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The Great Reshuffle—Is a better deal in 
the cards for America’s workforce?

Since the COVID pandemic, we’ve read countless stories of how America’s 
employers are struggling to attract and retain employees—especially in 
industries such as hospitality, health care, and retail goods and services. 
There have been many theories for the seeming reluctance of people to 
rejoin the workforce, ranging from lack of childcare to a desire for more 
flexibility to manage the demands of home and work.  

According to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, nearly 100 million people 
(97.8 million to be exact) quit their jobs in 2021 and 2022 in what was 
dubbed “The Great Resignation.” The Chamber notes that many of 
these workers who quit their post-pandemic jobs have since been hired 
elsewhere, making the “Great Resignation” more of a “Great Reshuffle.” In 
September 2023, however, there were 8.8 million job openings across the 
country, but only 6.3 million unemployed workers—even as news outlets 
reported strong employment growth.1

1  www.uschamber.com/workforce/understanding-americas-labor-shortage

https://www.uschamber.com/
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/understanding-americas-labor-shortage
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With the exception of expanded remote-working options, many of the reasons cited 
for workers’ hesitancy to return to jobs now were present before the pandemic began. 
Post pandemic, are those conditions going to change for the better? Or is the “Great 
Reshuffle” simply dealing the same hand as before? 

SECTION ONE: 
What’s the Deal?

Equal pay—and enough of it
Wage disparities between men and women have always existed in the workforce, 
but that inequity is exacerbated by the gap between earnings and cost of living for 
many Americans. On average across the United States, a single person needs to 

make more than $64,000 each year to be able to afford living expenses and 
save for retirement. Depending on the state, that annual income need 

ranges from $134,805 (Hawaii) to $55,441 (Mississippi).2 Federal 
minimum 

wage:
$7.25 

family of four
2022 living wage

$25.02 per hour or
$104,077.70 per year before taxes

family of four,
two working adults

more than 
two full-time, 

minimum-
wage jobs

more 
than two 
full-time, 

minimum-
wage jobs

96-hour 
work
week

96-hour 
work
week

single mother

almost six 
full-time, 

minimum-wage 
jobs

252-hour 
work
week

2www.cnbc.com/2023/08/16/us-states-with-highest-living-wage

According to the MIT Living Wage 
Calculator, “the living wage was $25.02  
per hour or $104,077.70 per year in 2022, 

before taxes, for a family of four (two 
working adults, two children). 

A typical family of four (two working 
adults, two children) needs to work more 
than two full-time, minimum-wage jobs  
(a 96-hour work week per working adult) 

to earn a living wage. 

A single mother with two 
children earning the federal 

minimum wage of $7.25  
per hour needs to work  
252 hours per week, the 
equivalent of almost six  

full-time, minimum-wage  
jobs, to make a living wage.”

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/08/16/us-states-with-highest-living-wage.html#:~:text=The%20median%20annual%20%E2%80%9Cliving%20wage,by%20personal%20finance%20website%20GOBankingRates.
https://livingwage.mit.edu/articles/103-new-data-posted-2023-living-wage-calculator
https://livingwage.mit.edu/articles/103-new-data-posted-2023-living-wage-calculator
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States have the power to institute their own minimum wage laws, and 19 states 
increased their minimum wage limits in 2023.3 However, the highest 2023 wage ($17.00 
per hour in Washington, D.C.) is still 32 percent lower than what families actually need 
(the 2022 living wage of $25.02). 

No matter what the pay range, women and people of color—
and especially Black women—continue to experience 
persistent pay disparities. The U.S. Government 
Accountability Office reports that women still earn 
roughly 76 cents on the dollar compared to men. Gaps 
are even greater in industries in which women make 
up most of the workforce. For the health care and social 
assistance sectors, women only earn 57 cents on the dollar 
compared to men.4 

Access to Affordable Childcare
The availability and affordability of childcare continue to be significant barriers to 
workforce participation. 

Child care availability was already beginning to decline before COVID-19. During 
the pandemic, more than 8,899 childcare centers and 6,957 family child care homes 
closed, creating a loss of roughly 10 percent of available childcare, according to 
research from Child Care Aware.  

With federal funds for pandemic childcare supports ending this year, questions of 
availability become even more acute. Many childcare providers used those supports 
to supplement worker salaries and will face an uphill battle to retain staff. Last year, 
the state of Kentucky addressed the impending federal support cliff by changing its 
licensing regulations to make child care free for all childcare workers—regardless of 
income—thus eliminating a considerable barrier for childcare worker employment, 
and helping to ensure greater availability of care for working parents. Other states 
are considering financial incentives like tax credits or salary supplements. 

