should enhance 
enforcement with enough staff to target high-offender industries such as 
restaurant work and construction. 
 

• End misclassification and repeal laws that declare ride-hail drivers as 
nonemployees. State legislators should ensure that all workers have formal 
labor protections using the ABC test. With it, workers can only be classified as 
independent contractors if the worker controls the work free from direction 
from the employer; does work that differs from the company’s main business 
and generally takes place off site; and the worker has an independent business 
or trade.108 
 

• Ensure paid sick leave for all Ohio workers. Ohio lawmakers should mandate 
that all Ohio workers can earn at least seven days paid sick time annually for 
regular use, and more during emergencies. The time could be spent to recover 
from short-term illnesses; access preventive care; care for a sick family 
member; or seek assistance related to domestic violence, sexual assault or 
stalking. Coverage should include an expansive definition of family to ensure 
that all Ohioans are able to access PFMLA if they need it. 
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• Fund quality child care for families and ensure livable wages for care workers. 

Quality, affordable child care is imperative to maintain a large workforce that 
includes all people who want to participate. The state should offer subsidized 
care to all families earning up to 300% of the poverty level, increase 
reimbursements to centers and in-home providers, and make the funding 
conditional on child-care providers paying all staff at least $20 per hour. 
 

• End arbitrary and overbroad collateral sanctions that bar Ohioans with a record 
from work. Ohio’s web of collateral sanctions imports racism from the criminal 
legal system into the labor market. To roll it back and create equitable 
opportunities for all Ohioans, lawmakers must eliminate all arbitrary and 
overbroad restrictions on the work a person can do after receiving an unrelated 
conviction. 
 

• Strengthen the public sector instead of cutting taxes for the wealthiest. Ohio 
must replace the more than 22,000 state and local government jobs still 
missing from our state as of June: most of them for teachers and education 
support staff.109  
 

• Extend unemployment benefits to those blocked due to low pay, make benefits 
delivery more accessible, and strengthen the system with additional funds from 
workers. Our recent experience with the COVID recession underscores how 
policymakers should be making it easier — not more difficult — for Ohioans to 
receive unemployment benefits after losing a job. Lawmakers should qualify 
any worker who worked at least 20 weeks during the year and made $1,500, 
with $1,000 in at least one quarter. Policymakers should ensure that the current 
26-week duration of benefits is preserved. 
 

• Protect democracy. Ohio voters rejected Issue 1, which would have allowed a 
minority to block popular citizen’s ballot initiatives that fell short of a 60% 
supermajority.110 Workplace and civic democracy go hand in hand. When more 
Ohioans belong to a union, they experience opportunities to exercise collective 
power in their workplaces, and it translates into civic engagement across their 
communities. 

A detailed roadmap to achieve these policy changes is found in A new way 
forward: 10 ways to support working people and restore prosperity and democracy 
to Ohio, the policy counterpart to the State of Working Ohio released this past May 
Day.111  
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Conclusion 

In 2023, as working people in Ohio emerge from the trauma and upheaval of 
COVID-19, many are demanding better of their employers, increasingly joining 
together with one another to form unions or win better contracts under threat of 
strike actions. Ohioans are working and leaving jobs for better ones, forcing 
employers in many sectors to improve wages and conditions.   

Employers in response to the tightening labor market are turning to vulnerable 
workers, including once-incarcerated people and children, and frantically leaning 
on lawmakers to grant them greater access to vulnerable workers, or to make more 
workers vulnerable, by gutting unemployment benefits for those already enduring 
the financial duress of a job loss. Ohio lawmakers should not help them. 

For the first time since the Great Recession, a new job market seems possible in 
Ohio. One in which every person who works for a living is paid a wage that 
recognizes the value of their work and meets the cost of living; where they are 
both safe and respected on the job; have the ability to take time off when they 
need it to care for their loved ones; and have the financial security of a predictable 
income that covers their families’ needs.  
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