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‘I don't think anybody [in this
focus group] makes enough
to be comfortable. We make

enough just to live.”

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually
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Introduction: Gathering
worker perspectives

What does it mean to ‘tighten your belt’ when you've
already run out of notches? Managing every dollar has
become the economic reality for many low- to moderate-
income (LMI) Americans who have been “tightening their
belts” and “buying less” (Powell 2025). While there have
been broad wage gains across the labor market since
2020, wage rates for low- to moderate-income workers
did not markedly increase until 2023 and have not kept
pace with inflation, suggesting that the positive rising
economic tide may not lift all boats for workers and job
seekers (Rodgers 2025). Households make financial
decisions every day, but when income falls short of

the cost of living, these decisions often involve hard
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tradeoffs. Daily decisions between groceries and

rent, medication and utilities, economic survival and
employment mobility are a commonplace calculus for
many workers. These realities are difficult to see in
aggregate data alone.

This research aims to capture perspectives and lived
experiences of these workers in low- to moderate-income
circumstances. The insights from workers with less
economic stability provide a unique window into the
barriers they must navigate and hard choices many
households have to make. These insights can help to
better inform policies and practices that affect economic
stability and resilience. Understanding these ground-level
realities strengthens the Federal Reserve's ability to
monitor labor market dynamics tied to its dual mandate.
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The Worker Perspectives Project was designed to speak
directly with workers and job seekers from low- to
moderate-income (LMI) households to shed light on the
“why,” “what,” and “how” behind economic and labor
market trends represented by quantitative data. Initially
launched in 2022, this qualitative research allows for a
meaningful way to study the economic decisions and
labor market behavior of individuals. Yet, such methods

are relatively scarce in economic research (Lenger 2019).

For this project, Federal Reserve researchers worked
with Ipsos (Ipsos 2026), a market research company, to
recruit participants from across the United States. This
study represents analysis of qualitative data from

63 participants in 11 focus groups, including Spanish
language sessions, conducted in late 2025. All of the
participants were in households of various sizes with
an income of $85,000' or less. This income level

was chosen as the threshold for inclusion because it
represents the income level for approximately 50% of
US households (King 2025). Participants’ comments
reflect personal perspectives and are not intended as
policy analysis; their views are their own and do not
necessarily reflect those of the Federal Reserve System.

(For more details, see Appendix B: Methodology).

A lot has changed in the macroeconomy since the
initial Worker Perspectives research was conducted in
2022. When the most recent iteration of the research
collected data in 2025, unemployment remained low by

historical standards, but job growth remained flat (US Bu-

reau of Labor Statistics 2026). Despite strong aggregate
economic trends through the pandemic recovery period,

the recovery has been uneven across income levels. This

unevenness has given rise to discussion on whether the
economy is experiencing a K-shaped recovery in which
two different segments of the population experience
fundamentally different recovery paths at the same time
(Dalton et al. 2021).

Notably, at the time of the focus groups between October
and December of 2025, inflation remained somewhat
elevated (Board of Governors 2026), putting pressures

on costs of living and household essentials while, at

the same time, real wage growth had moderated
(Rodgers 2025). Additionally, navigating the labor market
is complicated by the impacts, both present and future,
of technological advancements in hiring, job structure,
and potential worker displacement. Changing conditions
of the economy, the discussion around a K-shaped
recovery, inflation, and wage pressures on costs of living,
job quality considerations, and future impacts of technical
disruptions to the job market are covered in more detail in
Appendix A: Economic context of this report.

Because of these shifts in the economy and the labor
market, we renewed our research by hosting focus groups
in 2025 with LMI workers and job seekers. We wanted

to learn how they encountered these economic shifts in
costs and employment opportunities, and how those
experiences influenced their household choices and labor

||'|||||Ill|||-|||u|||||||||.....
WORKER

4 fedcommunites.org/workerperspectives | June 2026 PERSPECTIVES


https://doi.org/10.1080/00213624.2019.1657748
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ipsosknowledgepanelmethodology.pdf
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2025/09/median-household-income.html
https://fedcommunities.org/research/worker-perspectives-economic-context-methodology/#methodology
https://fedcommunities.org/research/worker-voices/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_02112026.htm
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10888-021-09506-6#citeas
https://www.federalreserve.gov/newsevents/pressreleases/monetary20260318a.htm
https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2025/jun/economic-sentiment-role-labor-market
https://fedcommunities.org/research/worker-perspectives-economic-context-methodology/#economic-context

market behaviors. Our research questions included, for
example, how are workers in LMI households faring with
fewer openings in the job market and persistent cost of
living pricing pressures? Have they changed their
consumption behavior to account for these issues? What
is driving their employment decisions? And, what is their
confidence in the future of the economy or their
employment opportunities?

Overview of research findings

Throughout the focus group discussions, the overall
tone from research participants was somber. Workers
and job seekers described daily anxieties about cost
pressures, stagnant wages, and limited economic
mobility. Financial concerns participants raised during
these conversations were more pressing than concerns
raised in conversations held in 2022. Participants in
both 2022 and 2025 described how they lived paycheck
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to paycheck, but the conversations in 2025 reflected
participants’ increasing concern for their ability to
make ends meet.

