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American women who work full-time, year-round are paid only 77 cents for every dollar paid to their male 
counterparts.2 This gap in earnings translates into $10,849 less per year in female median earnings, leaving 
women and their families shortchanged. The wage gap is 
even more substantial when race and gender are considered 
together, with African-American women making only 62 cents, 
and Latinas only 53 cents, for every dollar earned by white, 
non-Hispanic men.3 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 women and their families 
that the significant pay disparities that remain are addressed. 

I. Fair Pay for Women Is Particularly Important in 
Difficult Times.

Women’s lower wages are difficult on families that rely on 
women’s earnings, either in part or exclusively, as a source 
of income. They also have a dramatic impact on women’s 
unemployment insurance or retirement income. 

 ► Lower earnings resulting from discrimination have a 
serious impact on the economic security of the 6.34 
million families headed by working single mothers.4 

◙◙ Working single mothers with children struggled to 
make ends meet in 2009. Nearly a quarter, or more 
than 1.5 million, of all such families were poor. An 
additional 1.9 million working single mother families 
were struggling to make ends meet, falling between 
100 and 200 percent of the FPL, meaning that a 
majority (56.0 percent) of working single mother 
families lived under 200 percent of the FPL.5 

 ► Most two-parent families depend entirely or in part on 
women’s wages, and so also suffer when women receive 
unfair pay.

◙◙ More than 1.5 million married couples with children 
relied exclusively on women’s earnings at some 
point in 2009, representing 6.7 percent of all married 
couples with children.6
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◙◙ More than 13.9 million married couples with children relied on both parents’ earnings in 2009, 
representing 59.4 percent of all married couples with children.7 

 ► Unfair pay harms women and families that depend on women’s 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. 

◙◙ Since the economic recovery began, the unemployment rate for men has dropped sharply, falling from 
9.8 percent in July 2009 to 8.6 percent in March 2011. In contrast, the unemployment rate for women 
in March 2011 was 7.7 percent, no better than it was in July 2009 at the recovery’s outset. Between 
July 2009 and March 2011, women lost 212,000 jobs while men gained 757,000, a difference of 
969,000 jobs.8

◙◙ Circumstances are even more dire for female-headed households with children, which had an 
unemployment rate of 12.3 percent in March 2011, far exceeding the unemployment rate for women 
overall.9 

◙◙ 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. As these statistics show, 
women continue to lose ground, even during the economic recovery, and many of them depend on 
unemployment income to stay afloat. Reduced unemployment income due to the wage gap seriously 
undermines women’s economic security.

 ► The persistence of the wage gap results in women’s loss of retirement income and lower savings.

◙◙ Closing the gender wage gap is an important tool to enhance women’s ability to save and to ensure 
economic security for women and their families in retirement. For example, the Center for American 
Progress calculated that a typical woman would lose $434,000 in a 40-year period due to the wage 
gap.10 A typical woman who does not finish high school would lose $270,000 over a 40-year period,11 
a large amount of money for women likely to have low-wage jobs. 

◙◙ As a result of lower lifetime earnings, the average Social Security benefit for women 65 and older is 
about $12,000 per year, compared to nearly $16,000 for men of the same age.12 

◙◙ In 2008, the median annual income from pensions and annuities for women age 65 and older was 
60 percent of that received by men ($8,040 versus $13,200).13 One study found that the median 
female worker near retirement with a defined contribution plan or individual retirement account had 
accumulated $34,000, while her male counterpart held $70,000—more than twice as much.14 

II. Closing the Wage Gap Would Significantly Improve Families’ Finances.

Bringing women’s earnings in line with men’s earnings would greatly improve the economic situation for 
women and their families. An additional $10,849 per year is enough to:

 ► . . . pay the median cost of rent and utilities for a year with over $1,100 to spare, or the median 
mortgage payment and utilities for nearly an entire year (11 months and 28 days).15

◙◙ One in forty-five households—representing nearly 2.9 million properties nationwide—defaulted on a 
mortgage in 2010.16 Lost earnings due to the wage gap could make a substantial difference in helping 
these families stay in their homes. They could also affect whether a family can afford to pay rent.
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 ► . . . feed a household of four for a year with more than $2,100 to spare.17 

◙◙ The difficult economy has stretched family budgets for basic needs, particularly for households 
headed by women. In 2009, female-headed households made up 54.6 percent of all households with 
children receiving food stamp benefits, compared to 35.1 percent of all households with children.18 
With the deepening economic crisis, food stamp participation has continued to climb: In January 2011, 
more than 44 million people received assistance, an increase of over 5.1 million (or 13.1 percent) from 
the previous year.19 

 ► . . . pay a year’s child care costs for a four-year-old with over $3,700 to spare.20

◙◙ Child care expenditures consume a large percentage of families’ earnings, especially those earned by 
low-income and single mother families. Between 2000 and 2009, the cost of child care increased twice 
as fast as the median income of families with children.21 In Nevada, the state at the national median 
for child care costs, providing care for a four-year-old represented 23.1 percent of a single mother’s 
income and 9.4 percent of a two-parent family’s income.22 

◙◙ In 2006, the most recent year for which data is available, families living in poverty who paid for child 
care spent an average of 32.4 percent of their income on care, and families earning between 100 and 
200 percent of the federal poverty line devoted an average of 14.6 percent of their income to care. 
Even higher-income families (above 200 percent of the FPL) paying for child care spent 6.3 percent of 
their income on care.23 Women’s lost earnings due to the wage gap could alleviate part of this financial 
pressure. 

 ► . . . pay for three years of family health insurance premiums in an employer-sponsored health 
insurance program with over $400 to spare.24

◙◙ Women spend a significant amount of their income on out-of-pocket health costs and health insurance 
premiums, and they are more likely than men to experience serious financial hardship as a result of 
medical bills. In 2007, the most recent year for which these statistics are available, more than one-
third (35 percent) of working-age women spent 10 percent or more of their income on these expenses, 
and one-third of women, compared to one-quarter of men, were unable to pay for basic necessities 
because of medical bills.25 Closing the wage gap would provide essential help for women to pay for 
their medical expenses.

III. Women Earn Less Than Men in All States, but the Size of the Wage Gap Varies.

Although women and their families around the country are struggling, women have not achieved pay equity 
with men in a single state. Instead, in every state, men earn more than women, a pattern that affects women of 
all races, classes, and occupations. 

However, as indicated in Table 1 (see page 5), the size of the disparity does vary by state: In 2009, Washington, 
D.C., had the nation’s smallest wage gap, at 88.2 percent. The median wage gap of 76.7 percent was shared 
by the states of Illinois and Maine. Women fared worst relative to men in Wyoming, where women’s earnings 
represented only 65.5 percent of men’s earnings. 
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FEMALE TO MALE EARNINGS RATIO IN THE UNITED STATES
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From U.S. Census Bureau, “Men’s and Women’s Earnings by State: 2009 American Community Survey” (September 2010), available at 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/acsbr09-3.pdf

IV. The Paycheck Fairness Act Would Combat Sex-Based Pay Discrimination.

Women and their families cannot afford unfair pay, especially in this difficult economy. The Paycheck Fairness 
Act, currently pending in Congress, is essential to combat unfair pay. The Act has twice passed the U.S. House 
of Representatives and fell only two votes short of receiving a Senate vote on its merits in the last Congress. 
The Act builds 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 put the remedies for sex-based wage discrimination on equal 
footing with those for discrimination based on race or ethnicity.

 ► 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.

 ► 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 employers’ 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.
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 ► 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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