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LANAE ANAKALEA , HER HUSBAND  and 
their two young daughters are not what 
most people would envision as a family in 
economic distress.

Both parents are fully employed. He’s 
a valet at a major hotel on Kaua‘i, with full 
health benefits and a 401(k). She works at 
a foundation promoting Native Hawai-
ian culture. Their combined yearly take 
home pay of $60,000 is in line with what 
the U.S. Census Bureau says is an average 
U.S. household income, and over twice 
the federal poverty level.

But look closer and the picture gets 
complicated. Rent is their biggest cost: 
Even though their current home is just 
a “laughable jungle home,” as Anakalea 
puts it, they cannot find anything cheap-
er for their family of four. To cover the 
monthly rent of $2,350 plus $600 for util-
ities, they sublet one room. 

Two full-time jobs are not enough. She 
waits tables on the weekend and picks 
up catering gigs whenever she can. Even 
with the extra income, they can’t afford 
child care or the $300 a year to put both 

daughters on the school bus, so they spend 
hours every week shuttling their kids back 
and forth to school, and she brings them to 
work with her after school. 

Despite being frugal, they have noth-
ing left at the end of the month. Anything 
beyond basic survival expenses means a 
difficult trade-off. “When my kids want 
something, I say that means we have to be 
separated more so I can work.”

Anakalea and her family aren’t unique 
in their community. All of the people 
around her work multiple jobs and still 
struggle to get by. “Everyone here is sur-
viving. But we don’t want to just survive, 
we want to thrive,” she says.

“To thrive is to not have to choose 
between putting gas in the car or buy-
ing groceries for the kids. It’s to be able 
to say it’s Christmas and I want to buy 
my kids these toys and not have to stress 
over that. To thrive is to live and move 
forward without picking and choosing. 

“That’s not to say you can’t be frugal 
and thrive. But for me, thriving is feeling 
safe and secure and not having to stress 
about survival.”

Many numbers suggest that most peo-
ple in Hawai‘i should be thriving. Only 11 
percent of the population lives in poverty 
according to federal standards, one of the 
lowest rates in the nation. The unemploy-
ment rate is a historically low 2 percent, 
the visitor economy keeps growing and 
Hawai‘i’s median household income is 
relatively high compared to the rest of 
the country.

Yet so many of us can name friends, 
colleagues and relatives who, like 

Anakalea’s family, are just a paycheck or 
emergency away from losing their homes. 

The Aloha United Way wanted to bet-
ter understand the challenges of people 
who are hardworking yet financially vul-
nerable. So the nonprofit commissioned a 
report called “ALICE: A study of financial 
hardship in Hawai‘i.” The acronym de-
scribes working individuals and house-
holds living on the financial edge.

• AL for Asset Limited: little or no 
savings and owned property to fall 
back on during times of sickness, job 
loss or other financial crisis. 
• IC for Income Constrained: not earn-
ing enough money to create a savings 
cushion to weather those crises.
• E for Employed: working and still 
not getting ahead even in a strong lo-
cal economy.
The ALICE report defines a house-

hold survival budget specific to Hawai‘i. 
This includes the bare minimum amount 
of after-tax income needed to cover the 
fundamentals of housing, transportation, 
child care and food. For a single adult 
under 65, it’s $28,128, and for a family of 
four, like Anakalea’s, it’s $72,336. These 
figures are much higher than the federal 
poverty level, which accounts for some 
increases in the cost of living over the 
years, but is based on a formula that has 
remained largely unchanged since 1965.

In Hawai‘i, 11 percent of the population 
falls below the federal poverty level. An 
additional 37 percent don’t make enough 
to meet the basic survival bud-
get, according to the ALICE re-
port. Combined, 48 percent of 
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HOUSING COSTS
 The National Low-In-

come Housing Coalition 
reports that Hawai‘i was 
the most expensive state 
for housing in 2015. 

Least expensive 
county: Hawai‘i County, 
$1,151 on average per 
month for a two-bed-
room apartment, $749 
for a studio (also called 
an efficiency apartment).

Most expensive: Ho-
nolulu County, $1,810 
on average per month 
for a two-bedroom 
apartment, $1,260 for 
a studio.

Mortgage foreclo-
sure rate: 2.4 percent 
in Hawai‘i in 2015, 
third-highest in the 

country and double 
the national average 
of 1.2 percent.  

CHILD CARE COSTS
 Licensed and 

accredited child 
care centers, which 
are regulated by the 
state Department of 
Human Services to 
meet standards of 
quality care: $870 on 
average per month for 
an infant and $658 
for a 4-year-old; total 
on average for children 
of this age is $1,528. 
The household survival 
budget includes the 
cost of registered 
home-based child care 
at an average rate of 

$1,207 per month 
($610 per month for 
an infant and $597 for 
a 4-year-old). S O U R C -

ES :  Hawai‘i’s Child Care 
Resource and Referral Agency, 
2017; Hawai‘i Department 
of Human Services, 2015; 
Hawai‘i Department of Human 
Services, 2017.

FOOD COSTS
 The cost of food 

increased in Hawai‘i by 
35 percent from 2007 
to 2015, more than 
double the overall rate 
of inflation.

Within the house-
hold survival budget, 
the cost of food in 
Hawai‘i is $1,032 per 
month for a family of 

two adults and two 
young children and 
$312 per month for a 
single adult, according 
to the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture in 2015.

Food accounts for 
only 17 percent of the 
household survival 
budget for a family and 
13 percent for a single 
adult in Hawai‘i. 

TRANSPORTATION 
COSTS

 A Hawai‘i family 
pays an average of 
$544 per month for 
gasoline and other 
vehicle expenses.

Average cost for 
public transportation 
is $64 per month, 

but comprehensive 
public transportation 
is available only in Ho-
nolulu County. Across 
all Hawai‘i counties, 
fewer than 8 percent 
of workers use public 
transportation, so most 
workers must have a 
car to get to work. 

Transportation costs 
represent 9 percent of 
the average household 
survival budget for a 
family and 12 percent 
for a single adult. 

From 1999 to 2012, 
the auto debt per capita 
in Hawai‘i increased by 
73 percent to $2,510, 
according to a national 
report by Stacy Jones 
at Bankrate.com.

ERE IS WHAT THE HAWAI‘I  COM-
MUNITY FOUNDATION SAYS 
ABOUT THE CHANGE FRAME -
WORK:  “Taking on the most press-
ing needs of our community relies 
on deep reserves of knowledge and 
the ability to bring people and re-
sources together to find high-im-

pact, long-term solutions.
“Leaders who step up to initiate change are well-suited 

to influence others to follow suit. When change advocates 
from across sectors choose to move forward collectively 
and commit to work in a results-focused, networked, and 
systems-oriented way, measurable progress can occur. 

“The process begins with a personal commitment and 
expands to include allies whose missions align, as well as 
voices that currently go unheard. It is only by construct-
ing effective coalitions between people and communities 
that we can create lasting change in and for Hawai‘i.”

 Learn more at HawaiiCommunityFoundation.org/Change.

COSTS FOR HOUSING, CHILD CARE, FOOD AND TRANSPORTATION

CHANGE FRAMEWORK challenges facing our Islands. In be-
tween conferences, six CHANGE 
committees will focus on finding 
and implementing solutions to those 
challenges. This is not a single-year 
effort but a long-term commitment 
from many people.

This report and the five that will 
follow are part of that multifacet-
ed approach. Positive change never 
happens unless people understand 
the challenges they face. Our reports 
intend to provide that intelligence. 
Full disclosure: We got support and 
input from Kurisu, the Hawai‘i Com-
munity Foundation and many other 
organizations and individuals, but no 
one outside the Hawaii Business edi-
torial team had any control over the 
content of these reports.

We’d love to learn on social me-
dia about programs you recommend 
that are dealing with these problems. 
Please use the tag #ChangeHawaii 
on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn 
and Instagram. Or tell us about is-
sues we missed in our reporting 
and your overall thoughts on this 
CHANGE Report.

H
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the state is financially vulnerable – either 
in deep poverty, or on the precipice of it. 
People like Anakalea and her family and 
most of the people she knows. And they 
are spread across all the islands.

In other words, almost half of Hawai‘i’s 
residents are, as Anakalea puts it, focused 
solely on surviving rather than thriving. 

“Those in the social services space and 
the nonprofit space where we serve and 
are involved in helping human services, 
were not surprised by the high number 
of ALICE households in our state. None-
theless, it’s good data to have because we 
now have a reference point, a benchmark 
to measure against,” says Cindy Adams, 
president and CEO of Aloha United Way. 