The 2025 participants across all focus groups and
income levels recalled daily lives filled with “distress”
over decisions they had to make, an increased focus

on “survival” as opposed to success, and managing
“overwhelming financial stress.” These circumstances
may weaken workforce participation, reduce long-term
purchasing power, heighten credit default risks, threaten
housing stability, and exacerbate food insecurity. Given
that LMI populations comprise a substantial share of
the national population (King 2025), these outcomes can
carry significant implications for the

broader economy.
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Overall, their perspectives and experiences center around =
four major themes':

Perseverance in the face of challenges: Almost all
participants expressed low overall confidence in

Stuck in survival mode: Participants in this research
noted financial instability due to recent rising cost
pressures and wages falling short of household
budgets. They shared how already strained budgets
were adjusted through changes in their consumer
behavior, credit extension, and reliance on formal
and informal social safety nets to make ends meet.

(Not so) upward mobility: Most participants were
focused on economic survival, which slowed or halted
their ability to pursue avenues for economic mobility
like education and skill-building due to constrained
income, limited capital, and the rising cost of living.
Among participants who were employed, most noted
they were thankful for their income and job, even if
that job did not meet their needs. Those in unstable
jobs or experiencing unemployment shared significant
concerns for their future employment opportunities
and financial stability.

Searching for jobs and job quality: Almost all
participants noted an active or passive job search but
struggled to connect with new job opportunities. They
encountered new barriers to job matching with the
prevalence of artificial intelligence in job screening,
and they reported experiencing job scams. Workers
reported that they still prioritize flexibility, work-life
balance, and upward career mobility, but adequate
compensation is the most critical component of a
quality job from their perspectives. Discussions of
job quality characteristics were framed as something
aspirational or nice to have in their employment
journey, as opposed to an expectation that would
affect their employment choices and behavior in

the job market.
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the macroeconomy and labor market, which they
deemed to be forces outside of their control. At the
same time, their confidence in their own ability to find
employment was high, even if that employment fell
short of their needs. These sentiments conveyed
how participants sought to persevere in times of
difficulty, and some shared how “positive thinking”
was foundational to their ability to tackle difficult
economic conditions.
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“You know, my rent’s never gone
down. I've never had a bill go
down, but I've had my salary

stay the same for years.”

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

Stuck in survival mode:
Dollars and sense of
making ends meet

The K-shaped economic recovery (Horwich 2026) and the
affordability debate (Stephens and Perry 2025) have been
dominant in national news. This debate posits that LMI
households are experiencing economic discomfort and
financial instability due to rising costs of living and
moderating wages, while other segments of the economy
do not experience the same economic and financial stress
(Fuhrer 2024; Kim and Navarrete 2025). With rising costs,
LMI households spend a greater share of their budgets on

essentials like food, rent, medical care (ibid, Klick and
Stockburger 2022). Even with real wage growth across the
income spectrum during the initial pandemic recovery, recent
analysis revealed that the current levels of real wages are
below where 2015-2020 trends would have projected for
workers in the bottom half of the wage distribution (Fee 2026).

Instead, when looking at dollars and cents rather than
percentage increases, this group has experienced essentially
no wage growth given the inflationary effects on household
budgets (ibid).

For households represented in this research, then, how are they
managing their financial circumstances when their dollars do
not stretch as far as they used to? We sought to understand
some of these issues by asking focus group participants, was
your income enough to cover costs of living? What were your
biggest financial pain points? How did you ultimately make
ends meet (or not)?

Cost pressures and wages falling short
: ||'||‘||||||||-||||||||||I||..... -

It's not so easy for wages to go up... Sometimes
when you get a job, salaries are frozen for 2 or 3 years.
Meanwhile, expenses keep rising, and you keep
chasing the same salary for a while.

—Participant with household income between $60k-$75k annually

L
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Every participant spoke about rising costs of living. Many
shared specific challenges in covering costs and the
concerns they had about their ability to make ends meet in
the short- and long-term. The financial experiences of focus
group participants included some who had enough to pay the
bills but were still living paycheck to paycheck and many who
expressed concerns of long-term economic survival should
costs remain elevated while wages stay flat. Participants
across the income distribution — including those at the
upper bounds in households earning up to $85K annually

— and household size, ranging from single person to four-plus
members, all reported struggling with costs of living given
their income.

The cost of living has [gone] up tremendously. And
everyday food and essentials, household essentials,
everything is going up in price... I'm living like
paycheck to paycheck. It's enough to cover some
bills, but sometimes it's not enough to cover all of
them. | can pay some bills and then | may run behind,
so | will have to play catch up.

—Participant with household income between $50k-$60k annually

-
| definitely get some supplemental income and
help from my partner and my dad as well. | feel like
it's hard right now to just have one job and feel
completely sufficient, unfortunately.

