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Towards a More
Prosperous New Mexico:

Obstacles and Opportunities
The State of  Working New Mexico report reviews the most up-to-date information on
indicators of  economic well-being for New Mexico’s working families: income, wages, job
quality, labor force participation, and poverty.

The report highlights two key obstacles to New Mexico’s future prosperity, and two
critical opportunities available in 2005-2006 to address those obstacles.

In the coming year, we have the opportunity to take a dramatic step forward towards
increasing economic prosperity for all New Mexico’s families and children.  On behalf  of
New Mexico’s children and our working families, we hope that New Mexico’s
policymakers will take bold action towards a more prosperous New Mexico.

Obstacles to New Mexico’s Future Prosperity

Prosperity in New Mexico requires an economy that produces quality jobs - jobs that pay
people enough to support a family.   And it requires a healthy, well-educated workforce.

New Mexico’s economy is producing a disproportionate number of  low-wage jobs.
Our economy is failing to create opportunities for too many of  New Mexico’s
working families to earn wages and benefits sufficient to support a family.

New Mexico has a larger proportion of  its workforce earning the minimum wage of
$5.15 per hour than any state in the nation (for more information see the Wages fact
sheet attached).   The federal minimum wage has not been raised in seven years.

Increasing costs have eroded the value of  wages by 15% in the last eight years.
People who worked full time in 1997, at minimum wage, earned $206 per week.
Today those same wages are equal to $169 per week – a net loss of  $37 per week.

Obstacle #1:

New Mexico’s
economy:
 a  failure
to thrive

OverviewOverviewOverviewOverviewOverview
State of  Working New Mexico/2005
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State of  Working New Mexico/2005

New Mexico’s working families cannot thrive if  our state economy fails to thrive.
We continue to have a low-performance economy that produces too many low-
wage jobs.  Over 1/3 (35%) of  new jobs predicted in the future are in low-wage
occupations (see the Jobs fact sheet, attached).

New Mexicans are working harder than ever and are still falling behind.  They
work more hours, on average, than do working families across the nation.

Full-time work is 2,080 work hours annually.  New Mexicans are working 2,528
hours and still living at, or below, poverty (see the Work Hours fact sheet,
attached).

The problem of  poor quality jobs and low wages must be addressed in New
Mexico.  Low- quality jobs do not provide a path out of  poverty – they simply
force working families to work more hours – with less time available for their
children, or to pursue educational advancement.

New Mexico continues to under-invest in the parts of  our educational system
most likely to give our children the best chance of  success:  (1) early childhood
education; and (2) adequate wage and salary levels to attract and retain (a) well-
qualified, experienced teachers, and (b) the educational assistants who provide the
support and attention students need for academic success.

Pulling New Mexico up from 49th place in math and reading scores will require
well-qualified teachers and the extra support provided by educational assistants.
Early childhood education (pre-kindergarten) pays off  in better-prepared children
able to succeed in school.

A wise investment of  our education dollars will do much to improve our children’s
opportunities to be well-educated and prepared for good jobs as adults.

Obstacle #2:

  New Mexico’s
education

system: the
need for wise
investment to

maximize
children’s

success

Overview
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Opportunity #1:

  Raise wages
to enable

New Mexicans
to support their

families

Opportunity #2:

New Mexico has
the money to

make dramatic
improvements in

education

Opportunities to Lay the Foundation for Future Prosperity

Fortunately, we have two very promising opportunities to take a dramatic step forward to
increase prosperity in New Mexico:

Raising wages is the single most important step that can be taken in the short-term to
expand prosperity to New Mexico’s working families. One hundred thousand
(100,000 ) New Mexicans would directly benefit if  the New Mexico legislature
raised the state’s minimum wage to $7.15 per hour in 2006.

There is currently significant momentum in the state towards raising wages.  Santa Fe’s
minimum wage was raised in 2003.  Poll results released in August, 2005 show a wide
majority (61%) of  Albuquerque’s residents support increasing that city’s minimum
wage.

New Mexico’s budget surplus (as a result of  gas and oil revenue) offers a tremendous
opportunity to lay the foundation for future prosperity for New Mexicans and their
children.  A wise investment in education to better prepare children for school, and to
ensure quality instruction and support will produce a long-term return in a well-
educated workforce prepared to move into higher-quality jobs.

OverviewState of  Working New Mexico/2005
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Income
State of  Working New Mexico/2005

New Mexico’s
median income

continues to
lag significantly

behind
surrounding

states

New Mexico’s median income continues to lag behind surrounding states by a
significant amount. And, while wages for most income groups increased some from
1980 to 2004, the lowest 10% or workers lost 16 cents per hour. New Mexico per
capita personal income is 20% lower than the U.S.

