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The State of Working Maine 2017 presents a comprehensive analysis of the economic, 
demographic, and workforce trends that impact the quality and quantity of jobs in Maine. It 
provides data for policymakers to formulate policy solutions that will improve Mainers’ 
ability to find and secure good jobs that will reinvigorate our state’s economy.

• Between 2006 and 2013, economic 
activity outside the Portland region fell for seven consecutive years.  In comparison, during the Great 
Depression of 1929, economic activity declined just four consecutive years. The Greater Portland 
metropolitan area has received an annual net influx of a thousand people per year from rural Maine since 
2012 and now accounts for 51% of the state's economic activity. 

• The 
labor force participation rate among prime-age workers between ages 25 to 54, has fallen dramatically from 
87% in 2001 to 82% in 2017. The five percentage point difference in labor force participation from 2001 to 
2017 represents 30,000 Mainers of working age who are not participating in the economy.

• Middle-class jobs have disappeared in large numbers, while low-wage 
jobs, largely in service, retail, and tourism sectors, have replaced them. This phenomenon began more than 
15 years ago after the 2001 recession. Since then, Maine has lost a net of 37,000 middle-class jobs, mostly 
in manufacturing, largely replaced by low-wage jobs. 

• Approximately 31% of all real household income growth 
between 2012 and 2015 went to the wealthiest 5% of Maine households, while the poorest 25% of 
households realized just 0.2% of the total income growth. 

• Maine women who work full-time, year-
round, earn, on average, 79 cents for every dollar their male peers earn. Similarly, full-time, year-round 
Maine workers of color earn 85 cents for every dollar earned by white non-Hispanic Mainers and the 
unemployment rate for black Mainers with a bachelor's degree is typically the same as white Mainers with 
just a high school education. 

• Prime-age Mainers who dropped out 
of the labor force have been dying in larger numbers every year for the last decade and a half. Opioid 
overdose deaths in Maine have greatly increased over the last 15 years -- up by 273% since 2010. However, 
opioid abuse is not the only cause of this rising mortality. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data 
show that among 25- to 54-year-old Mainers, between 2000 and 2015, suicide rates increased 45%, drug-
related accidental deaths (e.g. overdoses) increased 577%, and deaths from drug- and alcohol-related 
illnesses (e.g. liver failure) increased 185%. 

For interview or other requests related to this report, please contact our Campaign & Digital 
Communications Coordinator, Marpheen Chann, at mchann@mecep.org or (207) 620-1128.
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For decades, good jobs have sustained America’s middle class by 

paying decent wages and ensuring that workers have access to health 

care and retirement savings. A good job is essential to a decent quality 

of life, stable families, and, for many Mainers, access to health care. 

Maine’s economy also benefits when good jobs are plentiful and 

workers have the skills to attain them.  

When average families can meet basic needs, provide a good start for 

their kids, invest in buying a home, retire with dignity, and spend a little 

extra at local businesses, the economy gets stronger. A thriving middle 

class also ensures that the well-being of the state’s economy isn’t 

consigned to a small proportion of the wealthiest families. Supporting 

good jobs by protecting the interests of Maine’s low- and middle-

income families and investing in 

their futures is one of the most 

important roles policymakers must 

fulfill to ensure broadly shared 

prosperity and a strong economy.  

A Great Recession and industry 

upheaval contributed to an 

economy that is failing to produce 

enough jobs with the pay and 

benefits needed to support Maine 

families. Too many Maine workers 

are still waiting for quality jobs to 

return to their communities. State lawmakers can chart a course to an 

economy made stronger through job creation, but to do so they must 

fully understand the challenges facing Maine workers and the obstacles 

to surmount for our economy to produce and sustain more good jobs.  