—Participant with household income between $75k-$85k annually

Most participants noted that the rising cost of living and
rising cost of goods and materials was a pervasive issue
affecting not just consumers, but also industry. One shared
their experience of businesses citing these rising costs as a
reason to reduce compensation, even in light of strong profits.
This participant lamented the downstream pressure that such
action puts on employees’ financial stability:

[T]he owner will say profits are great and then
complain, you know, we can't do bonuses because
the rent’s gone up and the cost of goods has gone
up. But it also affects every employee you have. So,
while we raise prices and pass it to [the] consumer,

I'm like, you know, the employees’ lives are not

stagnant [in costs] either.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

In general, these findings on cost pressures are consistent
with recent insights from the Federal Reserve Board of
Governors Survey of Household Economics and
Decisionmaking (SHED)," which found that almost all
households making less than $100k annually ($15k more
than any Worker Perspective participant household) reported
increases in expenses being a concern (authors’ calculation
of data from SHED 2025).

Overall, the focus group conversations about cost pressures
and wages were tense. Comments reflected the anxiety and
“distress” participants were feeling in their daily lives as they
navigated how to pay for basic household needs while their
wages fell short of those expenses.

WORKER
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Tightening budgets and trading down -

You know, it used to be, you could get like a cheap cut
of meat and you'd be fine, but there is no such thing
as a cheap cut of meat anymore...You have to try to be
smart, but it's a lot more work to be smart. It's not just
clipping coupons anymore. It's trying to figure out the
sales, and it's not unusual to go to five or six different
grocery stores to complete one list within a reasonable
budget. So it takes a lot more of my recreational time
just to do the basics.

Participants across income levels shared a variety of strategies
they employed to align their monthly costs and income. In order
to manage tight household budgets, participants said that they
are buying cheaper or fewer products (also referred to as
“trading down”). Most discussed bargain shopping and
low-price hunting to fulfill grocery needs within their budgets.
Several participants mentioned visiting multiple grocery stores
weekly, while others said they were forgoing animal-based
protein by opting for cheaper dietary alternatives. Almost all
noted they had already eliminated or were eliminating dining

—Participant with household income between $50k-$60k annually

out. Ultimately, these varied budgeting strategies were
consistent across income levels: Other focus group members shared more extreme strategies
they used to make ends meet. For example, one participant
|||||"||||.||.|||.||”|||||..... noted reliance on salvage grocery stores that sell expired

When you're doing your groceries, you have to food and medicine, at the same time noting that these stores

look at every sale, maybe go to a couple stores.

And like with a family, there's not a whole lot of

leeway to change the budget when it comes to
the household needs and groceries.

were still “somewhat expensive” for them. Two others noted
donating their plasma for extra income, and roughly one in

five discussed delaying or forgoing medical care or declining
employer or marketplace medical insurance due to the cost.

WORKER
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Filling the budget gap: Savings, credit,
and safety nets
To fill the budget gap between their income and monthly costs,

participants used a range of strategies, including exhausting
savings, utilizing credit cards or payday loans, and leveraging

public safety nets as well as resources from family and friends.

Very few in the Worker Perspectives focus groups indicated
they had enough discretionary money or savings to cover a
financial emergency. This aligns with recent SHED findings,
which noted 19% of respondents earning under $100k annually
would not be able to cover a $400 emergency expense at all.
Of those that could cover the expense, slightly more than half
would cover the expense through credit repayment over time,
payday lending services, borrowing from a friend or family
member, or by selling something to obtain the funds (authors’
calculation of data from SHED 2025).

Focus group participants who did have savings reported

they would not be able to confidently cover multiple financial
emergencies in succession or concurrently. Many discussed
having to dip into emergency funds to pay for household
essentials like rent. Others referenced their reliance on credit
cards and payday loans to make it from one month to the next.
Participants from all income levels within our sample shared
similar financial approaches:

| do the... | guess it's payday loans. All the cards,
payday credit cards. They're offering me credit
cards and I'll accept them. | know it's another bill,
but | need the money.

—Participant with household income between $75k-$85k annually

| also have credit card issues. I've been using my
credit card and now I'm like maxed out. I'm like
every time | turn around | have to pay my credit
card bill and they keep calling me. I'm just like,
y'all gonna get it when | get it.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

For a majority of participants, their realities were one of
financial struggle and increasingly overwhelming financial
stress over the past year. Some noted they did have enough
money at the end of the month; however, while these
participants were not, as one put it, “struggling to put food on
the table,” several noted they were not spending extravagantly
and were still implementing cost-saving measures.

Additionally, participants noted rising concerns about food
insecurity and the perceived erosion of the formal social safety
net" . Several participants shared they recently turned to food
banks for the first time in their lives. Participants across
income levels expressed anxiety about potential or actual
changes to healthcare, food assistance, and other public
programs. Others discussed uncertainty about potential
effects of government agencies’ reducing the availability
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of supplemental nutrition programs or modifications in
work requirements, changes which could affect their
ability to receive social safety net benefits, as these two
participants shared:

I||||"|||||I||||||||”|||||u---

Right now I'm one in [a] million who relies on SNAP
benefits for food. It's been tough, but thank God it's
been programs in my community that help keep food
in my home. Sorry I'm emotional about it. | have
two small children. I'm not currently working, so
it's been a struggle.

