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work supports help families meet basic needs

Executive Summary
It can be costly to live and raise a family in the Ocean State.
Yet, many Rhode Islanders work at jobs that pay wages that are
too low to meet basic living costs. Fortunately, work support
programs can help close the gap between income and expenses.
The Economic Progress Institute publishes the Rhode Island
Standard of Need (RISN) to answer two fundamental questions:
What is the cost of meeting basic needs for families
and individuals in Rhode Island?
How do state and federal work supports help households
meet the cost of basic needs?
The RISN calculates a household budget for families with two
young children, and for single adults. The no-frills budget includes
the costs of housing, food, transportation, health care, child care
and other necessities including clothing, toiletries and telephone
service. The RISN also demonstrates how work supports like food
assistance, tax credits, and child care and health care subsidies
help close the gap between income and basic need expenses. By
taking all of these factors into account, the RISN provides a more
realistic measure of the economic security of Rhode Islanders
than the federal poverty level.
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Table 1: The Cost of Meeting Basic Needs
Single Parent
Family*

Two-Parent
Family*

Single
Adult

Annual Expenses

$49,272

$54,024

$19,944

Annual Earned Income Required

$57,540

$61,980

$24,804

* Assumes two children: a toddler and a school-aged child.

Key Findings:
1. The cost of meeting basic needs in Rhode Island is significant. It costs a
single parent family $49,272, and a two-parent family $54,024, to raise a
toddler and school-age child. It costs an individual $19,944 to meet his or
her basic needs.
2. Many Rhode Island households do not earn enough to make ends meet.
Households need to earn more than their basic need expenses in order to
cover payroll taxes. Over 85 percent of Rhode Island single parent families
and 28 percent of two-parent families raising two or more children earn less
than the income required to make ends meet. Over 40 percent of individuals
earn less than the amount needed to meet basic needs.
3. The federal poverty level (FPL) is an outdated measure of economic security.
It costs more than twice the federal poverty level for families to make ends
meet in the Ocean State.
4. Work supports help narrow the gap between income and expenses. Food
assistance, tax credits, and child care and health care subsidies are critical
to low- and modest-income Rhode Island families.
5. The loss of child care subsidies for working families is a major financial
setback. When a parent earns a penny over the income limit for child care
assistance, the cost of care skyrockets, creating a major financial setback for
families trying to improve their economic circumstances.
6. The minimum wage is not sufficient for a worker to meet his or her basic
needs. A worker earning the state’s new minimum hourly wage of $7.75 faces
a significant gap between earnings and expenses.
7. Rhode Islanders who need to rely on cash assistance benefits have large
gaps between income and basic need expenses. The income support
provided by SSI (Supplemental Security Income) and RI Works leave
recipients, the majority of whom are children and people with disabilities,
without the resources necessary to meet basic needs.
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INTRODUCTION
It can be costly to live and raise a family in the Ocean State. Yet, many Rhode Islanders work
at jobs that pay wages that are too low to meet basic living costs. Fortunately, work support
programs can help close the gap between income and expenses.
The Economic Progress Institute publishes the Rhode Island Standard of Need (RISN) to
answer two fundamental questions:
What is the cost of meeting basic needs for families and individuals in Rhode Island?
How do state and federal work supports help households meet the
cost of basic needs?
The RISN calculates a household budget for families with two young children, and for single
adults. The no-frills budget includes the costs of housing, food, transportation, health care,
child care and other necessities including clothing, toiletries and telephone service. The
RISN also demonstrates how work supports like food assistance, tax credits and child care
and health care subsidies help close the gap between income and basic need expenses. By
taking all of these factors into account, the RISN provides a more realistic measure of the
economic security of Rhode Islanders than the federal poverty level.
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KEY FINDINGS
1. The cost of meeting basic needs in Rhode Island is significant. The 2012 RISN
calculates the cost of living for three different types of households: a single parent family
with two young children, a two-parent family with two young children, and a single adult.
As illustrated in Table 2, it costs a single parent family $49,272, and a two-parent family
$54,024, to raise a toddler and school-aged child. It costs a single adult $19,944 to meet
his or her basic needs.1

Table 2: Basic Needs Budget
EXPENSES

Single Parent*

Two-Parent*

Individual

Housing		 $930 		 $930 		 $762
Food		 $706 		 $944 		 $326
Transportation		 $439 		 $561 		 $288
Child Care		 $1,317 		 $1,317 		 $0
Health Care		 $341 		 $341 		 $135
Miscellaneous		 $373 		 $409 		 $151
Total Monthly

