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Executive Summary
Louisiana’s workers, by some measures, are 
doing pretty well. More people have jobs 
than ever before, and hourly wages have 
picked up after years of stagnation. Petro-
chemical industries along the Mississippi 
River corridor and in southwest Louisiana 
are investing in new plants and equipment, 
creating thousands of new jobs in construc-
tion, engineering and other industries. The 
historic pay disparity between men and 
women — one of the widest in the coun-
try — is narrowing, and the share of Louisi-
ana adults who are in the workforce is also 
climbing. 

But this encouraging news is tempered by 
some sobering figures. The wage gap be-
tween black and white workers continues 
to widen, as does the gap between the 
wealthiest workers and those at the bot-
tom. Five years after Louisiana began recov-
ering from the Great Recession, the wages 
of the richest workers are the only ones that 
have fully bounced back. Louisiana workers 
in the middle and bottom of the pay scale, 
meanwhile, are still getting paid less than 
when wages peaked in 2009. 

And while wages and employment are ris-
ing in some southern parts of the state, 
workers in large parts of north and central 
Louisiana have not recovered from the re-
cession, and some are still getting paid less 
than they were a decade ago. These dis-
parities show that there is lots of work for 
policymakers as they seek to create broader 
prosperity and ensure that all children have 
a chance to reach the middle class and be-
yond.    

This report follows LBP’s State of Working 
Louisiana 2013, which showed that medi-
an wages in the state were only 1 percent 
higher in 2012 than in 1979, even though 
productivity was up 35 percent over that 
span. Workers are creating more value than 
before, but aren’t seeing the results in their 
paychecks. 

Between 2012 and 2014, the median wage 
in Louisiana increased by 39 cents to $15.63 
an hour, and the gains are accelerating. 
(The “median” or “typical” wage is earned 
by a worker at the 50th percentile, mean-
ing half of workers earn more and half earn 
less.) While the typical wage only grew by 
6 cents an hour in 2013, it grew 33 cents in 
2014 — hopefully a sign of better things to 
come. Wages in Louisiana grew faster than 
in the rest of the South and the country as 
a whole over the two-year period (2.6 per-
cent growth in Louisiana vs. a 0.7 percent 
national growth and a 0.6 percent decline in 
the Southern region). Women in Louisiana 
fared especially well; their median wages 
grew by almost 9 percent over two years. 
But women continue to earn less than men, 
$14.08 an hour vs. $17.47. 

That is where the good news ends. The ra-
cial pay gap has grown substantially during 
the last two years. In 2014, the median 
wage for a black worker was $11.91 an hour, 
compared to $18.39 for white workers. Be-
tween 2012 and 2014, the typical white 
worker saw a raise of 5.5 percent ($0.96 an 
hour), while the typical black worker took a 
pay cut of 2.2 percent ($0.27 per hour). Me-
dian pay for white workers increased $0.59 
in 2013 and $0.37 in 2014. Median pay for 
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black workers plummeted $0.98 in 2013, 
but regained $0.71 of that in 2014.

More broadly, the gap between rich and 
poor in Louisiana continues to widen. Work-
ers at the 90th percentile (earning $35.98 
an hour in 2014, or more than 90 percent 
of their peers), saw their wages rise 12.5 
percent over the last two years—or almost 
five times the rate of growth of a worker in 
the middle.  

Workers at the top are the only ones to see 
wages fully bounce back from the Great 
Recession. By contrast, the median wage is 
still down 3.6 percent from its 2009 peak of 
$16.21 an hour. That translates into a pay 
cut of $1,200 a year for a full-time employ-
ee. 

Wages and opportunity
Why focus on wages? The main reason is that income from 
labor—as opposed to income from investments or govern-
ment programs like Social Security—make up the bulk of 
Louisianans’ earnings. While the news media and politicians 
tend to focus on the number of jobs added each month, the 
unemployment rate or more abstract measures like gross 
domestic product, what really matters to most families is 
how much they make.

