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Our Tenth Annual Survey of Low-Income New Yorkers

New York City stands at the threshold of a major politi-
cal transition in 2013.  For the first time since 2001, voters will 
face a choice without an incumbent mayoral candidate. As term limits 
take effect, the City Council will also undergo a significant shift in 
members and leadership. Jobs and education are likely to emerge as 
central campaign issues of 2013. But whose voices will the candidates 
listen to as they take positions on these issues? What other issues will 
rise to the fore? And how will those without power, influence, or the 
ability to write a big check gain a say in the political process? 

The Community Service Society (CSS) began annually surveying city 
residents a decade ago with precisely that challenge in mind: elevating 
the concerns and priorities of low-income New Yorkers in the public 
debate. We named our survey The Unheard Third to call attention to 
the startling fact that over one-third of the voting age citizens in New 
York City live in low-income households, with earnings below twice 
the federal poverty level of $23,018 for a family of four.  That is a 
huge potential share of the electorate—and one that is more likely to 
register and vote if they feel that candidates are addressing issues that 
matter to them with ideas that will help them and their children get 
ahead. 

The most recent telephone survey of 1,419 New York City adults was 
conducted for CSS by Lake Research from July 5 to July 31, 2011, using 
random digit dialing.  The survey included a large oversample of 915 
low-income residents as well as samples of moderate and higher income 
households to allow us to uncover areas of agreement as well as where 
opinions diverge. [See box on p. 15, How the survey was conducted.]

Charts showing the data begin on page 8. 

A CONTINUING JOBS CRISIS FOR LOW-INCOME NEW YORKERS
IMPLICATIONS FOR 2013 CITY ELECTIONS

The Community Service Society of New York (CSS) 
draws on a 168-year history of excellence in addressing 
the root causes of economic disparity through applied re-
search, advocacy, litigation, and innovative service models 
that serve to strengthen and benefit all New Yorkers.  

Nancy Rankin is Vice President for Policy Research and 
Advocacy at CSS. She is the founder of The Unheard Third 
survey and has written widely on issues affecting the 
upward mobility of low-wage workers and the challenges 
of work-family balance. She graduated from Cornell and 
Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson School. 

Apurva Mehrotra is a Policy Analyst at CSS where he 
conducts policy research and analysis on a variety of 
issues affecting low-income New Yorkers. He received a 
Masters in Public Administration from Baruch College. 

We thank The New York Community Trust for their gener-
ous on-going support which makes The Unheard Third 
survey possible.  Lake Research conducts the survey 
annually for CSS and provides valuable assistance in 
developing the questions and reporting the results. 
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Key Findings 
Findings from the 2011 survey reveal that despite talk of 
economic recovery, low-income New Yorkers are continuing 
to struggle.  According to the survey:

n The Great Recession, and the weak recovery that 
     followed, have been particularly hard on low-income   
     New Yorkers, who continue to see their pay, hours 
     and benefits decline. Among lower-income New 
     Yorkers, a third reported that someone in their house-
     hold lost earnings, their jobs, or both during the past 
     year, compared to a quarter of those with higher 
     incomes.

n Many of the unemployed have been jobless for extended 
     periods of time that will make it even more difficult for   
     them to reenter the workforce. Among unemployed low-
     income respondents actively looking for a job, 65 per-
     cent report being out of work for more than six months, 
     the standard definition of long-term unemployment. 
     Over half (56 percent) report being jobless for a year or 
     more, with 18 percent saying they have been out of 
     work for three years or more. 

n Low-income workers also saw their workplace-related 
     benefits erode compared to pre-recession levels. In 2007, 
     45 percent of low-income workers reported receiving 
     health insurance from their jobs; that number fell to 37 
     percent in 2011. The share of low-income workers 
     receiving paid sick days fell from 47 percent to 36 per-
     cent in that time.

n Low-income New Yorkers are pessimistic about the  
     economy. Over half are concerned about further job 
     losses, including nearly a third (32 percent) who say they 
     are very concerned that they or someone in their house-
     hold will be out of work in the next 12 months. In con-
     trast, moderate and higher-income New Yorkers feel 
     somewhat more secure. Still, 18 percent reported being 
     very concerned that either they or someone in their 
     household would be out of work in the coming year. 