—Participant with unknown income"

-
| got the notice for the work requirements, which
| was like, all right, well, that'll be nice because | am
working. But then when | upload my income, | was like,
oh, this is probably going to be disqualifying
and get me kicked off of it anyway. I'm happy to
be making enough money to get kicked off of it,
| suppose. But you know, the bar is low.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

Beyond the safety net provided by nonprofits and government
programs, many participants discussed the importance of
personal and family financial support to keep them afloat. One
participant described their “lucky” situation with below-market
rental costs, noting that without a significant price break on
housing they “would definitely not be able to make ends meet.”
Several other participants referenced the need to leverage
financial support from family members to cover their costs.
Others noted they live with friends or family in order to make
ends meet. Absent these supports, they would not be able to
survive given recent rising costs of living. Others noted that
continued financial stress would likely force a change in their

living situation, as these two participants shared:

Everything has gone up in prices. | don't
understand why they say that inflation is not a thing,
because it is a thing. | don't know what | would be
doing right now if | wasn't living with my mom, |
wouldn't be surviving. I'd probably have to go on
welfare or something.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

WORKER
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||'|m|||"|"||"||”|||“""' reality of working multiple jobs to barely get by, highlighting
I've basically blown through my life savings. There's sentiments that echoed through all of the focus groups:
not much left in there at this point. My mother is
helping me make ends meet. And | got a few months '|'||"||"""||"|||“||"""'

until it's really kind of all right, you know, back to my Sometimes | do fall behind just with basics like food
childhood bedroom type situation. and things of that nature...but now | work two jobs and
—Participant with household income less than $50k annually | have a famlly of five. So, | do have to make thiﬂgS
stretch throughout the month and things of that na-
True cost of survival ture, but | do make enough to survive.

However, it's barely working.

l- ||I|||‘|||IIIII|||I||”|||III"" -I —Participant with household income between $50k-$60k annually

Life is kind of like always been a struggle
for me. So, it's just like I'm always in survival
mode...looking for ways to make money or
get by or feed myself.

These survival realities impacted participants’ ability to pursue
different employment opportunities or focus on economic
mobility. Instead, their primary objective was to meet the
—Participant with household income between $50k-$60k annually needs they have tOday' One participant summarized their
(R -l struggles as a young family and the long-term, generational
When asked directly if they considered themselves to be effects they portend for their children given their need to focus
economically stable, most participants said they did not, citing on day-to-day survival:

cost of living increases, unemployment, underemployment, or

Itis very hard as a young family trying to
build...not only a life for us to enjoy now, but a life for
our kids to enjoy in the future and...help set them up as
far as them having their own savings account or being
able to put money aside...We're not able to do things
like that because we're having to use that money

|||||\||||.....||..|||“||....... to live off of.

unexpected expenses. This financial strain can impact much
more than household balance sheets; it can also lower
earnings, impact the labor supply, and reduce productivity, all
of which impact the broader economy (Sergeyev et al. 2023).
One participant reflected how their economic circumstance
influenced their perception of the economy:

—Participant with household income between $75k-$85k annually

| say no [to being economically stable], just

because the outlook for the future seems

like we're going in a direction that we can't
keep up with.

—Participant with household income between $75k-85k annually

Participants’ financial stresses and employment situations
impacted their ability to think long-term about economic
mobility. Most were instead in survival mode, forced to focus
on getting from one day to the next. One participant described
that due to rising financial insecurity, “alarm bells are ringing

for a lot of people,” and another participant shared their

WORKER
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“The American dream is just that,
a dream. It's not even reachable
anymore to have the house and
the white picket fence.”

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

conveyed they were less likely to risk trying new job

(NOt so) u pward opportunities. Those participants who were unemployed
movement: Roa d b | OC kS at the time of the focus groups expressed deep concerns

about finding employment that would bring them financial
to S‘ta b | | |ty an d Mo b | | |'ty stability. Few were pursuing education, noting their belief
that either the cost of education was too expensive
to consider or their investment would not result in

Compared to focus group discussions in 2022, where
better employment.

many participants discussed strategies to pursue
economic mobility"', in 2025 the sentiment was much
more focused on “survival” rather than “success.” In Job instability, unemployment,
2022, most participants were leveraging the tight labor and side hustles

market by being more willing to leave a job or forgo

employment opportunities that put them in a financial Many participants noted unstable work histories
shortfall position. Further, a number of these participants  that included experiences with unemployment,
were pursuing credentials-building skills to better their underemployment, taking temporary work, or being
economic mobility (Horton and Simpson 2024). laid off, which are often perpetual realities for workers

in low-wage roles (Miller et al. 2023; Despard et al. 2026).
In 2025, while most participants were in either an This instability in continued employment also impacts
active or passive job search, they expressed dampened  workers’ ability to look for career progression in their
confidence that better employment opportunities jobs or pursue economic mobility, having to focus
were achievable. Employed participants expressed instead on job stability. In our focus groups, unemployed
thankfulness for income they did have, and overall participants reported critical financial situations.