Higher wages, made possible by higher productivity, are 
necessary to raise living standards and grow the middle 
class. While definitions of middle class are hard to pin down, 
most Louisianans would probably agree it means having a 
job that pays enough for a family to afford the necessities—
housing, food, clothing, transportation and health care—
and still have some left to save for a rainy day. It means 
having economic security today, the ability to save for the 
future, and something left over for minor luxuries like din-
ner at a restaurant and an annual vacation. 

Too many Louisianans don’t have that level of basic securi-
ty, even though they work. Wage growth has not increased 
with productivity, and economic gains have not been shared 
up and down the pay scale. Worse, stagnant wages today 
will hurt the next generation. While families are spending 
a smaller share of their income on basics like food than in 
prior decades1, the price of services that boost economic 
opportunity such as quality child care and higher education 
are growing faster than wages. Sagging wages could price 

workers—and their children—out of the market for these 
critical goods. Given the mountain of evidence that shows 
how important child care and education are for future 
employment and earnings potential, this should be cause 
for alarm. This is why wage inequality is a direct threat to 
economic opportunity and mobility. Focusing on econom-
ic growth by itself isn’t enough. People who care about 
preserving the American Dream need to care about wage 
growth—or the lack of it.
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Wage trends are troubling
Wages and employment in Louisi-
ana  have swung up and down over 
the years. When the oil patch was 
booming in the 1970s, wages grew 
and so did employment. When oil 
prices collapsed, employment fell 
along with wages. The same pattern 
held through the growing economy 
of the late 1990s and the bursting 
of the Dot Com bubble, the post-Ka-
trina economic boom and Great Re-
cession, and now the slow recovery 
that’s followed. Through these ups 
and downs, five long-term trends are 
apparent:

1. Rising productivity is not leading 
to higher wages. From the end 
of World War II until the 1970s, 
wages rose along with productiv-
ity, which led to the creation of 
the strongest middle class in the 
world. But then things changed. 
The de-coupling of wages and 
productivity is the defining char-
acteristic of the economy for 
everyday workers in recent de-
cades. Globalization and techno-
logical shifts, changes in educa-
tion, declining union power and 
policy decisions to give workers 
fewer protections (like a strong 
minimum wage) have all contrib-
uted.

2. Inequality is growing. It used to 
be that all workers felt the hit 
during economic downturns and 
all shared in the gains during eco-
nomic expansions. But in recent 
years, most of the gains from 
economic growth have gone to 
workers at the very top. Since 
1979, the higher up the wage 
scale a worker is, the faster his or 
her wages grow. For example, the 
typical worker at the 50th per-
centile makes 3.4 percent more 
an hour today than in 1979, but 
a worker at the 90th percentile 
makes 19 percent more. And 
workers at the bottom are worse 
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off, with wages down almost 6 
percent since 1979. According to 
Lawrence Mishel of the Econom-
ic Policy Institute, growing wage 
inequality is one of the biggest 
driving forces of the pay-produc-
tivity gap described above.2 

3. Gender disparities are narrow-
ing. Men in Louisiana are still 
paid more than women—median 
pay of $17.47 an hour compared 
to $14.08 in 2014—but that gap 
has been shrinking. Since 1979, 
the typical male worker in Lou-
isiana has actually seen a de-
crease of 3.8 percent in hourly 
pay, while the typical female saw 
an increase of 26 percent. This 
trend occurred at the same time 
more women entered the labor 
force and made gains in post-sec-
ondary education.

4. Racial disparities are getting 
worse. Black Louisianans have 
always been paid less than white 
Louisianans, a lasting conse-
quence of a legacy of slavery, Jim 
Crow, decades of discrimination 
and underinvestment in black 
communities. And things are 
getting worse. In 1979, the typ-
ical black worker made 72 cents 
for every dollar a white worker 
made, compared to barely 65 
cents today. Since 1979, the me-
dian wage for a white worker is 
up 15.6 percent, compared to a 
3.3 percent increase for a black 
worker. The last two years were 
especially bleak, with the hourly 
pay gap between black and white 
workers growing more than 20 
percent, from $5.25 to $6.48 an 
hour as pay for white workers in-
creased even as it fell for black 
workers.