n Hardships and worries are widespread among low-
     income households, and particularly intense for single 
     mothers. Nearly two-thirds (65 percent) of low-income 
     single mothers, up from 58 percent the previous year,1  
     worry most or all of the time that they will not have 

     enough income to meet their family’s expenses. Half of 
     such households reported experiencing five or more 
     serious hardships, such as falling behind in the rent, 
     being unable to fill needed prescriptions, or going 
     hungry. 

What does this all mean for the upcoming races for New 
York City mayor and City Council?

n Given the high level of unemployment and financial 
     worries, it is not surprising that when asked what the 
     two most important issues they would like 2013 mayoral 
     candidates to focus on, the top choice, across incomes, 
     was creating more jobs. Half of lower-income New 
     Yorkers and 45 percent of moderate and higher-income 
     New Yorkers put this issue at the top of their political 
     agenda. Opinions diverged somewhat by income, howev-
     er, on the second priority. Low-income New Yorkers 
     mentioned making housing more affordable (28 percent) 
     and investing more in education (27 percent) with 
     almost the same frequency, while 41 percent of moder-
     ate and higher-income New Yorkers said investing more 
     in education. Only one in five New Yorkers—regardless 
     of income—said keeping local taxes down should be one 
     of the two top issues. 

n When asked about their preferences for the 2013 
     mayoral election, New Yorkers—by a three-to-one 
     margin—favor a candidate who supports policies that 
     help working families, as opposed to policies that make 
     the city a good place to do business. It is striking that 
     despite (or because of) deep economic worries and put-
     ting job creation at the top of their political agenda, 
     New Yorkers across incomes agree that helping work-      
     ing New Yorkers and their families get ahead should 
     be the focus of the next administration. When the ques-          
     tion is posed with specific policies spelled out, support 
     for pro-worker over pro-business policies increases. 
     Sixty-eight percent of New Yorkers (nearly identical 
     percentages of low- and high-income respondents) agree 
     with the statement, “We need a mayor who supports 
     policies that help working New Yorkers and their fami-
     lies get ahead like making housing more affordable, 
     protecting schools from cuts, and promoting better 
     benefits for workers,” compared to only 18 percent (16 
     percent of low-income and 19 percent of higher-income 
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     respondents) who agreed that, “We need a mayor who 
     supports policies that make New York City a good place 
     to do business like lower taxes and fewer regulations 
     for small businesses.” At a time when inadequate con-
     sumer demand is the primary drag on the economy, the 
     public is simply not buying the argument that the solu-
     tion is less regulation and more tax breaks for busi-
     nesses. 

n Moreover, paid sick days rises to the level of a voting 
issue. By more than a two-to-one margin (62 percent 
to 24 percent), Democrats say they are less likely to 
vote for a mayoral candidate who opposes the measure 
requiring employers to provide their workers with paid 
sick time.  Independents and Republicans are also more 
likely to punish than reward a candidate who opposes 
paid sick time.

n The concerns New Yorkers voice about jobs and invest-
      ing more in education are backed up by their wide-
      spread endorsement of specific policy proposals we 
      polled on. Solid majorities, across incomes, are will-
      ing to personally pay more in taxes to improve high 
      school graduation rates and provide a second chance 
      for young adults who have left school to earn a diploma 
      or GED. Across incomes, seven out of ten New Yorkers 
      favor a law to provide all workers with a minimum 
      number of paid sick days, similar to the proposal now 
      before the New York City Council. Regardless of party 
      affiliation, voters are less likely to vote for a mayoral 
      candidate who opposes paid sick days. 

