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States are on the frontlines of the federal assault on democracy, federalism, and women, 
children, LGBTQIA+ people, and immigrant communities. State leaders who speak out 
against these attacks are being targeted for political retribution; federal funding to states 
politicized, threatened, and frozen; state budgets decimated; and the independence of 
state policymakers and agencies undermined. Attacks on gender justice, under the guise 
of rooting out “fraud,” “illegal DEI,” and “gender ideology,” have been a key element of and 
engine for this relentless assault.  

But state leaders will not be bullied. 
Nor are they giving up on gender 
justice. This Playbook breaks down 
many of the major threats to gender 
justice and outlines the policy and 
regulatory solutions that state 
policymakers can—and are—enacting 
to protect their communities, mitigate 
harm, fill gaps left by the rollback of federal protections, and show us the way forward to 
a world where every person of every gender can thrive.  

Because we do not live single issue lives, in addition to issue-specific Policy Briefs, 
this Playbook includes seven different Policy Agendas that weave together a set of 
interconnected policies that are often siloed.  

Let this Playbook be a source of information and inspiration for anyone interested in 
helping to advance gender justice in the states.

INTRODUCTION

States offer our best and most 
immediate opportunities to 
improve the lives of women, 
girls, and LGBTQIA+ people. 
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No matter what we look like, or where we come from, we work hard for our families and 
want to build strong communities where all of us can be healthy and thrive. But decades of 
underinvestment and policy choices that failed to center the needs of women—particularly 
Black, Latina, Indigenous, Asian American and Pacific Islander, and other women of color, 
low-income women, and LGBTQIA+ people—have left deep gaps in our socioeconomic 
infrastructure. 

Today, instead of working to close those gaps, our federal government is making them 
worse. The tax and budget law that Trump and congressional Republicans enacted in 2025 
(H.R. 1 or “OBBBA”) made massive cuts to Medicaid, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), and other programs that women and families rely on to meet their basic 
needs—all to give huge tax cuts to billionaires and corporations and supercharge immigration 
enforcement across the country. Now wages are stagnating, unemployment is climbing—
especially for Black women—and costs keep rising, leaving millions of people struggling 
to put food on the table, pay the rent, and keep up with their bills. In a January 2026 poll, 
62% of adults said the country is on the wrong track when it comes to inflation and the cost 
of living, including 66% of women. 

PEOPLE WANT POLICIES THAT MAKE THE ECONOMY WORK FOR ALL OF US, NOT JUST 
THE WEALTHY FEW
 
Polling consistently shows that economic issues remain the top concern for Americans, 
regardless of party affiliation. An April 2026 poll shows that across the country, people 
are worried that their paychecks won’t be enough to afford housing, groceries, utilities, 
health care, and child care—and want their elected representatives to do more to bring 
down the cost of living, expand access to basic needs programs, boost incomes, and 
advance gender equity. In the face of OBBBA’s cuts to programs people depend on, state 
policymakers’ top priority must be helping families and communities by raising revenue to 

MAKE LIFE AFFORDABLE FOR ALL OF US

POLICY AGENDA

https://nwlc.org/resource/5-faqs-on-the-republican-tax-plan/
https://nwlc.org/resource/5-faqs-on-the-republican-tax-plan/
https://www.epi.org/blog/low-wage-workers-faced-worsening-affordability-in-2025/
https://nwlc.org/press-release/february-jobs-report-black-women-in-economic-turmoil/
https://www.urban.org/data-tools/american-affordability-tracker
https://nwlc.org/press-release/new-poll-women-blame-trump-for-cost-of-living-crisis/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
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protect health care and economic supports for residents and making public investments to 
lower costs.  