The State of Working Maine 2017 presents a comprehensive analysis of 

the economic, demographic, and workforce trends that impact the 

quality and quantity of jobs in Maine. It provides data for policymakers 

to formulate policy solutions that will improve Mainers’ ability to find 

and secure good jobs that will reinvigorate our state’s economy. 
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The performance of the state's Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) in recent 

years demonstrates the extent to 

which Maine's economy has stalled 

out. Through the first quarter of 2017, 

Maine's GDP had yet to recover to pre-

recession levels, a distinction shared 

by just five states.1 Maine has 

effectively suffered through three 

further recessions since the Great 

Recession of 2007-9. Two of these, in 2010-11 and 2012, met the 

traditional definition of a recession (two consecutive quarters of 

negative real-term GDP growth). During the third period, in 2015, 

Maine's economy experienced no real-term growth over the course of 

a year. The result is an economy that underwent fitful periods of 

growth, followed by backsliding. Maine’s economy is still 1% smaller 

than before the Great Recession. By contrast the economies of New 

England and the nation are 8% and 13% larger, respectively (see Fig. 1).  

 

 

Source: US Bureau of Economic Analysis. Real Gross Domestic Product adjusted for inflation. Data for the US and 
New England include data for Maine. 

Fig. 1 Maine’s Elusive Economic Recovery 
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As limited as statewide economic 

growth has been, the real 

explanation for Maine’s failure to 

recover from the recession is found 

at the regional level in what has come 

to be known as the “two Maines.” In 

the Greater Portland metropolitan 

area, economic growth has been 

slow but consistent since 2009. 

Elsewhere, however, the economy 

has been in freefall. Between 2006 and 2013, GDP outside the Portland 

region fell for seven consecutive years, representing a severe economic 

depression for the rest of the state (see Fig. 2). In comparison, during 

the Great Depression of 1929, GDP contracted for just four consecutive 

years. A contraction of the economy on this scale represents very real 

hardships for hundreds of thousands of Mainers.  

 

The cultural, social, and economic differences between the “two 

Maines” are well-established, but from an economic perspective, this 
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Fig. 2 Rural Maine's 7-Year Depression

Source: US Bureau of Economic Analysis. Real Gross Domestic Product adjusted for inflation. GDP for metropolitan 

areas is measured annually. Data reflects statewide GDP growth without the Portland-South Portland Metro Area. 
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division may be more definitive today than ever before. The economy 

of rural and inland parts of Maine has diverged dramatically from that 

of the Greater Portland metropolitan area over the past decade. Rural 

parts of the state were more dependent on the large manufacturers 

that have downsized or closed, while the state’s economic center of 

gravity has increasingly shifted toward Portland. In 2001, the Greater 

Portland metropolitan area accounted for 48% of the state’s economy; 

by 2015, that share had increased to 51%.2 This economic shift has 

been accompanied by the movement of people from rural to urban 

Maine. Between 2012 and 2015, the Greater Portland area received an 

annual net influx of 1,000 people relocating from other parts of Maine,3 

reinforcing the economy of the Portland area and depleting the 

workforce in the rest of the state. 

 

Variation also exists within rural Maine. Specifically, there is a marked 

difference in the economic conditions between Central-Midcoast 

Maine, and the “Rim Counties,” which border Canada and New 

Hampshire. The economic shock has been less severe in the Central-

Midcoast region. Lewiston-Auburn, Bangor, and several other cities 
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anchor this area, which also includes the University of Maine’s flagship 

campus at Orono, other colleges, and state government in Augusta. 

The Midcoast has a significant tourism sector, and sees a modest in-

migration of retirees from other states.  

The Rim Counties, by contrast, contain only small population centers, 

and their economies have traditionally relied on natural resources 

industries (particularly wood products). Maine’s failure to invest in its 

crumbling infrastructure has undermined new business and tourism in 

these areas.  

GDP data are not available at the county level, but taxable sales data 

from Maine Revenue Services give some equivalent indication of 

economic performance. While taxable sales are up 3% in real terms in 

the Greater Portland area since 2007, they are down 3% in the Central-

Midcoast region, and down 7% in the Rim Counties.4 If the rural Maine 

economy as a whole is depressed, the Rim Counties’ economies are 

even more so. 