When New York City’s big banks and financial institutions 
were at risk of sinking, the taxpayers handed them a life-
line to keep them afloat. Yet many New Yorkers, especially 
those living at or near poverty, remain adrift, without a 
lifeboat in sight. New Yorkers think it is time to address 
their needs and want their next mayor to do more to help 
working people get ahead. New Yorkers need jobs, but they 
should be good jobs with adequate pay and basic benefits, 
like paid sick time. Young people starting out need the skills 
and credentials to obtain those good jobs. And those suf-
fering prolonged unemployment need help getting back to 
work. This is an agenda that would resonate with a broad 
swath of New Yorkers. 

The Jobless Recovery
From December 2007 to June 2009, the official beginning 
and end dates of the Great Recession, the number of unem-
ployed individuals in New York City more than doubled, 
from a little over 185,000 to nearly 380,000.2  By December 
2011, that number had fallen to around 360,000, mean-
ing that in two and a half years of recovery, the number of 
unemployed New Yorkers fell by only five percent. 

New Yorkers need jobs, but they should 
be good jobs with adequate pay and basic       
benefits. Young people starting out need the 
skills and credentials to obtain those good 
jobs. And those suffering prolonged unemploy-
ment need help getting back to work. This is 
an agenda that would resonate with a broad 
swath of New Yorkers.  

Low-income New Yorkers have been particularly hard hit. 
One-third reported someone in their household lost a job, 
had their hours, wages, or tips reduced, or both, in the past 
year.  What is most troubling about the unemployment situ-
ation among low-income New Yorkers is the length of time 
many have been without work.  Fifty-six percent of low-
income jobless New Yorkers reported being unemployed for 
over one year, with 18 percent saying they have been out of 
work for over three years.  Prolonged unemployment—and 
the loss of workplace contacts and deterioration of skills 
that can go along with it—presents an enormous challenge 
in finding a new job. Employers are inclined to hire individ-
uals with more recent work experience, and some discrimi-
nate by refusing to even consider unemployed job appli-
cants, regardless of their qualifications.  Making matters 
worse, over half (54 percent) of low-income, long-term job-
less New Yorkers reported having no post-secondary educa-
tion, an increasingly important requirement to obtain a job 
paying livable wages.  These very high rates of prolonged 
joblessness risk creating a large class of people who may 
become permanently left behind and never fully recover 
from the Great Recession.
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In addition to those who are unemployed, many low-income 
New Yorkers are underemployed, working fewer hours 
than desired, or at lower wages than before the recession. 
Two-thirds of part-time workers said they would like to be 
working more hours.  In part because of part-time status, 
or because they have lost good jobs and been forced to take 
whatever jobs they can get, workers have also experienced 
an erosion of benefits since the onset of the recession.  In 
2007, 45 percent of low-income workers reported receiv-
ing health insurance from their jobs; that number fell to 37 
percent in 2011.  The share of low-income workers receiv-
ing paid sick days fell from 47 percent to 36 percent in that 
time.  In fact, 41 percent of all workers, and over half of 
low-income workers, reported having no paid leave of any 
kind in 2011.3 

Low-income Latinos, particularly those who are immigrants, 
are among those least likely to have work-related benefits.  
Many are employed in industries like non-union construc-
tion and restaurants that often fail to provide benefits. For 
example, while 36 percent of all low-income workers said 
they have paid sick days, 24 percent of low-income Latinos 
overall had sick time, but only 14 percent of low-income 
foreign-born Latinos.  The picture is somewhat different for 
employee health insurance; 37 percent of all low-income 
workers report receiving that benefit, but only 29 percent of 
Latinos, regardless of immigrant status. 

Financial Instability and Hardships

What do inadequate pay and lack of benefits mean for the 
daily lives of low-income New Yorkers?  How does it affect 
their ability to provide the basics for their families? 

To answer these questions, each year The Unheard Third 
survey tracks hardships experienced by low-income New 
Yorkers in four areas: financial security, food, housing, and 
health. These are listed in the table opposite.

Nearly three out of four low-income New Yorkers reported 
experiencing at least one of these hardships, with almost 
half experiencing three or more.  Among those with job-
related hardships (households in which a member lost a job, 
had hours, wages, or tips reduced, or both), nearly three-
quarters reported three additional hardships.  Forty-seven 
percent reported falling behind in their rent or mortgage, 41 

percent could not afford to fill a needed prescription, and 
over a third often skipped meals. 

