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CLOSING THE WAGE GAP IS ESPECIALLY IMPORTANT FOR

WOMEN OF COLOR IN DIFFICULT TIMES

American women who work full-time, year-round are paid only 77 cents for every dollar paid
to their male counterparts.1 But the wage gap is even larger for many women of color,2 with
African-American women making only 62 cents, and Hispanic women only 53 cents, for every
dollar earned by white, non-Hispanic men.3

These gaps translate into a loss of $19,581 for African-American women and $24,224 for
Hispanic women every year.4 Closing the wage gap is, therefore, particularly important for
African-American and Hispanic women, who are already more likely to have lower incomes and
to be in poverty than any other group.5 Although enforcement of the Equal Pay Act as well as
other civil rights laws has helped to narrow the wage gap over time, it is critical for these women
of color and their families that the significant pay disparities that remain are addressed.

The Wage Gap Persists for Many Women of Color When Race and Sex
Are Considered Separately

The wage gap for African-American and Hispanic women persists even when the effect of
race or sex is considered alone.

 The earnings of African-American and Hispanic women represent just 83 percent and 71
percent, respectively, of the earnings of white women.6

 African-American women earn roughly 85 percent of every dollar earned by their African-
American male counterparts. The gap is similar for Hispanic women, who earn just 87
cents of every dollar earned by their Hispanic male counterparts.7

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2010 Annual Social and Economic Supplement
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Fair Pay for Women of Color Is Particularly Important in Difficult Times

Many women of color are in precarious economic circumstances in this difficult economy, and
they encounter substantial barriers to advancement. African-American and Hispanic women are
more likely than white, non-Hispanic men to work in jobs that pay at or below minimum wage,
and they are also experiencing slower wage growth than white women.

 Last year, 7.7 percent of African-American and 8.5 percent of Hispanic women worked in
jobs that paid at or below minimum wage, compared to just 4.3 percent of white non-
Hispanic men.8 These low-paying occupations, such as home health aides or maids and
housekeepers, typically have a higher concentration of minority workers and a high
number of female workers as compared to other, higher paying jobs.9

 The wages of many minority women are also increasing more slowly than those of other
women. While women overall have seen their wages increase by 31 percent in constant
2009 dollars since 1970, African-American and Hispanic women have seen much slower
and smaller growth of 25 percent and 18 percent respectively.10

Fair pay for women of color is thus particularly important in this difficult economy because
the wage gap has a severe impact on the earnings of women of color and their families.

 The effect of the wage gap is most difficult for women of color who are heads of
households. African-American and Hispanic women are more likely than white women to
be heads of households.11 The effect of this pattern on household income is stark:
Married households reported median incomes in 2009 of $71,830, while female-headed
households reported much lower earnings of $32,597.12 These trends persisted across
race.13

 The wage gap also exacerbates poverty rates for many women of color and their families.
In 2009, a Hispanic woman who was a relatively low-wage earner for her ethnic group and
sex did not earn enough to bring a family of four above the Federal Poverty Level (FPL),14

which was $21,756 for a family of four in 2009.15 However, a white, non-Hispanic man
who was a relatively low-wage earner for his racial group and sex earned $30,000 per
year, sufficient to bring a family of four well above the poverty line.16

 The wage gap may also make it more difficult for women of color to move beyond the
middle class. According to one analysis, only 26 percent of minority women live in
families with an income considered to be “upper-middle-class and above,” defined as an
income of $58,000 or more, “while 40 percent of minority men, 46 percent of white
women, and 60 percent of white men have achieved this level of family income.”17

Unfair pay also harms women of color who depend on unemployment insurance, which
provides temporary income support to workers who lose their jobs and serves as a crucial safety
net for many families in a difficult economy.

 Because unemployment benefits are tied to past wages and women’s wages lag behind
men’s wages, unemployed women receive less in unemployment benefits than men.

 Not only do African-American and Hispanic women earn substantially less than white,
non-Hispanic women and men, they are also more likely to be unemployed than white
men.18

Closing the wage gap could have a dramatic effect on the ability of women of color to pay for
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housing, put food on the table, and pay their bills, financial stresses particularly applicable to
these groups of women.