$4,106

$4,502

$1,662

Total Yearly		 $49,272 		 $54,024 		 $19,944
MONTHLY TAXES
AND TAX CREDITS

Sales Tax		 $86 		 $93 		 $52
State and Federal Payroll Taxes		 $895 		 $862 		 $353
Tax Credits

– $292

– $292 		 $0

EARNINGS NEEDED
TO MAKE ENDS MEET

Monthly

$4,795

$5,165

$2,067

Yearly		 $57,540		 $61,980		 $24,804
Hourly		 $27.66 		 $29.80 		 $11.93
* Assumes two children: a toddler and a school-aged child.

2. Many Rhode Island households do not earn enough to make ends meet.
According to data from the U.S. Census, over 85 percent of single parent families with two
or more children earn less than the $57,540 a year required to make ends meet. Among
two-parent households with two or more children, 28 percent earn less than $61,980
needed to meet their basic needs and 43 percent of single adults earn less than $24,804
needed to meet their needs.2
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3. The federal poverty level is an outdated measure of economic security. The
Rhode Island Standard of Need provides a more realistic measure of economic security
than the federal poverty level (FPL). The federal poverty level was developed in the 1960s
and measures poverty based on the cost of food, which at the time represented a third
of a family’s budget. The RISN shows that today, the cost for housing and child care can
take a bigger bite out of a working household’s budget than food (See Chart 1).
In addition, the federal poverty level does not reflect the reality that living costs vary by
region, nor does it take into account tax credits and other work support programs that
help families meet basic needs. Chart 2 compares the cost of meeting basic needs in Rhode
Island to the 2012 federal poverty level.

Chart 1: Housing and child care account for 55%

of expenses for a single parent working family
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Chart 2: The federal poverty level is an outdated measure of economic security
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4. Work Supports Help Close the Gap Between Income and Expenses. The RISN
shows how work supports, including tax credits, food assistance, and child care and health
care subsidies, help narrow the gap between earnings and the cost of meeting basic needs.3
Christina, a mother of two young children, works as a file clerk earning $11.47 an hour
($23,863 a year). Christina receives SNAP and WIC which help pay for food costs. She
cannot afford the health insurance coverage offered by her employer, but has coverage
for herself and her children through the RIte Care program. The Child Care Assistance
Program (“CCAP”) helps Christina afford after school care for her son who is in first grade
and full time care for her three year old daughter. She pays a copayment of $40 a month
for child care. Christina’s earnings are supplemented by tax credits, including the Child
Tax Credit, the Earned Income Tax Credit, and the Child and Dependent Care Credit.
Because of these work supports, Christina is able to meet her family’s basic needs,
despite her low earnings. (See Chart 3)

Chart 3: Work supports help families with low wages balance their budgets4
TOTAL

$49,272

$50,000

HEALTH
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with two children earning
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$480

Christina decides to change careers and goes to CCRI to complete a dental assisting certificate program. Afterward, she finds a job as a dental assistant and earns $33,408 a
year. With her increased earnings, her SNAP benefits are reduced from $246 to $110. She
pays a monthly premium of $61 to keep her family insured through RIte Care. Her monthly
co-payment for child care increases from $40 to $223. The help Christina receives paying
for child care and health insurance are what keeps her family’s budget balanced and she
can see results from increasing her skills and her earnings. (See Table 3)

Table 3:		Families with modest earnings

		need work supports to make ends meet
Christina, a single mom with two children earning
$33,408 gross a year (175% FPL)
With Child Care &
Health Care Subsidies

Without Child Care &
Health Care Subsidies

Housing		 $930 		 $930
Food		 $706 		 $706
Transportation		 $439 		 $439
Child Care
Health Care

$223

$1,317

$61

$341

Miscellaneous		 $373 		 $373
Total Expenses

$2,732

$4,106

Total Yearly		 $32,784		 $49,272
Income*		 $2,986		 $2,986
DIFFERENCE

$254

– $1,120

* Income includes food assistance (SNAP and WIC) and tax credits.

