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It’s 2020 and Black Women Aren’t Even 
Close to Equal Pay
JASMINE TUCKER

Despite their foundational role in building America and its economy, Black workers have always faced discrimination in the 
U.S. workforce. Today, it takes longer for Black workers to find jobs1 and when they do, they’re paid less than their peers. 
This is especially so for Black women, who face not only race discrimination, but also sex discrimination, as the wage gap 
between Black women working full time, year round compared to white, non-Hispanic men makes clear: Black women 
typically make just 62 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men,2 and that disparity has not narrowed over the 
last quarter century.3 Indeed, from 1967 to 2018, the most recent year for which data are available, the wage gap for Black 
women narrowed by just 19 cents.4

As workers, Black women are on the front lines of the COVID-19 crisis, and as a result are 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 is depending 
on it as never before. Women are the majority of workers risking their lives to provide health care, child care, and other 
essential services, and Black women are overrepresented in a variety of these occupations. They are also overrepresented 
in many of the occupations feeling the brunt of COVID-related job loss. Lost earnings due to the gender wage gap are 
exacerbating the effects of COVID-19 for Black women — and for the families who depend on their income. These lost 
earnings not only leave Black women without a financial cushion to weather the current crisis, they also make it harder for 
Black women to build wealth, contributing to the racial wealth gap and barriers to Black families’ economic prosperity.

Black women are a large percentage of COVID-19 front-line workers, but they 
are being paid less than their white male peers, and are experiencing high 
unemployment.  

Black women are disproportionately represented in front-line jobs providing essential public services during COVID-19, 
making up 11 percent of the front-line workforce despite only making up 6.3 percent of the workforce overall. More than 1 
in 3 (37 percent) Black women is in a front-line job.5 But Black women are still paid less than white, non-Hispanic men in the 
same jobs. For example, Black women are 26.1 percent of personal care aides, home health aides, and nursing assistants, 
and among those working full time, year round in these jobs, Black women are typically paid just 89 cents for every dollar 
typically paid to white, non-Hispanic men in the same roles. Similarly, Black women make up 8.8 percent of cashiers and 
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retail salespeople in grocery stores but among full time, year round workers, they typically make just 72 cents for every 
dollar white, non-Hispanic men typically make in the same jobs.

Black women are also overrepresented in industries like restaurants, retail, and hotels that have seen massive job losses as 
pandemic-related restrictions closed businesses. And in these jobs, too, Black women are paid less than their white, non-
Hispanic male counterparts. For example, Black women make up 11.2 percent of people working as hairdressers, hairstylists 
and cosmetologists. And among those working full time, year round, Black women are typically paid just 63 cents for every 
dollar white, non-Hispanic men working in these jobs are typically paid. 

Occupation 
Percent of  

workers who  
are Black women

Median hourly 
 wage for Black 

women in  
occupation 

Median hourly  
wage for white,  

non-Hispanic  
men in occupation 

What a Black  
woman makes for 

every dollar a  
white, non-Hispanic 

man makes 

Personal care aides, home  
health aides, and nursing assistants 26.1% $12.84 $14.42 $0.89

Cashiers and retail salespeople in  
general merchandise stores 14.8% $9.62 $12.36 $0.78

Healthcare social workers 14.5% $19.23 $21.63 $0.89

Childcare workers 13.0% $11.06 $12.02 $0.92

Hotel, motel, and resort desk clerks 11.5% $10.53 $11.54 $0.91

Hairdressers, hairstylists, and cosmetologists 11.2% $12.02 $19.23 $0.63

Registered nurses 10.4% $31.25 $33.65 $0.93

Cashiers and retail salespeople in grocery stores 8.8% $10.10 $13.99 $0.72

Janitors, building cleaners, maids and housekeepers 8.1% $11.06 $16.83 $0.66

Pre-K, K-12, and special education teachers 7.8% $20.58 $27.40 $0.75

Waiters and waitresses 6.1% $10.10 $13.85 $0.73

Source: NWLC calculations based on 2018 American Community Survey using IPUMS. Figures are in 2018 dollars. Median hourly wages are for full time, year round 
workers. Hourly wages are derived by dividing median annual earnings by 2,080 hours, which assumes a 40-hour work week for 52 weeks.  