The most immediate impact of a 

sluggish economy on Mainers and 

their families is the effect on 

employment levels. In aggregate, 

Maine was one of the slowest states 

for employment numbers to 

recover to pre-recession levels. 

Total employment is just 2% higher 

in 2017 than a decade earlier.5 

However, gains in the Greater 

Portland area have compensated 

for slower recoveries elsewhere. In Central-Midcoast Maine, total 

employment is 1% higher than before the recession, while in the Rim 

Counties, it remains 3% lower.6 

Maine’s population is the oldest in the US and has aged rapidly in the 

past decade. The average Mainer in 2015 was 45 years old,7 up from 41 

in 2005.8 While this presents serious challenges for Maine's economy, 

the aging of the state's population, and therefore its labor force, does 
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not fully account for the decline in labor force participation. In fact, 

older Mainers are working in greater numbers than ever before.  

In 2001, just one in five Mainers between the ages of 65 to 74 was in 

the labor force; by 2016, that share had risen to one in three.9 In part, 

this reflects the reality of modern “retirement,” in which most 

Americans must work as long as possible to compensate for 

inadequate retirement benefits. The majority of Maine seniors (53%) 

now has no retirement income beyond Social Security,10 which provides 

an average income of less than $19,000 a year.11 This is the result of a 

drastic shift in traditional employer responsibilities to their workers. In 

2016, fewer than one in five (18%) American private-sector workers was 

able to participate in a defined-benefit retirement plan,12 and one in 

three (34%) had no access to any kind of retirement plan through their 

employer.13 

By contrast, the labor force participation rate among prime-age 

workers, those whom economists define as age 25 to 54, has fallen 

dramatically over the same period, from 87% in 2001, to 85% in 2007, 

to 82% in 2017 (see Fig. 3).14  
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Fig. 3 Maine's Great Workforce Exodus 
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Source: MECEP analysis of Current Population Survey data (LFPR) from IPUMS and Bureau of Economic Analysis 

(economic growth and recession data). Prime-age Mainers are those aged 25-54. 
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The five percentage point difference in labor force participation from 

2001 to 2017 represents 30,000 Mainers of working age who are not 

participating in the economy, a worrisome figure for Maine’s workforce. 

The "headline" unemployment rate which is most often cited in the 

media, only includes those jobless Mainers who have actively sought 

work in the last four weeks.15 If the unemployment figure included 

those 30,000 workers who have left the labor force entirely, Maine’s 

unemployment rate would be twice as high as it is today. 

The difference in labor force 

participation among Maine’s older 

and younger workers helps to explain 

the paradox of Maine’s current 

headline unemployment rate being 

among the lowest levels on record 

while simultaneously the economy as 

a whole is in such poor shape.  

Policymakers who assume that a low 

unemployment statistic represents a 

strong economy are gravely mistaken. 

Maine’s low labor force participation 

is a problem for businesses unable to 

find the workers they need to sustain and expand their operations, and 

it is typically a symptom of greater structural problems in the economy.  

Understanding why Mainers are dropping out of the workforce is key 

to identifying and addressing these structural problems and to moving 

toward an economy that works for everyone.  

Individuals may opt out of the labor market for a variety of reasons. 

Some, such as attending school or raising a family, have an economic 

value that is not captured in the basic estimates of labor force 

participation. These individuals are equipping themselves for more 

stable employment or higher future 

earnings, or caring for family 

members. However, the share of 

prime-age Mainers attending school 

full-time has not risen significantly 

enough to explain a labor force drop. 

Another group opting out of work is 

the increasing share of Mainers who 
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self-identify as disabled, but do not qualify for Social Security disability 

payments.  

There is also a growing number of prime-age Mainers excluded from 

the labor force that current data do not include. For these Mainers 

neither education, family, health, nor retirement keep them out of the 

labor force.16 Industry upheaval and a failing economy have impacted 

many of these Mainers’ relationships to work. Some have lost good 

paying jobs they were either unable to replace or forced to replace with 

lower paying jobs that undervalue their skills. Long-term 

unemployment or employment in positions that a worker is 

overqualified for set back a worker’s lifetime earnings and make it 

harder for such workers to secure a higher paying job when the labor 

market improves.  

