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The wage gap occurs at all education levels,3  after work 
experience is taken into account,4  and it gets worse as 
women’s careers progress.5  Women are paid less than 
men in nearly every occupation.  One study 		
examining wage gaps within occupations found that 
out of 265 major occupations, men’s median salary 
exceeded women’s in all but one.6  

This paper details several important factors that 		
contribute to the wage gap including discrimination; 
racial disparities; occupational segregation, which 
includes women’s concentration in low-wage jobs, 
women’s limited access to higher paying jobs that 
are nontraditional for women, and the devaluation of 
women’s work; and women’s greater responsibility for 
caregiving.7 

Key Wage Gap Culprits

Discrimination						   
Discrimination is an important factor in the wage gap 
and other employment differences between men and 
women.

•	� A study by labor economists Francine Blau and 	
Lawrence Kahn found that when you look at the 	
combined effects of occupation, industry, work 	
experience, union status, race and educational 		
attainment, 41 percent of the wage gap remains 	
unexplained. This indicates that discrimination plays a 

sizable role in the gender wage gap.8   

•	 �A study by sociologists Shelley Correll, Stephan 	
Benard, and In Paik found that, when comparing 
equally qualified women job candidates, women who 
were mothers were recommended for significantly 
lower starting salaries, perceived as less competent, 
and less likely to be recommended for hire than 	
non-mothers.9  The effects for fathers in the study 
were the opposite: fathers were actually 		
recommended for significantly higher pay and were 
perceived as more committed to their jobs than 	
non-fathers.10   

•	 �Hiring discrimination studies have also illustrated the 
influence of discrimination.  Economists Claudia 	
Goldin and Cecilia Rouse demonstrated that when 
orchestras implemented blind auditions the share 
of women hired skyrocketed – and the introduction 
of blind auditions accounted for between 30 and 55 
percent of the increase in women hired from 1970 
to 1996.11  Another study of hiring discrimination in 
restaurants found that when men and women with 
nearly identical resumes applied for jobs, men were 
more likely to be hired and this difference was 		
particularly acute among high-end restaurants where 
the probability of a woman receiving a job offer was 
40 percent lower than a man.12   

Fifty years after the Equal Pay Act was signed into law, women make up nearly half the workforce, but 
their paychecks still lag far behind men’s.1   Today the typical American woman who works full time, year 
round is paid only 77 cents for every dollar paid to her male counterpart. This gap in earnings translates 

into $11,084 less per year, leaving women and their families shortchanged.2  
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•	 �Moreover, the reported cases of company-wide pay 
discrimination are evidence that discrimination 	
contributes to the wage gap. For example in Velez v. 
Novartis, 5,600 women workers at Novartis brought 
pay and promotion discrimination claims and that 
settled for $175 million in damages following a 
jury verdict in their favor. In another recent case on 
claims of gender bias in pay and promotions, the 
court approved a $15.36 million settlement for the 
almost 5,300 women workers of Sanofi-Aventis in 
Bellifemine v. Sanofi-Aventis. Additionally, in Cronas 
v. Willis Group Holdings, more than 300 class mem-
bers received an $11.5 million settlement for pay 	
discrimination claims.13 

Racial Disparities 					   
Women of color also carry the combined burden of 	
racism and sexism, factors which contribute to lower 
earnings for women of color than for any other 		
demographic group.

•	 �Women of color experience a far greater wage gap 
than their white, non-Hispanic counterparts. The 	
typical African-American woman who works full time, 
year round makes only 64 cents, and the typical 	
Hispanic woman who works full time, year round only 
55 cents, for every dollar paid to their white, 		
non-Hispanic male counterparts.  For the typical 
white, non-Hispanic women, this figure is 77 cents.14 

•	 �The wage gap for African-American and Hispanic 
women working full time, year round persists when 
the effect of race is examined alone. The typical 	
African-American woman working full-time year 
round is paid roughly 80 cents for every dollar paid to 
her white, non-Hispanic female counterpart. The gap 
is larger for the typical Hispanic woman 	 	
working full time, year round, who is paid just 70 
cents for every dollar paid to her white, non-Hispanic 
female counterpart.15 

•	 �The wage gap for African-American and Hispanic 
women working full time, year round also persists 
when the effect of sex is considered alone. The 	
typical African-American woman working full-time 
year round is paid roughly 85 cents for every dollar 
paid to her African-American male counterpart.  	
The typical Hispanic woman working full time, year 
round is paid 91 cents for every dollar paid to her 
Hispanic male counterpart.16 

Persistent Occupational Segregation			 
Occupational segregation – the fact that women and 
men are concentrated in different occupations – 		
contributes to the wage gap.  

