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Over 3.9 million disabled women are in the labor force.1 These women experience sexist and ableist 
discrimination at work and complex barriers to gaining and keeping employment. Disabled women’s labor 
force participation rate (22.0%) is three times less than that of men without disabilities (68.1%).2 And when 
they do participate in the labor force, disabled women (7.2%) experience unemployment at twice the rate 
of nondisabled men (3.6%).3 Among full-time, year-round workers, disabled women in the United States 
are typically paid only 67 cents for every dollar paid to nondisabled men. This means disabled women lose 
$20,000 every year to the wage gap when compared to nondisabled men. Among all workers, including 
part-time and part-year workers, disabled women are typically paid just 50 cents for every dollar paid to 
nondisabled men.   

The experiences of disabled women of color are further compounded by racism. Compared to 
nondisabled white, non-Hispanic men, disabled women of color lose even more to the wage gap. Among 
disabled women working full time, year-round, Latinas and Native women are typically paid only 53 cents 
for every dollar paid to nondisabled white, non-Hispanic men. Disabled Black women are typically paid 
just 56 cents and disabled Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Other Pacific Islander (AANHPI) women 
are paid only 68 cents for every dollar paid to nondisabled white, non-Hispanic men.4 These massive wage 
gaps limit disabled women’s ability to provide for themselves and their families, gain education, build 
wealth, and secure their retirement.

Note that data for AANHPI, Black, and Native women include both non-Hispanic and Hispanic women.

Disabled Women Deserve Equal Pay 
and More
BY SARAH JAVAID

Note on Data: Disabled women, or women with disabilities, are those who self-identify in the American Community Survey (ACS) as 

having difficulty5 with self-care, vision, hearing, independent living, mobility, and/or cognitive functions. The United States Bureau 

of Labor Statistics (BLS) uses a similar method to identify those with disabilities.6 This data is likely an incomplete representation of 

all working women with disabilities. The BLS, which is heavily relied upon for accurate labor force, employment, and unemployment 

data, does not provide data for disabled women by race and ethnicity and at times does not provide data for disabled individuals 

broken down by gender. Advancing inclusive data collection is extremely important to fully understand the injustice disabled 

women face in their lives. 
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Disabled people disproportionately work part time compared to people without disabilities, in jobs which 
often lack benefits such as health insurance and paid leave.7 Nearly one in three (29.1%) disabled people 
work part time compared to 16.1% of nondisabled people.8

Among all workers, for every dollar paid to nondisabled white, non-Hispanic men:

• Disabled Latinas are typically paid only 44 cents; 

• Disabled Black women, Native women, and white, non-Hispanic women are each paid only 45 cents; and

• Disabled AANHPI women are paid only 55 cents.

While the Americans with Disabilities Act provides important protections for disabled workers,9 many 
disabled people still face discrimination and barriers in the workplace—and some state and federal policies 
perpetuate, rather than combat, harmful assumptions and stigma about people with disabilities. For 
example, in most states, employers can legally pay workers with disabilities below minimum wage when 
working in segregated environments knowns as “sheltered workshops.”10 This subminimum wage directly 
impacts the economic security of those workers and perpetuates the devaluing of disabled people’s work. 

Many federal programs aimed at helping people with disabilities fall short of what’s needed. Disabled 
people may heavily rely on Supplemental Security Income (SSI) to live. However, the maximum SSI 
payment is less than the federal poverty line and someone relying only on SSI would not be able to 
afford housing.11 In addition, SSI only allows beneficiaries to have very low amounts of assets ($2,000 for 
individuals and $3,000 for couples), which makes it harder to manage emergencies.12 Another federal 
program for people with disabilities, Social Security Disability Benefits (SSDI), has very stringent eligibility 
requirements. The Social Security Administration rejects most applicants; fewer than one in three receive 
benefits, on average.13 Even when people can meet the eligibility criteria, there are major administrative 
backlogs. People wait an average of seven months for benefit determinations, and in 2023, 30,000 
applicants died while waiting for decisions.14 In addition, some federal programs have exemptions or 
relaxed eligibility criteria for people with disabilities, but the definitions of qualifying disability differ across 
programs, and it can be challenging for people with disabilities to apply or document their conditions.15 