When previously employed Mainers find themselves in this situation, 

especially those who are older and worked in manufacturing, it 

becomes increasingly difficult to regain economic security especially 

when the path to a better paying job requires retraining or new skills 

that demand a four-year or post-graduate degree.  

 

Maine’s slow job recovery rate since the 2007-09 recession is one cause 

of economic distress, but the quality of the jobs created after the crash 

has added to the problems of working families. Middle-class 

jobs―especially ones that, with relatively little training or education, 

could support a family, have disappeared in large numbers, while low-

wage jobs, largely in service, retail, and tourism sectors have replaced 

them. This phenomenon began more than 15 years ago after the 2001 

recession. Since then, Maine has lost a net of 37,000 middle-class jobs, 

mostly in manufacturing, largely replaced by low-wage jobs.17  

While there has been some growth in high-wage jobs, the level of 

training, education, or experience required for these jobs (in sectors 

like education, health care, and technology) limits the ability of former 

manufacturing workers to access them. The decline of middle-class 

jobs has been particularly impactful in rural Maine, where even low-
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wage jobs have not replaced all the losses in manufacturing and other 

decent-paying industries (see Fig. 4). 

 

The decline in middle-class jobs has also led to a decline in the number 

of jobs that pay a living wage. According to Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology (MIT) researchers, in 2016, the living wage for a Maine 

family varied from $10.33/hour for a single person living alone to 

$22.34/hour for a single parent.18 The living wages the MIT team cited 

are based on a 40 hour-per-week, 52 weeks-per-year work schedule, 

and include the costs of food, housing, child care, health insurance, 

transportation, and other basic necessities. 

Fig. 4 Rural Maine's Shrinking Middle Class 
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US Census Bureau data show that 

38% of Mainers live in households in 

which wage-earners don’t make this 

living wage.19 This means that large 

numbers of working Mainers and 

their families go without or scrimp on 

basic necessities like health insurance, 

adequate child care, food, or clothing. 

Some make up the difference by 

working longer hours, multiple jobs, 

or both―or by relying on extended 

family to care for children, aging parents, or others unable to care for 

themselves. But for many Mainers, the reality is that their jobs do not 

support a basic standard of living, and close to one in three of Maine’s 

working families lives below, or near, the poverty line. And of the 

working families in Maine’s Rim Counties, 40% are in the same situation 

of barely getting by (See Fig. 5).20 
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Wage stagnation has been a concern in the US for years. Real wages for 

Mainers in the middle of the income distribution increased just 3% in 

real terms between 2002 and 2016. For large sectors of the population, 

real hourly wages have fallen―as much as 3% for the lowest-earning 

decile. By contrast, wages for the highest-paid decile have risen 8% in 

real terms.21 The impact of this inequality in wage growth undermines 

economic activity by reducing the ability of the lowest-earning Mainers 

who are most likely to spend additional earnings on goods and services 

from doing so.  

Maine’s post-recession economy has only widened the existing 

inequality between the wealthiest and poorest Mainers. In addition to 

the disparity in wage growth, the ability of the wealthiest Mainers to 

grow their income through investments (taxed at lower rates than wage 

income) has further increased income inequality. In the post-recession 

period, the value of shares on the Dow 

Jones stock index doubled.22 

Approximately 31% of all real household 

income growth between 2012 and 2015 

went to the wealthiest 5% of Maine 

households, while the poorest 25% of 

households realized just 0.2% of the 

total income growth (see Fig. 6).23  

 

Source: MECEP analysis of US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, Public Use Microdata, 5-year estimate, 

2011-15. Income growth adjusted for inflation. Figures may not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