For Joyce Lee-Ibarra, who was on 
the ALICE Research Advisory Com-
mittee for Hawai‘i, recognizing ALICE 
households as a large segment of the 
population also helps us come to grips 
with the reality of financial hardship 
all around us. “People tend to compart-
mentalize the homeless – they are seen 
as ‘the other.’ But in reality, so many of 
us know so many people who are just a 
health crisis or major car repair away 
from catastrophe. This report helps us 
understand that we in fact sit on a con-
tinuum and our experiences are not that 
far separated,” says Lee-Ibarra, the pres-
ident and CEO of JLI Consulting. 

The ALICE findings have, for many of 
the state’s business leaders, made it clear 
that despite how well we compare nu-
merically to the rest of the U.S., our com-
munities are not as healthy as they may 
appear from just a numbers standpoint. 

“It’s important for our business com-
munity and policymakers to recognize 
that if we continue to have this condition, 
this extreme lack of affordability for such 
a large portion of us, this will become 
something of an economic crisis in and of 
itself,” says Peter Ho, chairman, president 
and CEO of Bank of Hawaii. “The people 
who can’t afford to live here will simply 

GLOSSARY
 ALICE:  Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed. These are households with income 

above the federal poverty level, but below the basic cost of living in Hawai‘i.

 HAWAI ‘ I  ALICE REPORT:  The Aloha United Way and its partners created the ALICE 
report in 2018; read it at auw.org/alice. Similar reports were written nationwide.

 HOUSEHOLD SURVIVAL BUDGET:  This is what the ALICE report says is the min-

imum take-home income needed for basic necessities, including housing, child care, food, transportation and health care. It does not allow for any 
savings, leaving households vulnerable to unexpected costs. 

 ALICE THRESHOLD:  The average income needed to afford the basics defined by the household survival budget. 

 FEDERAL POVERTY LEVEL:  An indicator that the U.S. government uses to determine who is eligible for federal subsidies and aid. Local 
agencies say the level does not properly account for the higher cost of living in Hawai‘i compared with the Mainland U.S.

SOURCE: ALICE Report

leave the Islands. So what we’re on the 
forefront of is an exodus of an important 
part of our community, both from a social 
standpoint and an economic one. 

“That potential outcome should 
alarm everyone. That situation left un-
checked for an extended period of time 
threatens the economic underpinnings 
of our fragile economy,” Ho adds. 

In this next section, we put names, faces 
and real-life stories on the statistics to un-
derstand the personal struggles and aspira-
tions of the local people we call ALICE. Who 
are they and what shapes their choices?

 

LOURDES MAQUERA’S DAY  begins at 5 
a.m., when she starts getting her 13-year-
old son ready for school. At 6, the single 
mother of three is on her way from her 
Waipahu home to Waikīkī for her job as a 
hotel housekeeper. Just before 2 p.m., she 
rushes to change and get to her second 
housekeeping job. Her knees are so worn 
from the work that she can barely get out 
of her car when she gets home by 11 p.m. 
But she still has to do her own house-
work, prepare meals for the next day and 
check in on her son’s homework. 

Her annual take home pay of about 
$40,000 is only about half of the house-
hold survival budget for a family of four. 
Despite two jobs, she is barely able to cov-
er everything: rent, utilities, food and car 
payments, and her two daughters’ college 
loans. Most months, she has to rack up 
more credit card debt. 

“When we came to Amer-
ica from the Philippines, we 
knew it would be difficult. But 
we thought that the promise of 
life here is that so long as you 
work hard, you’ll earn enough 

and not be drained. But it’s not like that 
at all,” she says. 

To save money, she moved her family 
of four from a three-bedroom place that 
cost $1,700 a month to a two bedroom for 
$1,375. Even at this lower price, her rent 
eats up 40 percent of her take-home pay. 
According to federal guidelines, families 
that pay more than 30 percent of their 
income for housing are considered cost 
burdened and may have difficulty afford-
ing other necessities. Maquera is far from 
alone: 47 percent of Hawai‘i’s residents 
spend more than a third of their monthly 
income on housing

There is almost nothing she can do to 
reduce her rent even more. The average 
rent for a two-bedroom apartment in Ha-
wai‘i is $1,362 per month, according to the 
federal Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. But on O‘ahu the average 
rent for a two-bedroom in November 2018 
was $1,800, according to Rent Jungle, an 

online search engine that tracks 
rental housing in cities nation-
wide. That makes Maquera’s 
Waipahu place a relative bargain. 

Gavin Thornton, co-execu-
tive director of the Hawai‘i Ap-
pleseed Center for Law and Eco-

O N E JO B 
I S  N OT E N OUG H nomic Justice, has been looking at housing 

studies dating back to 1946. He found one 
from 1970 describing Hawai‘i’s housing 
problem. “That study from 48 years ago 
was already saying we were in a crisis. And 
what has changed since then? In 1968, 23 
percent of Honolulu renters were paying 
more than 30 percent of income for rent. 
By 2005, 46 percent of Honolulu renters. 
By 2016, 54 percent of Honolulu renters.

“So we were calling it a crisis back in 
1970. And yet the problem is twice as big 
now,” adds Thornton, who was on the 
ALICE committee.

The high cost of living is also driven 
by the state’s reliance on imported oil for 
electricity generation and transportation. 
The average retail price of electricity in 
Hawai‘i is 33 percent higher than in the 
second-most expensive state, Alaska, ac-
cording to the U.S. Department of Energy.

Workers like Maquera face not only 
high housing and electricity costs but low 
wages, relative to cost of living. About 
62 percent of the jobs in the state pay 
less than $20 per hour. Of that portion, 
two-thirds pay less than $15 per hour. 
According to the ALICE study, a parent 
supporting a family of four working 40 
hours a week would need to make at least 

“IN 1968, 23 PERCENT OF 
HONOLULU RENTERS WERE 
PAYING MORE THAN 30 PERCENT 
OF INCOME FOR RENT. BY 2005, 
46 PERCENT OF HONOLULU 
RENTERS. BY 2016, 54 PERCENT OF 
HONOLULU RENTERS.”
G A V I N  T H O R N T O N
Co-executive director, Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice
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it becomes a vicious cycle. The inter-
est continues to grow; it comes back 
around full circle in that they can’t start 
saving or putting away for a rainy day,” 
says Lee-Ibarra of JLI Consulting. 

In “The High Cost of Being Poor,” 
an essay funded by the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, the authors describe how 
the poor end up paying far too much 
for basic necessities. For example, 
owning a car is critical for lower-wage 
workers who work odd hours or live 
far from public transportation. But if 
the person has poor credit or no credit 
history, that can mean incurring exces-
sive fees and interest rates. According 
to the ALICE report, people with only 
fair credit may spend six times more to 
finance a vehicle than those with ex-
cellent credit. 

Jamie Borromeo Akau, a Hawai‘i Is-
land schoolteacher who also has nothing 
left at the end of the month, saw her car 
payments go up due to some late pay-
ments. “I just trusted that my husband 
was sending in the check or paying it 
automatically. When we went to trade in 
the car for a new one, they told us that 
our credit score was lower because my 
husband was making the car payments 
late. I was only paying 2 percent interest. 
Now it’s like at 6 or 7 percent.” 

Low-income consumers often have 
less access to mainstream banks, and 
end up turning to subprime or preda-
tory outlets such as check-cashing and 
payday lending places. 

“A lot of families we serve fall into 
getting scammed,” says Samantha 
Church, executive director at Family 
Promise Hawai‘i, a nonprofit that helps 
homeless families transition into per-
manent housing. “They go to payday ad-
vance places, or a lot of them get a car 
with a loan that’s an insanely high rate. 
It’s their first time learning about credit 
and interest rates and basic financial lit-
eracy. We have families who don’t know 
what a credit score is. They don’t realize 
what affects it and impacts it. It’s a life 
skill that so few people know.” 

Among her schoolteacher friends, 
Schubert says, she’s not the only one 
mired in debt. “My first year here, I 
knew a teacher whose student loan 
payment was so high, he lived in his 
truck and showered at school. This is 
the plight of our generation – you have 
to go college, and now we are all broke.”

 

$36 an hour just to reach the threshold 
of the survival budget, but when I first 
spoke with Maquera, she was only mak-
ing $22.14 an hour at her primary job. 

The state’s reliance on the general ex-
cise tax for its revenue also makes neces-
sities for ordinary people more expensive. 
That’s because the tax 
is applied at each step 
as products make their 
way to the consumer: 
from an item com-
ing into the harbors, 
through the wholesaler 
and over to the retailer. 
That raises the price of 
everything, from toilet 
paper and diapers to 
milk and rice.

 “The lowest-in-
come folks in Hawai‘i 
are paying 11 percent 
of their income in just 
GET. That’s a lot of 
money. Yes, we have 
to raise wages, and we 
have to work on afford-
able housing. But we 
also need to look at the 
tax burden,” says Ni-
cole Woo, senior policy 
analyst at Appleseed.

