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The minimum wage is again a hot top-
ic. The federal minimum is still $7.25 
per hour, and Congress shows no signs 
of changing that. But this fall the 
minimum wage has come up in both 
Republican and Democratic presi-
dential debates. Progressive groups, 
buoyed by favorable opinion polls, are 
calling for a national minimum of $15 
per hour. They call their campaign the 
Fight for $15.

From an economics standpoint, 
that might be one fight too far.

A little review is in order. Last year’s 
debate was over President Obama’s 
proposal for a national minimum wage 
of $10.10 per hour. The Congressional 
Budget Office released an important 
study that summarized the state of 
economic research and applied it to 
the president’s proposal. It conclud-
ed that job losses resulting from the 
increase would fall somewhere in a 
range from zero to 1 million, reflect-
ing great uncertainty in the profession 
on that point.

Therefore, when business groups 
claimed that the increase could lead 
to a million lost jobs, they weren’t 
wrong, according to the CBO study. 
But it was equally correct to say that 
no jobs would be lost at all.

There was much less uncertainty 
in the CBO’s conclusions regarding 
the benefits of an increase to $10.10. 
Nearly a million people would be lifted 
out of poverty, and 16.5 million peo-
ple would get a raise. On balance, the 

benefits looked pretty good relative to 
the costs.

The CBO study reflected the eco-
nomics profession’s evolving view 
of minimum wages. It used to be 
that most economists opposed them 
because of their expected effect on 
employment. But now, most support 
moderate increases in the minimum 
wage, because even with some job 
losses, the benefits are believed to out-
weigh the costs.

However, raising the federal mini-
mum wage to $15 wouldn’t be a mod-
erate increase. It would more than 
double the current wage. Economics 
has little to say about an increase of 
that size, as it’s outside the scope of 
our models and our data.

No less an authority than Alan 
Krueger has expressed misgivings 
about $15. It was Krueger’s 1994 study 
with David Card that forced econo-

mists to question their views on job 
losses resulting from minimum wag-
es. That study is often cited by sup-
porters of the Fight for $15. But recent-
ly, Krueger wrote that such a large 
increase would put us in “unchart-
ed waters” and would “risk undesir-
able and unintended consequences.” 
He recommended that the minimum 
wage go no higher than $12 per hour.

Krueger also noted that while some 
high-cost cities such as New York and 
San Francisco could raise the mini-
mum wage to $15 with little or no job 
loss, the same couldn’t be said for oth-
er parts of the country. And the larg-
er the increase, the more pronounced 
these differences are.

For example, the cost of living in 
San Francisco is 40 percent higher 
than the average of North Carolina’s 
largest cities. A $15 minimum wage 
in San Francisco would correspond to 
one of nearly $26 in North Carolina.

Over the years, some conservatives 
have argued against minimum wages 
by asking, half-sarcastically, that if $10 
is so great, why not $50 or $100? The 
economist’s response is that when it 
comes to prices, “some is good” does 
not imply “more is better.” There are 
limits.

And that’s precisely why liberals 
may find that after finally gaining the 
support of economists in their cam-
paign for a higher minimum wage, 
they may be on their own if they insist 
on fighting for $15.

VIEWPOINT
Triad Business Journal welcomes letters to the editor

Send letters to Triad Business Journal 
100 S. Elm St. Suite 400, Greensboro, NC 27401 

msutter@bizjournals.com

POINT OF VIEW

Concerns loom in the fight  
for a $15 minimum wage

R BUSINESS PULSE SURVEY

R GAINERS & LOSERS

The News & Observer in Raleigh reports that 
state Highway Patrol began cracking down 
on truck drivers who pull off the shoulder 
of Interstate 40 at exit 93 in Surry County 
for a catnap. Enforcement was stepped 
up after Charlie Shelton, a GOP fundraiser 
and owner of nearby Shelton Vineyards, 
complained to Gov. Pat McCrory’s office.

A Tennessee businessman landed 
his single-engine airplane on U.S. 52 
in Davidson County Monday after 
experiencing engine troubles. He and 
two passengers were unharmed.(Luckily, 
they didn’t pull off the side of the road for 
a few winks.)

The popular Winston-Salem music venue 
located at the corner of Ninth and Trade 
streets will close in February. But take 
note: Ziggy’s was located near Wake 
Forest University for 27 years before 
closing and relocating three years later. 
Who’s up for another encore?

Are brewery deals the next big thing? 
Constellation Brands, maker of Corona 
Extra, says it is paying $1 billion for craft 
brewer Ballast Point Brewing & Spirits 
of San Diego, adding to a growing list 
of startup breweries being acquired by 
bigger companies.
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Andrew Brod is a senior research 
fellow in UNCG’s Center for Business 
and Economic Research and a member 
of Triad Business Journal’s Editorial 
Board of Contributors. Reach him at 
336-707-6439 or AndrewBrod@uncg.
edu.

WE ASKED
STARBUCKS’ “HOLIDAY” 
CUPS THIS YEAR ARE PLAIN 
RED, RATHER THAN HAVING 
CHRISTMAS OR WINTRY 
DESIGNS ON THEM. DOES THAT 
UPSET YOU?
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QUESTION
GOV. MCCRORY HAS ASKED 
THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 
TO STOP SENDING SYRIAN 
REFUGEES TO NORTH 
CAROLINA. THE CORRECT 
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