Low-income single mothers are in a particularly precarious 
position.  Nearly two-thirds said they worry all or most of 
the time that their income will not be enough to pay the 
bills.  Low-income single mothers also experience hardships 
at an alarmingly high rate.  Over two-thirds reported expe-
riencing three or more hardships, and half experienced five 
or more.  Just over half of low- income single mothers said 
they had to cut back on buying school supplies and clothes 
and nearly as many (48 percent) fell behind in the rent or 
mortgage.  A third went hungry.

Working full time, year round, at or near the New York 
State minimum wage of $7.25 an hour is not sufficient to 
lift a family of three above the federal poverty threshold of 
$17,922 or insulate them from serious hardships.4  Among 
the full-time working poor surveyed, 78 percent reported 
experiencing at least one hardship while 57 percent experi-
enced at least three hardships. 

Types of Hardships

Financial
-Cut back on buying back to 
  school supplies and clothes
-Had hours, wages or tips 
  reduced
-Lost job
-Received assistance from 
  charity

Food
-Received free food from family 
  or friends
-Often skipped meals because 
  not enough money to buy food
-Went hungry because not 
  enough money to buy food
-Got food from food pantry, soup 
  kitchen or meal program

Housing
-Fell behind in rent or mortgage
-Had gas, electricity or phone 
  turned off because of unpaid 
  bill
-Moved in with others because 
  of financial problems
-Been threatened with foreclo
  sure or eviction

Health
-Had health care costs increase
-Been without health insurance 
  coverage
-Had health coverage reduced
-Had debt due to medical bills
-Not gotten or postponed get-
  ting medical care or surgery 
  because of lack of money or 
  insurance
-Needed to fill a prescription 
  but couldn’t because of lack of 
  money or insurance
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For a country that prides itself on the idea that the 
American Dream is attainable for anyone who is willing 
to work hard, it is unacceptable that nearly 20 percent of 
the full-time working poor said they often skipped meals 
and nearly 30 percent reported having their gas, electric-
ity, or phone turned off.  These findings make a compelling 
argument for raising the current state minimum wage, now 
being considered in Albany, as well as the living wage and 
prevailing wage bills moving forward in the City Council.  
(See box.) 

Not only do low-wage jobs provide insufficient income 
to support a family; the lack of benefits creates additional 
stress, especially for single working mothers who need paid 
leave for themselves as well as to care for sick children. 
Low-income New Yorkers often cannot afford to miss even 
a day’s worth of wages, and the fear of losing a job at a 
time when job prospects are so grim increases the pressure 
they are under.  Over half of low-income New Yorkers said 
they are worried that they or someone in their household 
will be out of work in the next year.  And four out of ten 
low-income New Yorkers reported worrying frequently 
that their income won’t be enough to meet expenses.  The 
combination of fears over job loss, worries about meeting 
expenses, and not having any paid leave means that it is 
becoming more difficult than ever to balance work with tak-
ing care of one’s self and family.  The result is significant 
stress placed on low-income workers including pressure to 
go to work even while sick.

Public benefits provide critical support for the poor, but 
far from eliminate their hardships.  Of poor New Yorkers 
surveyed, half reported receiving food stamps, over half are 
enrolled in Medicaid, nearly four in ten have subsidized 
housing, and nearly two in ten receive cash assistance.  
Despite this, 55 percent of poor New Yorkers reported 
experiencing three or more hardships, with 37 percent expe-
riencing five or more hardships.  This level of hardship far 
exceeds that of near poor New Yorkers who are less likely 
to be eligible for and receive public benefits.  

Political Implications for the 2013 Mayoral Election

In 2013, New Yorkers will go to the polls and select their 
first new mayor in twelve years.  While the candidates and 
their positions are still being determined, The Unheard 

Third provides insights on what New Yorkers see as their 
top priorities for the new administration.  