Maquera says, 
however, her most 
challenging burden is 
the emotional one. “My 
son is growing up and 
wants his own room. 
I keep telling him, just 
be patient. Just help 
me save money for 
now, so one day we can 
get our own house. I’m 
so lucky because he is 
bright, he understands a lot. But I can’t 
make it to any PTA meetings. I can’t hear 
the teacher announce how well he’s doing. 
Then he says, ‘Mom it’s not fair. Why do 
other moms get to spend time with their 
kids, and why can’t you?’ This tears my 
heart apart.”

 

NICOLE SCHUBERT  has been making 
regular payments of $380 a month to-

ward her student loan. The Kalihi public 
school teacher, who has both an MBA 
and a master’s degree in teaching, is 
paying as much as she can toward her 
debt, but it just hasn’t been enough.

“My total payments since 2013 have 
been more than $12,000, but the prin-

cipal balance has only 
been paid down $12. 
All of my payments go 
towards interest, so 
my student loan bal-
ance continues to rise 
every year and is now 
over $145,000,” says 
Schubert.

The recently di-
vorced 39-year-old 
describes herself as a 
hustler, supplement-
ing her teacher’s sal-
ary with side gigs, in-
cluding managing an 
AirBnB, remodeling 
and painting homes, 
and selling things 
on eBay. Among the 
teachers she knows, 
she is not unique. 

“Everyone I work 
with does something 
on the side because 
everyone here is so 
vastly underpaid but 
still has to pay $2,200 
for a two-bedroom. I 
know teachers who 
are part-time finan-
cial planners, Uber 
drivers and bartend-
ers. The only people 
I know who don’t 
have second and third 
jobs are teachers who 

have a spouse who makes a lot of mon-
ey,” she says. 

“My friends and I talk about our 
hustle all the time. It’s just part of our 
livelihood. I don’t even think about how 
much I’m doing, I’m just doing it every 
day. It becomes part of your life. Your 
free time is working. At the end of the 
day, you’re exhausted,” Schubert adds.

ALICE households typically don’t 
have anything at the end of the month, 
so they cannot build savings, accumu-
late assets or protect themselves from 
emergencies such as a car repair bill or 
medical costs.

“They put it on credit cards and 

LOVE D O N E S SU FFE R 
TH E TR ADE- O FFS

47%
RESIDENTS WITH 
NOTHING SAVED

19%
RESIDENTS WITH 
SAVINGS OF LESS THAN 
$1 ,000

48%
SINGLE OR 
COHABITATING WITH 
NO CHILDREN UNDER 18

48%
FAMILIES WITH 
CHILDREN

46% 65 AND OVER

52%
37%

11%

Above the 
ALICE threshold 

(233,821 
households)

ALICE Households 
(165,013 

households)

Living in poverty 
(47,066 

households)

THRIVING OR 
STRUGGLING
IN HAWAI‘ I?

SOURCES: U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey, 2015, and the ALICE 
threshold, 2015

PERCENTAGE OF EACH 
GROUP THAT IS  EITHER IN 
POVERTY OR ALICE:

LITTLE OR NO SAVINGS
Hawai‘i is the state where you’re most 
likely to live paycheck to paycheck, 
according to the latest annual survey by 
gobankingrates.com.

AKAU, THE HAWAI‘I  ISLAND TEACH-
ER,  and her husband, Charles, have dis-
covered the joy they expected in having 
a child. But they have also discovered 
new financial obligations they can bare-
ly cover with their combined take home 
pay of $4,000 a month. 

“When Eva came it threw our budget 
completely out of whack. Diapers. Oh, my 
God. Her diapers were $45 for a box that 
lasts us about two weeks, so $90 a month. 
Baby wipes is probably another $50 a 
month. Formula’s about $35 a week. 

“There’s no savings. There can’t be. 
My mom’s a big stickler. She’s like, ‘Put 10 
percent away.’ I’m like, ‘Mom, you don’t 
get it. There is no 10 percent,’ ” says Akau.

To make ends meet, they sublet two 
rooms and AirBnB a third room in the 
Hawai‘i Island house that actually be-
longs to her mother, leaving the young 
couple and their baby just one room up-
stairs in a house that feels more like a ho-
tel than a home. 

“I can’t even come out in my pajamas 
downstairs because I’ve got customers 
there. I literally just stay in my room. I 
close the door when I come home from 
work and I don’t open it because this is 
not my house. This is my place of busi-
ness. I don’t even sit on the couches. We 
have no privacy at all,” she says. 

The new parents barely see each oth-
er. As a schoolteacher, Akau works in 
the day while her husband works in the 
evening. They take turns watching their 
1-year-old, but there’s an overlap in their 
work schedules, during which they need 
help with the baby.

“The one expense that we cannot 
handle is day care. You’re talking 15 to 20 
bucks an hour. That’s how much Charles 
makes. So we use this unlicensed baby 
sitter. It’s $5 an hour. Her sister’s up the 
street and baby-sits eight to 10 other kids. 
It’s just a local network of unlicensed 
baby sitters,” Akau says. 

She emphasizes that the woman run-
ning the place is a trustworthy auntie, 
but at the same time, the conditions ar-
en’t ideal. “It’s small, it’s tiny, there’s one 
little playpen and all the older kids nap-
ping. Just lined up bodies.” 

The average cost to put an infant in a 
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CAN YOU SURVIVE ON THIS?

IS YOUR HOUSE-
HOLD FINANCIALLY 
STABLE? 

Here are two household 
survival budgets from 
the Hawai‘i ALICE report. 
These budgets include 
nothing for entertainment, 
auto repairs, restaurant 
meals, children’s birthday 
or Christmas presents, 
new appliances or emer-
gency costs. 

The household stabil-
ity budget is a measure 
of how much income is 
needed to support and 
sustain an economically 
viable household. The sta-
bility budget represents 
the basic expenses nec-
essary for a household to 
participate in the modern 
economy in a sustainable 
manner over time. Here 
are fi gures for the stability 
budget for a family of four.

*2 adults, 1 infant, 1 pre-
schooler; ** Miscellaneous 
includes toiletries, diapers, 
cleaning supplies, work 
clothes and smartphone.

MONTHLY
COSTS

SINGLE ADULT
(Survival Budget)

FAMILY 
OF FOUR*

(Survival Budget)

FAMILY 
OF FOUR* 

(Stability Budget)

How much larger 
the stability budget 
is over the survival 

budget

Housing $944 $1,362 $2,082 53%

Child care $0 $1,207 $1,528 27%

Food $312 $1,032 $1,833 78%

Transportation $276 $544 $1,027 89%

Health care $166 $635 $935 47%

Savings $750

Miscellaneous** $213 $548 $849 37%

Taxes $433 $700 $2,569 267%

Monthly total $2,344 $6,028 $11,573 92%

Annual total $28,128 $72,336 $138,876 92%

Hourly Wage

To make this much 
money in 40 hours 
of work a week for 

50 weeks per year a 
person needs to earn 

$14.06 an hour.

To make this much 
money in 40 hours of 

work a week for 50 
weeks per year, one 

person needs to earn 
$36.17 an hour or two 
people need to make 

$18.09 an hour each.

$69.44 92%

ALICE REPORT SOURCES: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2015; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015; Internal 
Revenue Service, 2015; Tax Foundation of Hawai‘i, 2015, and Hawai‘i Department of Taxation, 2015; and Hawai‘i Department of Human Services, 2015. For full methodology, 
see methodology overview at unitedwayalice.org/hawaii.

MORE AND MORE 

HAWAI ‘ I  FAMILIES 

HAVE GONE 

FROM FINANCIAL 

STABILITY TO 

INSTABILITY IN THE 

PAST DECADE.

2007 2015

41 percent of local households were living in pover-
ty or were working but did not earn enough money 
to cover the basic living expenses of housing, taxes, 
food, transportation, utilities and child care. 

The proportion 
grew to 48 percent, 
according to the latest 
available figures.

HARDSHIP 
INCREASED IN 
HAWAI ‘ I  FROM 
2007 TO 2015:

GETTING
WORSE

SOURCE: ALICE Report; American Community Survey, 2015, and ALICE threshold numbers for 2015

19% MORE

HOUSEHOLDS IN POVERTY

16% MORE 
ALICE HOUSEHOLDS

licensed and accredited child care center 
is $870 a month; it’s $658 a month for a 
4-year old. Even if they could aff ord the 
care, the Akaus have few choices as the 
Neighbor Islands are considered child 
care deserts. 

“Families are piecemealing things 
together, relying on friends and neigh-
bors to watch kids, and sadly, we’ve had 
a lot of children in substandard care 
that’s not regulated,” says Deborah Zys-
man, executive director of Hawaii Chil-
dren’s Action Network.