5. The value of a college degree 
has declined. A college education 
remains one of the best invest-
ments you can make. But Louisi-
ana is tied with South Dakota for 
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Job opportunities are changing 
Nearly 54,000 new jobs were creat-
ed in Louisiana in 2013 and 2014 — a 
bump of almost 2.8 percent. Nation-
ally, the rate of growth was higher, 
about 3.7 percent. Labor force growth, 
on the other hand, was stronger in 
Louisiana than nationally, where it fell 
slightly. The share of Louisianans over 
age 16 either working or looking for a 
job went to 60.8 percent in 2014 from 
59.4 percent two years before — a 
positive sign that the economy is im-
proving. This helps explain why Louisi-
ana’s unemployment rate has risen to 
well above the national average even 
though the economy is adding new 
jobs.  

While most people would say that any 
job is better than no job, the types 
of jobs being created matters greatly 
when it comes to wages. The last two 
years brought mixed results. Most new 
jobs were in three sectors: education 
and health care (16,200), tourism and 
hospitality (13,900), and construction 

(13,100). Unfortunately, many of the 
jobs in these economic sectors often 
don’t pay very well.  One bright spot 
was growth in manufacturing (5,500 

new jobs over two years), though em-
ployment in that high-wage sector is 
still below its pre-recession level. Fi-
nancial services — also a source of 

the 12th lowest share of workers 
with a college degree among the 
50 states and Washington, D.C. In 
2014, the median wage for a Lou-

isianan with a Bachelor’s degree 
was $22.34 an hour, compared to 
$13.88 for a worker with only a 
high school diploma. Since 1979, 

median wages for college gradu-
ates have climbed by more than 
16 percent, while non-graduates 
have seen their pay decrease by 
more than 5 percent. 

But the “college premium” has 
shrunk in recent years. Since 2000, 
the typical Louisiana worker with just 
a high school degree has seen a 6.7 
percent increase in pay, while those 
with college educations saw a 9 per-
cent drop. Pay for college-educated 
workers also fell further during the 
recession, and has recovered slower, 
than wages for workers with a high 
school degree. These trend could be 
a result of stronger job growth in in-
dustries that require fewer college 
educated workers, like construction.  
Of course, a college degree is still the 
best ticket to a higher wage. But the 
recent decline in college workers’ pay 
shows that even the more educated 
aren’t immune from falling wages in 
today’s economy.
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higher-wage jobs— saw miniscule job 
growth in the last two years and is 
also still below its pre-recession level.

Employment in Louisiana remains 
vulnerable to changes in the global 
price of oil. As oil prices have fall-
en by more than half in the past 
year, employment in the high-wage 
oil and gas industry has suffered as 
well. Louisiana lost almost 1,000 
oil and gas jobs from 2012 to 2014. 
But since then, job losses have been 
much worse. By July 2015, oil and gas 
employment had dropped another 
6,000 jobs.3  

Nowhere were job losses heavier 
than in state and local government, 
which shed nearly 20,000 jobs over 
the past two years. When the loss of 
government jobs is included, Louisi-
ana’s employment growth trails the 
national average, even though pri-
vate sector job growth has been on 
par with the rest of the nation.4  

These are not new trends, but a con-
tinuation of shifts in job opportuni-
ties going back decades. Compared 

to 1990, there are 29,000 fewer 
manufacturing jobs in Louisiana, but 
94,000 more tourism and hospitality 
jobs. For less-educated workers—
men, in particular—the drop in man-
ufacturing employment has been 
especially damaging. When high-pay-

ing manufacturing jobs are replaced 
by lower-paying service jobs, overall 
wages stagnate. There is more bad 
news ahead: Seven of the 10 occupa-
tions that are projected to have the 
most job growth through 2022 pay 
less than the median wage today. 5
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Policy prescriptions