Unsurprisingly, nearly half of New Yorkers cited job cre-
ation as one of the two most important issues they want 
mayoral candidates to focus on.  Investment in education 
was the next most frequently mentioned issue.  Thirty-five 
percent of New Yorkers overall, and 41 percent of moder-
ate and high-income New Yorkers, cited education as one of 
the two most important issues in the upcoming election.   

The one area where there is a notable difference in priori-
ties between higher and lower-income New Yorkers is the 
issue of affordable housing.  Low-income New Yorkers 
cited affordable housing and investing more in education 
almost equally as the next most important issues after jobs. 
Twenty-eight percent of low-income New Yorkers said 
they want mayoral candidates to focus on making housing 
more affordable, compared to 19 percent of moderate to 
high-income New Yorkers. New Yorkers showed remark-
able agreement across incomes on the importance of nearly 
every other issue we asked about. For example, regardless 
of income, only one out of five respondents thought keeping 
local taxes down should be a top priority.

The shared concern over job creation has not led New 
Yorkers to believe that more needs to be done to attract 
and keep businesses in New York City.  There seems to be a 
widely shared opinion that greater investment in the educa-
tion and skills of our workforce is one solution to the city’s 
economic woes, and that the current job situation is not due 
to companies relocating to more business-friendly pastures.5  
By a wide margin, and across party affiliations and incomes, 
New Yorkers prefer a mayor who supports policies that 
help working families as opposed to policies that make the 
city a better place to do business.  In an environment where 
politicians regularly cite the interests of business as a reason 
not to enact worker-friendly legislation, these findings are 
important to consider. 

Nearly two-thirds (64 percent) of New Yorkers said they 
would prefer a mayor who supports policies that help work-
ing New Yorkers and their families get ahead, while 21 
percent said we need a mayor who supports policies that 
make New York City a good place to do business.  That 
preference is even greater when the question includes specif-
ics—making housing more affordable, protecting schools 
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from cuts, and promoting better benefits for workers to 
help working families, as opposed to lower taxes and fewer 
regulations for small businesses to make New York City 
a good place to do business.  Interestingly, Republicans 
favor business-friendly policies by a small margin when the 
question is asked on the broad ideological level.  But with 
specific policies mentioned, 54 percent of Republicans favor 
worker-friendly policies compared to just 27 percent who 
favor business-friendly policies.

Many New Yorkers are willing to act on these preferences, 
both with their pocketbooks and their votes.  Over two-
thirds of New Yorkers said they would be willing to pay 

more in taxes to fund programs that improve high school 
graduation rates.  This includes two-thirds of higher-income 
New Yorkers.  And nearly two-thirds of all New Yorkers 
would be willing to pay more in taxes for programs that 
give young adults who have left school a chance to earn a 
high school diploma or GED.  Six out of ten higher-income 
New Yorkers said they would pay more in taxes for such 
programs.  While higher-income New Yorkers would theo-
retically not directly benefit from these programs as much as 
those with lower incomes, they seem to recognize that it is 
important for all New Yorkers to have the credentials and 
skills necessary to contribute to the city’s economy.   

Living Wage 

In January 2012, over a year after the Fair Wages for New Yorkers 
bill (referred to as the “living wage” bill) was introduced in the City 
Council, Speaker Christine Quinn introduced a compromise ver-
sion that she is ready to support.  The bill will require developers 
who receive over $1 million in city subsidies and report more than 
$5 million in revenue to pay employees $10 an hour with benefits, 
up from the current minimum wage of $7.25 an hour.6  The main 
compromise that allowed Quinn to support the new version is that 
employees of tenants of city subsidized commercial developments 
would not be subject to the new requirement.  Mayor Bloomberg 
is against the bill, but Quinn believes the new version of the bill 
will have enough votes in the council to override a veto. 

Paid Sick Time 

In 2009, legislation was introduced in City Council requiring 
employers to provide paid sick time to their employees.  Speaker 
Quinn voiced her opposition to the bill and has not brought it 
up for a vote.  In early 2012, City Council members, advocates, 
labor leaders, and other supporters announced a new version of 
the bill, amended to address the concerns of opponents. The law 
would now exclude mom-and-pop businesses with fewer than 
five employees from having to provide paid sick days, but protect 
these workers from being fired for being out sick for up to five 
days annually.  The rollout of the amended version of the bill has 
reenergized the movement. Three-quarters of New Yorkers and 
a growing veto proof majority of the Council are in favor of the 
legislation.  