Fig. 6 Unequal Income Gains Worsen Inequality 
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In the face of rising income inequality, little-to-no wage growth, and the 

disappearance of middle-class jobs, opportunities for Mainers have 

been drying up over the last decade. Two-thirds of Mainers who voted 

in the 2016 election said their family’s financial situation was the same, 

or worse, than it was in 2012;24 while nearly four in five of Maine's 2012 

electorate said the same,25 making it likely that a majority of Mainers 

has experienced no significant improvement in their family’s economic 

conditions since the recession began. Only one in three Maine voters 

in 2016 said they expect their children will have a better life than they 

have experienced.26 This level of pessimism is exemplified in the 

increasingly common view (held by almost three-quarters of 

Americans)27 that the economy is “rigged” to favor one group over 

another.  

Contemporary and historic data show a vanishing window of 

opportunity for low-income Americans to advance economically. A 

landmark study by economists at Stanford, Harvard, and the University 

of California at Berkeley found that the 

chances of Americans earning more than 

their parents has plummeted from 90% 

for Americans born in 1940 to just a 50% 

chance―a coin toss―for Americans born 

in 1980.28 The same study concludes that 

we cannot restore economic opportunity 

simply by encouraging economic growth; 

the increasingly inequitable way in which 

the profits of a growing economy are 

divided are the prime cause of the decline 

in opportunity. 

Along with the declining rates of economic opportunity for all Mainers, 

it's important to recognize that the situation is worse for people of color 

and women (see Fig. 7). 

Maine women who work full-time, year-round, earn, on average, 79 

cents for every dollar their male peers earn.29 Maine’s "gender gap" is 

smaller than nationally, but Maine women, like women nationwide, 
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have been trying to close this difference in earnings for more than half 

a century, since the passage of the 1963 Equal Pay Act. The differential 

between men's and women's wages in Maine has closed slightly over 

the last few years (in 2005, women earned 75% of men's wages), but at 

the current rate of progress Maine women will not achieve parity until 

2057. Furthermore, a reduction in men's wages rather than a marked 

improvement in women's wages accounts for some of the gap closure 

in recent years. 

Similarly, full-time, year-round Maine workers of color30 earn 85 cents 

for every dollar earned by white non-Hispanic Mainers.31 Women of 

color earn 67 cents for every dollar earned by a white man.32 Mainers 

of color also face structural economic inequities that restrict 

opportunity, like hiring discrimination. As a result, Maine consistently 

has some of the highest poverty rates for people of color; between 

2011 and 2015, the poverty rate for Mainers of color was more than 

twice as high (28%) as for white non-Hispanic Mainers (13%).33 The 

aggregate statistics for all Mainers of color mask wide disparities 

between minority communities. For example, nearly half (45%) of black 
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Mainers live in poverty.34 The 

unemployment rate for black Mainers 

with a bachelor's degree is typically the 

same as white Mainers with just a high 

school education.35 Mainers of color also 

lag behind in key economic indicators like 

business and home ownership.  

To lift Maine out of its current economic 

slump, we must ensure that every Mainer, regardless of gender or 

ethnicity, can participate fully in the economy. That means creating an 

economy that works for everyone, irrespective of their race or gender. 

For example, paid family leave and mandatory sick time policies would 

reduce the penalties women pay for taking on caregiving roles. In the 

short term, stricter enforcement of employment, lending, and housing 

discrimination laws can address racial disparities. Over the long term, 

Maine must equip its public K-12 education system to meet the needs 

of students from diverse backgrounds and effectively prepare them to 

attend college.  

Maine's demographic challenges make attracting a variety of 

Americans nationwide, as well as immigrants from overseas, a 

necessity for future economic growth. Ensuring that Maine is 

welcoming and inclusive is critical to our state's future. 

