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REQUEST FOR INFORMATION FROM THE PUBLIC 

New York City Department of Consumer Affairs 

 

CONTACT: Casey Adams, Director of City Legislative Affairs, 212-436-0095, 

cadams@dca.nyc.gov. 

 

SUMMARY: Income volatility refers to a month-to-month change in income of 25 percent or 

more. This change may stem from an income loss or an income gain. The New York City 

Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA) extends the comment period for its request for 

information (RFI) from the public about the impacts that income volatility has on New York City 

workers, consumers, and businesses and how the regulatory framework, policy landscape, and 

financial services market might evolve to support the needs of New Yorkers experiencing income 

volatility. 

  

I. Request for Information 

 

DCA’s mission is to protect and enhance the daily economic lives of New Yorkers to create 

thriving communities. In furtherance of that mission, DCA hereby requests information from the 

public about the impacts that income volatility has on New York City workers, consumers and 

businesses and how the regulatory framework, policy landscape, and financial services market 

might evolve to support the needs of New Yorkers experiencing income volatility, as set forth in 

greater detail in this document. 

  

DCA is particularly interested in responses to the questions listed in section V of this document. 

We also welcome additional comments, input, views, data, and other information beyond these 

questions that respondents believe would aid in our efforts to understand the impact of income 

volatility on workers, consumers, and the local economy.  

 

DCA first issued this RFI on January 11, 2018. The comment period concluded on March 11, 

2018. In order to provide the public additional opportunity to comment, DCA hereby extends the 

comment period until 5 PM on May 28, 2018. 

 

II. Procedure 

 

DCA welcomes the submission of all comments, input, views, data, and other information 

pertinent to this RFI by any interested party, organization, or person. The comment period will 

remain open until 5 PM on May 28, 2018. Submissions can be made in any of the following ways:
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 Mail. Addressed to the attention of Casey Adams, Director of City Legislative Affairs, 

New York City Department of Consumer Affairs, 42 Broadway 8th Floor, New York NY 

10004 

 Fax. (646)500-7433 

 Email. RFI@dca.nyc.gov 

 Online. By visiting http://www1.nyc.gov/site/dca/about/request-for-information.page 

III. Purpose 

 

Since the 1970s, individual and household income has become much more variable. Research has 

shown that households experiencing income volatility face a host of challenges. They are more 

likely than households with stable income to experience food insecurity and to delay important 

spending such as making bill payments. Missing payments due to income volatility generates 

burdensome costs in the form of late fees and penalty interest rates. Volatile income makes paying 

down debt and saving for the future more difficult, and is correlated with the use of costly 

alternative financial services such as payday lenders. In extreme cases, income volatility – in 

particular misaligned income and expenses – can lead to utility disruptions, eviction or foreclosure.  

 

While research into income volatility still lags behind research into poverty, income volatility is 

of growing interest to professionals in the financial health field, who seek to understand the impact 

of income volatility on the material and emotional wellbeing of American households. Through 

this RFI, DCA is seeking to learn more about the potential for regulators, policymakers, and 

financial services providers to evolve to support the needs of households with volatile incomes.  

 

IV. Background 

 

Income volatility refers to an upward or downward swing of 25 percent or more in household 

income. Unlike other measures of household financial wellbeing, such as the poverty rate, income 

volatility focuses attention on the financial instability households may experience from month to 

month and week to week. As households struggle to match income and expenses they may cut 

back on spending in areas such as health care and food to compensate for a dip in income. 

Households with volatile incomes may experience episodic poverty and unreliable access to 

needed safety-net programs. The non-financial effects of income volatility are concerning as well. 

Income volatility undermines families’ ability to feel secure and to plan for the future. Research 

suggests it may also lead to emotional distress and poor academic performance among children. 