WORKER
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One participant mentioned that they had been out of
work for a year, had spent all of their savings, and
currently were living with a relative to make ends meet.
A few participants noted that they were working in
temporary roles, mainly without any benefits, while
looking for a permanent position. They described the
burden of unstable employment, particularly on their
mental health and well-being. Many described the
struggle they experienced in either remaining
employed or looking for stable employment, as two
participants shared:

|||||||||||.||-|||||||"||||.....

I'm not very confident, as we've been very disposable
lately. Something happens, and they fire you as if
it were nothing.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

-
I'm in between assignments, so it's a struggle
and it feels unstable and not having the consistent
work, it's uncomfortable.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

Some participants in the 2025 focus groups discussed
doing formal gig work like driving or delivering food for

- 2

It is very hard right now. | kind of struggle a little bit...
| do little side jobs to make money. Just to keep on
going until | get a job again.

—Participant with household income between $50k-$60k annually

| do not have steady employment....| consider myself
unemployed because what | end up doing now is a
lot of gig work... It's [a] highly variable [schedule].
So | consider myself unemployed because | have no
steady income.

an app-based company, while others engaged in informal
work such as making plates of food to sell on the side,
helping fix cars or household items, and taking surveys
or serving as a secret shopper. Of the participants who
reported engaging in informal “side hustle” work, they
noted these employment decisions were necessary to
generate enough income to cover their costs, rather
than a path towards long-term self-employment. These
conversations reflect a marked difference from

worker conversations in 2022, in which many sought
self-employment and gig work as a means of agency in
their working lives (Piazza and Putnam 2024). Here are
some examples of how participants talked about side
hustles during periods of unemployment:

—Participant with household income between $60k—-$75k annually

Others who were employed noted the supplemental
income provided by “side hustles” offered a buffer to
what is normally a paycheck-to-paycheck financial
situation, as this participant shared:

So thankfully I'm comfortable, but let's just say on thin
ice, there's definitely like one or two paychecks away
from not being, you know, in the right place... | do
landscaping on the side, | do rental businesses and
stuff like that, just to at least have that ease of stress.

—Participant with household income between $60k-$75k annually
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Staying put in employment

Employed participants noted a propensity to stay in
their jobs, even if those roles did not fully meet their
expectations. Many expressed being “thankful” for “at
least having a job,” while also sharing concern over
the difficulty of finding different employment with
equivalent compensation or other positive attributes.
Given a moderated pace of hiring in 2025, it stands

to reason that most were holding onto their jobs as
opposed to accepting new opportunities (Kelley 2025),
a position sometimes referred to as “job hugging.” As
this participant discussed their decision to work in
less-than-ideal circumstances:

Sometimes you just have to look at it and say,
‘Hey, | need to work’. So in order to work, there
are some things I'm going to have to deal with
[on the job] that | would not ordinarily deal with.

—Participant with household income between $60k-$75k annually

Participants who described “staying put” in their jobs
consistently cited uncertainty in the job market as the
main factor for holding onto their employment. Their
comments indicated that to maintain their current levels
of income, they would only be willing to leave their

known circumstances for higher compensation or
other favorable job-quality characteristics, as this
participant noted:

| have a lot of stability where | am now. | would need
an offer for a higher salary to feel motivated to leave.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

In more than one session, participants engaged in
cross-commentary with individuals lamenting their
employment circumstances only to be advised by
other participants to stay where you are given the
state of the job market.

Education and skill-building
i '|'|||||||"|"|||'|||||||uu--- -

You definitely have to have like a bachelor’s
degree or something, associate’s degree ..[even]
for like the most simple positions and you're
definitely qualified for them, but if you don't
have that [degree], then you don't have a
chance. It's difficult.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

L J
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Many participants acknowledged that not having a
four-year degree had a negative effect on their job
prospects. Some saw their lack of a bachelor’s degree
a barrier to better jobs. Several expressed having
lower confidence in their ability to navigate the market,
keeping them in their current jobs. Most who expressed
having ambitions of further education also dismissed
this possibility as out of reach because of challenges
balancing work and school, the costs of childcare, and
the hefty price tag of postsecondary education. For
those who did have postsecondary degrees, some
referenced the financial hardship and “trauma” from
their student loan debt. Other participants questioned
whether getting a degree or credential would yield a
return on their investment, as these participants noted:

-
| can't afford to go to college...if | did night
classes and whatever [I] would be so strung out that
the amount of time it would take me to get there
would not benefit what | would finally make upon
retirement age.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

| don't know that going back to school would
make a difference for the expense, you know,
the time commitment.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

One participant noted it would be difficult to balance a
formal degree program while working the jobs necessary
to cover their costs of living:

| am thinking about going back to school for
another degree, but...| know there's some degrees
where you're not able to work, so being able to work
would be like a priority for me for whatever degree
| want while | get it.

