
Meeting Basic Needs in Oregon's Counties
Within the conversation on poverty in America, many have noted the disturbing trend 
of people working full-time jobs yet still not making enough to make ends meet. The 
issue of reaching basic sufficiency – having enough to get by – is often obscured by 
our reliance on measures like the minimum wage, Federal Poverty Level (FPL) and 
income limits on means-tested entitlements. Although higher wages certainly play a 
large role in lifting people out of poverty, and means-tested benefits are certainly im-
portant to consider, refundable tax credits offered through state and federal agencies 
are also an important supplement to help families get by when wages are insuffi-
cient. In addition, the issue of meeting basic needs is dependent on the cost of living 
where people call home – the cost of living isn’t the same in every part of the country 
or in every county in Oregon. This analysis examines how the interaction of these 
various elements, including county and zip code and household composition (num-
ber and ages of household members), can impact a household’s financial situation.

Of course, households can face a myriad of different factors beyond just narrow 
definitions of geography and household composition. Personal situations differ, and 
a significant unexpected expense such as a broken water heater, major illness or 
car breaking down can stretch a family’s finances to the limit and beyond. Complex 
eligibility rules governing benefits and tax credits only add to the challenge of model-
ing the possibilities. Rather than try to capture every possible scenario, the model 
presented here incorporates simplifying assumptions, described in the next section, 
to focus on the key factors that influence a household’s ability to make ends meet 
under different levels of earned income.

Approach

In 2016, the Oregon Enterprise Data Analytics (OEDA) unit of the Department of 
Human Services (DHS) developed a model that simulates how benefits and refund-
able tax credits vary with changes in hourly wage rates and hours worked, adjusted 
for geographic location and household composition. The present analysis takes this 
model as a starting point, updating it with 2018 policy parameters, and incorporates 
elements of the 2017 self-sufficiency standard developed by the University of Wash-
ington1, adjusted for inflation to represent 2018 dollars. The approach entails add-
ing up all the resources available to a household, such as wages, cash assistance, 
Medicaid and refundable tax credits, and compares that to the amount needed to 

meet basic expenses, arriving at a percentage score showing how close families are 
to reaching a living wage.

Of course, each household is different, not only in terms of household composition 
and geographic location, but in the endless array of other factors and day to day 
circumstances that arise. Although we can say that a single parent in Wilsonville with 
an infant, preschooler and school-age child needs $7,556 a month to meet basic 
expenses, what a family with those attributes experiences in real life can be quite 
different. Rather than attempt to model every possible combination of factors, the 
approach taken here focuses on identifying some straightforward examples that will 
help illuminate the key dynamics inherent in the system. Ultimately, the amount of 
variation in people’s lives is too complex to model with precision, so we must content 
ourselves with a simplified generalization.

Assumptions

The model incorporates these factors:

• All parameters are based on 2018 data.
• The parameters apply to an entire calendar year.
• Income only comes from wages.
• All adults in the household are under age 65.
• No members of the household are disabled.
• The tax filing status for two-adult households is married filing jointly.
• The tax filing status for a single adult with children is head of household.
• The tax filing status for a single adult without children is single.
• Households have either one or two adults, and no more than three children.
• The household does not include an infant under one or a pregnant woman.
• For households with two adults, their work hours overlap.
• All household members are Oregon residents.

To limit the number of scenarios considered, the model also assumes:

• Adults are age 30.
• In a household with one child, the child is age 1 or 3.

1. University of Washington. The Self Sufficiency Standard for Oregon. Retrieved from Self Sufficient Standard website: http://www.selfsufficiencystandard.org/node/76
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• In a household with two children, the children are ages 3 and 7.

• In a household with three children, the children are ages 1, 3 and 7.

• In a one-adult household, the adult works full-time at 40 hours per week.

• In a two-adult household, either one adult works full-time or both adults work
full-time.

Another assumption regards the availability of health insurance. While many em-
ployers provide health insurance for their employees, assuming employer-provided 
health insurance limits the ability to see the influence of the Advance Premium Tax 
Credit (APTC). Therefore, this analysis assumes that household members who do 
not qualify for benefits under the Oregon Health Plan (OHP) will be covered through 
private insurance.

Measurement of Percent of Basic Needs Met

To quantify a household’s ability to meet basic living expenses, the model adds up 
total available resources (earned income, benefits and refundable tax credits) and di-
vides by those basic expenses (based on benchmarks for housing, child care, health 
insurance, food, transportation, miscellaneous expenses and taxes net of nonrefund-
able tax credits). Multiplying by 100 yields “percent of basic needs met,” which forms 
the basis for determining whether a household can, barring any significant unfore-
seen expenses, make ends meet.  

