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It’s Time to Pay Black Women What 
They’re Owed
JASMINE TUCKER

Black workers have always faced discrimination in the U.S. workforce, even as they helped literally build America and 
provided the foundations for its economy. Today, it takes longer for Black workers to find jobs1 and when they do, they’re 
paid less than their white peers. This pay gap is especially stark for Black women, who face not only race discrimination, but 
also sex discrimination. Among full-time, year-round workers, Black women typically make just 63 cents for every dollar paid 
to white, non-Hispanic men.2 This disparity has only closed by 3 cents over the last thirty years,3 which means Black women 
are not projected to reach equal pay until the year 2130.4 The wage gap adds up to a typical loss of $24,110 a year and a 
staggering loss of $964,400 over a 40-year career.5 It means Black women have to work until August 3 this year to catch up 
to what white, non-Hispanic men made last year alone.

The wage gap was already making it difficult for Black women and their families to make ends meet before the pandemic 
ever started: 18% of Black women and 26% of Black children were living in poverty in 2019.6 Black renters were most likely to 
be cost-burdened in 2019, spending over 50% of their income on housing.7 The wage gap has been a driver of this hardship 
and has robbed many Black women and families of adequate savings to successfully weather the COVID-19 recession and 
its aftermath. 

As we recover from the pandemic, we cannot go back to February 2020, when it was “normal” to pay Black women 63 cents 
on the dollar. We need a recovery that addresses our long underinvestment in economic and social infrastructure and the 
inadequate workplace protections that left Black women stranded at the intersection of racial and gender inequities laid 
bare by COVID-19. It’s time to pay Black women what they are owed.

Black women are still suffering from the COVID-19 crisis. 

Economic gains in recent months are not being experienced evenly across groups by race and gender. At its peak, 
the unemployment rate for Black women reached 16.6% in May 2020 and remained in double digits for 6 months last 
year before finally declining. Black women’s unemployment rate was 8.5% in June 2021, but Black women are still in a 
crisis.8 June’s rate means that more than one in twelve Black women were unemployed last month, compared to about 
one in 19 white men.  The unemployment rate for Black women in June was still 1.7 times more than their pre-pandemic 
unemployment rate of 4.9% in February 2020.9 In June, more than two in five Black women ages 20 and over (41.3%) who 
were unemployed had been looking for work for six months or more, and unemployed Black women typically have been out 
of work for 19.6 weeks – or nearly five months – which is more than two weeks longer than unemployed white men.10  
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In addition to bearing the brunt of job losses as a result of the pandemic, the ongoing Census Household Pulse Survey 
shows that in June 2021 Black, non-Hispanic women were more likely than their white, non-Hispanic male or female peers 
to report expecting to lose household income in the next four weeks; to report not having enough to eat in the past seven 
days; and to report being behind on their rent or mortgage.11 And while lost income, food insufficiency, and housing 
insecurity rates have all improved since their peaks last year, hardship is still widespread. 

There is a common misconception that when a recession ends, everyone who lost a job or was otherwise affected by that 
recession returns to “normal” again right away. But that’s simply not true. For example, during the Great Recession, the 
economic downturn that lasted from 2007 to 2009, Black women experienced higher unemployment rates and longer 
stints of unemployment than other groups.12 And while the unemployment rate for white men never reached double digits 
in the Great Recession and subsequent recovery, Black women’s unemployment remained over 10 percent for 5 years – 60 
consecutive months – from February 2009 to January 2014.13 This means that, for Black women, elevated unemployment 
and the difficulty that brings to a household lasted far beyond the official length of the recession. A similar fate could face 
Black women in the COVID-19 recession and recovery. 

Because of Black women’s higher rates of unemployment and economic insecurity, when Black women return to the 
workforce, many will be willing to accept the first job offer they receive because they cannot afford to be out of work any 
longer; employers, in turn, may pay lower wages to employees who have been unemployed or out of the workforce for long 
stretches of time. And because Black women face such a large gender wage gap, they were less able to afford education or 
professional training during the pandemic that would have allowed them to advance or move into another field. All of this 
could translate to larger race and gender wage gaps for Black women moving forward.
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COVID-19 has imposed economic harm on Black mothers, who were already facing 
a higher risk of poverty and steeper wage gap than Black women overall.

As our nation’s already unstable care infrastructure broke down in March 2020, many working mothers were unable to 
manage caregiving for children and other family members, remote learning, and other new responsibilities responding to 
the COVID crisis on top of their jobs. These impossible pressures, combined with massive job losses, have pushed many 
mothers out of the labor force entirely.14  

But even before COVID-19 hit, Black mothers were paid just 52 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic fathers15 
but were more likely than mothers of other races or ethnicities to be primary breadwinners or co-breadwinners for their 
families.16 Even when they were working full time, Black mothers were five times more likely than white, non-Hispanic fathers 
working full time to be living below the poverty line in 2019 (11.6% versus 2.3%). And nearly two in five Black moms working 
full time (38.4%) were living below twice the poverty line.17 In other words, millions of Black women and families were 
struggling to make ends meet before the pandemic ever started – but its economic and health impacts, which data shows 
have fallen particularly hard on Black families, have made things far worse. 