Policies that will work together to make life more affordable for women, LGBTQIA+ 
people, and families include:
  
•	 Raising revenue to support investments in women and families 

•	 Increasing families’ access to affordable, high-quality child care and early education

•	 Expanding access to comprehensive health coverage  

•	 Raising the minimum wage 

•	 Boosting families’ incomes with refundable tax credits 

•	 Helping people afford groceries (see, e.g., here and here) 

•	 Increasing access to affordable housing (see, e.g., here and here) 

•	 Expanding and strengthening state unemployment insurance programs (see, e.g., here 
and here) 

•	 Ensuring families in poverty can get help through temporary assistance for needy 
families (TANF) 

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_RaiseRevenue.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BuildaStrongChildCareSystem_crosslinked____.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_HealthCareNeeds.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_MakeLifeMoreAffordable.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BoostFamilies.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/looking-across-the-landscape-state-opportunities-to-increase-access-to-snap
https://frac.org/blog/state-fiscal-impacts-of-h-r-1-and-considerations-to-navigate-challenges
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/state-and-local-leaders-should-sustain-and-expand-investments-in-housing-affordability-and
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/local-and-state-policies-improve-access-affordable-housing
https://www.epi.org/publication/unemployment-insurance-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/
https://www.nelp.org/explore-the-issues/unemployment-insurance/ui-policy-hub/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/income-security/investing-tanf-dollars-in-basic-assistance-is-vital-for-families-to-meet
https://www.cbpp.org/research/income-security/investing-tanf-dollars-in-basic-assistance-is-vital-for-families-to-meet
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The nation is confronting a comprehensive attack on the health, safety, and overall well-
being of women, LGBTQIA+ people, and families. This effort is unfolding against the backdrop 
of new and ongoing barriers to reproductive health care following the Supreme Court’s 
devastating decision to overturn Roe v. Wade, as well as continued impacts from the COVID-19 
pandemic.  Congress and  the  Trump-Vance  administration  have  taken health care and 
coverage away from people and rendered what remains less affordable, less comprehensive, 
and less equitable. Key federal offices responsible for public health and health equity have 
been gutted, Medicaid faces the largest cuts in the program’s history, women’s health has 
been threatened, and the erosion of diversity, equity, and inclusion have impeded efforts to 
address costly health disparities, particularly for Black, Latinx,  and Indigenous communities. 

PEOPLE WANT POLICIES THAT PROTECT  AND  STRENGTHEN  ACCESS TO  LOW-
COST, COMPREHENSIVE HEALTH CARE 

Polling  from 2025 and 2026  shows that  health  equity  and  health care costs are leading 
issues for an overwhelming majority of adults in the United States. Importantly, most feel it 
is  the  responsibility of the federal government  to ensure all Americans have health care 
coverage and that lawmakers should focus on lowering health care costs, not taking away 
coverage.  Most recognize  that “women have unique health needs  and deserve a health 
care system that does a better job addressing their needs,”  including  access to  birth 
control, and support policies guaranteeing rights and access to abortion. Yet many voters feel 
elected officials are not prioritizing women’s health; and  LGBTQ+ youth say their mental 
health has been negatively impacted by recent politics.  

In order to build a health care system that works for everyone, states must enact a range of 
policies to ensure that each person can access the full spectrum of health care they need—
including abortion, contraception, fertility care, and gender-affirming care—when and where 
they want or need it, without financial difficulty, discrimination, barriers, or stigma.  