 

Maine’s increasingly unequal economy has also resulted in rises in both 

long-term unemployment (or labor-force nonparticipation) and 

poverty. Poverty rates outside the Greater Portland area are not only 

higher, but they have risen steadily since 2001. Between 2001 and 2015, 

the share of people in poverty rose from 14% to 18% in the Rim 

Counties, and from 10% to 13% in Central-Midcoast Maine. In these 

regions of Maine, the Great Recession pushed up poverty rates, and the 

lack of an economic recovery has failed to reduce them. Only in the 

Greater Portland area has the share of Mainers living below the poverty 

line fallen in recent years, from a high of 11% in 2011 to 10% in 2015 

(see Fig. 8).  
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Families typically move in and out of poverty due to volatile working 

conditions, but recent data suggest that the persistence of high poverty 

rates, and decreased participation in the labor force, are becoming 

chronic conditions. Between 2006 and 2017, movement in the labor 

force has been overwhelmingly in one direction―out of the labor force 

(see Fig. 9). Likewise, the share of prime-age Mainers out of work for 

more than five years has steadily increased since the onset of the Great 

Recession.  

In 2017, one in eight prime-age Mainers 

reported they had been out of work for 

more than five years.36 For these 

Mainers, returning to (or entering) the 

labor force will be extremely 

challenging, and will become even more 

so the longer they are unable to find work. Studies have found that the 

probability of finding a job decreases by 50% after just eight months of 

unemployment. 37 
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Long-term unemployment and poverty present serious health 

concerns―both for individuals and their families and for the economy 

at large. Americans in poverty are twice as likely to suffer a serious 

mental illness or harbor suicidal thoughts than those significantly 

above the poverty line.38 Americans who are unemployed or out of the 

labor force are also at increased risk of having serious mental health 

issues.39 Forty-four percent (44%) of prime-age men not in the labor 

force takes pain medication on a daily basis, and the vast majority of 

them report that pain prevents them from working fully.40 Non-elderly 
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Maine adults in low-income 

households are twice as likely to have 

asthma or diabetes than other 

Mainers; they also experience higher 

rates of high cholesterol and high 

blood pressure.41 It's no surprise, 

therefore, that one in three (32%) low-

income non-elderly adult Mainers describe themselves as being in 

"fair" or "poor" health―three-and-a-half times the rate (9%)  among 

Mainers at other income levels.42 

Whether chronic poverty and labor force nonparticipation are the 

prime causes of poor health, or vice versa, is unclear, but the trend is 

certainly cyclical. Without a good job, low-income Mainers have fewer 

options to treat existing health problems, and are more likely to 

develop new untreated conditions. Low-income Mainers without 

insurance forego many preventive care measures. They are more likely 

to smoke and less likely to control high cholesterol or be tested for 

transmittable diseases. Only one in four receives an annual flu shot.  

At the most basic level, more than four in ten (42%) uninsured low-

income Mainers skipped a doctor's visit in 2015 because they couldn't 

afford it, and one in four (28%) haven't had a routine checkup in at least 

five years.43 Preventive care rates are higher not only among higher-

income Mainers, but among low-income Mainers with insurance. In 

other words, insurance, rather than income, is the primary reason 

many low-income Mainers lose out on care. Without insurance 

coverage, the health problems of low-income Mainers will only get 

worse. 

Caught in a cycle of poor health and lack of employment, Mainers are 

increasingly turning to alcohol and substance abuse. One in six 

unemployed Americans uses illicit drugs or alcohol, nearly twice the 

rate of employed Americans.44 Prescription painkiller abuse rates are 

similarly elevated among the unemployed and non-working 

populations (see Fig. 10). 

The increase in chronic labor force non-participation has been 

accompanied by an increase in substance abuse rates and a growing 

epidemic of opioid overdoses and deaths. The latest national research 

suggests the two phenomena are intertwined. The research also 

verifies that higher rates of opioid prescriptions in states like Maine 
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account for 20% of the decline in prime-age male labor force 

participation and 25% of the decline among women.45 Applied to 

Maine, that model projects more than 5,500 Mainers aren't in the labor 

force due to opioid abuse.46 

As with other health conditions, it's not clear whether opioid use led to 

labor force dropout or labor force 

dropout led to opioid abuse. There is 

certainly a lot of data to suggest that 

other factors pushed Mainers out of 

the workforce, and that Mainers who 

aren't working display risk factors 

(like mental health disorders) for drug 

abuse. Regardless, there is clearly a cyclical effect between drug use 

and labor force non-participation.  
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As shown above, poverty and lack of 

work are strongly associated with a 

whole range of poor health outcomes, 

that hinder an individual's ability to work. 