Resources include2:

• Income from wages
• Federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)
• Federal Child Tax Credit
• Federal Dependent Care Credit
• Advance Premium Tax Credit (APTC)
• Oregon Earned Income Credit (EIC)
• Oregon Working Family Household and Dependent Care Credit (WFHDC)
• Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF)
• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

• Employment Related Day Care (ERDC)
• Value of OHP benefit - Medicaid/Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP)3

Basic living expenses include:

• Child care expense
• Value of OHP benefit or private insurance premium4

• Rent and utilities
• Federal income tax minus any tax credits
• Oregon income tax
• Federal payroll taxes
• Food expense from the University of Washington (UW) self-sufficiency stan-
dard5

• Transportation expense from the UW self-sufficiency standard
• Miscellaneous expense from the UW self-sufficiency standard

2. University of Washington. The Self Sufficiency Standard for Oregon. Retrieved from Self Sufficient Standard website: http://www.selfsufficiencystandard.org/node/76
3.Based on second lowest cost Silver Plan benchmark.
4.Ibid.
5. University of Washington. The Self Sufficiency Standard for Oregon. Retrieved from Self Sufficient Standard website: http://www.selfsufficiencystandard.org/node/76
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Variation by Location, Household Composition and Child Care Subsidy
Table 1 summarizes how percent of basic needs met can vary by location and household 
composition. It assumes that those working are employed full-time at minimum wage 
and access to all available benefits and tax credits (except for WIC and Housing Choice, 
which have limited participation). For one-parent families with children, it provides two 
scenarios: with and without ERDC. The two-parent scenarios are: both adults working 
and eligible for ERDC; and only one adult working and not eligible for ERDC. The mini-
mum and maximum values for each combination of household type and benefits pack-
age reflect the variation among places in Oregon.

Household Composition
Low/ 
High Locations in Low/High End of Range

81% Columbia & Yamhill counties

110% Malheur & Morrow counties

88% Clackamas, Columbia, Washington, Yamhill counties

114% Grant & Malheur counties

74%
Newberg & western Clackamas,  southern Columbia, eastern Washington 
counties

108% Grant, Malheur, Morrow counties

88% Clackamas, Columbia, Washington, Yamhill counties

111% Grant, Lake, Malheur, Morrow counties

80%
Newberg & western Clackamas,  southern Columbia, eastern Washington 
counties

108% Grant, Malheur, Morrow counties

98% Clackamas, Columbia, Washington, Yamhill counties
116% Grant, Malheur, Morrow counties

75%
Newberg & western Clackamas,  southern Columbia, eastern Washington 
counties

106% Malheur County

96% Clackamas, Columbia, Washington, Yamhill counties

115% Malheur County

62%
Newberg & western Clackamas,  southern Columbia, eastern Washington 
counties

94% Grant & Malheur counties

1 Adult, 2 children ages 3, 7 - w/o ERDC

1 Adult, 3 children ages 1, 3, 7 - with ERDC

1 Adult, 3 children ages 1, 3, 7 - w/o ERDC

1 Adult, 2 children ages 3, 7 - with ERDC

Single Adult, no children

1 Adult, 1 child age 1 - with ERDC

1 Adult, 1 child age 1 - w/o ERDC

1 Adult, 1 child age 3 - with ERDC

1 Adult, 1 child age 3 - w/o ERDC

The table reveals how much location matters in a household’s ability to meet ba-
sic expenses. The only scenario where the household exceeds basic expenses 
regardless of location is two adults without children who both work full-time at 
minimum wage. The table also shows how much ERDC can help families with 
young children. The most obvious example is the scenario with one adult and 
three children. When ERDC is available, the family can almost reach base suf-
ficiency in the worst example zip code in the state (under “Low,” with a score of 
94 percent). Without ERDC, that same family is barely able to exceed half the 
income necessary – only 62 percent of the way toward reaching the minimum 
necessary to provide for a family. 