•	 �Almost two-thirds of workers earning the lowest 
wages – those who make the federal minimum wage 
or less – are women.17  The federal minimum wage is 
just $7.25 per hour.  The federal minimum cash wage 
for tipped employees is $2.13 per hour, less than 
one-third of the current federal minimum wage and 
unchanged in more than 20 years.18  Women make up 
almost two-thirds (65 percent) of workers in tipped 
occupations.19     

•	 �Even in occupations that pay slightly above the 	
federal minimum wage, women predominate.  	
Women are the majority of workers in each of the ten 
largest occupations that typically pay less than $10.10 
per hour, and two-thirds or more of the workers in 
seven of these occupations.20 

•	 �By contrast, women make up only a very small share 
of workers in higher-paying jobs in the skilled trades. 
For example, women are 1.3 percent of pipelayers, 
plumbers, pipefitters and steamfitters who earn a 	
median hourly wage of $22.82; 1.8 percent of auto-
motive body and related repairers who earn a median 
hourly wage of $18.45; and 1.8 percent of electricians 
who earn a median hourly wage of $23.96.21   

•	 �Women have limited access to these nontraditional 
jobs, in part women and girls are primarily concen-
trated in training programs for lower-paying careers. 
For example, according to a recent analysis by the 
National Coalition for Women and Girls in Education 
and the National Coalition on Women, Jobs and Job 
Training, women and girls make up over 70 percent of 
students at the secondary level and over 80 percent 
of students at the postsecondary level enrolled in the 
“Human Services” cluster, which includes 	 	
training for low-paying jobs such as Childcare 	 	
Provider and Cosmetologist. In comparison, women 
and girls account for only 15 percent of students at 
the secondary level and less than 10 percent of stu-
dents at the postsecondary level enrolled in the 	
“Architecture and Construction” cluster, which 	
includes training for relatively high-paying jobs such 
as Energy Technician and Electrician.22  
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•	 �Studies have shown that occupational segregation 
leads to lower wages for women.  In fact, wages 	
in occupations that are made up predominantly of 
women – “pink collar” occupations such as child care 
workers, family caregivers or servers pay low wages23 
– precisely because women are the majority of workers 
in the occupation.24  One study that used the share 
of women in an occupation to predict wages in that 
job a decade later found that “women’s occupations” 
– those that were two-thirds or more female – had 
wages that were 6 percent to 10 percent lower a 	
decade later than “mixed occupations.”25  

Women’s Greater Responsibility for Caregiving
Women still do most of the unpaid work caring for 
children and other family members, often on top of their 
paid jobs. The economic hit that women take for their 
roles in providing care to their families is reflected in the 
wage gap.

•	 �In dual-income households with children, mothers 
spend an hour and 43 minutes for every hour fathers 
spend on childcare.26  

•	 �Women’s caregiving responsibilities are not limited to 
parenting.  Two-thirds of caregivers for sick, elderly or 
disabled family members are women.27 Among 	
working caregivers, two-thirds report having to take 
time off and one in five have taken a leave of 	 	
absence.28  

•	 �Caregivers experience financial hardship when they 
have to take time off to provide care for their family 
members. Over 40 percent of private-sector 		
workers lack paid sick days that can be used to care 
for themselves or others.29  Indeed only 59 percent 
of the workforce even has access to job-protected, 
unpaid leave.30  

•	 �When parents need to take a day off from work for a 
sick child or time off for parental leave for a new baby, 
that time is often unpaid.   According to one survey 

in 2008, 48 percent of working mothers reported that 
their only option was to miss work when their child 
was sick. Of those women, 47 percent reported that 
they lose pay when missing work.31  

•	 �Still other women in low-wage jobs struggle daily 
to find quality, affordable child care, and often are 
forced to take unpaid leave when their child care falls 
through. 

Policy Solutions to Shrink the Wage Gap

We must:

•	 �Strengthen our equal pay laws by prohibiting 	
retaliation against employees for discussing their pay; 
bringing the remedies for pay discrimination claims in 
line with the remedies for other types of 		
discrimination; and closing the loopholes in employer 
defenses to equal pay claims;

•	Raise the minimum wage;

•	 �Provide opportunities for women and girls to train for 
and enter into high-wage non-traditional jobs; 

•	 �Increase the availability of quality, affordable child 
care;

•	 �Provide opportunities for paid family and 	 	
medical leave and paid sick days so that caregivers 
stop paying a stiff penalty for caring for their families 
and doing their jobs;

•	 �Help prevent and remedy pay and other 	 	
discrimination when it occurs.32   

				            Every Dollar Matters.			 
	                  Every Woman Matters.	 	

The Wage Gap Matters.
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