THE WAGE GAP FOR BLACK WOMEN IN SELECTED FRONT-LINE OCCUPATIONS

This difference in wages results in an annual loss that can be devastating for Black women and their families that were 
already struggling to make ends meet before the public health crisis. For example, Black women in a low paid frontline 
occupation such as waiters and waitresses lost $7,800 due to the wage gap in 2018. Black women working as teachers lost 
a staggering $14,200 due to the wage gap in 2018. 
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These wage gaps leave Black women less able than their white, non-Hispanic male counterparts to successfully weather 
COVID-related income loss. And many Black women are experiencing just such income loss: nearly one in seven Black 
women was unemployed in June 2020. While this represents some improvement in their unemployment rate over previous 
months, as more and more states lift restrictions and coronavirus cases surge, the very jobs that have been added back, 
6 in 10 of which are in the leisure and hospitality and retail sectors, are at risk of being lost all over again if states need 
to reimpose lockdowns.6 That has sobering implications for Black women’s long-term economic security; in the Great 
Recession, the economic downturn from 2007 to 2009, Black women experienced higher unemployment rates and longer 
stints of unemployment than other groups.7 And while white men’s unemployment rate 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 2014.8 Unemployment impacts Black women’s health as well as their 
finances, because as COVID has led to layoffs, many workers lost their employer-sponsored health insurance along with 
their jobs.9

COVID-19 threatens particular economic harm to Black mothers, who were 
already facing a higher risk of poverty and steeper wage gap than Black women 
overall.

Even before COVID-19 hit, Black mothers were paid just 50 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic fathers  but 
were more likely than other mothers to be primary breadwinners or co-breadwinners for their families.11 Even when they 
were working full time, Black mothers were four times more likely than white, non-Hispanic mothers working full time to 
be living below the poverty line in 2018 (12 percent versus 3 percent). And nearly 2 in 5 Black moms working full time were 
living below twice the poverty line.12 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 have fallen particularly hard on Black 
families, have made things far worse. 
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The ongoing Census Household Pulse Survey shows that in wake of COVID-19, 1 in 5 Black, non-Hispanic people in 
households with children reported not having enough to eat in the past 7 days,13 and food insecurity across the country is 
projected to increase, particularly for low-income households and for those working in the service sector.14 Additionally, 
nearly than 1 in 4 (24 percent) Black, non-Hispanic people reported missing either a mortgage or rent payment last month.15 

Many of those Black mothers who are fortunate enough to still have a job in the midst of the pandemic must not only put 
their own and their family’s health at risk to provide for their families but are also simultaneously shouldering increased 
caregiving responsibilities as schools and other care providers remain closed—and they are trying to make this work for 
pennies on every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men. 

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.

A loss of thirty-eight 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 $1,962 each month, $23,540 a year, and a staggering $941,600 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 85 years old to be paid what a white, non-Hispanic man has been 
paid by age 60.16 In other words, she would have to work 6.5 years beyond her life expectancy in order to catch up.17  

Because these amounts add up, unequal pay means more than Black women having less money in their pocket right now. 
It also means they miss key opportunities throughout their lifetimes to build wealth and future economic security for 
themselves and their families. The wage gap means many can’t save enough to afford a down payment on a home, can’t 
afford to pay for their own or a child’s higher education, can’t start a business or save for retirement. It’s no surprise, then, 
that white families have ten times the wealth of Black families18 or that single Black women own $200 in wealth for every 
$28,900 single white men own.19

*     *     *

Losses due to gender and racial wage gaps are devastating for Black women and their families, many of whom were 
struggling to make ends meet even before the current crisis. The pandemic has magnified these inequities and deepened 
these harms. 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 during an unprecedented public health and economic crisis that has no end in 
sight.
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