Women by race/ethnicity
What disabled women are paid for 

every dollar paid to nondisabled 
white, non-Hispanic men

Typical  
monthly losses

Typical  
annual losses

Disabled AANHPI women $0.68 $1,833 $22,000

Disabled Black women $0.56 $2,492 $29,900

Disabled Latinas $0.53 $2,667 $32,000

Disabled Native women $0.53 $2,667 $32,000

Disabled white, non-Hispanic women $0.63 $2,083 $25,000

HOW MUCH DISABLED WOMEN WORKING FULL TIME, YEAR-ROUND  
LOSE TO THE WAGE GAP, BY RACE/ETHNICITY, 2022

Source: National Women’s Law Center calculations using 2022 American Community Survey, IPUMS USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org. Disabled women, or 
women with disabilities, are those who self-identify identify as having a difficulty with self-care, vision, hearing, independent living, mobility, and/or cognitive functions.

http://www.ipums.org
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Disabled women are overrepresented in the low-paid workforce, where 
they also face a wage gap.

While disabled women make up only 3.5% of the overall workforce, they are overrepresented in the 
low-paid workforce (6.1%) and underrepresented in the high-paid workforce (1.9%).16 In comparison, 
nondisabled men make up 49.3% of the overall workforce, but 34.1% of the low-paid workforce and 57.8% 
of the high-paid workforce. For many disabled women of color, their share of the low-paid workforce is 
nearly double their share of the overall workforce, while their share of the high-paid workforce is nearly 
half of their share of the overall workforce. 

Women in low-paid occupations are not paid enough to survive or thrive, especially coupled with the 
fact that many low-paid occupations lack benefits such as health insurance and paid leave.17 In addition, 
just-in-time scheduling that is common among low-paid occupations makes it more difficult for women in 
these jobs to have a consistent income, leading to further material hardship.18 Disabled women working 
full time, year-round in the 40 lowest paying jobs are typically paid only 74 cents for every dollar paid to 
nondisabled men in low-paid jobs, equating to a nearly $9,000 loss in income every year. Some groups of 
disabled women of color lose even more. Among full-time, year-round workers in low-paid occupations, 
disabled Black women and Latinas are paid only 69 cents, disabled Native women are paid only 72 cents, 
and disabled AANHPI women are paid only 83 cents for every dollar paid to nondisabled white, non-
Hispanic men. 

Women with disabilities face a wage gap at every education level and 
the gap gets worse as disabled women earn more education. 

Educational attainment is often seen as a path toward financial gain and stability, but disabled women 
and girls, especially girls of color, face many barriers in education. Disabled students comprise 15% of the 
national public school enrollment.19 However, many schools across the nation are not adequately funded 
or equipped to provide students with disabilities the resources they need, impacting their ability to learn 
alongside their nondisabled peers.20 Furthermore, disabled students experience higher rates of discipline 
compared to their nondisabled peers, which can lead to them losing out on valuable instruction time.21 
Girls of color are especially likely to experience discipline—Black girls with disabilities are suspended 
more than five times as often as white girls with disabilities.22 LGBTQIA+ students with disabilities may also 
experience high rates of discipline.23 The various obstacles disabled students face result in fewer disabled 
individuals gaining bachelor’s degrees24 and other higher education compared to their nondisabled peers. 

After facing barriers in the education system, once in the workforce, disabled women, particularly disabled 
women of color, are typically paid less than nondisabled men with the same educational attainment. 

• Disabled women working full time, year-round must get an associate’s degree (typical pay of $41,200) to 
be paid more than nondisabled men with less than a 9th grade education (typical pay of $38,000).25 

• Among disabled women with a bachelor’s degree working full time, year-round, Black women are 
typically paid only 55 cents, Latinas only 57 cents, and AANHPI women only 69 cents for every dollar 
paid to nondisabled white, non-Hispanic men with a bachelor’s degree. Disabled women of color with 
a bachelor’s degree working full time, year-round lose between $27,000 and $39,000 every year to this 
wage gap.