ENSURE ALL PEOPLE CAN ACCESS THE 
HEALTH CARE THEY NEED

POLICY AGENDA

https://nwlc.org/project-2025-wrapped-your-year-in-attacks-on-the-health-of-women-and-lgbtqia-people/
https://nwlc.org/project-2025-wrapped-your-year-in-attacks-on-the-health-of-women-and-lgbtqia-people/
https://nwlc.org/project-2025-wrapped-your-year-in-attacks-on-the-health-of-women-and-lgbtqia-people/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gutting-federal-offices-that-advance-health-equity-endangers-the-health-of-women-lgbtq-people/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gutting-federal-offices-that-advance-health-equity-endangers-the-health-of-women-lgbtq-people/
https://ccf.georgetown.edu/2025/09/02/untangling-the-current-debate-around-federal-medicaid-cuts-the-rural-health-transformation-program-and-state-medicaid-budgets/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-trump-republican-new-tax-and-budget-law-is-devastating-for-womens-health-including-reproductive-health/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-trump-republican-new-tax-and-budget-law-is-devastating-for-womens-health-including-reproductive-health/
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/key-data-on-health-and-health-care-by-race-and-ethnicity/?entry=health-status-and-outcomes-birth-risks-and-outcomes
https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/key-data-on-health-and-health-care-by-race-and-ethnicity/?entry=health-status-and-outcomes-birth-risks-and-outcomes
https://www.aamchealthjustice.org/news/polling/us-adults-want-health-equity
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/4708/healthcare-system.aspx
https://nwlc.org/press-release/nwlc-finds-americans-strongly-support-abortion-coverage-in-health-plans/
https://nwlc.org/press-release/nwlc-finds-americans-strongly-support-abortion-coverage-in-health-plans/
https://center-forward.org/news/new-poll-republican-democrat-and-independent-voters-agree-womens-health-is-unique-and-needs-more-attention/
https://center-forward.org/news/new-poll-republican-democrat-and-independent-voters-agree-womens-health-is-unique-and-needs-more-attention/
https://center-forward.org/news/new-poll-republican-democrat-and-independent-voters-agree-womens-health-is-unique-and-needs-more-attention/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://center-forward.org/polling-and-research/womenshealth-march2026/
https://center-forward.org/polling-and-research/womenshealth-march2026/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/survey-2025/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/survey-2025/
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Policies that will work together to ensure that all people can access the health care they 
need include: 

• Guaranteeing and expand abortion access

• Combating anti-abortion centers

• Bolstering privacy protections for pregnant people and abortion care providers

• Protecting abortion providers from employment discrimination (see, e.g., here and here)

• Protecting workers from discrimination based on their reproductive health decisions

• Protecting against discrimination in health care, including by passing nondiscrimination
protections similar to Section 1557 of the Affordable Care Act

• Protecting patients from refusals of care

• Enshrining protections for contraception in state law

• Ensuring survivors have access to emergency contraception in the emergency room

• Protecting access to Medicaid

• Ensuring comprehensive access to health care for transgender people (see,
e.g., here and here)

• Replacing laws allowing forced sterilization with laws that protect disabled people’s
autonomy

• Protecting and expanding fertility care access

• Addressing maternal mortality and other maternal health disparities

• Safeguarding health care facilities, schools, and child care centers against intimidation
and surveillance by immigration and law enforcement (see, e.g., here and here)

• Drafting legislation with intentional consideration of the legislation’s intersectionality and
including a racial impact and health impact statement on every piece of legislation

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_AbortionCare.pdf
https://nwlcactionfund.org/2026/03/18/nwlcaf-releases-primer-on-anti-abortion-centers-for-state-lawmakers/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/reproductive-health-data-privacy-after-roe.pdf 
https://nwlc.org/resource/know-your-rights-existing-laws-may-protect-health-care-professionals-who-provide-or-support-abortion-from-discrimination-in-employment/ 
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/ProviderDiscrimReport2018.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/states-take-action-to-stop-discrimination-based-on-reproductive-health-care-decisions/
https://healthlaw.org/resource/prohibited-discrimination-under-section-1557-of-the-affordable-care-act/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_AbortionCare.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-BC-State-Legislation-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NWLC_FactSheet_Provding-EC-to-Sexual-Assault-Survivors_12.1.22-1.pdf
https://stateinnovation.org/state-protect-medicaid-caring-economy
https://transequality.org/news/state-trans-healthcare-2025
https://mapresearch.org/equality-map/healthcare-laws-and-policies/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/%C6%92.NWLC_SterilizationReport_2021.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-importance-of-equitable-access-to-fertility-care-for-black-women/
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/state-momnibus-scan/
https://www.nilc.org/resources/factsheet-trumps-rescission-of-protected-areas-policies-undermines-safety-for-all/
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/guide-creating-safe-space-policies-early-childhood-programs/
https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/REIA-policy-guide.pdf
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One of the lessons of our nation’s hard-won civil rights victories is that the ability to bring a 
lawsuit after discrimination occurs is not enough on its own to ensure that everyone has a 
fair shot. True equality and equal opportunity require that institutions take proactive steps 
to address the policies, practices, and structures that enable discrimination in the first 
place. Employers have applied this concept, referred to as diversity, equity, inclusion, and 
accessibility (DEIA or DEI), by providing mentorship and networking opportunities and affinity 
groups; conducting anti-bias and anti-harassment trainings; making sure that recruitment 
and hiring includes people of all identities; evaluating pay structures for inequalities and 
biases; and more. DEI initiatives benefit everyone, including employers: studies have 
consistently shown that diverse workplaces and leadership improve companies’ bottom 
lines, including financial performance, innovation, and problem-solving. 