Transfer payments (money paid to low-income residents from assistance programs)
are lower in New Mexico than in the country as a whole.

Real median wages for all New Mexico workers rose only 9 cents per hour
from 1980 to 2000.

The bottom 10% of  workers saw their wages drop 16 cents per hour over the
same period (in 2004 dollars, from $6.42 in 1980 to $6.26 in 2004).

Arizona, Colorado and Utah all had higher median incomes than New
Mexico in 1993 and 2003, and all saw a greater rise in income from 1993 to
2003.
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Wages The gap between the bottom 10% and workers at the highest end of  the
wage scale also widened - from $17.76 to $21.15 (in 2004 dollars).

Wages by Decile of  New Mexico Population
(in 2004 Dollars)

Personal Per
Capita Income

New Mexico’s per capita personal income was 20% lower than the na-
tional average (U.S. = $31,472; NM = $24,995) in 2003.

New Mexico had lower earnings than the US (U.S. = $21,806; N.M. =
$16,863) in 2003.

Significantly, per capita “transfer receipts” , or money paid primarily to
low income residents from assistance programs like food stamps, family
and general assistance programs, are lower in New Mexico than is true in
the U.S. as a whole. (U.S. = $4,592; N.M. = $4,458). Unemployment insur-
ance benefits in New Mexico were also low, just over half  of  the average
amount paid in the U.S. (N.M. = $96 ; U.S. = $184).

The most noteable difference in personal income between New Mexico
and the U.S. was the level of  income derived from rent, interest and divi-
dends (income available to more affluent citizens) -  in New Mexico
($3,674) as compared to the U.S. ($5,074).

Facts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & Figures
State of  Working New Mexico/2005 Income
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*Personal income is a combination of  earnings, transfer payments and unearned income. Per capita income is
total personal income divided by the state’s population.
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Jobs
State of  Working New Mexico/2005

A higher
 percentage of

earnings in
New Mexico

are from
low wage

industries

Government and government enterprises account for more than a quarter of  all
earnings in New Mexico, in part because of  higher-than-national federal military and
federal civilian earnings related to the two national labs located here. More noteworthy
is the comparison between industry earnings for New Mexico and the country as a
whole. Lower-wage industries (like retail trade) represent a higher percentage of  total
earnings in New Mexico, while higher wage industries (like manufacturing, finance and
management) represent a lower percentages of  total earnings. Low job quality may
explain why, in spite of  continued moderate job growth, New Mexico does not rise in
rankings of  wage and salary growth or personal income. Predicted future job growth
will be in lower-wage industries as well.

Earnings can be broken into private and govermnent. Private earnings are
70% of  total earnings in New Mexico, and 83% of  total U.S. earnings.

Government and government enterprises are a greater share of  earnings in
New Mexico than in the U.S. as a whole (N.M. = 28%; U.S. = 16%).

Within the total government earnings, federal civilian and federal military
sectors are a larger share in New Mexico (32%) than in the U.S. (28%).

Within the private sector, New Mexico has a lower percentage of  earnings in
several higher-wage industries, and a higher percent of  earnings in the lower-
wage retail industry.

% Earnings by Industry
Share of  Total Earnings

Source: U.S. Department of  Commerce, Bureau of  Economic Analysis

New Mexico United States
Farming 2% 1%
Mining 3% 0.8%
Manufacturing 6% 13%
Finance 4% 7%
Education Services 1% 1%
Management 1% 2%
Retail Trade 8% 7%
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One-third (1/3)
of projected

job growth
will occur in

low-wage
sectors

55% of  the 35,290 predicted new jobs for 2002 - 2012 are in six employment
sectors. (See Table, below).

Four of  the six employment sectors where New Mexico will experience the
largest job growth are in four low-wage sectors. Predicted job growth in
low wage sectors represents 36% of  future job growth.

Facts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & Figures
State of  Working New Mexico/2005 Jobs

Job quality has declined slightly between the fourth quarter of  2003 and
the fourth quarter of  2004. The average weekly wage in shrinking indus-
tries (those industries or employment sectors where New Mexico is losing
jobs) is $703 while average weekly wages in expanding industries (where
New Mexico is growing jobs) is $694.

Low  job quality may explain why, in spite of  moderate job growth, there
is no improvement to New Mexico’s ranking in wage and salary growth, or
in per capita personal income.