3www.epi.org/blog/eighteen-states-and-localities-will-increase-their-minimum-wages-this-summer
4www.gao.gov/blog/women-continue-struggle-equal-pay-and-representation
  www.forbes.com/sites/jeffraikes/2023/03/14/its-time-for-equal-pay-for-equal-work/?sh=6cc61fb2a521

Pay disparities

men: $1
women:
76cents

men: $1

women:
57cents

health care 
and social 
assistance 

sectors

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://www.paycom.com/resources/blog/minimum-wage-rate-by-state/
https://www.childcareaware.org/demanding-change-repairing-our-child-care-system/#supply
https://www.epi.org/blog/eighteen-states-and-localities-will-increase-their-minimum-wages-this-summer/
https://www.gao.gov/blog/women-continue-struggle-equal-pay-and-representation
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffraikes/2023/03/14/its-time-for-equal-pay-for-equal-work/?sh=6cc61fb2a521
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Where childcare does exist, it’s often cost 
prohibitive—especially for low-wage workers. 
According to the MIT Living Wage Calculator, the 
average family of four in the United States spends 
21.6 percent of their after-tax income on childcare, 
compared to only 16.3 percent spent on housing. 
For workers, this begs the question: Can I make 
enough money to justify the cost of childcare, or 
is it more affordable to stay home and miss out 
on career opportunities and long-term earning 
potential?

Paid Leave
While we all experience challenges and unexpected life events, many do not have 
the support of their employer to address these challenges without major (often life-
long) consequences. Examples are endless, from personal illness, to needs of aging 
parents, to in-person meetings required to secure public assistance (because the 
employer doesn’t pay a living wage). The burden of these challenges largely lands 
on the backs of women, who are most likely to be primary caretakers, and further 
limits their short- and long-term earning potential and career trajectory5.  

Life happens, but employment policies and practices that support our human realities 
are often absent from the workplace. This is particularly the case among those who 
are paid the least—and who are also the most likely to have the greatest needs. 

According to the Urban Institute, in December 2021, about 67 percent of workers said 
they could take paid leave for their own illness, while 54 percent could take paid 
family leave for the birth or adoption of a child or to care for an ill family member. 
Not surprisingly, adults with higher income, college degrees, and full-time jobs are 
far more likely to have access to paid leave than those with lower wages or part-time 
employment, and white workers are more likely to be able to take paid leave than 
Black or Hispanic/Latino workers. There may be no better data to emphasize how little 

5www.caregiving.com/posts/women-and-caregiving-2021

after-tax income 

16.3 %
housing

21.6 %
childcare

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-07/Access%20to%20Paid%20Leave%20Is%20Lowest%20among%20Workers%20with%20the%20Greatest%20Needs.pdf
https://www.caregiving.com/posts/women-and-caregiving-2021
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government and employers support the needs of their employees and communities 
than the finding that those most likely to need paid parental leave (women ages  
18–34) are those that have the least.  

A November 2020 study from the U.S. 
Department of Labor found little difference in  

the reasons men and women take leave (personal 
illness, caring for others, or a 
new child). While 
women need 
and take more 
leave than 
men, only 

32 percent 
receive full 

pay while on 
leave (compared to 55 

percent of men) and 41 percent receive no pay 
at all (compared to 25 percent of men). Single 
women are more likely than women with partners to 
receive no pay or lose their jobs because of taking leave. 

Taking leave to care for oneself or others during illness isn’t just beneficial to an 
employee—it also benefits employers and coworkers by stopping the spread 
of disease, particularly in crowded, high-traffic, or enclosed workplaces (think 
restaurants, airports, or schools). This means paid leave can provide greater benefits 
to overall public health. 