 In one study by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, which was based on pre-
recession data, 20 percent of African-American women, and 23 percent of Hispanic
women, reported being very worried or fairly worried about having enough food for their
families, compared to 10 percent of white women.19

 In addition, 48 percent of African-American women, and 42 percent of Hispanic women,
reported not having enough money to pay a bill on time, compared to 26 percent of white
women.20

 And 18 percent of minority women, versus 7 percent of white women, said they were
fairly worried or very worried about their ability to pay their mortgage payments.21

The Wage Gap for African-American and Hispanic Women Varies by State

The wage gap for African-American and Hispanic women working full-time, year-round
varies widely by state, as indicated in Table 1 (see page 5). African-American women fare best in
Nevada, where they earn 88.9 percent of what their white, non-Hispanic male counterparts earn,
but worst in North Dakota, where they earn 37.8 percent. Hispanic women fare best in Vermont,
where they earn 97.4 percent of what their white, non-Hispanic male counterparts earn, but worst
in the District of Columbia, where they earn 34.9 percent.22 Thus, while African-American and
Hispanic women experience somewhat more muted wage gaps in certain states, in others they
make barely more than one-third of what white, non-Hispanic men earn.

The Paycheck Fairness Act Would Help Women of Color

Women of color and their families cannot afford unfair pay in this difficult economy.
Fortunately, the Paycheck Fairness Act, currently pending in the 112th Congress, would help combat
pay discrimination. The Act has twice passed the U.S. House of Representatives and was only two
votes shy of receiving a Senate vote on its merits in the last Congress.

The Act would build upon the Equal Pay Act of 1963, which made it illegal for employers to
pay unequal wages to men and women who perform substantially equal work. Among other
things:

 The Act would allow victims of sex-based wage discrimination to receive full
compensatory and punitive damages, as opposed to the more limited liquidated damages
and back pay awards currently available under the Equal Pay Act. This change would be
particularly important for women of color, because they could receive the same remedies
for both race- or ethnicity-based discrimination and for sex-based discrimination.

 The Act would allow individuals who are victims of sex-based pay discrimination to seek
justice as a class by automatically considering members part of a class action unless they
choose to opt out, in conformity with the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure.

 The Act would tighten the affirmative defenses on which employers can rely to dispute the
discriminatory nature of wage disparities, ensuring that an employer can excuse a pay
differential for men and women only where it can show that the differential is truly
caused by something other than sex, is related to job performance, and is consistent with
business necessity.
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 The Act would clarify that individuals need not point to a comparable employee’s pay in
the same office to prove pay discrimination, but may instead look at the employer’s pay
practices across the same county or similar political subdivision, and in some
commonsense circumstances, between broader groups of employees in the employer’s
offices.

 The Act would facilitate detection of pay discrimination by prohibiting punishment of
employees who voluntarily share salary information with coworkers; by requiring a subset
of private employers to submit pay data by race, sex, and national origin to the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission; and by reinstating the collection of gender-based
data in the Current Employment Statistics survey.
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TABLE 1: State by State Wage Gap for Women of Color and
White, Non-Hispanic Men Working Full-Time, Full-Year23

State
African-American Women/

White Men
Hispanic Women/

White Men
Alabama 55.8% 41.1%
Alaska 55.7% 52.0%
Arizona 70.4% 55.5%

Arkansas 65.6% 57.1%
California 64.2% 42.4%
Colorado 61.2% 54.3%

Connecticut 55.4% 46.6%
Delaware 66.1% 51.0%

District of Columbia 45.6% 34.9%
Florida 61.4% 57.5%
Georgia 58.6% 45.1%
Hawaii 85.6% 60.1%
Idaho 45.4% 53.4%

Illinois 63.3% 47.2%
Indiana 61.6% 49.3%

Iowa 55.0% 54.4%
Kansas 66.1% 55.4%

Kentucky 67.5% 59.9%
Louisiana 47.6% 54.3%

Maine 56.1% 84.9%
Maryland 65.4% 47.2%

Massachusetts 65.1% 49.9%
Michigan 64.2% 54.6%
Minnesota 63.2% 54.4%
Mississippi 54.8% 67.1%

Missouri 69.6% 60.2%
Montana * 72.1%
Nebraska 68.5% 72.1%
Nevada 88.9% 50.1%

New Hampshire 59.3% 52.9%
New Jersey 58.7% 44.0%

New Mexico 54.3% 54.6%
New York 66.8% 54.0%

North Carolina 64.9% 44.9%
North Dakota 37.8% 68.0%

Ohio 66.1% 60.3%
Oklahoma 59.7% 49.9%

Oregon 62.7% 45.7%
Pennsylvania 66.8% 55.1%
Rhode Island 62.3% 46.3%

South Carolina 58.2% 44.6%
South Dakota 63.0% 68.6%

Tennessee 69.2% 56.9%
Texas 58.7% 44.3%
Utah 48.2% 51.5%

Vermont * 97.4%
Virginia 73.4% 54.5%

Washington 66.8% 46.7%
West Virginia 44.9% 57.8%

Wisconsin 69.7% 52.0%
Wyoming 65.0% 54.7%

*Estimates are not made in some states where sample sizes are insufficient.
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