Job
quality

declining

Sector Openings per Year % Total Openings
Food Preparation and Food Serving * 4,470 12.7%
Office Administrative Support * 4,310 12.2%
Sales Related * 3,880 11.0%
Management 2,310 6.5%
Education, Library 2,230 6.3%
Construction * 2,170 6.1%

55%
of 35,290 jobs

* low wage sectors 19,370

Greatest Percentage of  Projected Employment in New Mexico 2002-2012
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Labor Force
Participation

State of  Working New Mexico/2005

New Mexico has a lower labor force participation rate than surrounding states. The
reason, in part, is that most jobs require at least a high school education, and over 17%
of  all adults in New Mexico over the age of  25 lack a high school diploma (nationally
less than 15% of  adults are without a high school education).1 Of  the adults in New
Mexico without a high school diploma, only 40% have jobs. This correlation between
jobs, education and poverty is clearest when unemployment is broken down by poverty
level. Those living in poverty have very high unemploment.

New Mexico’s unemployment rate for 2004 was 6%1

The overall unemployment rate masks much higher unemployment for low
income people, and for non-whites.

Unemployment by Race/Ethnicity and Poverty

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic
Supplement, 2004

<100% FPL 100-200% FPL 201-500% >300%
All 15% 8% 5% 2%
White 16% 7% 4% -
Hispanic 19% 11% 4% -
Black n/a 18% 0% -
NA n/a n/a n/a -

Unemployment
by race/ethnicity

and poverty
level
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New Mexico’s labor force participation rate is 64%, lower than Arizona
(65%), Colorado (73%) and Utah (71%), and the nation as a whole (66%).

Overall, men have a higher labor force participation rate than women.

Only 42% of  those with less than a high school diploma are in the labor
force, compared with 78% of  those with college or advanced degrees. The
population in the prime working years  (ages 25-54) is also more likely to
be employed : 79% participated in the labor force in 2004.

Facts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & Figures
State of  Working New Mexico/2005 Labor Force Participation

1 Source for all labor force participant rates - Economic Policy Institute Analysis of  Current Population Survey Data.
2 Ibid.

New Mexico’s
Labor Force
Participation

Rate is the
lowest in the

Nation2
New Mexico Labor Force Participation by County
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Poverty 
State of  Working New Mexico/2005 

The real extent of  poverty in New Mexico has not been fully understood. The 
Federal Poverty Level is so woefully out of  date it serves only to mislead. 

 

 

While 18.1% of  all New Mexicans live at or below 100% of  the Federal 
Poverty Level or FPL, another 25.4% live between 100% and 200% FPL, a 
more accurate measure of  poverty. Cumulatively, a staggering 43.5% of  New 
Mexico’s population lives at or below 200% FPL.1 

The percentage of  people living at or below 200% of  FPL increased 2.8% in 
one year from 40.7% in 2002 to 43.5% in 2003. 
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Poverty 
by race/ 

ethnicity2 

 The percentage of  people living below 100% FPL and between 100-200% 
FPL varies markedly with race and ethnicity. 

Facts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & Figures 
State of  Working New Mexico/2005 Poverty 

Percent people living in New Mexico by FPL, 2004 

1 U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 20004 
2 Ibid. 
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Total 18.1% 25.4% 43.5%
White 16.3% 24.3% 40.6%
Hispanic 22.5% 30.8% 53.3%
Black 22.7% 29.8% 52.5%
NA 29.0% 36.0% 65.0%
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 New Mexico’s poverty rate for those with income at or below 100% 
FPL is significantly higher than surrounding states, as is the percent-
age of  those living below 200% FPL. 

Percent of  People at or Below 100% FPL, 1980-2003 
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Wages
State of  Working New Mexico/2005

A greater
 percentage of
New Mexicans

work at or below
the Federal

Minimum Wage
than anywhere
 in the country

New Mexico has a low-wage economy. A greater percentage of  workers in New
Mexico work at or below the federal minimum wage than anywhere in the country.
Raising wages to $7.15 per hour would directly benefit low-income workers, and have
the largest impact on the retail industry (predicted to be a growth industry in New
Mexico). Increasing the minimum wage would also raise the wage floor for future
workers. States that have raised the minimum wage have continued to see growth in
retail industry jobs.

New Mexico has the highest percentage (approximately 6%) of  workers paid
an hourly rate at or below $5.15 per hour in the country.

The rising cost of  living has eroded the value of  paychecks earned by low-
wage workers in New Mexico by 15% in the last eight years. In 1997, a worker
earning $5.15 and working forty hours per week earned $206. Adjusted for the
increases in the cost of  living, those same wages are equal to $169.00 per
week in 2005.

Percent of  Workers Paid Hourly Rates
at or Below $5.15, Selected States

Source: U.S. Bureau of  Labor Statistics

Total At $5.15 Below $5.15
United States 3% 1% 2%
New Mexico 6% 3% 3%
Louisiana 5% 2% 3%
Texas 4% 1% 3%
Colorado 4% 1% 3%
Arizona 3% 1% 2%
Utah 3% 1% 2%
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The loss of  purchasing power in wages equates to an average annual loss
of  $1,913 for a full-time minimum wage worker.