Laws protecting paid family leave are beginning to emerge, but the pace is slow. 
The National Partnership for Women & Families reports that 80 percent of voters 
support a national mandate for paid family and medical leave. The national Family 
& Medical Leave Act (FMLA), passed in 1993, protects jobs and insurance benefits 
for leave, but it does not ensure paid leave—and it’s also only accessible to about 60 
percent of workers.

full paid leave

32%

55%
no pay

41%

25%

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/OASP/evaluation/pdf/WHD_FMLAGenderShortPaper_January2021.pdf
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As of September 2023, eight states (California, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New 
Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, Oregon, Washington) and the District of Columbia had 
implemented paid family leave laws, and four more (Colorado, Delaware, Maryland, 
Minnesota) had passed laws that will be fully implemented between 2023 and 2026. 
Research from Health Affairs shows that when these mandates are in place, they 
help close disparities in access to leave based on gender.
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https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/state-paid-family-leave-laws.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2022.00727
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The Players are Changing
Current workforce issues have developed over decades—likely under the leadership 
of older white men, but the majority of people currently in the workforce are anything 
but what has been seen in the past. GenZ is the largest generation in the United States 
today. One in five Americans is a woman of color. Women of color are more likely to 
be primary earners in their household and roughly 50 percent hold lower-wage jobs, 
earning roughly 67 cents on the dollar compared to white men. Their employers are 
less likely to provide paid sick days or offer flexibility for unexpected life events. That 
means that young Black or brown women will feel the biggest effects of changes in 
workforce policies—decisions that can uplift and support their success in the workplace 
and beyond to benefit everyone. 

Distribution of the race and ethnicity of the United States
Generation Z and younger (0–21 years old)

White

Asian

Black

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

American Indian/Alaska Native

Hispanic

Two or more races

Details: United States; Pew Research Center: U.S. Census Bureaus: 2018      ©Statista 2023

23%

        25%

                                31%

                                31%

                                   32%

                                                          38%

                                53%

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
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Access to Education
Many workers who were laid off or lost jobs during the pandemic indicated an 
interest in pursuing additional education before re-entering the workforce. The cost of 
higher education, however, coupled with the current high-interest-rate environment 
for student loans, makes it more difficult to afford the desired college degree or 
certification.

For many students, that means taking out student loans. In October 2023, federal 
student loan rates started at 5.5 percent. Private loans were as high as 14 percent 
based on credit score. 

A student borrowing $80,000 
($20,000 a year) for four years
at the current federal loan rate

Total cost of
$155,000 

in principal and interest

*According to the National Center for Education Statistics

$55,800
private nonprofit

colleges
and universities

$26,000
public colleges

and universities

2021–22 average cost 
for a full-time student living on campus

at a four-year institution*

Repayment of
$626 

per month 
for 20 years

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
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The cost of college creates disparities in debt between students based on race. Data 
from Best Colleges shows that Black students are more likely than white students to 
use federal loans to pay for school, at 76.1 percent and 57.2 percent respectively. Black 
students also borrow roughly $6,600 more, at $32,530 vs. $25,920 (all other races 
borrow less in federal loans than white 
students). Cost is just one reason 
that the gap between Black 
and white college enrollment 
is growing. (This year’s 
U.S. Supreme Court ruling 
that eliminated admission 
preferences based on race 
certainly won’t help.) 

Women are slightly more likely to 
borrow money for college than men, at 39 percent vs. 32 
percent, and loan amounts are similar between women 

and men. Women also are more likely 
to receive grants from federal and 

state sources. However, the average 
amount of public grants awarded to women 

($8,900) is less than awards to men ($9,700).6

Community colleges are a more affordable 
option for providing credentials that can boost 
earnings potential or to secure two years of 
higher education before transferring to a more 
expensive four-year school. And after seeing  

some steep enrollment declines during the 
pandemic, National Student Clearinghouse 

Research Center showed that as of the spring 2023 
semester, two-year public colleges saw a 0.5 percent increase 

in enrollment, the first increase in any sector post-pandemic. 

Students using
federal loans to
pay for school

76.1 %
black

students 57.2 %
white

students

$32,530
black

students $25,920
white

students

Student
loan borrowing

Average amount of 
public grants awarded to women

$8,900
women

$9,700
men

6www.wiareport.com/2023/08/gender-differences-in-financial-aid-awards

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/
https://www.wiareport.com/2023/08/gender-differences-in-financial-aid-awards/#:~:text=Nearly%2039%20


10

www.advocacyandcommunication.org

ACS Today Fall 2023

Is degree attainment worth the cost in terms 
of increasing earnings? Those with more 
education consistently earn more 
than those without, according to 
the National Center for Education 
Statistics. In 2021, for example, 
the median earnings for those 
holding a high school diploma 
was $39,700. Those with a 
bachelor’s degree earned a 
median income of $61,600, and 
those with advanced degrees 
earned a median of $74,600.7 
But for those whose employer 
doesn’t pay a living wage, continuing 
education may simply be too expensive 
to consider. 