—Participant with household income between $60k—$75k annually

Overall, the majority of participants had to focus on their
month-over-month realities of working and maintaining
household necessities versus being able to focus on
longer-arc investments to their career pathways and
other employment strategies to improve their economic

opportunities in the future.
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“We live in [a] society where it
costs a lot to live, to survive, to
eat, to [do] anything and you don't
wanna take something where you

lare] overworking yourself and
getting the minimum pay.”

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

Searching for job quality:
Persistent job search and
job quality tradeoftfs

Job quality has long been a discussion in workforce
development. While there is not one single definition

(for an overview of the literature, see Dunne and Wardrip
2023), job quality is far more than compensation; it is
also a measure of economic stability, economic mobility,
treatment, agency, flexibility, and meaning or purpose

in work. One objective of this research was to understand
how participants’ thoughts about job quality, or
employment decisions based on job quality factors,

shift as the job market changes.

Given almost every participant was in a job search, either
actively sending applications or more passively being “on
the lookout” in the job market, they shared ideals they

were looking for in those new roles. When they discussed
how job quality factored into their employment ideals,
participants cited pay and benefits as foundational to
cover their costs, but they also noted that wage rates

are an important indicator they were being compensated
according to their skill levels. Many also discussed

the importance of flexibility in their jobs to manage
caregiving responsibilities or improve their work-life
balance. A few noted they wanted a better workplace
culture or employment advancement opportunities.

While participants’ descriptions of job quality attributes
did not substantively change from focus groups in 2022
to those held in 2025, how these job quality attributes
were influencing job market behavior did change. In
2022, job quality attributes were noted as expectations
of employment and when absent in a job, the participant
would leave the role or not take the job. In 2025, workers
described these elements as more aspirational and “nice
to have” rather than realistic job conditions that could
influence their job market behavior.
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Compensation is foundational

Discussions on job quality elements began with the need
to have compensation that allowed respondents to meet
their minimum household needs. While participants
prioritized good pay and benefits, notably, not a sigle
participant discussed compensation in terms of
wealth-building. A consistent refrain from participants
was that they wanted compensation that allowed them
to “get by,” not become wealthy or rich.

When compensation was discussed, participants all
shared their desire to secure income that would be
enough to just make ends meet and give them some
breathing room. Most talked about their hope of
maintaining income that would be sufficient to pay all

of their bills without falling behind, or to maintain enough
to build some modicum of a financial cushion, as this
participant explained:

Definitely money is an issue...| don't need to be rich.
| dont need to be on the high end. You know, just
comfortable enough to where I'm not crying every day
when the new bill comes in.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

Higher wages resonated with all participants, and for
many, “good pay” outweighed other measures of job
quality. However, compensation was not a standalone
factor in their job-quality priorities.

Tradeoffs for job quality

Workers discussed job-quality tradeoffs they had made
or would be willing to make in terms of their employment

situations and based on their individual and family needs.

Overall, the main motivations noted for job quality were
higher compensation and work—-life balance. The

latter took many forms. Some expressed it as a job
characteristic that would enhance their quality of
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life or the flexibility to manage other caretaking
responsibilities. Others noted this flexibility meant
having the time to spend with friends and family or on
self-care. Participants in this research noted a tradeoff
calculation between compensation and work-life
balance. Few participants openly expressed they were
willing to switch jobs based on pay alone, for example.
Others noted they would be unlikely to sacrifice any
work-life balance for a marginal increase in pay.

The desire for flexibility in their workday and work
environment was a consistent trend among the focus
group participants, especially for participants who
identified as caregivers. All prioritized a work-life balance
regardless of their household composition, as these two
participants shared their perspectives:

Like everybody said, good pay and benefits, you know,
and decent health insurance, that's probably
top of the list. And yeah, and like | said though, the
work—life balance so you have more time for family
and for self-care, for exercise, for getting outside.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

| largely share the view of [other focus group
participants] on flexible schedules. Sometimes you
spend 10 hours at work and feel like you live at work.
You get home tired and you don't have time to spend
with your family. So it's practically just getting ready for
bed and then doing the same thing the next day, right?
That would primarily be scheduling flexibility.

—Participant with household income between $75k-$85k annually

A few noted their desire for upward mobility and
advancement in roles and wanted to find employment
where they would be invested in as an employee and have
the potential to gain greater economic security long-term.
Others talked about general workplace culture, with

a few people noting they were willing to take less

money to have more satisfaction in their job, as one
participant shared:

I'm OK with less money and less prestige if | can go
home at the end of the day being happy and fulfilled.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually
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Their comments reflect how non-financial employment
attributes remain important, even in times of consider-
able financial pressures. Participants’ comments about
labor market opportunities also revealed that regardless
of their ideals of job quality characteristics, they would
need to take what they could get in terms of employment,
hoping to find better opportunities in the future.

Complications in a modern job search

Job search experiences raised both persistent and new
barriers for workers to navigate. For most participants
in a job search, the most noted and persistent source
of frustration was lack of any response from a job
application. This was also the case for 2022 participants.
This lack of follow-up created great uncertainty and
left participants wondering whether they were qualified
for the role or not, leaving them unsure how they could
improve their competitiveness in the job market and, in
some cases, questioning whether the job posting was
something the employer truly planned to fill.