And standard child care 
doesn’t accommodate the 
working hours of most ALICE 
parents. “Only about 2 percent 
of our child care seats in the 
state off er any evening or week-
end hours. Those most likely to 

have those kind of jobs tend to be your 
low-income workers who are doing fast-
food, restaurant and janitorial work,” 
says Barbara DeBaryshe, interim direc-
tor at the UH Center on the Family.

Even though Akau loves teaching in 
her community and wants her daughter 
to grow up surrounded by her Native 
Hawaiian heritage, the trade-off s they 
are forced to make may be too much 
for her. She and her husband are seri-
ously considering moving to California, 
where her mother could help with child 

care. “This is not normal. Peo-
ple in and out of your home is 
not normal. A husband work-
ing six days a week is not 
normal. Not ever seeing your 
spouse because you have to 
fl ip schedules is not normal. 

Not being able to aff ord child care, cost 
of food, cost of gas, is just not normal.” 

 

ANDRE HOLCOM REGRETS  not having 
enough time for everything that’s im-
portant to him. He and his wife work two 
jobs each to support their three children. 
On weekdays, he’s a server at a major ho-
tel on Maui. On weekends, he works the 
lū‘au at another hotel. His wife works as 
a waitress and then takes the graveyard 
shift at the supermarket. They barely see 
each other, and he describes their rela-
tionship as “two ships passing each oth-
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CURRENT AIRBNB 
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when your mind is at rest,” says Faye 
Cholymay, a mother of three who works 
in catering for a major airline and takes 
home $1,400 a month. 

Lee-Ibarra describes the impact of fi -
nancial distress on their decision-making. 
“There are the manifestations of that type 
of stress in terms of physical and mental 
health. But I think more deeply than that, 
it has an impact on the kind of time-hori-
zon people are able to make decisions 
on. If you are constantly in a situation of 
worrying what fi re you might have to put 
out or fending off  emergencies, then your 
thinking and decision-making tends to be 
very present focused. That present bias 
means personal health may get pushed to 
the wayside.”

 

RETIRED NAVY VETERAN  Carl Stork, 
70, says food stamps have made the dif-
ference between making ends meet and 
going homeless. The bulk of his $1,400 
Social Security check goes toward his 
200-square-foot Kalihi studio, which is a 
bargain at $735. But outstanding medical 
bills for a bad shoulder leave him broke 
every month, while his credit card bills 
remain unpaid. 

Food stamps (now offi  cially known 
as SNAP) cover a few trips to Costco 
every month, where he stocks up on 
low-cost items like rice and Spam. But 
getting the food stamps is, he says, just 
good luck. A random person mentioned 
that he should fi nd out about qualifying, 
which had never occurred to him before. 

“The biggest challenge for people 
like me is knowing what you qualify for. 

IN MOST CASES,  THE BIGGEST BURDEN FOR ALICE 
FAMILIES IS  HOUSING.

 That’s not surprising: Hawai‘i has the nation’s costliest housing. 
There isn’t enough affordable housing, and Hawaii Business has re-
ported repeatedly on the many reasons why: The cost of land and con-
struction is usually high compared to most of the rest of the country; 
the permitting process can be arduous; building affordable housing 
often requires free land and other subsidies to pencil out.

According to a report put out by the Department of Business, 
Economic Development and Tourism, an additional 64,700 to 66,000 

housing units will be needed by 2025 in Hawai‘i to meet demand. But 
in a similar period of time, 2008 to 2015, available housing in Hawai‘i, 
regardless of price level, increased by only 14,448 units, according to 
federal Census Bureau statistics. 

To address the crisis, Gov. David Ige signed a housing measure 
in June injecting more than $200 million into state funds aimed at 
increasing the production of affordable rental units across the state. In 
November 2018, the Honolulu City Council passed a bill requiring build-
ing permits for one- and two-family homes to be issued within 60 days 
after applications were submitted. Honolulu Mayor Kirk Caldwell allowed 
the bill to become law without his signature.

er in the night.” 
“We rarely do stuff  all together as a 

family – that’s hard when you juggle a 
schedule. It’s emotional, and kids start 
off  as little kids and suddenly they are 
adults and you feel like you’ve missed 
their childhood because you’ve worked 
their whole life,” Holcom says. 

But he doesn’t see any way out of this. 
“If one of us couldn’t work, we wouldn’t 
be able to pay our bills. We would prob-
ably have enough for one month. But 
that’s pushing it,” he says. 

His wife and kids aren’t the only 
ones he’s not seeing enough of. He’s 
also not visiting a doctor regularly to 
manage his diabetes, even though he 
has health care coverage.

“I just don’t have time for the doctor. 
You have to take time off  work to go. I’d 
only go if I were so sick I couldn’t go to 
work. And anyway, they’re just going to 
tell me to take medicine and eat this or 
not eat that,” he says. 

Maquera, the housekeeper who 
works seven days a week at two diff erent 
hotels, struggles with pain in her knees 
and back. Even though she has insur-
ance, she hasn’t seen a doctor because 
that would mean taking time off  work. 
She fears that any missed days on her re-
cord would endanger her job. 

“You don’t go to the doctor unless 
you can’t get up from bed. Even though 
you have pain from last night, just take a 
pain reliever, or put pain oil on it and get 
to work. Even if we don’t feel good, we 
have to go,” Maquera says. 

ALICE households often make 
trade-off s on health care. “A family may 
have expensive medication as a house-
hold cost. But paying for that medica-
tion as it’s prescribed might mean they 
have less money for groceries, or come 
up short in rent. Maybe they will fi ll 
their prescription half as often, or split 
up medications so they are only taking 
half of the prescribed dosage. People are 
trying to fi gure out how to be creative 
given the means that they have,” says 
Lee-Ibarra of JLI Consulting.

Low-wage workers, who frequently 
deal with physical stress on the job, must 
also deal with the mental stress from fi -
nancial hardship. “You have so much on 
your mind to think about every day. How 
am I going to get through this, how am I 
going to survive, are we going to be able 
to have enough for this month, can I pay 
the bills? With all this, there’s not a time 

“I JUST DON’T HAVE TIME FOR 
THE DOCTOR. YOU HAVE TO TAKE 
TIME OFF WORK TO GO. I’D ONLY 
GO IF I WERE SO SICK I COULDN’T 
GO TO WORK.” 
A N D R E  H O L C O M
He and his wife both work two jobs on Maui

NAVIG ATI N G A 
CO M PLE X SYSTE M

The only people who have any counsel-
ors are the homeless. But people like me, 
who are retired, have to poke around. The 
state doesn’t come out and ask you if So-
cial Security is your only form of income. 
They don’t care. The places that do off er 
the benefi ts, they don’t have any outreach. 
There was nobody checking in on me, ask-
ing, are you making enough?” Stork says. 

Even if a person fi nds out about the 
benefi ts, there are other challenges. 
“Some of these applications are very long 
and arduous for just a small amount of 
support,” says Brent Kakesako, executive 
director of the Hawai‘i Alliance for Com-
munity Based Economic Development.

“For example, for SNAP you’re re-
quired to do a six-month review, and 
if you’re houseless, you may not have a 
permanent address. And it may be hard 
to get ahold of you by phone. If you don’t 
respond you automatically lose your 
benefi ts. If you try to reapply you have to 
start from scratch. It’s a disincentive for 
people to improve their situation.”

Kakesako adds: “Others may argue 
that we’re just trying to hold people ac-
countable, but statistically, fraud is ex-
tremely low. And most people try to use 

the benefi ts the way they are supposed to. 
They aren’t trying to game the system.”

The ALICE report also states that 
many needy families choose not to ap-
ply for help because of all of the costs 
incurred in the application process. It 
involves time off  work, child care, trans-
portation and potentially lost wages. 

“For people who need timely access 
to critical benefi ts, interacting with the 
government can become as time con-
suming as a part-time job,” write Jess 
Kahn and Mollie Ruskin in an article for 
the U.S. Digital Service, a federal agen-
cy set up to “deliver better government 
services to the American people through 
technology and design.”

There is also a matter of trust, Ka-
kesako says: “Applications ask for lots 
of sensitive information such as Social 
Security numbers, birth certifi cates. 
An application process also asks a lot of 
questions, sometimes very personal ones. 
That creates a hesitancy to engage and a 
defensiveness. It’s not clearly communi-
cated why an institution needs to know 
all of this, and unclear what 
part is federally required, what 
is state, and what is obsolete.”