If  New Mexico raised the minimum wage to $7.15 per hour, 100,000 work-
ers (13.6% of  the total workforce1) would directly benefit.

Nearly half  (49.8%) of  workers most likely to be affected by raising the
minimum wage to $7.15 per hour work in retail trade or the leisure and
hospitality sectors.2

Of  13 states that raised minimum wages above $5.15 per hour, nine
showed employment growth in the retail sector (five of  which had growth
rates higher than New Mexico).

Nearly two-thirds (62%) of  the gains of  an increase to $7.15 per hour in
New Mexico would go to the bottom 40% of  households.

Facts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & FiguresFacts & Figures
State of  Working New Mexico/2005 Wages

1 Economic Policy Institute Analysis of  2004 Current Population Survey data.
2 Ibid.

Distribution of  Minimum-Wage Gains by Total
Household Earnings in New Mexico

Source: EPI Analysis of  2004 CPS-ORG data

Retail Employment Growth Comparison, New Mexico
and States with Wages Higher than the Federal Minimum Wage

State 2002 2005 % Change
New Mexico 88 91 3%
Alaska 32 34 4%
California 1,558 1,599 3%
Connecticut 191 193 1%
Delaware 49 52 5%
Washington, D.C. 17 17 2%
Hawaii 63 68 8%
Illinois 620 611 -2%
Maine 82 84 2%
Massachusetts 348 347 0%
Oregon 181 189 5%
Rhode Island 51 51 0%
Vermont 39 39 0%
Washington 41 43 4%

March Employment

Weekly Household 
Earnings Quintile

Share of Gain from 
Wage Increase

Lowest 20% 39%
Next 20% 23%

Middle 20% 13%
Next 20% 19%

Highest 20% 7%
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Work Hours
State of  Working New Mexico/2005

Families are
working more
than full time

and are still
living at, or

below, poverty

Too many of  New Mexico’s families are working hard at jobs that do not pay
enough

 
to support a family. Many work more than full time, sometimes at multiple

jobs. The unemployment rate varies considerably among families at different wage
levels. The unemployment rate for families earning more than 200% of  the poverty
threshold is about 3%; it is 10% for families earning below that poverty threshold.

Across the country, families earning less than 200% FPL (the more realistic
measure of  poverty) are working much more than full-time (2,080 hours per
year).

# Hours Worked by Percent of  Families Earning <200 FPL

Source: 2003 American Community Survey Microdata

Income and Mean # Hours Worked by Families in 2003
New Mexico (U.S.)

Source: 2003 American Community Survey Microdata

# Hours W orked <1,039 1,040-2,074 2,080-3,119* 3,120-4,159 >4,160
All W orking Families1 4% 25% 49% 13% 10%
Married Couple 2% 16% 49% 19% 15%
Single Fathers 3% 26% 56% 9% 6%
Single Mothers 6% 39% 47% 5% 3%

Income <100%  FPL <200%  FPL >200% FPL
All W ork ing Families 1,924 (1,992) 2,528 (2,481) 3,706 (3,652)
Married Couple 2,257 (2,303) 2,917 (2,823) 3,944 (3,859)
Single Fathers - 2,110 (2,307) 2,816 (2,903
Single Mothers 1,658 (1,701) 2,025 (2,032) 2,711 (2,701)

Families in New Mexico earning less than 200% FPL work more hours than
do families in the U.S.

*Families in U.S. working full-time and above.
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State of  Working New Mexico/2005 Work Hours

Unemployment rates in New Mexico are highest for the lowest income
people.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Suppement, 2004
* Those not in labor force includes children and members of  the Armed Forces.

1 Working family is one where all family members age 15 and over either have a combined work effort of
39 weeks or more in the prior 12 months, OR all family members age 15 and over have a combined
work effort of  26 to 39 weeks in the prior 12 months, and one currently-unemployed parent looked for
work in the prior 4 weeks.

100%-150% FPL 150%-200% FPL >200%FPL
250,660 (13%) 225,159 (12%) 1,053,551

Not in the Labor Force* 159,236 123,798 430,880
Employed (rate) 82,355 (89%) 95,203 (93%) 605,712 (97%)
Unemployed (rate) 10,069 (11%) 6,158 (6%) 16,959 (3%)

Total Population Below 50% FPL 50%-100% FPL
Total 1,867,305 133,033 (7%) 204,903 (11%)

Not in the Labor Force* 954,083 98,712 142,456
Employed (rate) 865,521 (95%) 29,011 (85%) 53,341 (86%)
Unemployed (rate) 47,601 (5%) 5,310 (16%) 9,106 (15%)
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