In addition, there are difficulties opioid 

abusers face in getting help and from the 

widespread use of drug testing as a 

hiring tool. 

Opioid overdose deaths in Maine have 

greatly increased over the last 15 years 

―up by 273% since 2010.47 Prime-age 

Mainers who dropped out of the labor 

force have been dying in larger numbers every year for the last decade 

and a half. However, opioid abuse is not the only cause of this rising 

mortality. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data show that among 25- 

to 54-year-old Mainers, between 2000 and 2015, suicide rates 

increased 45%, drug-related accidental deaths (e.g. overdoses) 
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increased 577%, and deaths from drug- and alcohol-related illnesses 

(e.g. liver failure) increased 185% (see Fig. 11).48 

These deaths exemplify the phenomenon of “deaths of despair,” which 

has been observed nationally, especially among white, non-Hispanic 

working-class Americans.49 The mortality rate among white non-

Hispanic Mainers aged 45 to 54 rose 17% between 2000 and 2015. Over 

the same time period, it rose 7% nationwide, and remained steady in 

New England.50 This rise in mortality is unprecedented after decades of 

improving health and life expectancy. It also makes the US an outlier in 

the developed world, where mortality rates continue to fall.51 In total, 

the rate of “deaths of despair” in Maine increased 250% between 2000 

and 2015 (from 30 to 80 deaths per 100,000 residents). Increases in 

New England and the US as a whole have been much less significant. 

Even as mortality rates rise, traditional 

means of accessing health care like 

employment are becoming less 

available. Employers of low-wage 

workers are increasingly unlikely to offer 

health insurance plans to their workers. 

The share of low-wage private-sector 

workers eligible for a plan through their employer in Maine has fallen 

from 39% in 2002 to just 24% in 201652 (see Fig. 12).  

Two factors help to explain this decline in the face of the Affordable 

Care Act (ACA)'s efforts to encourage employers to offer insurance. 

While nearly all (97%) Maine employers with 50 or more employees met 

the ACA's mandate to offer an insurance plan, just one in four (27%) 

businesses with fewer than 50 employees (which are exempt from the 

mandate) did so.53 Low-wage workers are more likely to be working for 

small businesses, especially in sectors like retail, accommodation, and 

food service.54  

Similarly, the ACA's employer mandate only applies to full-time workers 

(those working 30 hours or more a week). While 91% of Mainers in 

these jobs were eligible for health insurance if their employer offered 

a plan, only 22% of part-time workers were eligible for their employer's 

plan in 2016.55 
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A decade after the start of the Great Recession, Maine’s workforce is 

still reeling. Not only is the size of the economy still smaller than before 

the recession, fewer Mainers are working and poverty remains at 

elevated levels. Maine families are feeling the effects of a lethargic 

economy. Wages are depressed, public health is failing, and lack of 

opportunity is causing young people to leave the state. 

This state of affairs is not the result of bad luck, nor the whims of the 

larger US macroeconomy. Certainly, larger economic forces have 

played a role―the economic slowdown has been underway since the 

turn of the century, and in fact, Maine had not fully recovered from the 
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2001 recession before the bigger downturn in 2007. Maine's decline in 

manufacturing jobs and shift to primarily low-wage service industries 

has meant lost wages for former middle-class earners and not enough 

jobs to go around. But that is not the full story.  

The misplaced priorities of policymakers 

have undermined Maine’s current and 

future potential for growth. When, in the 

immediate aftermath of the recession, 

economic stimulus was called for, 

Governor LePage opted for austerity 

measures. Coupled with the end of the 

federal stimulus effort, this policy left 

Maine’s economy without much needed 

state investments in infrastructure, 

education, economic development, and 

other engines of growth. 