But the decision to not get 
a degree comes at an even bigger cost than income 

potential; according to the 2023 Brookings Papers 
on Economic Activity (BPEA), the average college-
educated individual will have a life expectancy 
of 84, while people without a degree would 
live to be about 75 years old—roughly 8.5 years 
less than people with college degrees. Adult life 
expectancy for non-college-educated people 

declined 3.3 years during the pandemic.

7https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cba/annual-earnings

2021 median earnings

$39,700
high school 

diploma

$61,600
bachelor’s 

degree

$74,600
advanced 
degrees

Average life
expectancy (years)

84
college-

educated
75

no degree

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/accounting-for-the-widening-mortality-gap-between-american-adults-with-and-without-a-ba/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/accounting-for-the-widening-mortality-gap-between-american-adults-with-and-without-a-ba/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cba/annual-earnings#:~:text=For%20example%2C%20in%202021%
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Wellbeing at Home and Work
If the shift to remote work during COVID taught us nothing else, it increased awareness 
of the opportunity to improve our physical and mental health in addition to increased 
job satisfaction and achievement. This is one area where conditions are noticeably 
improving and one that many workers continue to hold in high demand. 

Workplace policies and support, remote or in-person, are needed to make it easier for 
employees to cope with the challenges of life events. This is especially true for women, 
who are most likely to be primary/default caretakers in their families and community. 
Policies that support the needs of employees such as paid time off and regular breaks 
during the workday (afternoon walk around the neighborhood, anyone?) don’t just 
benefit the employee, they increase performance, job satisfaction, and employee 
retention for the employer too.

However, it wouldn’t be real life if we didn’t talk about the downsides. For some, 
remote work can mean increased stress, more social isolation, and longer hours. 
Importantly, remote-based work can be dangerous to individuals who are in unsafe or 
unsupportive environments (especially those experiencing intimate partner violence).

As we move further from the height of the pandemic, employers have a unique 
opportunity to reimagine, hopefully with the input from their employees, the policies 
to improve the wellbeing of their employees and the success of their staff.

IN CASE YOU MISSED IT
Summer 2022 Newsletter

SECTION 1:  
Are we bad at 

communicating?

SECTION 2:  
How can YOU be a better 

communicator?

SECTION 3:  
Tools that can help 

you become a better 
communicator!
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Summer 2023

Effective Communication in a  
Post-Pandemic Work Environment:  

the Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

The COVID-19 pandemic forced employers and employees 
in many industries to think differently about the way we all 
work. Some businesses were able to work remotely, and their 
employees had to adjust to that reality. This meant Zoom 
meetings instead of in person meetings, more phone calls 
instead of passing one another at the water cooler or in the 
hallway, and managing all the activity without being face to 
face. When workers began to return to offices as the COVID-19 
pandemic receded, communication at the workplace for 
everyone demanded yet another shift.  In short, the office has 
forever changed, and communication in this hybrid world is a 
challenge that must be acknowledged.

Winter 2023 Newsletter

What is a healthy 
democracy?

What makes a  
healthy democracy?  

Education and Population 
health, to start.

How can we ensure  
a healthy democracy  
and strengthen the 
democratic system?

ACS
TODAY
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 Winter 2023

Issues to Watch 2023: 
A Healthy Democracy—what is it  

and how can we preserve it?

What is a healthy democracy?

When we think of all the tasks we should follow to stay 
healthy out in the world today—washing hands, exercising, 
eating right, wearing a seatbelt—rarely do we consider how 
a healthy democracy affects our well-being and the well-
being of everyone in that democracy, not just those who 
share our homes or social circles.

https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/home/
https://www.facebook.com/advocacyandcommunicationsolutions
https://www.linkedin.com/company/advocacy-&-communication-solutions-llc/
https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/ACS-Summer-2023-Newsletter.pdf
https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/ACS-Summer-2023-Newsletter.pdf
https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/ACS-January-2023-Newsletter.pdf
https://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/ACS-January-2023-Newsletter.pdf
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WANT MORE?
Want to learn how communication, strategy development, advocacy, or capacity building 
can move your organization forward? Need an expert for training sessions or conference 
presentations?

Contact one of our team members, call toll free at 1-877-372-0166, or visit our website 
at advocacyandcommunication.org.

Lori McClung, CEO

Scarlett Bouder, President

Cassie Gaffney, Senior Strategist

Lauren Sogor, Senior Strategist

Jennifer Judkins, Senior Communication Manager

Morgan Riley, Senior Operations and Administration Manager
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