JOB
AVERAGE 
HOURLY 

WAGE

RETAIL $11.46

WA ITE R S A N D 
WA ITR ES S ES $11.58

CA S H I E R S $10.31

O FFI C E C L E R KS , 
G E N E R A L $15.22

JA N ITO R S A N D 
C L E A N E R S $12.02

62%

$20 or less
$20-$40

6% 
$40-$60

0.3% 
above $80

0.5% 
$60-$80

31%

WHAT JOBS PAY PER HOUR IN HAWAI‘ I

M A I D S A N D 
H O U S E K E E PE R S $17.07

FO O D PR E P WO R K E R S 
A N D S E RV E R S , 

I N C LU D I N G FA S T FO O D
$9.18

S EC U R IT Y G UA R D S $12.94

S EC R E TA R I ES A N D 
A D M I N A S S I S TA NT S $18.43

L A N D S CA PI N G A N D 
G RO U N D S K E E PI N G 

WO R K E R S
$14.93

C O O KS ,  R ES TAU R A NT S $13.47

S TO C K C L E R KS A N D 
O R D E R FI L L E R S $13.08

C U S TO M E R S E RV I C E 
R E PR ES E NTATI V ES $17.03

L A B O R E R S A N D M OV E R S $13.86

M A I NTE N A N C E A N D 
R E PA I R WO R K E R S , 

G E N E R A L
$21.03

B O O K K E E PI N G , 
AC C O U NTI N G A N D 

AU D IT C L E R KS
$18.21

TE AC H E R A S S I S TA NT S $14.00

ALICE REPORT SOURCES: 2015 Point-in-Time Data: American Community Survey, 2015. ALICE Demographics: American 
Community Survey, 2015, and the ALICE threshold, 2015. Income Assessment: Offi  ce of Management and Budget, 2016; U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA); American Community Survey, 2015; National Association of State Budget Offi  cers, 2015; 
NCCS Data Web Report Builder, Urban Institute, 2012; see methodology overview at unitedwayalice.org/hawaii. Budget: U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD); USDA; Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS); Internal Revenue Service (IRS); 
Tax Foundation of Hawai‘i and Hawai‘i Department of Taxation; and Hawai‘i Department of Human Services, 2015.

ALICE REPORT SOURCES: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment Statistics Wage Survey—All In-
dustries Combined, 2015

HAWAI ' I 55%

HONOLULU 46%

KAUA‘ I 43%

MAUI  AND 
KALAWAO 51%

COUNTY BY 
COUNTY

WAHIAWĀ 62%

HILO 58%

KĪHEI 58%

URBAN 
HONOLULU 54%

WAILUKU 53%

KAHULUI 53%

HARD-HIT TOWNS

ASIAN 46%

WHITE 48%

TWO OR MORE 49%

HISPANIC 62%

HAWAIIAN 57%

BLACK 61%

RACE AND ETHNICITY

STRUGGLING HOUSEHOLDS

 Percentage of Hawai‘i 
households that are either 
in poverty or ALICE:

C H A N G E  R E P O R TC O M M U N I T Y  &  E C O N O M Y
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THE IMAGE TO THE RIGHT  shows 
a few loops from a more detailed sys-
tems map of the challenges faced by 
ALICE households.

A systems map is a visual repre-
sentation of how cause-and-eff ect 
relationships perpetuate or worsen 
aspects of our society. These cause-
and-eff ect relationships often form 
“loops” that feed themselves – which 
can help explain why some social 
problems get worse despite eff orts to 
reduce them.

The overall ALICE map is one 
way to help understand the challeng-
es these families face. It is especially 
valuable because it identifi es the neg-
ative feedback loops that reinforce 
a problem and the positive feedback 
loops that might help solve it. May-
be most important of all, the map can 
help nonprofi ts identify key places in 
the system where social service action 
and spending might help the most.

The Aloha United Way and other 
nonprofi ts use the map to help them 
focus on prevention and identify high 
leverage points where spending “a 
dollar would have maximum impact,” 
says Cindy Adams, president and 
CEO of AUW.

The map was created with the 
help of the Hawai‘i Leadership Fo-
rum and Sam Dorios, the forum’s 
systems and complexity associate, 
with input from ALICE households 
and the agencies that support them, 
Adams says. She says the 
map continues to evolve as 
more is learned.

PETRANIK:  The Hawai‘i ALICE Report 
is part of a national effort.

ADAMS:  Eighteen states have published 
ALICE reports that cover more than 60 
percent of the nation’s population. The 
data starts in 2007 and works forward to 
track how well households have recovered 
from the Great Recession. 

The systems map (detail is shown 
on the previous pages) helps to explain 
Hawai‘i’s ALICE households’ challenges. 
The map is informed by community input 
from a broad cross-section of stakehold-
ers, including ALICE individuals and fami-
lies. It is a living document that will evolve 
as we learn from collaborating with non-
profits and work with ALICE households. 
Some loops have already been revised to 
reflect learning that has taken place.

Aloha United Way has committed 
funding for three years toward an ALICE 
grant whose goal is to support fi nancial 
stability and upward mobility of ALICE 
households. During the grant period, we 
will learn more about where the map’s as-
sumptions were correct or maybe underde-
veloped. We will make adjustments to the 
map and, more importantly, improve upon 
the work we are funding in the community. 

MCFARLANE:  The map shows key ar-
eas where change can be leveraged. If 
we can support the financial well-being 
of a household, we know that the ripple 
effects going forward are substantial: for 
health, for education, for long-term em-
ployment outcomes. There are benefits 
across the life-course for individuals, and 
the potential to influence the inter-gener-
ational impacts of disadvantage which is 
a benefit to all of us in Hawai‘i. 

 A significant underlying factor is the 
growing cost of living in Hawai‘i and the 
squeeze that it puts on all citizens, but 
particularly for ALICE families.

A HOLISTIC WAY

01 . 

ALICE
TRAP

02 . 
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ALICE
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Immediate
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ALICE
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ALICE
Unable to
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ALICE TRAP 

ALICE families and individuals have 
limited money and time, which 
hampers many aspects of their lives. 
This intensifi es stress, which further 
strains family stability, lowers their 
ability to build wealth, hinders their 
education and that of their children, 
and reduces so many options. This 
helps explain why ALICE households 
struggle to reach fi nancial sustain-
ability and break out of the cycle.

INVISIBLE ALICE 

Facing so many limits, ALICE 
families and individuals must focus 
on their immediate needs at the 
cost of long-term financial plans. 
Their lack of time, money and other 
assets inhibits their ability to lobby 
for help. Though ALICE represents 
37 percent of local households, they 
have little political power in Hawai‘i.

The full Hawai‘i ALICE systems map, with a step-by-step introduction, is at 
hlf.kumu.io/alice-systems-map. You can go directly to the map at kumu.io/hlf/alice.

A SCARCE TREASURE IS  TIME

PETRANIK:  Can you give an example of 
something you reconsidered?

ADAMS:  One assumption was, given the 
opportunity, that adults in ALICE house-
holds would want to go back to school, 
finish a degree or learn new skills to in-
crease their household income. In fact, we 
found that the majority were not interest-
ed in going back to college or allocating 
extra time to skill development because it 
was more important to spend time with 
their family and children, which was al-
ready very limited.

BAKER:  The ALICE families understood 
that a large part of their children’s quali-
ty of life and their own quality of life was 
their time together. And they wanted 
more of that, the reward of being togeth-
er. This meant a lot to them.

ADAMS:  Parents work long hours and 
odd hours, often on weekends. There is 
some sense of guilt when you don’t have 
time to be with your children. This is uni-
versal, but this was a very basic loss for 
these parents, like one more thing they 
couldn’t give their children.

BAKER:  Another interesting thing came 
up in interviews with ALICE families. 
They didn’t say they were happy with 
where they were at. What they said was, 
“I’m accepting of where I am at, but I 
want something better for my kids.” That 
was almost universal. They had a real, real 
heavy focus on their children. 

Another thing that our mapping of 
the ALICE families “system” clearly 
identified for us was places where the 
system was frozen, where there is very, 
very little that can be done to it. From 
our perspective, those were areas where 

we wouldn’t want to invest dollars 
because obviously you’re not going 
to get as much impact.

One of those frozen areas is the 
whole issue of government support 
and government benefits and how 
difficult that is for people to nav-
igate these systems. Government 
support and assistance is more 
abundant for poverty-level house-
holds than the ALICE population, 
but even the ALICE population can 
benefit from many of those gov-
ernment support programs. Once 
again, it’s a time issue: The time 
it takes to work their way through 
that system is overwhelming. 

TAKE-HOME PAY

ADAMS:  There’s a sensitivity 
among businesses about raising 
wages and compensation. This is 
understandable. The solution to AL-
ICE is not just about compensation. 
It includes addressing the high cost 
of living in Hawai‘i. We cannot pay 
people enough to get ourselves out 
of the high cost of living cycle. We 
must address housing affordabililty. 
Housing is the single largest house-
hold expense. The second is the cost 
of child care and preschool. If we can 
address child care, parents will have 
more fl exibility for upward fi nan-
cial mobility and this will help break 
multi-generational cycles of poverty. 
The same with access to preschool.