Both as a share of GDP, and on a real-

terms per-capita basis, state government 

spending in Maine is lower than it was 

before the recession. That means fewer services, less investment in 

infrastructure and education, and, ultimately, less economic activity. 

These long-term investments in Maine's future are critical to creating 

an economy that works for everyone by equalizing opportunities within 

the state. A world-class K-12 and higher education system will allow 

every Mainer to reach their full potential, regardless of their ZIP code 

or the family they were born into; a modern system of highways, 

bridges, and broadband Internet will allow rural Mainers the same 

opportunities as those in the state's cities. These same investments are 

crucial for encouraging business growth, vital communities, worker 

productivity, and overall economic robustness.  

Instead, Maine has cut taxes and foregone billions of dollars in federal 

funding at the expense of our people and communities. Income tax 

cuts aimed at the wealthiest individuals and corporations have cost the 

state over $1 billion since 2011, for little noticeable economic gain.  

Maine's Department of Transportation faces a $100 million annual 

shortfall just to keep up with maintenance needs on roads and bridges,  

but the state has foregone $82 million in revenue through cuts to the 

gasoline tax since 2012.  Another $2 billion in federal grants and 
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matching funds were ignored, misspent, or returned for various 

reasons by the administration between 2011 and 2017,  a period in 

which the entire state economy grew an average of just 0.6% annually.   

The phenomenon of Maine’s aging 

population and the story of “two 

Maines” have become easy excuses for 

policymakers to defend their failure to 

improve Maine’s poor economic 

performance. But this oversimplification 

obscures greater symptomatic issues in 

the economy, including the increasing 

prevalence of low-wage work, the lack of 

opportunity and rising income 

inequality, and a widening gulf between 

areas of the state made worse by policy decisions that undercut 

economic activity, infrastructure improvements, and health care 

delivery in many rural places.  

An aging population presents its own challenges, but many of Maine’s 

economic problems are unrelated to these trends. The neighboring 

states of New Hampshire and Vermont, whose populations are 

similarly old, have achieved stronger economic growth than Maine.56 

Moreover, the weak economy encourages out-migration of younger 

Mainers, and exacerbates the existing demographic trend. In many 

ways, the aging of Maine’s population is a symptom, as much as a 

cause, of the stalled economy.  

Now more than ever Maine needs to increase investments in our 

people and our communities to begin repairing the damage of past 

decisions. The path forward requires a commitment to leverage federal 

resources, reject costly tax cuts for the wealthy, and curb race-to-the-

bottom policies that undermine our 

ability to invest in Maine’s economy. It 

requires leadership and vision to 

recognize Maine’s strengths and to 

harness them for the benefit of long-time 

residents and newcomers alike. Finally, it 

requires a willingness to pursue policies 

that foster greater opportunity and 

economic security for all Maine workers. 
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The State of Working Maine’s findings demonstrate the need for 

serious state policy solutions to restore the promise of good jobs, 

economic security for all Mainers, and opportunity for their fair share 

of future prosperity.  

Over nearly a decade, New England as a whole and the US overall have 

bounced back from the Great Recession of 2007-09 while Maine’s 

economy has languished. During this period, economic disparities that 

existed even before the recession have gotten worse. 

For Maine workers and communities, especially those already 

struggling to get by, the state’s poor economic performance and 

growing income inequality have taken a tremendous toll. Rather than 

force individuals and communities to go it alone and risk worsening 

economic conditions, the state’s economic challenges demand that 

Maine people and policymakers come together and build an economy 

that works for everyone.  

alcohol abuse, and even suic 
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A Note About the Data 

MECEP analyzed the US Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey data using the 

Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) tool developed by Sarah Flood, Miriam King, 

and J. Robert Warren at the University of Minnesota (Minneapolis, 2015). Available online at 

http://doi.org/10.18128/D030.V4.0.   
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