To the extent that it contributes to financial stress, income volatility decreases worker productivity 

and increases absenteeism, undermining the health of New York City businesses and the city’s 

economy.   
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Strategies to help households mitigate the effects of income volatility tend to fall into four 

general categories:  

 

  Encouraging rainy day savings to aid in consumption smoothing 

  Encouraging access to affordable credit to aid in consumption smoothing 

  Expanding access to public benefits to aid in consumption smoothing 

  Encouraging stop-gap income generation such as through gig economy work 

 

Additionally, work has been done on the regulatory side to limit the extent to which employers 

contribute to income volatility through their scheduling and other employment practices, and in 

the private market to promote products that give workers early access to their earned wages.  

 

V. Guiding Questions 

 

Advocates, think tanks, benefits providers, businesses, and policymakers share an interest in 

helping households make the most of their financial resources. Dips in income and consumption 

associated with income volatility, and the attendant interference with a household’s ability to 

budget and plan, have a negative impact on individual wellbeing and the local economy. With the 

aim of increasing our understanding of income volatility and the challenges it presents, DCA 

provides the below list of guiding questions for consideration. These questions are intended to 

guide members of the public in crafting their submissions to this RFI and need not be addressed 

for a submission to be accepted. Submissions may address as many, or as few, of the guiding 

questions as the submitter wishes. 

 

1. What is the main source of income volatility for New York City households (e.g. within-job 

pay fluctuations, household composition changes, job changes or shifting benefits 

eligibility)? 

2. How does the distribution of income volatility in New York City vary by household size, 

race, education level, and gender of the head of household? 

3. How are income spikes (month-to-month income increases of 25 percent or more) 

experienced differently than income drops (month-to-month income decreases of 25 percent 

or more) by affected households? 

4. Are there particular ways that policy and programs can be responsive to the differences, if 

any, identified in question 3? 

5. What opportunities do income spikes present for adopting healthy financial behavior? 

6. How can individuals be incentivized to take the opportunities discussed in question 5? 
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7. How is the experience of income volatility different for households with high levels of debt? 

8. What is the impact of income volatility on worker productivity? 

9. What is the impact of income volatility on household economics and budgets for low wage 

workers? 

10. What fees that financial institutions impose may constitute a particular burden on households 

with volatile incomes? 

11. What products and messages do predatory lenders and other predatory businesses offer 

households with volatile incomes? 

12. By what mechanisms does a household transition from having volatile income to having 

stable income and how might the City help more households make this transition? 

13. What strategies and resources are households with volatile incomes currently using to smooth 

consumption? 

14. What potential benefits might reducing income volatility have for businesses and the local 

economy? 

15. How promising are mobile applications or other new technologies as a strategy for helping 

individuals and households manage income volatility? 

16. DCA’s Office of Labor Policy & Standards (OLPS) currently enforces several laws designed 

to address root causes of income volatility. These laws include the Paid Sick Leave Law, the 

Grocery Workers Retention Act, living and prevailing wage laws, the Freelance Isn’t Free 

Act, and the Fair Workweek Law. Do these policies aid workers in ways that address income 

volatility?  

17. In what other ways might OLPS support efforts to reduce income volatility in New York 

City? 

18. How might businesses and employers help to reduce income volatility? 

19. What potential benefits and risks do early wage access products hold for workers with 

volatile incomes? 

20. What kinds of financial counseling messages and strategies are most helpful to individuals 

with volatile incomes?  

21. How effectively do currently available credit and/or savings products target the needs of 

households experiencing income volatility? 
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22. How might the products described in question 21 be improved to better target the needs of 

households experiencing income volatility? 

23. What role, if any, might DCA or other government entities play in improving available 

savings and credit products, or developing new savings and credit products, to better target 

the needs of households experiencing income volatility? 

24. What have been the effects of recent minimum wage increases on the wellbeing of New York 

City workers who experience income volatility? 

25. Saving for retirement is an important part of building healthy finances, but may be 

particularly difficult for individuals with volatile incomes. What strategies, products, or 

policies can be used to make saving for retirement easier for individuals with volatile 

incomes? 

26. The Obama administration proposed a system of “wage insurance” whereby displaced 

workers could temporarily replace a portion of their lost wages to assist them in transitioning 

to a new career. Would such a proposal be feasible as a city program? 

27. Should DCA hold a public hearing at the conclusion of the comment period to receive further 

information from the public about income volatility? 