In addition, participants in the 2025 focus groups faced
new frustrations from the perceived prevalence of
technology and artificial intelligence (Al) interaction
with the job market and job screening processes. Most
participants in an active job search felt Al was screening
them out of consideration for roles. Some described
feeling that interfacing with Al during interview
processes put them at a disadvantage in an already
competitive job market. One participant shared their
perception of Al in their job search:

So [employers are] saying, 'I'm panicking because |
can't find somebody good.” Well, Al is weeding out
good people. And if you had an actual person there
to be able to go through it, you would have the
[employee] that you need. But you're not getting that
because you're trying to save money with Al. So it's
the snake eating its own tail.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

A few participants shared their experiences with job
scams, either through receiving job solicitations that
seemed “too good to be true” or through experiences
that aimed to extract information or money as a part of
the application process. Some noted they recognized the
“opportunities” as scams. One participant described their
personal experience navigating what they thought was a
legitimate job opportunity:

||||m|||u||-||||||”||||nn--

There were actually two job offers alleging they would
provide equipment and there was a bonus included
and they would send a check. And it would be through
[the employer]. And then | went to go try to get cash
and deposit it. And the first place said that you need to
try another place. The second place said that the check
is not real. So it was like shocking because it seemed
very legit, very professional.

—Participant with household income between $50k-$60k annually

These experiences compounded concerns many
participants raised about the impact of artificial
intelligence on job opportunities in the future. Whether
in relation to Al's future impact on job opportunities or
its use during the job search process, some participants
expressed that these conditions have affected their
overall confidence in the job market.
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“Everything out there is very
uncertain... | wouldn't want
to use the word scary, but

It's getting there.”

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

Perseverance in the face
of challenges

Making it from one day to the next in the face of
self-described dire financial circumstances requires
considerable perseverance and confidence in one’s
personal fortitude. The concept of ‘pulling yourself up by
your bootstraps’ is built into the ethos of the American
Dream, the idea being that no matter your situation,

you can overcome challenges through hard work and
determination (Wolak and Peterson 2020). While this

is a highly debated economic reality, especially for
lower-income populations (Chetty et al. 2014, 2017
Pfeffer et al. 2019; Shanahan and Wilson 2024), it was
perhaps through this expectation of agency and the
need to make it from one day to the next that many
participants offered a dichotomous view of increasingly
low confidence in the economy and job market on the
one hand versus high confidence in their own ability

to manage through tough financial times on the other.

Low confidence in the
economy overall

Overall, participants noted that their confidence in
the economy and the job market had been trending
downward over the past year. A few participants
shared hopeful or optimistic views of the economy
and job market, though they were in the minority.

For the most part, participants who shared a low
sense of economic confidence cited as driving factors
business closures, personal or family and friends’
experiences with unemployment, changing economic
policies, and rising prices putting increasingly
overwhelming stress on their budgets.

| don't feel like industry is growing. | think everybody’s
kind of in a standstill with the tariffs, the cost of
materials, importing, the cost of labor, and interest
rates and there's really no end in sight. So | don't see
anything growing in the next six months to a year.
Hopefully we don't go backwards.

—Participant with household income between $75k-$85k annually
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Personal optimism and necessity
of positive thinking

Most participants spoke about their lack of confidence
in the economy as something beyond their control, while
conversely speaking with high confidence, optimism,
and a sense of conviction about their ability to navigate
financial and economic hardship. Some, like this
participant, noted their lack of concern about the job
market and described their confidence in finding a

new job as driven by necessity:

I'm not worried about the job market. I'm worried
about what | need, and I'm going to have to go for
what | need regardless of my confidence or not.
You know, | need to do what | need to do. | feel
confident that | can get something. But | don't.
| don't think it relies on my confidence. | think it
relies on my necessity.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually

Overall, when participants were asked whether they
had confidence in finding a new job if they needed to,

most asserted they did. However, participants noted

an important caveat: while they were confident in their
ability to find a new job, that role would likely represent
another version of “trading down” and might not meet
their minimum basic needs, either financial or personal.
Participants’ comments reflected a general sentiment
that, “yes, | could find another job, but it will not be a
great job.”

Most shared their personal optimism was fueled by

the necessity of positive thinking during hard times.
Even while noting overwhelming financial stress, their
confidence in themselves needed to remain high to help
them navigate day-to-day economic uncertainty, as this
participant stated:

| just feel like staying positive and just kind of having
that resilience that things will work through. | dont
know. | know that's not how everybody thinks, but
that's just how | kind of delude myself into thinking
that it's just gonna work out.

—Participant with household income less than $50k annually
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Conclusion and
future research

Economic trends emerge from millions of data points
that provide a 10,000-foot view of how the economy and
people within it are faring. For workers earning low- to
moderate-incomes in the economy, however, these trends
may not reflect accurate realities of stretched

budgets, difficult tradeoffs, and limited employment
choices. The lived experiences of workers earning low or
moderate incomes offer a nuanced picture of the gap
between macroeconomic data and household impact.
While this research is a sampling of experiences of
workers in low- to moderate-income households, there
may be significant implications for the economy through
weakened labor force participation, increased credit

and debt obligations, and heightened housing and food
insecurity if these conditions persist and exacerbate for
this portion of the population.

