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LAWCENTER

EXPANDING THE POSSIBILITIES

for every dollar paid to men

THE PAYCHECK FAIRNESS ACT WOULD HELP
CLOSE THE WAGE GAP FOR RHODE ISLAND WOMEN

At the time of the Equal Pay Act’s passage in 1963, women earned merely 59 centsto every
dollar earned by men.> Enforcement of the Equal Pay Act and related civil rights laws has
helped to narrow the wage gap, but significant disparities remain and must be addressed.
Although Congress has recently taken initia stepsto improve the lawsthat govern pay
discrimination by passing the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009,? there is more than must be
doneto realize the decades old promise of equal pay for equal work. In particular, the Paycheck
Fairness Act would close loopholes in the Equal Pay Act, enhance the procedures and remedies
available to challenge violations of the law, and provide the government with tools to monitor
and address pay inequities. Thisbill, which has already passed the House of Representatives, is
particularly critical in these economically perilous times, when women and their families are
especialy vulnerable.

The Gender Wage Gap Persistsin Rhode | sland

Although the gap between men’s and women'’ s wages has narrowed over the past three
decades, on average women continue to earn significantly less than men.

e |n 2007, on average, women in Rhode Island working full-time, year-round earned only
77% of what men working full-time, year-round earned® -- one percentage point below
the nationwide average of 78%.*

e Thewage gap is even more substantial when race and gender are considered together.
White, non-Hispanic women working full-time, year-round in Rhode Island earned only
78% of the wages of White, non-Hispanic men. However, Black women working full-
time, year-round in Rhode Island earned only 55%, and Hispanic women only 44%, of
the wages of White, non-Hispanic men.®

e Thewage gap persists at al levels of education. Women in Rhode Island with a high
school diploma earned only 62% of what men with a high school diploma earned.
Women in Rhode Island with a bachelor’ s degree earned only 67% of the amount that
men with abachelor’s degree were paid. In fact, the average Rhode Island woman must
receive abachelor’ s degree before she earns as much as the average Rhode Island male
high school graduate.®

e Thewage gap exists across occupations. For example, Rhode Island women working
full-time, year-round in management, business, and finance occupations earned only 67%
of what men in the same occupations earned, and Rhode I1sland women working full-
time, year-round in sales and related occupations earned only 76% of what men in the
same occupations earned.’

With the law on your side, great things are possible.
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Rhode | sland Women Are Particularly Vulner able to Economic
Hardship in This Struggling Economy

In the current economic downturn, many Rhode Island residents are facing financia
problems, stagnant wages and living standards, and job loss. Women in Rhode Island already
have higher rates of economic insecurity —on average they have lower earnings than men
($24,315 compared to $36,314 in 2007) and are more likely to live in poverty (12% of Rhode
|sland women compared to 98% of men lived in poverty in 2007).° As aresult, women are
particularly vulnerable to economic hardship in this struggling economy. For example:

e Women’'slower incomes make it harder for them to make ends meet. Between March of
2008 and March of 2009, the cost of groceriesincreased 4.3% in Rhode Island and home
electricity costsincreased 6.7%."

e Although unemployment rates for men and women are rising nationwide,** because of
their lower earnings, women may have fewer savingsto fall back on if they lose their
jobs. Worse yet, women who lose their jobs are aso less likely than men to receive
unemployment insurance benefits.'? The unemployment rate in Rhode Island in March
2009 was 10.5%, a 75% increase since the recession began in December 2007 and the
highest level of state unemployment on record in data that goes back to 1976.*3

e |n part because of lower earnings, nationwide about athird of women borrowers receive
subprime mortgage |oans, compared to only a quarter of male borrowers.** Asthe
housing market continues to struggle, women may be more likely to face rising mortgage
rates and even foreclosures. In March 2009, Rhode Island had 633 properties with
foreclosure filings, up 59% from March 2008.

e Theworsening recession is affecting all Americans, but women —who were aready in a
more precarious economic position than men because of lower earnings and higher
poverty rates — are more likely to rely on public benefits like Medicaid, food stamps, and
housing assistance.'® In 2008, Rhode Island provided food stamp benefits to over 84,800
children and adults, an increase of over 8,500 from the previous year.  Additionally,
Rhode Island faces amid-year FY 2009 budget shortfall of $372 million and a projected
FY 2010 budget gap of $450 million.® Enacted cuts to early education, health coverage
for low-income parents, and programs that serve the elderly as aresult of these
shortfalls™ disproportionately affect women and create greater hardship for Rhode Island
women and their families.

The Paycheck Fairness Act would help close the wage gap and help women to deal with
these economic realities.
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