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Over the last several decades, women have gained ever 
increasing levels of work experience and educational 
attainment—but despite this sharp increase in credentials, 
women are still far more likely than men to work for low 
pay. Although women make up just under half of the overall 
workforce, they make up nearly six in ten workers in the low-
wage workforce (i.e., in jobs that typically pay less than $11 
per hour).1 And the lower paid the job, the greater women’s 
overrepresentation: women make up close to seven in ten 
workers in jobs that typically pay less than $10 per hour. 

No matter how you slice the numbers, a stark reality persists: 
regardless of their education level, parental status, race or 
ethnicity, regardless of whether they are foreign born or 
native born, women generally make up larger shares of the 
low-wage workforce than do their male counterparts. Most 
demographic groups of women are overrepresented in the 
low-wage workforce compared to their representation in the 
workforce overall.  

Women are overrepresented in the low-wage 
workforce. 

•  Despite making up less than half (47 percent) of all workers, 
women are nearly six in ten (58 percent) of the more than 
26 million workers in low-wage occupations that typically 
pay less than $11 per hour. 

•  Women are nearly seven in ten (69 percent) of the close 
to 7 million workers in the lowest-wage occupations that 
typically pay less than $10 per hour.
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NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using IPUMS. 
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•  Across racial and ethnic groups, women account for larger 
shares of the low-wage and lowest-wage workforce than 
their male counterparts, even though their shares of the 
overall workforce are similar or smaller.

•  Women of virtually all races and ethnicities are 
overrepresented in jobs that typically pay less than $11 
per hour and in those that typically pay less than $10 per 
hour, compared to their representation in the workforce 
as a whole. And while white, non-Hispanic women are 
proportionately represented in the low-wage workforce, 
they are overrepresented in the lowest-wage workforce.2

•  Meanwhile, white, non-Hispanic men are dramatically 
underrepresented in the low-wage workforce. While they 
make up more than one in three workers (34 percent) in 
the overall workforce, they comprise fewer than one in four 
workers (23 percent) in jobs that typically pay less than $11 
per hour and just over one in six workers (17 percent) in 
jobs that typically pay less than $10 per hour. 

•  Black men and Latinos are slightly overrepresented in the 
low-wage workforce, but not in the lowest-wage workforce, 
and they make up much smaller shares of these workforces 
than do Black women and Latinas.

Regardless of race or ethnicity, women make up larger shares of the low-wage workforce than their 
male counterparts.

Women’s Share of the Overall, Low-Wage, and Lowest-Wage Workforces by Race/Ethnicity

Men’s Share of the Overall, Low-Wage, and  Lowest-Wage Workforces by Race/Ethnicity

NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using IPUMS. 

NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using IPUMS. 
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•  Both foreign-born and native-born women account for 
larger shares of the low-wage workforce than their male 
counterparts, even though they make up similar or smaller 
shares of the overall workforce.3

•  Foreign-born women are overrepresented in the low-
wage and lowest-wage workforces relative to their overall 
share of the workforce. They make up about one in twelve 
workers (8 percent) in the overall workforce while they 
make up nearly one in seven workers (14 percent) in low-
wage jobs that typically pay less than $11 per hour. Foreign-
born men, on the other hand, are not overrepresented 
in low-wage jobs: they make up one in nine workers (11 

percent) in the overall workforce but 10 percent of workers 
in low-wage jobs and just 5 percent of workers in the 
lowest-wage jobs.

•  Native-born women make up nearly two in five workers (39 
percent) in the overall workforce but make up 44 percent 
of workers in low-wage jobs and nearly six in ten workers 
(58 percent) in the lowest-wage jobs. Native-born men, 
however, are underrepresented in the low-wage workforce. 
They make up more than two in five workers (42 percent) 
in the overall workforce but just one in three workers (33 
percent) in low-wage jobs and just over one in four workers 
(26 percent) in the lowest-wage jobs. 

Whether they are foreign born or native born, women represent a larger segment of the low-wage 
workforce than their male counterparts.

Men and Women in the Overall, Low-Wage, and Lowest-Wage Workforces by Nativity

•  While mothers and fathers who live with their children 
are both underrepresented in the low-wage workforce 
compared to their share of the overall workforce, fathers are 
dramatically underrepresented.4 

•  Nearly one in three (32 percent) women in the low-wage 
workforce and one in four (25 percent) women in the 
lowest-paying jobs are supporting children. 

•  Nearly one in three men (32 percent) in the overall 
workforce have a child under 18 at home—but just 22 
percent of men in the low-wage workforce and 11 percent of 
men in the lowest-wage workforce are supporting children. 

In the low-wage workforce, women are more likely than men to be supporting children.

NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using IPUMS. 
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Percent of Men and Women in the Overall, Low-Wage, and Lowest-Wage Workforces 
Who Are Parents

•  At every education level, women make up a larger share 
of the low-wage workforce than their male counterparts, 
even though their share of the overall workforce is similar or 
smaller.

•  Women are sharply overrepresented in the low-wage and 
lowest-wage workforce at every education level except 
bachelor’s degree or higher. Men, on the other hand, are 
underrepresented in the low-wage workforce if they have 
some college or an associate’s degree—and men are 

underrepresented in the lowest-wage jobs if they have at 
least a high school diploma.  

•  Women without a high school diploma make up just 4 
percent of the overall workforce but nearly quadruple that 
share —15 percent—of workers in the lowest-wage jobs. Men 
without diplomas, on the other hand, make up 5 percent of 
the overall workforce but are only slightly overrepresented 
in the lowest-wage workforce (7 percent).

At every education level, women’s share of the low-wage workforce is larger than men’s.

NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using IPUMS. 
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Men’s Share of the Overall, Low-Wage, and Lowest-Wage                                        
Workforces by Education Level

Women’s Share of the Overall, Low-Wage, and Lowest-Wage                                    
Workforces by Education Level

NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using IPUMS. 

NWLC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using IPUMS. 
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1  “Low-wage jobs” and the “low-wage workforce” could be defined in many different ways. This analysis defines low-wage jobs as those that 
paid a median hourly wage of less than $11 in 2016, and also provides data on the lowest-wage jobs, i.e., those that paid a median hourly wage 
of less than $10 in 2016. Median hourly wages for occupations were determined using U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
May 2016 National Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, available at https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_nat.htm. All data are 
National Women’s Law Center calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 Current Population Survey (CPS) using Sarah Flood et al., 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), Current Population Survey: Version 4.0 [dataset]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2015. 
Figures are for employed workers.

2  White, non-Hispanic workers self-identified in the CPS as white but not of Hispanic, Spanish, or Latino origin. Latinx workers may be of any 
race and are those who self-identified as being of Hispanic, Spanish, or Latino origin. Black workers are those who self-identified as Black or 
African American. Asian or Pacific Islander workers are those who self-identified as being Asian, Native Hawaiian, or other Pacific Islander. 
Native workers are those who self-identified as being American Indian or Alaskan Native.

3 Workers self-identified their nativity in the CPS.
4 Parents have at least one child under 18 at home.

https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_nat.htm