5. Families who Lose Eligibility for the Child Care Assistance Program Experience
Significant Financial Setbacks. Jeremy and Suzanne met through their jobs at a downtown restaurant, got married and have two children, ages two and seven. Jeremy earns
$11.00 an hour as a short-order cook and Suzanne earns $8.95 an hour as a hostess. The
family income is $41,490 (180% FPL). Suzanne is offered a modest raise and her new hourly
wage will be $9.06. The family’s income would rise to $41,721 (181% FPL). If she takes the
raise, the family’s increased income will cause them to lose their eligibility for child care
assistance, and the cost of care will jump from $277 to $1,317 a month. The family’s increase in total income of $354 a month does not offset the loss of the child care subsidy
and the family would be $659 in the hole per month if they wanted to keep their children in the same child care programs.5 Jeremy and Suzanne will need to decide whether
Suzanne should forego the raise, make cuts elsewhere in the family’s budget, or change
the child care arrangements for the children. Jeremy and Suzanne face the dilemma that
many Rhode Island working families face when earnings are near the income limit for
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child care assistance. As illustrated in Chart 4, when a worker’s earned income exceeds the
limit for subsidized child care by just a penny, and the family loses the child care subsidy,
the cost of child care plunges the family’s budget into the red.6

Chart 4: Child Care Cliff
Before Suzanne’s Raise

After Suzanne’s Raise

$26

$8.95

LEFTOVER
AFTER
MONTHLY
EXPENSES

AN HOUR

$9.06

AN HOUR

Break Even

– $659

AFTER
MONTHLY
EXPENSES

6. Workers earning the minimum wage do not earn enough to make ends meet. Rhode
Island’s minimum wage will increase from $7.40 to $7.75 an hour on January 1, 2013. While
an important step in the right direction, cashiers, stock clerks, sales people, dishwashers,
and other workers earning the minimum wage will still struggle to meet their basic expenses. They have a gap between earnings and expenses of $474 every month.7
7. Rhode Islanders who need to rely on cash assistance benefits have large gaps between
income and basic need expenses. The Rhode Island Works Program (RI Works) is the state’s
cash assistance and work-readiness program for families with children. In 2011, around
7,000 families participated in the program. Sixty-eight percent of recipients are children.
The monthly benefit for a family of three is $554, an amount that has not been raised in
over twenty years. With annual benefits of $6,648, families enrolled in RI Works have
income that is 65 percent below the federal poverty level. Including SNAP and WIC benefits, a parent and two children have a gap between income and expenses of over $1,300
every month.8
The Supplemental Security Income Program (SSI) is the federal cash assistance program
for low-income seniors and people with disabilities who have limited resources and income. Approximately 32,000 individuals received SSI in Rhode Island in 2011, the majority
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–$47
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Minimum Wage Worker

–$13

39

Family Receiving RI Works

–$63

8

Person Receiving SSI

of whom are younger people with disabilities. The monthly benefit in 2012 for a single adult
is $737.92 ($698 from the federal grant and $39.92 from a state supplement). The federal
portion is adjusted for inflation each year but the state portion is not. The SSI benefit is not
enough to cover basic needs, leaving recipients with a gap between income and expenses
of more than $600 each month.9

TOOLS FOR FAMILY FINANCES

What does it cost your household to live in Rhode Island?
Our website has a “Cost of Living Calculator” that allows users to see what it costs to
meet basic needs for households of different compositions. You can calculate costs for
a single adult, single parent family, or two-parent family with up to four children of
different ages. Visit the Calculator at www.economicprogressri.org/calculator.