Minimum Wage

In Albany, Assembly Democrats introduced an increase in the 
minimum wage in February 2012.  The legislation would raise the 
statewide minimum wage from $7.25 to $8.50 an hour, and would 
require annual increases in the minimum wage to keep up with 
inflation.  The current minimum wage in New York is lower than 
that of 18 other states and the District of Columbia.7  Governor 
Cuomo supports the idea of a minimum wage hike, but had not 
yet endorsed this particular bill at the time of publication.  The bill 
is expected to easily pass in the Democratic controlled Assembly 
but will likely face significant obstacles passing the Republican 
controlled Senate, making Cuomo’s potential endorsement all the 
more critical.   

Employment Discrimination

In March 2012, City Council Speaker Christine Quinn and other 
members of the Council introduced legislation that would ban 
the use of employment status as a factor in a company’s hiring 
decision.  In an effort to protect the unemployed from discrimina-
tory practices, the proposed law would also ban job listings that 
say the unemployed need not apply.  Councilman Vincent Gentile, 
a co-sponsor of the bill, summed up the need for such legislation, 
saying, “Preventing otherwise well qualified men and women from 
applying for a job simply because they are currently unemployed 
is counterintuitive and unconscionable.”8  Similar legislation is 
being considered in several states and on the federal level.          

Legislation Currently Being Considered by New York City and State
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It is also clear that many New Yorkers view these issues as 
part of their voting calculus.  One topic that garnered sig-
nificant attention in 2011 was legislation requiring employ-
ers to offer a modest minimum number of paid sick days to 
their employees.  Despite overwhelming public support and 
a veto proof majority in the City Council, Speaker Christine 
Quinn, to date, has declined to bring the bill to a vote.  
New Yorkers have made their feelings on the issue clear, as 
nearly three-quarters of those surveyed said they favor such 
a bill.  Over half said that they would be less likely to vote 
for a city council or mayoral candidate who did not support 
paid sick days legislation. 

Conclusion 

The Great Recession may technically be behind us but, with 
a tepid recovery, New York City—like much of the coun-
try—continues to feel the impacts.  Unemployment remains 
high and for low-income households, hours, wages, and 
benefits continue to be insufficient.  The average duration 
of unemployment in the city is over 40 weeks, even longer 
for those in their prime working years (35-44 years old) and 
older.9

The impact of tough economic times is not only seen in high 
rates of unemployment, but the stress and hardships that 
New Yorkers are forced to endure.  The poverty rate for 
New York City increased from 18.5 percent in 2007 to just 
over 20 percent in 2010.10  Even full-time employment is 
not always enough to escape poverty and the hardships that 
come with it.  Whether it is housing, food, medical care, or 
other basic needs, too many New Yorkers are forced to do 
without or rely on some form of assistance that can allevi-
ate, but far from eliminate, multiple hardships.   

Given these harsh realities, it is unsurprising that a major-
ity of New Yorkers strongly favor policies that support 
working families over the interests of business.  The feeling 
among many Americans is that corporations, particularly 
those in the financial services industry, were given a lifeline 
by taxpayers following the economic collapse of 2007.  But 
with working people continuing to struggle, many are now 
wondering if and when they will be extended the same 
type of support.  A study by researchers at Northeastern 
University confirms that since the recovery began in June 
2009, corporate profits have accounted for 88 percent of 

the growth in national income, while aggregate wages and 
salaries accounted for around one percent of growth.11  It is 
little wonder then that New Yorkers don’t assume a more 
business-friendly environment will do anything to ease their 
financial worries.  