The big challenge is coming 
together as a community to look at 
all these issues within the context 
of a dynamic system instead of as 
independent problems. We have to 
figure this out.

OTHER SOLUTIONS

ADAMS:  One thing businesses can 
do is something we challenged our-
selves with at Aloha United Way. 
What could we do in the way of a 
benefits package to help address 
some of our employees’ household 
needs? We made paid time off 
flexible, meaning not just for use 
when the employee gets sick, but 
allows the employee to take time 
off if the child is sick, or if they 
are a primary caregiver for some-
body else in their family. Another 
example was allowing flexible work 
hours so employees could coordi-
nate their work schedule with lower 
or no-cost child care.

N E E D E D : 
A  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  S O L U T I O N

ALOHA UNITED WAY COORDINATED THE CREATION  of the Hawai‘i ALICE report with 
support from the Bank of Hawaii Foundation, the Hawai‘i Community Foundation and 
Kamehameha Schools. Hawaii Business Editor Steve Petranik interviewed three of AUW’s 
leaders: President and CEO Cindy Adams, COO Norm Baker and VP for Community Impact 
Elizabeth McFarlane. Here are condensed highlights of that conversation.

LEADERS OF THE ALOHA UNITED WAY SAY NO SINGLE FIX 
WILL SOLVE THE PROBLEMS OF HAWAI‘I’S ALICE FAMILIES. 
WHAT’S NEEDED INSTEAD IS A MULTIFACETED APPROACH.

EXPLAIN ING THE TWO LOOPS

Cindy
Adams

Elizabeth 
McFarlane

Norm
Baker

TO UNDERSTAND

T

C H A N G E  R E P O R T
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and community garden for people to 
learn how to grow food. 

Many hope Kahauiki Village is a model 
that others can follow. “When people say 
we can’t build affordable housing in Ha-
wai‘i, that’s baloney. We can,” says Marc 
Alexander, executive director of the city 
and county of Honolulu’s Office of Hous-
ing. “Not only that, he (Kurisu) did it. It’s 
our proof of concept. When people say 
public-private partnerships can’t work, 
that’s also baloney. There is the example.”

LOURDES MAQUERA WORKS  15-hour 
days at two different housekeeping jobs. 
Her commute between Waipahu and 
Waikīkī eats up at least an hour each way. 
Most of the week, she’s away from home 
from 6 a.m. to 11 p.m. When she’s running 
late she’ll drive, but parking can cost $20. 
Such expenses can mean the difference 
between making ends meet or having to 
pay groceries on a credit card.

If Harrison Rue’s vision for the fu-
ture of transportation comes to pass, 
commuters like Maquera won’t have to 
spend that kind of money or time getting 
to and from work. Rue is the administra-
tor of Honolulu community building and 
transit-oriented development.

At the heart of his vision is rail. As Rue 
explains, we shouldn’t see rail as an end in 
itself but as a catalyst. It will spur devel-
opment in housing, and at least a portion 
of that will be dedicated to affordable op-
tions. It will drive investments in sidewalks, 
parks and sewer lines. It will bring more 
bike sharing and ride-hailing services. It 
will reduce the number of parking garages 
needed, potentially opening up their use 
for more housing. It will make apartment 
buildings more affordable because they will 
no longer need as much parking. 

In this future, Maquera could save as 
much as $10,000 a year – the average cost 
Hawai‘i residents pay for car payments, 
maintenance and gas. 

“When I grew up in suburbia, the car 
was freedom for me,” says Rue. “But now 
the car is a ball and chain around the 
neck of somebody. Especially if it comes 
down to whether I can afford my own 

HERE ARE MANY EF-
FORTS TO support AL-
ICE families, but people 
disagree on some of the 
proposed solutions. 

For example, some 
people argue that short-term rentals for 
tourists are a problem, taking homes out 
of circulation and raising rental prices for 
locals. Others say Airbnb rentals provide 
critical extra income for working families.

Some argue we must increase the 
minimum hourly wage to at least $15. 
Others say this would make it harder for 
small businesses – many owned by AL-
ICE households – to compete.

Some argue for raising taxes on in-
vestment properties owned by residents 
of other states and countries to pay for 
housing and education. Others believe 
the costs would just be passed down to 
tenants and local consumers. 

Cindy Adams, president and CEO 
of AUW, emphasizes there simply is no 
silver bullet. “Helping ALICE and our 
community and helping our families is a 
multifaceted issue. It’s compensation. It’s 
affordable housing. It’s affordable child 
care. It’s free preschool. It’s better bene-
fits from our employers. It’s all of those 
things. But what is important to under-
stand is that we can’t fix ALICE on just 
the back of one piece of that puzzle.” 

Gavin Thornton, co-executive director 
of the Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law 
and Economic Justice, suggests that in-
stead of focusing on what’s right in front 
of us, we step back to identify the more 
fundamental issues. He uses a analogy to 
illustrate. “You’re standing on a river bank 
and someone comes down the river and 
they are drowning. You jump in and save 
them. Later on, you see someone else go-
ing down. You jump in again. And it keeps 
going on like that: You keep seeing people 
drowning, you keep jumping in.

“But what if you actually walked up-
stream to figure out what was causing this 
to happen? How is it that we’ve gotten to 
the point that 48 percent of our families 
are a paycheck away from homelessness?”

In this section, we explore four ways 
forward that some local leaders have 
identified. 

LAST CHRISTMAS,  Faamamamika Vae-
sau and his wife were living in a homeless 
shelter with their three children. Their 
two jobs were just not enough to cover 
rent and groceries. This Christmas, things 
are different. They live in a two-bedroom 
place with rent he can afford, neighbors 
who help him watch his kids, and a new 
job that pays him $5 more an hour than 
his previous one. He’s even able save a lit-
tle at the end of the month. 

“We couldn’t celebrate Christmas for 
so long because all the money went toward 
the bills. This was the first year my kids got 
to have a tree and presents. To see them so 
excited, I felt so happy. And, to be honest, I 
felt so happy I started to cry,” says Vaesau.

What turned things around for him 
was the chance to live at Kahauiki Village, 
which provides permanent affordable 
housing to working families who were 
once homeless.

The story of Kahauiki Village is, in 
many ways, the story of how different 
groups disrupted the typical inertia for 
the sake of doing something extraor-
dinary together. It starts with catalyst 
Duane Kurisu, who was deeply moved by 
the plight of homeless people in Hawai‘i 
and wanted to help develop more afford-

able housing. (Disclosure: Kurisu is the 
owner of Hawaii Business.)

Instead of slogging through the usu-
al process, Kurisu took advantage of an 
emergency proclamation allowing govern-
ment agencies to be fast-tracked through 
the bureaucratic process. In essence, as 
he describes it, government provided free 
land, got approvals completed quickly and 
provided infrastructure. The private side 
took on the financial risk and brought agil-
ity and creativity to the project.

“I cannot overemphasize the impor-
tance of a public-private partnership,” 
says Kurisu. “Government cannot do this 
alone and the private industry cannot do 
it alone. It has to be done together and it 
needs to start from a standpoint of trust.”

Others volunteered their time, donat-

ed resources and provided expertise. Even 
outsiders were persuaded to provide sup-
port. For example, Japanese manufactur-
er Komatsu donated modular homes and 
Tesla provided the batteries that allowed 
the development to function off the grid. 

“The amount of giving that came from 
people, both in monetary terms, but more 
importantly from their hearts and from 
the energy that was given to the project, 
exceeded all of our expectations. I think 
what we saw was that people want to help. 
They just need a way to help,” says Kurisu.

Inspired by memories of the plan-
tation culture he grew up in, Kurisu en-
visioned an environment where people 
could live in dignity and in community. 
To that end, the village includes a day 
care, preschool, laundry, grocery store 

1 . 

Be willing 
to disrupt 

old processes

2 . 

Design solution 
systems, not

just fixes
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place versus crashing on my uncle’s liv-
ing room couch.” 

Aki Marceau, managing director of 
the Elemental Excelerator, sees rail as the 
fi rst of the interconnected services that 
will make life better for ALICE families 
and bring Hawai‘i closer to its goal of us-
ing 100 percent renewable energy sources 
by 2045. She points out the state current-
ly spends $5 billion every year to import 
crude oil to power our cars and produce 
electricity. When all of our energy is cre-
ated entirely within the state, energy bills 
such as Maquera’s will go down – current-
ly hers is at least 2.5 times more than the 
average person living on the Mainland. 