The tone of these focus groups was a somber shift
from the optimistic tone of 2022. Participants in 2025

described daily anxieties about cost pressures, stagnant
wages, and limited mobility that reflected a sense of
being in survival mode. Persistent and “unrelenting”
financial stress dominated discussions; participants
described stretching already constrained household
budgets to “survive.” Rising costs of living, a challenging
job market, and new complications in job searches

have prevented participants from gaining any

economic mobility.

Beyond this, most participants believed their future
prospects for career advancement were eroding.
Compensation remained a foundational attribute of

job quality, but flexibility and work-life balance were still
prioritized, if even described as more of an aspirational
job trait in 2025 compared to 2022. Overall, most shared
they had low confidence in the economy and the job
market, while retaining personal optimism and “positive
thinking” to help them persevere into the unknown future.

Prior to finalizing this research, a validation focus
group session was held with a subset of 2025 research
participants to ensure themes raised in this paper
accurately reflected their perspectives and experiences.

WORKER
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This session not only affirmed key findings included in
this research, but it also led participants to encourage
the inclusion of stronger descriptive language to
illustrate their circumstances. References to reaching
“desperation,” “distress,” and dealing with an “impossible
balancing act” were statements participants made to
convey their realities and to make clear that, while their
financial circumstances may have always been tough,
recent trends have them approaching a more dire and
palpable state of financial insecurity. This language has
been included throughout this research report to honor
their comments and lived experiences.

There is much more to learn about how workers navigate
household financial decisions, how and why employment
choices may affect labor market behavior, and what the
long-term effects of market shifts on economic mobility
for workers in low- to moderate-income households will
be. Looking to future iterations of this research, a few
questions will be important to answer:

» Will a K-shaped economy definitively emerge?
If so, what long-term effects will that have for
LMI household financial stability and to what
degree will that impact aggregate economic
and labor market trends?

24 fedcommunites.org/workerperspectives | June 2026

» What effects will business conditions have on the
job market, elements of job quality, and individuals’
opportunities for economic mobility?

» To what extent will artificial intelligence disrupt job
opportunities and how will these disruptions impact
labor market attachment and navigation?

Answers to these questions require research that

is anchored to both data and lived experiences.
Perspectives from individuals navigating challenging
decisions is essential, not supplementary, for
understanding labor markets, informing effective

policy, and guiding strategic practice to create greater
economic security for workers and to meet future
employer demands. Worker perspectives bring a nuance
and humanity that can inform more effective policies and
practices that take these realities into account. By
illustrating issues low-to moderate-income households
face every day, this research can help to inform labor
market policies and practices that aim to increase
financial stability and economic resilience.
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" According to the US Census Bureau, in 2024 the median
household income was $83,730, meaning 50% of the
population had a household income of this amount or less
(King 2025). We chose this definition of LMI, rather than the
definition in the Community Reinvestment Act which refers to
individuals or geographic census tracts with incomes below
80% of the area median family income, because we did not
receive enough geographic information about participants to
correctly identify the area median family income for

their location.

iWhen talking about themes throughout this report, the use
of “most” participants refers to 51% of participants or more,
“many” refers to less than 51% but more than 10 participants,
and “a few" refers to fewer than 10 participants.

i Since 2013, the Federal Reserve Board has conducted the
Survey of Household Economics and Decisionmaking (SHED),
which measures the economic well-being of US households
and identifies potential risks to their finances. The survey
includes modules on a range of topics of current relevance

to financial well-being, including credit access and behaviors,
savings, retirement, economic fragility, and education and
student loans.

v As a note on timing, five of the 11 focus groups were
conducted during the federal government shutdown from
October 1 through November 12, 2025, with two of those
sessions conducted on the precipice of a potential lapse in
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) funding

that would have resulted from a continuation of the shutdown.
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¥ This participant is the only member of the 63-person sample

that could not be reidentified and associated to a member of

Ipsos’s KnowledgePanel; therefore, researchers do not have
demographic information for this participant.

vi |t is important to note changes in the project’s sampling
strategy may influence this finding. In 2022, participants
were recruited via workforce development and other partner
organizations of the 12 Federal Reserve Banks. Therefore, there
was previously bias in the sample toward individuals

who were seeking to improve their employment outcomes.
For the 2025 focus groups, participants were recruited via
Ipsos and were not necessarily engaged with the workforce
system. However, as illustrated above, at least some are
interested in pursuing additional education and skill building
but are unable to do so due to current economic conditions.

Participants’ comments included in this research reflect
personal perspectives and do not necessarily reflect those
of the Federal Reserve System or the Board of Governors of
the Federal Reserve. Similarly, the research presented are
those of the authors; their views do not necessarily reflect
those of the Federal Reserve Banks or the Federal Reserve
System or the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve.
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