The Trump administration has relentlessly attacked DEI, by threatening institutions that 
support DEI with legal action and loss of funding; making it harder to bring legal challenges 
to employer practices that have a disparate impact on women, people of color, and 
other marginalized groups; attempting to undermine state civil rights enforcement; and 
abandoning the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission’s (EEOC) duty to protect 
transgender workers from discrimination. The administration claims that DEI “undermines 
our national unity” and the values of hard work and merit, but what these attacks really 
reflect is their belief that women, people of color, and other marginalized people are, by 
default, lacking in merit; that their presence in the workplace is inherently suspect; and that 
our progress on civil rights should be undone.   

THE PUBLIC SUPPORTS DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION 

These attacks cannot change the basic reality that diversity, equity, inclusion, and freedom 
from discrimination in schools and workplaces are popular and, per an early 2026 poll, 
supported by the public. State policymakers must meet the moment by resisting these 

PROTECT THE CIVIL RIGHTS VALUES OF DIVERSE, 
EQUITABLE, AND INCLUSIVE WORKPLACES  

POLICY AGENDA

https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured%20insights/diversity%20and%20inclusion/diversity%20wins%20how%20inclusion%20matters/diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matters-vf.pdf
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-teams-boost-innovation
https://www.niagarainstitute.com/blog/how-diverse-teams-drive-innovation-in-the-workplace-statistics
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/LDF-et-al.-Fact-Sheet-RE-Anti-DEIA-EOs-January-2025.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/trump-executive-order-attacks-workplace-equal-opportunity/
https://nwlc.org/resource/trump-executive-order-attacks-workplace-equal-opportunity/
https://www.naacpldf.org/why-we-need-disparate-impact-civil-rights/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/67f14b136c5a8838cca88ae0/t/68f6689b91e85974e4e421c7/1760979099486/EEO+Leaders+on+FEPAs+and+the+EEOC+October+2025.pdf 
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-lawsuit-freestate-justice-v-equal-employment-opportunity-commission/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/eeoc-moves-to-drop-one-of-its-own-gender-discrimination-cases-to-comply-with-trumps-order
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/ending-illegal-discrimination-and-restoring-merit-based-opportunity/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/ending-illegal-discrimination-and-restoring-merit-based-opportunity/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf  
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf  
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attacks and championing a vision of a more just and equal country. This fight will require 
bolstering civil rights enforcement, leveraging the power of the purse, codifying and 
strengthening legal protections, and promoting transparency and accountability.    

Policies that will work together to protect and advance civil rights values include: 

• Increasing funding and authority for labor and civil rights enforcement agencies

• Including pro-diversity requirements in state contracts and grants

• Increasing funding and support for women- and minority-owned businesses

• Increasing funding for community-based organizations to conduct programming that
directly serves underrepresented populations and/or combats systemic inequalities,
such as preparing women to enter nontraditional occupations or providing culturally
specific services for survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault

• Codifying and strengthening legal protections, including disparate impact theory,
protections for LGBTQIA+ workers, and workplace harassment standards

• Requiring employers to disclose pay and demographic data

• Supporting working caregivers by enacting policies such as flexible work schedules, paid
sick days, paid family and medical leave, and others.