Household Composition
Low/ 
High Locations in Low/High End of Range

103% Columbia & Yamhill counties

126% Malheur & Morrow counties

84%
Newberg & western Clackamas,  southern Columbia, eastern Washington 
counties

113% Grant, Malheur, Morrow counties

87% Columbia & Yamhill counties

107% Malheur County

87% Newberg & southern Columbia County

115% Grant, Malheur, Morrow counties

87% Columbia & Yamhill counties
107% Malheur County

91% Clackamas & Washington counties

110% Grant, Malheur, Morrow counties

93% Columbia & Yamhill counties

113% Malheur County

95% Clackamas & Washington counties

115% Malheur County

93% Columbia & Yamhill counties

114% Malheur County

2 Adults, both work, 3 children ages 1, 3, 7

2 Adults, one works, 3 children ages 1, 3, 7

2 Adults, one works, 1 child age 1

2 Adults, both work, 1 child age 3

2 Adults, one works, 1 child age 3

2 Adults, both work, 2 children ages 3, 7

2 Adults, one works, 2 children ages 3, 7

2 Adults, both work, no children

2 Adults, both work, 1 child age 1

Table 1. Total Resources as Percent of Basic Needs - Summay for Selected Household Types
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Example: Single Parent with Children Aged 1, 3 and 7

To further illustrate how critical ERDC can be to a household’s ability to make ends meet, 
Figure 1 shows the percent of basic-needs-met varies as the hourly wage increases, 
using minimum wage as a starting point, and assuming full-time employment. It uses two 
examples of a single parent with children aged 1, 3 and 7, representing locations at op-
posite ends of the spectrum in terms of meeting basic expenses: 1) Wilsonville in Clack-
amas County, where high living expenses make it difficult to reach Basic sufficiency, and 
2) Ontario in Malheur County, where a dollar will stretch farther. Within each example, it 
presents two scenarios: with and without ERDC.

The bottom axis of Figure 1 shows income increasing, from $10.50 an hour at the left, to 
$49.50 an hour at the far right. The horizontal axis shows the percentage of basic suf-
ficiency reached, with 100 percent representing the basic income needed for sufficiency. 
The minimum wage for “Non-Urban Counties” after July 1, 2018 was $10.50 based on 
Oregon’s unique regional minimum wage paradigm. Wilsonville, as part of the Portland 
Metro area, had a minimum wage of $12.00 during that same period (Oregon’s minimum 
wage for all regions increased on July 1, 2019. For more information on the minimum 
wage, see the Bureau of Labor and Industries website - https://www.oregon.gov/boli/
whd/omw/pages/minimum-wage-rate-summary.aspx).

At $12.00 an hour and above, the hypothetical family living in Ontario can meet basic ex-
penses even without the benefit of ERDC; it comes close even at the regional minimum 
wage of $10.50. 

The hypothetical Wilsonville family, on the other hand, struggles without ERDC. Even 
with the enhanced minimum wage of $12.00 an hour, a family of three with one full-time 
working parent struggles at 63 percent of basic sufficiency. With ERDC, the family does 
much better, almost reaching 100 percent of sufficiency. But paradoxically, the family’s 
standard of living actually goes down as income goes up. The most dramatic reversal of 
fortune comes at $30.28 an hour, when the family loses ERDC. Crossing this threshold 
plunges them to only 80% of what it takes to make ends meet, even though family in-
come is now two-and-a-half times the minimum wage for Portland Metro.

All four scenarios in figure 1 display a “benefits cliff”- a drop in standard of living 
that occurs when income goes up but a benefit is lost.  When the family reaches 
the income limit for adult Medicaid, SNAP, ERDC and the Children’s Health Insur-
ance Program (CHIP), the percentage of basic needs met goes down. In addition 
to the losses due to being over-income for means-tested entitlements, the family 
reaches another drop in standard of living and at the point where the family no 
longer qualifies for the Advance Premium Tax Credit (APTC). Note that if an em-
ployer provides health insurance, then the cliffs associated with Medicaid, CHIP 
and the APTC would not occur. Most of these drops in benefits are relatively 
small, but the one faced by the Wilsonville family receiving ERDC is quite signifi-
cant, representing a financial loss of $1,226 per month in response to just a one 
cent increase in hourly wage.
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Figure 1. Total Resources as Percent of Living Wage Equivalent - Adult with 3 children 1, 3 and 7
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Table 2. Benefit Cliff Points for 1 Adult, children aged 1, 3 and 7 - Wilsonville