The clean economy will also create an 
estimated 3,500 new jobs every year, pay-
ing on average $3-$7 more than the medi-
an wage today, says Marceau. These will 
include roles in construction, solar pan-
el installation, wind-farm maintenance, 
data reading and coding. Most of these, 
Marceau says, will require training but not 
necessarily a college education, making 
them attainable for most people in society. 

“I believe we can actually design 
the future that we want to live in. We 
shouldn’t let technology just happen to 
us. We should harness technology and 
innovation to achieve the type of world 
and type of communities that we’re try-
ing to achieve,” Marceau says. 

“We’re going to be a postcard from 
the future about how we mitigate and 
adapt to the impacts of climate change. 
And with that will come higher paying 
jobs for so many people.”

EVERY DAY,  Kalihi public school teacher 
Nicole Schubert sees how fi nancial dis-
tress impacts her students’ ability to envi-
sion their futures. “We’re pushing college 
on these kids, but I don’t think they can 
fathom picking up a student loan or leav-
ing the state to go to school. Those things 
are hard for them to visualize because 
their whole family has lived here their 
whole lives, or maybe their parents are 
from Micronesia and never went to col-
lege. And so it’s hard for many of them to 
picture anything but going into low-wage 
jobs like their parents.” 

Kamehameha Schools’ VP of strategy 

and innovation, Lauren Nahme, describes 
this cycle of poverty: “Having household 
stresses aff ects education priorities, and it 
aff ects their readiness to learn when they 
go to school. They are experiencing lack 
of connection and mentorship at home 
because parents are stressed out or maybe 
there is only one parent or no parent. A re-
ally big part of fi nancial stability is having 
asset ownership and health that you can 
transfer from generation to generation. 
The less base you have, the less you’ll pri-
oritize higher levels of education, espe-
cially if there are costs involved.” 

YouthBuild, a program funded by 
the U.S. Department of Labor, seeks to 
break that cycle by off ering 15-25-year-
olds from low-income families the op-
portunity to complete their GEDs while 
simultaneously gaining job training by 
constructing 400-square-foot residen-
tial units. What makes this program even 
more relevant when it comes to solving 
the ALICE challenge is that the homes 
these youths build will be reserved for 
low-income renters. 

“The goal is that when the students 
are done with our eight-month program, 
they have OSHA, forklift and other cer-
tifi cations under their belt, so they can 
get jobs in the construction fi eld. But at 
the same time we’re working with these 
at-risk youth, we’re also addressing the 
aff ordable housing issue,” says interim 
project manager Mona Bernardino. 

Terrence George, president and CEO 
of the Harold K. L. Castle Foundation, 
says one way to reduce the number of 
ALICE families is to show students the 
connection between education and high-
er salaries. “There’s national data that 
shows that if you get a B.A., your lifetime 
earnings are $1 million more than if you 
just had a high school degree,” he says.

His foundation supports partnerships 
between educators and high growth in-
dustries, early college work in high school, 

project-based cultures in schools, fi eld trips 
to job sites and student apprenticeships. 

George’s goal is to empower students 
with all of the tools and exposure they 
need to make the best decisions for them-
selves. “For example, there is plenty of 
demand for certifi ed nurses in our state. 
But on those salaries, you may stay AL-
ICE forever. However, if you train to be a 
nurse for an anesthesiologist, while there 
may not be as many jobs in the state, you 
will be able to make a lot more.” 

He adds, “If you ensure there’s strong 
educational opportunities for all, that are 
reasonably aff ordable, and lead persons 
to those life skills they need to lead, we 
will chisel away at the forces that contin-
ue to divide us and make the middle class 
wither away.”

WHEN I FIRST SPOKE WITH  Rob Val-
era, the maintenance engineer was 26 days 
into what would eventually become a 51-
day strike at the Sheraton Waikiki. He was 
also just one payment away from being de-
linquent on his mortgage. “It’s really scary 
to know you could receive a letter saying 
you’re one step closer to foreclosure. I get 
chicken skin every time I see the mail.”

Despite that fear, he believed it was 
important to keep up the strike. “I’ve put 
nearly 20 years of my life into this com-
pany. It’s my second home. I spend three 
hours in traffi  c every day to get to work 
and back home. So I’ve got to take care 
of it, got to take care of the others I work 
with. And in return, I feel like our em-
ployers should take care of us.”

The fundamental problem, Valera and 
other strikers expressed, is that the big-

gest companies in Hawai‘i are increasing-
ly being run by stakeholders who aren’t 
from Hawai‘i, may never have lived in the 
state and thus have little connection to 
their employees.

For Valera and the others, organizing 
and speaking with one voice was the best 
way to be heard. “The benefi ts and wages 
we get from employers were never given 
to us. They were fought for by genera-
tions before me. We’re not going to be the 
generation that gives in,” he says.

After the longest hotel workers strike 
in Hawai‘i since 1970, the union negotiat-
ed a total increase of $6 across wages and 
benefi ts over the next four years. Just as 
important for the union members were 
the wins on job security. If the employ-
er wants to introduce new technology 
that potentially replaces employees, they 
must notify worker committees, which 
then have a chance to negotiate retrain-
ing for other departments or fair sever-
ance packages. 

 “The word solidarity can seem ab-
stract, but the unity was just something 
I’d never seen before,” says Paola Rodelas, 
Unite Here Local 5 communications and 
community organizer. “We had very few 
workers actually cross the picket line. It 
was less than 1 percent of the 2,700 work-
ers. That, to me, was really inspiring.”

Rodelas describes the model of collec-
tive action as one everyone should prac-
tice, not just union members. She recalls 
a retiree approaching her in tears because 
her low income senior housing rent was 
about to be doubled. The woman won-
dered if Rodelas could help organize the 
other residents to come up with a plan of 
action. Rodelas agreed but didn’t expect 
much participation. She was shocked to 
fi nd 60 senior citizen residents gathered 
and waiting for her. 

“They did all of it themselves,” she 
says. “They organized. They picketed in 
front of the building to draw attention 
to the issue. All I did was get the media 
there. And in a matter of weeks, they got 
the governor to step in and say, your rent 
is not going to double.

“For me, that’s a testament to how at 
the core, we need to get organized. Beyond 
just wages and benefi ts, what would our 
community look like if, say, we as renters 
organized? The lesson that we can derive 
is the power of what happens when work-
ing people get together and de-
mand things not just for them-
selves, but for everyone.”

 Hawai‘i’s average annual 
household income of $77,765 
was the fourth highest in the 
nation in 2017.

But Hawai‘i’s average annual 
wages per earner were $49,671 
– that’s below the national 
average. How is that possible? 
Hawai‘i has the nation’s sec-
ond-highest average household 
size; high housing costs often 
persuade multiple earners to live 
together in a single household to 
make ends meet.

 About half of Hawai‘i’s residents have seen their income 
go down over time. From 1980 to 2015, earners in the 50th 
percentile of annual income suffered inflation-adjusted 
income declines of 1.5 percent, while earners in the 20th 
and 10th percentiles fared worse: income declines of 3.0 
percent and 6.1 percent respectively.

In the same period, earners at the 80th and 90th percen-
tiles experienced increases in income of 3.0% and 7.7%.

SOME NUMBERS CAN BE DECEPTIVE

SOURCE: DBEDT, federal Bureau of Labor 
Statistics

SOURCE: UHERO, National Equity Atlas, U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
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“IT’S HARD FOR MANY OF THEM 
(STUDENTS) TO PICTURE ANYTHING 
BUT GOING INTO LOW-WAGE JOBS 
LIKE THEIR PARENTS.”
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BUSINESSPEOPLE MAY HESITATE  to 
weigh in on poverty and social justice is-
sues, believing these are the exclusive do-
mains of nonprofit and community experts. 

To the contrary, Hawai‘i’s leaders urge 
businesspeople to get involved and bring 
their entrepreneurial instincts into play. 
“Businesses can roll up their sleeves and 
say we’ll bring concepts and solutions to 
the table for consideration, and strategies 
for implementing them. After all, that’s 
what a lot of businesses are good at,” says 
Colbert Matsumoto, executive chairman 
of the board at Island Insurance Cos. 

Supporting entrepreneurship is one 
way that businesspeople can help youths 
from ALICE households potentially break 
the cycle of poverty. Donavan Kealoha was 
born and raised in Hawai‘i. He worked for 
many years in a Silicon Valley venture cap-
ital firm and wondered why there weren’t 
more people who looked like him in the 
tech field. To rectify that, he co-founded 
Purple Mai‘a Foundation, which provides 
after-school classes in coding and comput-
er science to Native Hawaiian students, 
low-income youth and others underrepre-
sented in tech fields. 