What programs are available to help make ends meet?
Our website has a comprehensive listing of the assistance programs that help Rhode
Islanders meet basic needs. The Guide to Assistance provides program descriptions
including eligibility and application information. To learn more, visit our website at
www.economicprogressri.org/guide. Sign up for our Guide Update newsletter to
receive timely updates about changes to programs.  
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Methodology
FAMILY COMPOSITION
The RISN assumes the adults are working and are non-elderly. The sample families include a toddler and an
elementary school-aged child. Since the majority of single parents are women, the RISN assumes a mother and her
two children. For the two-parent family, the RISN assumes a mother and father since that represents the majority
of two-parent families. The single person is an adult of either gender.
HOUSING
Assumes the family lives in rental housing and assumes the following apartment sizes:
Single adult = 1 bedroom
Single parent and two-parent family = 2 bedroom
Rental costs are based on FY2013 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Fair Market Rent for the
Providence metropolitan area which includes the vast majority of Rhode Island cities and towns. Rent includes all utilities
except telephone.
FOOD
Food costs are based on the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Moderate-Cost Plan (June 2012) for the nation.
The cost for each adult is the average costs for adults 19-50. The cost for children use the following assumptions: For
the preschool age child, the cost is the average of the costs for a 2-3 year old and a 4-5 year old; the cost for a schoolaged child is the average of the costs of a 6-8 year old and 9-11 year old. Adjustments for family size, as recommended
by USDA, are also made.
These costs do not account for regional variation, which the Economic Research Service at USDA estimated to be 8
percent higher in the Northeast than the nationwide numbers. Food costs do not include the cost of any meals eaten
outside the home.
TRANSPORTATION
Costs are based on U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey, 2011 and include
the cost for gas, motor oil and other vehicle expenses, exclusive of purchase. The cost is based on household size and
number of earners in the household.
CHILD CARE
Child care costs are based on the Statewide Survey of Child Care Costs in Rhode Island, 2011, conducted by the Charles
Schmidt Jr. Labor Research Center of the University of Rhode Island and co-sponsored by the RI Department of Labor and
Training and the RI Department of Human Services.
The cost reflects the cost of care at a child care center at the 75th percentile of the market rate.
The toddler is assumed to be in full-time daycare. The toddler cost is the average of the toddler/preschool market rate
amount. The school-aged sibling is in after-school care, plus fourteen weeks of full-time care during school vacation and
holidays.
HEALTH CARE
Health care costs include the employee’s share of employer-sponsored insurance (ESI) and out-of-pocket expenses.
The ESI is based on the US Department of Health and Human Services, Agency for Healthcare and Quality, Medical
Expenditure Panel Survey (“MEPS”) (2011), which documents the cost of employer-based coverage in Rhode Island as
$1,273 a month for family coverage and $494 a month for individual coverage.
According to the MEPS, Rhode Island employees pay 22.9% of the cost of family coverage and 23.4% of individual
coverage. Out of pocket expenses are based on the 2009 Medical Expenditure Panel Survey for the Northeast Region,
which documents out-of-pocket expenses for individuals/families as $49 a month.
This does not include the cost of dental coverage.
MISCELLANEOUS
Miscellaneous expenses include clothing, shoes, paper goods, over-the counter medications, personal hygiene items,
cleaning and household products and telephone. The calculator shows the cost of miscellaneous expenses at 10% of other
(unsubsidized) costs.
TAXES
Taxes include payroll taxes (FICA and TDI) and federal and state income taxes using 2012 tax law. This RISN assumes the
payroll tax cut is no longer in effect (as is expected to be the case for tax year 2013), so payroll taxes are calculated to be
7.65% rather than 5.65% as they will be for tax year 2012.
The sales tax is calculated based on a study by the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy (http://www.itepnet.org/
wp2009/ri_whopays_factsheet.pdf) that shows the share of income paid in sales tax by gross income as follows: Incomes
below $17,000, sales tax = 3.4% of income; between $17,000 and $31,000, sales tax = 2.5% of income; $31,000 and
$51,000, sales tax = 2.3% of income; $51,000 and $85,000, sales tax = 1.8% of income.
TAX CREDITS
Tax Credits assume the federal and state Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), the Child Care Tax Credit (CCTC), and the Child
Tax Credit.
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End Notes
1

See methodology section, pg. 10

2

Economic Policy Institute analysis of 2011/2010 American Community Survey public use microdata

3

Below is basic information about work supports. For more detailed information, visit our Guide to Assistance
		 Programs at www.economicprogressri.org/guide
TAX CREDITS:
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC): The federal EITC is a refundable tax credit available to low wage earners to help reduce taxes
		 and raise income. Part of the payment may be received in the paycheck or the entire amount may be received as a tax refund/
		 credit at the end of the year. The Rhode Island EITC is 25% of the federal EITC, but unlike the federal EITC, is not fully refundable.
Child Care Tax Credit (CCTC): The child care tax credit is a federal tax credit that allows working parents to deduct a percentage
		 of their child care costs from the amount of federal taxes owed. The CCTC is not refundable and cannot be received in the
		 monthly paycheck.
Child Tax Credit: A federal tax credit of up to $1,000 for each child under age 17 is applied against the amount of federal
		 taxes owed.
		
		
		
		

FOOD ASSISTANCE:
Food assistance includes SNAP benefits (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, formerly “Food Stamps”) to which the
family is entitled and the value of “WIC” vouchers for the toddler. WIC, the commonly used name for the Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children, is a supplemental food program available to children under five and to
pregnant and post-partum women who are at nutritional risk. The WIC benefit is the average amount for a child.