Hourly Wage $12.00 $16.66 $22.35 $30.27 $30.28 $36.84 $48.37 $48.38 $49.92
Monthly Income $2,078 $2,886 $3,871 $5,243 $5,244 $6,381 $8,378 $8,379 $8,646
Federal EITC $417 $247 $40 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0
Federal Child Tax Credit 339 494 500 500 500 500 500 500 500
Federal Dependent Care Credit 150 125 100 100 100 0 0 0 0
Advance Premium Tax Credit 0 0 140 0 0 353 159 0 0
Oregon Earned Income Credit 46 27 4 0 0 0 0 0 0
Oregon WFHDC 38 45 52 19 29 0 0 0 0
TANF 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
SNAP 428 300 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
ERDC 2,844 2,578 2,118 1,226 0 0 0 0 0
Value of OHP Benefit 971 971 609 609 609 0 0 0 0
TOTAL RESOURCES $7,312 $7,673 $7,435 $7,696 $6,482 $7,234 $9,037 $8,879 $9,146
Food, Transportation, Misc. $1,643 $1,643 $1,643 $1,643 $1,643 $1,643 $1,643 $1,643 $1,643
Health Insurance 971 971 971 971 971 971 971 971 971
Child Care Expense 3,455 3,455 3,455 3,455 3,455 3,455 3,455 3,455 3,455
Rent & Utilities 1,330 1,330 1,330 1,330 1,330 1,330 1,330 1,330 1,330
Federal income tax 0 0 0 0 0 19 459 459 523
Oregon income tax 7 76 164 288 288 390 570 570 594
Payroll taxes 159 221 296 401 401 488 641 641 661
BASIC LIVING EXPENSES $7,565 $7,695 $7,859 $8,088 $8,088 $8,297 $9,069 $9,069 $9,178
% OF BASIC NEEDS MET 97% 100% 95% 95% 80% 87% 100% 98% 100%
Federal Poverty Level % 99% 138% 185% 251% 251% 305% 400% 401% 413%
% Met w/o Benefits & Credits 27% 37% 49% 65% 65% 77% 92% 92% 94%
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Mapping Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code
The ability to meet basic needs is illustrated by zip code in the following figures. Because 
the majority of entitlement programs in Oregon are provided to single-parent households, 
only the one-parent scenarios will be illustrated. Figures 3 through 11 show the varia-
tion by zip code for various household types, based on full-time employment at minimum 
wage. The blank areas appearing on the maps represent National Forest.

A comparison of figures 3 and 4 underscores the substantial difference ERDC makes for 
a single adult with three children aged 1, 3 and 7. With ERDC, this hypothetical house-
hold can meet basic living expenses regardless of location, although in some cases just 
barely. Without ERDC, only those living in Malheur County come close to meeting basic 
expenses. Most metro areas, including Portland Metro, Corvallis, Eugene, Medford/Ash-
land and Bend, present a particularly daunting situation for this type of household. These 
five areas tend to be impacted by the loss of ERDC in other single-parent scenarios as 
well, as evident from figures 5 and 6; figures 7 and 8; and figures 9 and 10.

Figure 11 reflects a single adult without children. Childless single adults tend to struggle 
in an extended swath of the Portland area that encompasses Columbia, Multnomah, 
Washington, Yamhill, Clackamas and Hood River counties.
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Figure 3. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code - Adult with children aged 1, 3 and 7, with ERDC Figure 4. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code - Adult with children aged 1, 3 and 7, without ERDC
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Figure 5. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code - Adult with children aged 3 and 7, with ERDC Figure 6. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code – Adult with children aged 3 and 7, without ERDC
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Figure 7. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code – Adult with one-year-old, with ERDC Figure 8. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code - Adult with one-year-old, without ERDC
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Figure 9. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code - Adult with three-year-old, with ERDC Figure 10. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code - Adult with three-year-old, without ERDC
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Figure 11. Percent of Basic Needs Met by Zip Code – Single Adult without children
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Conclusion
As evident from this analysis, the availability of ERDC benefits can make a significant 
difference in whether a single parent with young children can meet basic living expens-
es, and the impact can vary dramatically depending on location. It is also evident that 
benefit cliffs do exist for certain household types in certain locations, where an increase 
in income can negatively impact a household’s ability to make ends meet.

We should be clear that this is based on hypothetical households matching the various 
scenarios, not actual ones. Also, this analysis does not address the challenges faced 
by households dealing with unemployment or underemployment; or disabled or retired 
individuals with limited income.

Three important conclusions emerge from this discussion:

1) since most benefits and tax credits make little or no allowance for location and 
household composition, the total package of assistance available to households can 
diverge drastically from what they truly need to make ends meet;

2) in some cases, even employment in a “middle income” job does not provide the 
equivalent of a living wage; and

3) the availability of assistance in paying for child care is an important determinant of 
whether a single parent can make ends meet.
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