He describes one former student – a 
shy girl with family challenges who had 
dropped out of school. She took instanta-
neously to the coding class and whizzed 

through the curriculum, got into a more 
advanced coding boot camp, and ended 
up helping out on a Microsoft project.

“I see students like that as future 
CEOs. As for me, I’m just trying to help 
these kids find their jam,” says Kealoha. 

Catherine Ngo, president and CEO of 
Central Pacific Bank, urges the business 
community to do what it does best: lever-
age its connections to create more fund-
ing for young entrepreneurs. “I do think 
that there is the capital out there we can 
harness – plenty of local capital as well 
as outside capital from Silicon Valley and 
Japan, places that have natural ties to Ha-
wai‘i. We need to make them aware of the 
number of ideas coming out of Hawai‘i 
that they can invest in.”

Another approach businesspeople 
should support is diversifying and upscal-
ing our visitor economy so that employers 
can increase service worker wages, says 
Paul Yonamine, chairman and CEO of 
Central Pacific Financial Corp. He sug-
gests designing more high-end experienc-
es in wellness, culture, sports and cuisine 
to attract VIPs. “We do a better job than 
any other place in the world making peo-
ple happy. But there’s still lots of work we 
can do to enhance the quality and value of 
what we provide in order to generate more 
money for local workers,” Yonamine says.

Business leaders can also volunteer 
their expertise. Mona Bernardino, in-
terim project manager at YouthBuild, is 
looking for architects to help her students 
build structures that will be rented out to 

low-income residents. That will save them 
the $7,000 it takes to hire someone to help 
them place the structure on-site, connect 
to utilities and meet permit requirements. 

“Businesses should not feel hesi-
tant to be stepping into this space,” says 
Joyce Lee-Ibarra, president and CEO of 
JLI Consulting. “They should be asking 
themselves, how can we harness what 
we know we’re good at that could be of 
benefit to ALICE households? How can 
we be creative in thinking about not just 
financial costs, but other areas of need 
for ALICE households? How can we 
bring in our most experimental, innova-
tive know-how?”

GIVE THEM A RAISE  if you can. But 
Cindy Adams, president and CEO of Alo-
ha United Way, says businesses shouldn’t 
think there is nothing they can do for their 
ALICE employees just because they can’t 
afford to raise their wages. Instead, she en-
courages businesses of all sizes to look for 
creative ways to offer other benefits that 
help employees become more resilient. 

For example, reimbursement for ed-
ucational enrichment, such as online 
courses, can help employees gain skills 
to advance their careers and earn more 
money. Plus your company could benefit 
from those advanced skills.

“Take an interest in helping peo-
ple gain skills in financial management. 
Provide counselors who can help them 
understand how to save and how to 
contribute to a 401(k) – the kind of stuff 
where they can learn how to put away 
their money,” suggests Connie Mitchell, 
executive director of the Institute for Hu-
man Services. After all, more financially 
secure employees can focus less on mere 
survival and more on their jobs.

Lee-Ibarra describes one business 
owner who brought in tax assistants to 
help all employees file for the earned in-

come tax credit. “I loved the cre-
ativity – this is really applicable to 
this target population, and some-
thing they wouldn’t take the time 
or have the mental bandwidth to 
seek out on their own.”

Offering full on-site child care 
is a large investment, but Barba-
ra DeBaryshe, interim director at 
the UH Center on the Family, says 
there are less costly options: “You 
could offer space for child care, 
working with other businesses jointly to 
rent that space to a child care organiza-
tion that would come in with their staff, 
licensing, health and safety, and curricu-
lum. As another option, some companies 
offer child care vouchers, which is like an 
employee benefit that employees can ap-
ply to a child care of their choice.” 

ALICE parents typically can’t afford 
full-time child care, often juggling work 
with picking up children and taking them 
to doctors’ appointments. Providing more 
flexible work schedules can alleviate the 
time pressure, as well as encourage fami-
lies to not skimp on regular medical care. 
The option to work from home can also 
make it easier to care for a sick child or 
elderly relative. 

Lee-Ibarra suggests simply asking em-
ployees what they need. “There are cir-
cumstances where people come up with 
solutions about a group that they’re not 
necessarily a part of. But really, the best 
way to find out is ask the people who are 
impacted what they need. Ask employees 
to come to the table for these conversa-
tions. They may not be able to generate 
immediate solutions, but they can speak 
to the lived experience of the problem that 
needs to be addressed.”

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT things 
for businesses to do, says Peter Ho, is 
to realize that the well-being of ALICE 

community members is, in fact, our own 
well-being – not something that can be 
separated out and ignored indefinitely 
without consequences. “We can think 
of all sorts of incredibly fantastic, stra-
tegic ideas, but fundamentally the most 
important strategic element of our 
business has to do with the continued 
health of the community. Without that, 
it doesn’t matter what we’ve come up 
with,” says Ho, chairman, president and 
CEO of Bank of Hawaii.

“If you think of your own long-term 
viability as a business, you begin to un-
derstand that we have a vested interest 
in being part of the solution. We can’t just 
stay observers,” he adds.

Ho’s comment was echoed many times 
by other leaders. Colbert Matsumoto, ex-
ecutive chairman of the board of Island 
Insurance Cos., warns that if the situation 
doesn’t improve, the employees and cus-
tomers of local businesses will leave the 
state for better pay and lower costs of liv-
ing. “I see that as a drain of talent, an ex-
odus of skills. We do a good job of raising 
our young people. But if ultimately they 
become one of our exports, we’re not go-
ing to be able to get them back.”

Paola Rodelas, communications and 
community organizer of the union, Unite 
Here Local 5, says that understanding 
such interconnectedness makes workers’ 

struggles and successes ultimately 
everybody’s. “Hotel companies are 
billion-dollar industries that aren’t 
even based in Hawai‘i anymore. It’s 
not the Hilton family that owns it 
anymore, it’s private equity. The 
only money we as a community 
get back from them is through our 
workers. When they are paid well, 
that’s money they spend back into 
the local economy and eating at 
local restaurants. Their tax mon-

ey pays into our schools and services our 
state needs. That’s one reason why the 
business community should care.”

While Hawai‘i’s leaders want every-
one to understand the gravity of the AL-
ICE report’s findings and their impact 
on all of us, there is also a great deal of 
hope. That hope is largely based on the 
fact that so many local leaders under-
stand our interconnectedness.

“We have advantages other places don’t 
have,” says Gavin Thornton, co-executive 
director of the Hawai‘i Appleseed Center 
for Law and Economic Justice. “We’re a 
relatively small community and we have 
the potential to address some of these com-
plex problems just because of that. In a way 
it makes it easier to have the conversations 
about change and to effectuate the change 
so we can all thrive together. 

 “I do think we’re at a tipping point. 
I’ve seen a lot of positive changes in just 
the past couple of years, and the ALICE 
report has been a big part of that. It has re-
ally captured people’s attention. And there 
are people coming together in ways they 
haven’t done before.” 

Ryan Kusumoto, president and CEO 
of Parents and Children Together, says the 
most encouraging thing he has observed 
is a shift in how the business community 
talks about the challenge. “We’re starting 
to see big business and for-profit entities 
coming in saying, ‘We can be a part of this 
solution because we get it. These are the 
people who are working for us, these are 
the people who are coming to our estab-
lishments to shop. And we need to be part 
of that solution because we’re Hawai‘i, 
we care about each other, we need to do 
that.’ So I think that’s a real bright spot 
we’re heading toward – a place where we 
can all be part of that solution because we 
understand it better,” Kusumoto says. 

“And I’ve been starting to hear that 
shift. There’s less talk of ‘those people’ 
and more of ‘us.’ More of ‘we.’ More of 
how can ‘we together’ do this.” 

PART 3:

WHAT CAN I DO?
WITH SO MANY NEEDY FAMILIES, 

BUSINESSPEOPLE CAN FEEL 
OVERWHELMED BY THE ISSUES THAT DEFY 

EASY SOLUTIONS. BUT THE LEADERS WE 
INTERVIEWED STRESS THAT EVEN THOUGH 

THE CHALLENGES ARE COMPLEX, OUR 
INDIVIDUAL RESPONSES DON’T HAVE TO 

BE. HERE ARE THREE PRINCIPLES TO 
FOLLOW IF YOU WANT TO HELP. 

2 . 

Support Your Own
ALICE Employees

3 . 

Remember,
We’re All Connected

1 . 

Do What You Do Best

WHAT ARE 
YOUR SOLUTIONS?

THE VAESAUS AT THEIR CURRENT 
HOME IN KAHAUIKI  VILLAGE

 WE’D LOVE TO LEARN ON SOCIAL MEDIA  about programs you recommend that deal 
with these problems. Use the tag #ChangeHawaii on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram. 
Or tell us about other issues and your overall thoughts on this CHANGE Report.
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