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_STRENGTHENING-STATE-BASEDCIVILRIGHTSENFORCEMENT.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2024-04/Removing%20Barriers%20to%20Participation%20in%20Local%20and%20State%20Government%20Procurement%20and%20Contracting%20for%20Entrepreneurs%20of%20Color.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2026-05/How_Governments_Can_Help_SMBs_Adopt_Apprenticeship_Programs.pdf
https://usblackchambers.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/2025-2026-Blackprint.pdf 
https://www.naacpldf.org/why-we-need-disparate-impact-civil-rights/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_AffirmingTransgenderIdentity.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/a-better-path-reflecting-on-state-workplace-harassment-reforms-and-defining-the-vision-we-fight-for/
https://lep.illinois.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IL_Equal_Pay_Act_Summary_Report-FINAL.pdf 
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_FairSchedules.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_PaidSickDaysHealthyFamily.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_PaidSickDaysHealthyFamily.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_PaidFamilyandMedicalLeave.pdf
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Ensuring full equality for the more than 30 million estimated LGBTQIA+ people living in the 
United States is an essential step in the broader fight for gender justice. No person should 
face unequal treatment based on who they are or who they love. Many states have worked 
to expressly bar discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, whereas 
other legal rights extend to LGBTQIA+ people through general prohibitions on sex-based 
discrimination. Still, too many LGBTQIA+ people face barriers to equal opportunity for 
defying narrow gender expectations and living as their authentic selves. 

These barriers have been exacerbated by a coordinated effort at the state and federal 
level to erode the rights and full inclusion of LGBTQIA+ people, especially those who 
are transgender, intersex, and nonbinary. Drawing from hostile laws passed at the state 
level over the past five years, the Trump administration has now prioritized an aggressive 
campaign to exclude transgender people across all sectors of society. The administration 
has leveraged agency authorities and the federal bully pulpit to pressure states and 
institutions to ignore their nondiscrimination obligations, often by making the false 
argument that transgender inclusion and the interests of cisgender women are in tension. 
But this false premise has only left everyone subject to greater sex-based scrutiny, as 
cisgender women and girls, and particularly cisgender women and girls of color, are 
increasingly being caught up in the policing of gender in public spaces mandated by anti-
trans policies. 

Both federal and state attacks on LGBTQIA+ people, and especially the transgender 
community, have been wide-ranging and unnecessarily cruel. Some of the most explicit 
attacks on LGBTQIA+ rights have targeted trans kids and have centered on eliminating 
supportive school policies and restricting access to gender-affirming care. These attacks 
contribute to the hostile environment and mental health disparities faced by LGBTQIA+ 
youth, with 2023 CDC data showing that  29% of LGBTQ+ youth reported being bullied 
and 41% seriously considered suicide during the past school year, which was much more 

ADVANCE LGBTQIA+ EQUALITY AND INCLUSION 

POLICY AGENDA

https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/icymi-gallup-poll-finds-almost-1-in-10-in-u-s-identify-as-lgbtq-a-record-amount
https://mapresearch.org/equality/
 https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Trump-One-Year-Report-FINAL.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Federal-Investigations-Fact-Sheet_June-2026.pdf
https://www.idahostatesman.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article315549654.html
https://nwlc.org/resource/wasteful-weaponization-federal-investigations-of-trans-inclusive-school-policies/
https://nwlc.org/resource/wasteful-weaponization-federal-investigations-of-trans-inclusive-school-policies/
https://www.kff.org/lgbtq/gender-affirming-care-policy-tracker/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-youth/lgbtq-youth/health-disparities-among-lgbtq-youth.html
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prevalent than their cisgender and straight peers at 16% and 13%, respectively. And the 
attacks on LGBTQIA+ rights have not been limited to youth. Protections for federal trans 
workers and trans adults seeking gender-affirming care have likewise been eroded, and, 
in February 2026, Kansas revoked the driver’s licenses of more than 1,700 transgender 
people in an effort to roll back legal recognition of transgender adults.  