For New Yorkers, many priorities are shared across lines 
of income and political affiliation, with low-income New 
Yorkers also placing an emphasis on more affordable hous-
ing.   These aligned interests should shape the discussion 
over what direction the city takes as it prepares for a new 
administration.  If The Unheard Third survey is any indica-
tion, New Yorkers are largely in favor of doing more to 
support working families in their struggles to make better 
lives for themselves and their children.  
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A third of low-income New Yorkers 
reported someone in their household  
lost a job, lost earnings, or lost both 
over the past year.

Among low-income unemployed New 
Yorkers seeking work, more than half 
have been jobless a year or longer; 18 
percent for 3 or more years.  

Among low-income New Yorkers who 
have been unemployed six months or 
more and are seeking work, over half 
have no post-secondary education.  

Findings from The Unheard Third 2011

Q:  In the last year, have you or any member of your household lost a job or had hours, 
wages, or tips reduced?

Length of Unemployment for Low-Income New Yorkers Actively Looking for Work 

Educational Attainment for Low-Income, 
Long-Term Jobless New Yorkers Seeking Work  
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Across income, two-thirds of part-
time workers report that they would 
like to be working more hours.  

Low-income workers have also lost 
ground when it comes to benefits 
compared to pre-recession levels.

Low-income Latinos have fewer 
benefits compared to all low-income 
workers.

Q: Would you like to be working more hours, or would you NOT like to be working more 
hours?

Part-time Additional Hours*

*Excludes full-time students

Q:  Which of the following benefits, if any, do you receive from your employer?   

Work Benefits Over Time - Low Income

Employee Benefits for Low-income Workers

Q:  Which of the following benefits, if any, do you receive from your employer?   
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Low-income families who lost pay, 
jobs, or both were devastated.  

Four in ten low-income New Yorkers 
frequently worry their income will not 
be enough to pay the bills;  two out of 
three single moms worry most or all 
of the time.

Over two-thirds of low-income single 
mothers experienced three or more 
hardships; half had five or more.

Multiple Hardships for Low-income Households by Employment

Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding

Q:  How often do you worry that your total family income will not be enough to meet your 
family’s expenses and bills – all of the time, most of the time, some of the time, once in a 
while, or never?

*Note small sample size
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Earning poverty wages—even 
working full time—does not protect 
households from experiencing 
multiple hardships.

Over half of low-income New Yorkers 
are worried someone in their house-
hold will be out of work in the next 
year.    

Public benefits help, but do not  
eliminate hardships. Despite receiving 
more aid than the near poor, the poor 
still experience far greater hardship 
levels.

Q:  Thinking about the next 12 months, how concerned are you that you or someone in 
your household will be out of a job – are you very concerned, somewhat concerned, a 
little concerned, or not concerned at all?
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New Yorkers see job creation and 
education as the most important 
issues for the mayoral race; 
housing also emerges as a major 
issue for lower-income groups. 

By a three to one margin, New Yorkers 
prefer a mayor who supports policies 
that help working families vs. policies 
that make NYC a better place to do 
business.

Including specific details like lower 
taxes and fewer regulations for small 
business vs. making housing more af-
fordable, protecting schools from cuts, 
and promoting better work benefits 
increases preference for a mayor who 
supports working families.  

Q:  In the 2013 election for Mayor, what are the two most important issues that you would 
like the candidate to focus on?

And thinking about our next 
mayor, which of the following 
two statements do you agree 
with more?* 

Statement A: We need a 
mayor who supports policies 
that make New York City a 
good place to do business.

Statement B: We need a 
mayor who supports poli-
cies that help working New 
Yorkers and their families get 
ahead.

*Split sampled question

And thinking about our next 
mayor, which of the following 
two statements do you agree 
with more?* 

Statement A: We need a 
mayor who supports policies 
that make New York City a 
good place to do business like 
lower taxes and fewer regu-
lations for small businesses.

Statement B: We need a 
mayor who supports poli-
cies that help working New 
Yorkers and their families get 
ahead like making housing 
more affordable, protect-
ing schools from cuts, and 
promoting better benefits 
for workers. *Split sampled question
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When specific policies are cited, 
Republicans also favor worker-
friendly over business-friendly 
policies. 