More than one in three Black women have been on the front lines of the COVID-19 
crisis, but Black women are still paid less than white, non-Hispanic men.

As workers, Black women have been on the front lines of the COVID-19 crisis, and as a result have been disproportionately 
affected by the pandemic’s health and economic impacts. The pandemic has exposed how the work performed primarily 
by women, and particularly Black women, has long been and continues to be undervalued, even as the rest of the country 
depends on it as never before. More than one in three Black women (36.8%) – the largest share of any group by race/
ethnicity and gender – worked in a front-line job before the pandemic started, compared to just 12.6% of white, non-
Hispanic men. 
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While front-line workers are especially likely to be Black women, Black women in these jobs make just 63 cents for every 
dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men in front-line jobs. The wage gap for Black women varies widely by front-line 
occupation.18 For example, Black women working full time, year round as registered nurses make 90 cents for every dollar 
white, non-Hispanic men in these jobs; their typical annual losses to the wage gap total $7,000. Meanwhile, Black women 
working full time, year round as supervisors of retail sales workers make just 65 cents for every dollar white, non-Hispanic 
men make in these jobs, which adds up to a typical annual loss of $18,000.19 

The wage gap will typically cost a Black woman nearly $1 million dollars over a 
lifetime of work and contributes to the racial wealth gap.

The loss of thirty-seven cents on the dollar adds up over a month, a year, and a lifetime. If today’s median wage gap does 
not close, Black women stand to lose $2,009 each month or $24,110 each year. This annual wage gap could have paid for 
seven months of food, six months of child care, and one year of rent.20 It could have been a lifeline for Black women and 
their families during the pandemic.

If the wage gap does not close, a Black woman starting her career today stands to lose a staggering $964,400 over the 
course of a 40-year career. Assuming a Black woman and her white, non-Hispanic male counterpart both begin work at age 
20, the wage gap means a Black woman would have to work until she is 83 years old to be paid what a white, non-Hispanic 
man has been paid by age 60.21 In other words, she would have to work nearly 8 years beyond her life expectancy, which 
recently was adjusted down by 2.3 years due to the COVID-19 crisis, in order to catch up to her white, non-Hispanic male 
peer’s lifetime earnings.22  

Unequal pay means more than Black women having less money to cover their current expenses, at a moment when every 
penny counts. It also has ripple effects that mean Black women miss key opportunities throughout their lifetimes to build 
wealth and future economic security for themselves and their families. The wage gap means many cannot save enough to 
afford a down payment on a home, cannot afford to pay for their own or a child’s higher education, cannot start a business 
or save for retirement. It is no surprise, then, that white families have eight times the wealth of Black families23 or that single 
Black women own $200 in wealth for every $28,900 single white men own.24 White families were nearly three times more 
likely than Black families to receive an inheritance; Black families have little to no wealth to pass onto future generations.25

Black women need action that closes the wage gap.

Even before the COVID-19 crisis, Black women were losing tens of thousands of dollars annually due to the wage gap and 
were more likely than their white peers to be experiencing hardship. Since the pandemic began, many Black women have 
continued to work in front-line jobs while caring for children through school and child care closures and managing other 
caregiving responsibilities. Many others have lost their jobs entirely. This impossible situation has devastated Black women’s 
careers, labor force participation, and long-term earning potential. As Black women who lost jobs or left the labor force 
return to work, they may find themselves with no choice other than to take jobs that are lower-paying or lower-quality 
than the ones they left. The cost of education and training that would allow them to advance or transition to a career in a 
different field will be out of reach for many Black women as a result of the economic impact of the pandemic. 

These far-reaching effects of the COVID-19 crisis threaten to reverberate for years to come and exacerbate pre-existing 
racial and gender wage gaps. Black women need a recovery that centers them and their needs. They need action that 
closes the wage gap. In order to achieve these goals, we need to: support policies that expand and strengthen federal and 
state unemployment insurance programs; expand access to comprehensive health coverage, including reproductive care;26  
bolster equal pay laws; increase the wages of women in low-paid jobs by raising the minimum wage; protect workers’ ability 
to join unions and collectively bargain; expand the availability of high-quality, affordable child care; and provide paid family 
and medical leave.27 Black women have been shortchanged and their work has been undervalued for far too long. Neither 
they nor their families can afford to wait for change. It’s long past time to pay Black women what they are owed.
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