• At higher education levels, disabled women face larger wage gaps. Among full-time, year-round workers, 
disabled women with professional degrees are paid only 55 cents for every dollar paid to nondisabled 
men, robbing disabled women of $66,000 of income every year. 
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Educational attainment
All women AANHPI women Black women Latinas Native women

Compared to  
nondisabled men Compared to nondisabled white, non-Hispanic men

Less than 9th grade $0.79 $0.76 $0.76 $0.61 -

No high school diploma  
(but at least 9th grade) $0.75 - $0.70 $0.70 -

High school diploma $0.72 $0.70 $0.61 $0.64 $0.62

Some college, no degree $0.69 $0.65 $0.58 $0.59 $0.61

Associate's degree $0.69 - $0.65 $0.63 -

Bachelor's degree or more $0.66 $0.72 $0.60 $0.57 $0.63

Bachelor's degree  $0.67 $0.69 $0.55 $0.57 -

Master's degree $0.66 $0.74 $0.63 $0.63 -

Doctorate degree $0.68 - - - -

Professional degree $0.55 - - - -

WAGE GAP FOR DISABLED WOMEN BY RACE/ETHNICITY  
COMPARED TO NONDISABLED MEN AMONG FULL-TIME, YEAR-ROUND WORKERS, 2022

“-“ indicates data was unavailable due to insufficient sample sizes. Source: National Women’s Law Center calculations using 2022 American Community Survey, IPUMS 
USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org. Disabled women, or women with disabilities, are those who self-identify identify as having a difficulty with self-care, 
vision, hearing, independent living, mobility, and/or cognitive functions.

Educational attainment
All women AANHPI women Black women Latinas Native women

Compared to  
nondisabled men Compared to nondisabled white, non-Hispanic men

Less than 9th grade $8,000 $11,100 $10,800 $17,800 -

No high school diploma (but 
at least 9th grade) $10,000 - $12,700 $12,700 -

High school diploma $12,400 $15,000 $19,500 $18,000 $18,800

Some college, no degree $17,000 $21,000 $25,000 $24,600 $23,600

Associate's degree $18,800 - $22,000 $22,800 -

Bachelor's degree or more $31,000 $36,000 $38,000 $41,000 $36,000

Bachelor's degree  $27,000 $27,000 $39,000 $37,000 -

Master's degree $34,000 $27,000 $38,000 $38,000 -

Doctorate degree $38,000 - - - -

Professional degree $66,000 - - - -

ANNUAL LOSS DUE TO THE WAGE GAP FOR DISABLED WOMEN BY RACE/ETHNICITY  
COMPARED TO NONDISABLED MEN AMONG FULL-TIME, YEAR-ROUND WORKERS, 2022

“-“ indicates data was unavailable due to insufficient sample sizes. Source: National Women’s Law Center calculations using 2022 American Community Survey, IPUMS 
USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org. Disabled women, or women with disabilities, are those who self-identify identify as having a difficulty with self-care, 
vision, hearing, independent living, mobility, and/or cognitive functions.

http://www.ipums.org
http://www.ipums.org
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Disabled women need the wage gap to be closed.

Disabled women are losing tens of thousands of dollars every year to the wage gap, and disabled Black, 
Native, and Latina women experience the greatest losses. Disabled women continue to be undervalued 
and cannot afford to wait for policy solutions to close the wage gap. Disabled women deserve to 
be free from bias in hiring, harassment in the workplace, and a lack of accessibility and reasonable 
accommodations. Fifteen states recently banned the subminimum wage for disabled workers.26 It is 
beyond time federal protections are enacted for equal pay for disabled workers, including eliminating 
federal exemptions that allow employers to pay disabled workers subminimum wages; raising the 
federal minimum wage;27 strengthening equal pay laws so that workers can better fight back against 
pay discrimination; ensuring that workers have predictable hours and a say in their work schedules; and 
guaranteeing paid family and medical leave and paid sick days.28 

Disabled women, particularly women of color, deserve quality data collection. Data around disability lacks 
inclusiveness for the entire community, and often the data that does exist fails to be broken down by 
gender, race, LGBTQIA+ status, and the intersection of these identities. Advancing inclusive data collection 
is extremely important to fully understand the injustice disabled women face in their lives.

*     *     *
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