A solid majority of New Yorkers 
are willing to pay more in taxes to 
support city-funded programs that 
are designed to improve high school 
graduation rates or expand opportuni-
ties to earn a diploma or GED.

By strong majorities, New Yorkers of 
all incomes favor a law to provide all 
workers with a minimum number of 
paid sick days. 

Q:  Now I am going to ask you a few questions about some city-funded programs.  After I read each 
one, please tell me on a scale of 1 to 7 how willing you would be to personally pay more in taxes to 
spend more on each, where a 1 means you are not willing at all and a 7 means you are very willing.  
You can use any number between 1 and 7.

Split sampled question

Split sampled question

Q:  The New York City Council is considering a proposal that would require employers in New York 
City to provide workers with at least five paid sick days a year if they are a small business, and nine 
paid sick days a year if they are a business with 20 or more employees.  Would you strongly favor this 
proposal, somewhat favor, somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose this proposal, or are you undecided?
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Across party lines, New Yorkers favor 
the paid sick days proposal with real 
intensity.  

Voters—across party lines—would 
punish a City Council or Mayoral 
candidate who opposes required 
paid sick days.  

Q:  The New York City Council is considering a proposal that would require employers in New York 
City to provide workers with at least five paid sick days a year if they are a small business, and nine 
paid sick days a year if they are a business with 20 or more employees.  Would you strongly favor this 
proposal, somewhat favor, somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose this proposal, or are you undecided?

Q:  Would you be more or less likely to vote for a candidate for City Council or Mayor who opposed the 
proposal which requires employers in New York City to provide their workers with paid sick days?
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The Community Service Society designed these surveys in col-
laboration with Lake Research Partners, who administered the 
surveys by phone using professional interviewers. 

The 2011 survey was conducted from July 5 to July 31, 2011.
The survey reached a total of 1,419 New York City residents, 
ages 18 or older, divided into two samples:   

n 915 low-income residents (up to 200% of federal poverty          
      standards, or FPL) comprise the first sample:
      •  454 poor respondents, from households earning at or 
          below 100% FPL 
      •  461 near-poor respondents, from households earning       
          101%-200% FPL  
n 504 moderate- and higher-income residents (above 200% 
      FPL) comprise the second sample:
     •  301 moderate-income respondents, from households 
         earning 201%-400% FPL 
     •  203 higher-income respondents, from households 
         earning above 400% FPL.  

This year’s survey also included an oversample of 200 cell 
phone interviews among adult residents at up to 400% FPL.

Telephone numbers for the low-income sample were drawn 
using random digit dial (RDD) among exchanges in census 
tracts with an average annual income of no more than $40,000.  
Telephone numbers for the higher-income sample were drawn 
using RDD in exchanges in the remaining census tracts.  The 
data were weighted slightly by gender, age, region, immigration 
status, education and race in order to ensure that it accurately 
reflects the demographic configuration of these populations.  
In the combined totals, respondents in the low income sample 
were weighted down to reflect their actual proportion among all 
residents.  Also, in the combined totals, the sample is weighted 
by telephone status. Interviews were conducted in English, 
Spanish and Chinese. 

In interpreting survey results, all sample surveys are subject to 
possible sampling error; that is, the results of a survey may 
differ from those which would be obtained if the entire popula-
tion were interviewed.  The size of the sampling error depends
upon both the total number of respondents in the survey and the 
percentage distribution of responses to a particular question.  
The margin of error for the total sample is +/- 2.6%. The margin 
of error for the low-income component is +/- 3.2% and for the 
higher-income component is +/-4.4%.  

The report also contains data from previous editions of The 
Unheard Third survey. The chart below provides the sample sizes 
for each of the previous years. 

Year Total 
Sample

Low-income 
Sample
(≤200% FPL)

Moderate-Higher 
Income Sample 
(>200% FPL)

2011 1429 915 504

2010 1414 900 514

2009 1212 809 403

2008 1523 1015 508

2007 1551 1036 515

2006 1888 1388 500

2005 1500 1000 500

2004 1300 1000 300

2003 1000 750 250

2002 800 600 200

How the surveys were conducted
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