		
		
		
		
		

SUBSIDIZED CHILD CARE:
Rhode Island provides a subsidy for child care costs on a sliding scale basis for families with gross income at or below 180%
of the federal poverty level. To qualify, the parent(s) must be working at least 20 hours a week. For families with income
above 100% FPL, co-payments range from 2% to 8% of gross income (101%-125% FPL = 2% of income; 126%-150% FPL = 5%
of income; 151%-180% FPL = 8% of income). For families eligible for child care assistance in the RISN, the cost of child care
shows the parent’s co-payment under the subsidized program.

		 SUBSIDIZED HEALTH CARE:
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
4

The RIte Care / RIte Share program provides low or no-cost health insurance for families with children under age 19. Parents
are eligible if family income is at or below 175% of the federal poverty level. Children are eligible if family income is at or
below 250% of the federal poverty level. Families in RIte Care enroll in one of two health plans (Neighborhood Health Plan or
United Health Care). Under RIte Share, if a parent’s employer offers a health insurance plan that meets certain coverage and
cost requirements, the family enrolls in the employer-sponsored coverage and the state pays the employee’s share of the cost.
Families in both RIte Care and RIte Share with income above 150% of the federal poverty level are required to pay a monthly
family premium. Premiums range from $61-$92/month: 150%-185% = $61; 186%-200% = $77; 201%-250% = $92.
Christina example
Christina’s Example
125% FPL

175% FPL

Monthly income		 $1,989		 $2,784
Total taxes
Sales tax
Net Monthly Income

– $190

– $364

– $50

– $64

$1,749

$2,356

SNAP

+ $246

+ $110

WIC

+ $48

+ $48

+ $534

+ $472

Tax credits
Total Income

$2,577

$2,986

Housing		 $930		 $930
Food		 $706		 $706
Transportation		 $439		 $439
Child care		 $40		 $223
Medical		 $0		 $61
Miscellaneous		 $373		 $373
Total Expenses
DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
INCOME AND EXPENSE

$2,488

$2,732

$89

$254
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End Notes, Continued
5

Income includes food assistance (SNAP and WIC) and tax credits.

6

Jeremy and Suzanne example		 7
Jeremy and Suzanne: Child Care Cliff Effect
180% FPL

181% FPL

Monthly income		 $3,458		 $3,477
Total taxes
Sales tax

– $424

– $428

– $80

– $80

Net Monthly Income
SNAP

$2,954
+ $73

WIC		 +$48
Tax credits

+ $413

Total Income

$3,488

$2,969
+ $417
+ $48
+ $409
$3,843

Housing		 $930		 $930
Food		 $944		 $944
Transportation		 $561		 $561
Child care		 $277		 $1,317

Total taxes
Sales tax
Net Monthly Income

$26

$1,125
+ $63
+ $0

Total Income

$1,188

Housing		 $762
Food		 $326
Transportation		 $288
Child Care		 $0
Medical		 $135
Miscellaneous		 $151
DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
INCOME AND EXPENSE

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
INCOME AND EXPENSE

– $46

WIC

Miscellaneous		 $409		 $409
$4,502

– $172

SNAP

Total Expenses

$3,462

Individual Earning Minimum Wage
(full time at $7.75 an hour)

Monthly income		 $1,343

Medical		 $341		 $341
Total Expenses

8

		

$1,662
– $474

– $659

		 9
			 Parent with two children
on RI Works

Monthly income		 $554
Total taxes
Sales tax

– $0
– $19

			 Individual on Supplemental
Security Income

Monthly income		 $750
Total taxes
Sales tax

– $0
– $25

Net Monthly Income

$535

Net Monthly Income

$725

SNAP

+ $526

SNAP

+ $164

WIC

+ $48

Total Income

$1,109

WIC
Total Income

+ $0
$889

Housing		 $930

Housing		 $762

Food		 $706

Food		 $326

Transportation		 $439

Transportation		 $288

Child Care		 $0
Medical		 $0
Miscellaneous		 $373

Child Care		 $0
Medical		 $0
Miscellaneous		 $151

Total Expenses

$2,448

Total Expenses

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
INCOME AND EXPENSE

– $1,339

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
INCOME AND EXPENSE
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$1,527
– $638

www.economicprogressri.org
600 Mt. Pleasant Avenue, Building #9, Providence, RI 02908
telephone (401) 456-8512 • fax (401) 456-9550 • info@economicprogressri.org