The Geography of Wages 

The Geography of Wages

Note: Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) boundaries are for 2014
Source: BLS Occupational Employment Statistics

Louisiana Budget Project

What you make depends in large part on where 
you live. Three southern regions — Baton 
Rouge, Houma-Thibodaux and Lake Charles — 
have seen wage growth in the last two years. 
Baton Rouge and Houma-Thibodaux have even 
seen wages fully recover from the recession. 
But the rest of Louisiana has lagged behind and 
saw a median pay drop since 2012. North 
Louisiana has struggled the most. In fact, 
median wages in Shreveport and Monroe are 
lower today than they were 10 years ago. 

What can policymakers do to boost 
Louisianans’ wages and support eco-
nomic opportunity? Here are five pol-
icy options:

• Raise the minimum wage. Lou-
isiana’s workers are producing 
more value per hour than they 
were a couple decades ago, but 
aren’t seeing the results in their 

paychecks. Raising the state min-
imum wage above the low $7.25 
an hour federal minimum is the 
most direct way to tackle that 
problem. Not only would the low-
est-paid workers get a raise, but a 
higher minimum wage would have 
a positive ripple effect up the pay 
scale. Altogether, a modest pay 
hike to $8.50 an hour would ben-

efit 346,000 Louisianans—more 
than 1 in every 6 workers. Polling 
shows 73 percent of Louisianans 
support a pay hike.6  Voters in Ar-
kansas recently approved a simi-
lar law. Putting more money back 
into workers’ pockets is also good 
news for local businesses, where 
consumers will spend their raise. 
Had the minimum wage just kept 
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pace with inflation since 1968, it 
would be around $10.90 an hour 
today.

• Strengthen the Earned Income 
Tax Credit. A strong EITC is the 
best tax policy a state can em-
brace to support workers. The 
EITC incentivizes work, especially 
for single parents, and boosts pay. 
Expansions of the federal EITC in 
the early 1990s did more to in-
crease work than the 1996 wel-
fare overhaul. Most importantly, 
children who grow up in house-
holds that receive the credit even 
for just a few years are more likely 
to graduate high school, attend 
college and earn higher wages as 
adults, making the EITC a smart 
investment in long-term econom-
ic growth. Louisiana has the small-
est state EITC in the nation, set at 
3.5 percent of the federal credit, 
compared to the national average 
of 16 percent. Simply doubling 
the current EITC to 7 percent 
would put $47 million each year 
back in workers’ pockets.7 

• Provide more state support for 
child care. A year of quality child 
care can cost as much as a year of 
college, and lack of access to child 
care can be a big barrier to em-
ployment for low-income parents. 
But funding for the Child Care As-
sistance Program (CCAP) is down 

almost 60 percent since 2009, 
leaving quality child care out of 
financial reach for thousands of 
families. Providing more access 
to child care by increasing fund-
ing for CCAP is a win-win, making 
it easier for parents to work and 
investing in better outcomes for 
children.

• Expand health coverage. People 
can’t work if they aren’t healthy, 
yet 225,000 Louisianans age 19 
to 64 are stuck in a “coverage 
gap” because the state has not 
expanded Medicaid. Expanding 
health coverage will also improve 
economic security for families. 
A landmark Oregon study found 
Medicaid expansion practically 
eliminated catastrophic out-of-

pocket health costs. People who 
gained coverage were 50 percent 
less likely to skip paying other 
bills or borrow money because of 
medical expenses than the unin-
sured. For the newly-insured, the 
chance of having an unpaid bill 
sent to a collections agency also 
dropped by 25 percent.8 

• Boost need-based college aid. A 
college degree is still the surest 
road to a higher wage. But while 
tuition in Louisiana has increased 
67 percent since 2008—a jump 
of nearly $3,000 a year—need-
based aid has been flat.9 Given 
the strong link between retention 
and meeting 55 to 60 percent of a 
student’s financial need, investing 
more in Go Grants is a must.10  
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