OUR COMMUNITIES WANT TO SEE LGBTQIA+ PEOPLE SUPPORTED—NOT ATTACKED. 

Polling in 2025 shows that 72% of Americans supported measures to protect LGBTQIA+ 
people from discrimination. Eighty-one percent of adults surveyed in April 2026 supported 
guaranteeing the right to be free from sex-based discrimination, including harassment, in the 
workplace and in school, with more than half (51%) wanting their elected representatives to 
do more to guarantee this right. In January 2026, an overwhelming majority of Americans 
thought that schools should be safe and welcoming for transgender students (75%), and that 
schools should protect transgender students from discrimination (68%).  

Policies that will work together to advance LGBTQIA+ equality and inclusion in school, 
work, and all parts of public life include: 

• Keeping LGBTQIA+ youth safe from harassment and exclusion in schools

• Affirming transgender identity at work and in public life

• Ensuring comprehensive access to health care for transgender people (see, e.g., here
and here)

• Ensuring LGBTQIA+ youth are safe, affirmed, and empowered in health settings, including
by Prohibiting nonconsensual surgeries on intersex youth and prohibiting dangerous
“conversion therapy”

• Strengthening state-based civil rights enforcement

https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/eeoc-issues-federal-sector-appellate-decision-recognizing-ability-federal-agencies
https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/eeoc-issues-federal-sector-appellate-decision-recognizing-ability-federal-agencies
https://nashvillebanner.com/2026/04/03/vanderbilt-university-medical-center-no-gender-affirming-surgery/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/kansas-revoked-drivers-licenses-1700-transgender-residents-rcna262120
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/kansas-revoked-drivers-licenses-1700-transgender-residents-rcna262120
https://prri.org/research/mapping-support-for-lgbtq-rights-across-the-50-states-insights-from-prris-2025-american-values-atlas/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf 
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://educateusaction.org/resources/polling/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_KeepingLGBTQYouthSafe.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_AffirmingTransgenderIdentity.pdf
https://transequality.org/news/state-trans-healthcare-2025
https://mapresearch.org/equality-map/healthcare-laws-and-policies/
https://interactadvocates.org/policies-supporting-intersex-youth/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/ending-conversion-therapy/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/ending-conversion-therapy/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_STRENGTHENING-STATE-BASEDCIVILRIGHTSENFORCEMENT.pdf
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For many of us and our loved ones, receiving care from empathetic caregivers is essential to 
thrive. Giving and receiving care holds our society together. But in most states today, working 
people have no guaranteed paid family and medical leave or even paid sick days; high-quality 
child care and long-term health care is hard to find and even harder to afford; schools frequently 
fail to accommodate pregnant and parenting students; and LGBTQIA+ people face particular 
challenges in caring for their chosen family members. While the Trump administration has 
repeatedly claimed to be “pro-family,” it in fact is  actively dismantling the programs and 
policies that support caregiving by making huge cuts to health care, undermining protections 
for care workers, and attacking child care and early education programs.   

Without the supports they need, caregivers are too often pushed out of school or out of 
the workforce, undermining their economic security. Meanwhile, the care workforce—early 
educators, home health care workers, certified nursing assistants, and other professional 
care workers—who are predominantly women, and disproportionately Black women, Latinas, 
and other women of color, often are paid poverty wages for doing the work that makes all 
other work possible. 

POLICIES THAT SUPPORT CAREGIVING SUPPORT OUR ECONOMY—AND ARE POPULAR 

Investing in care advances the economic security of our families and communities and 
serves as critical infrastructure for our economy. And it is popular: In a January 2026 
poll, for example, more than three-quarters of adults supported guaranteeing access to 
affordable, high-quality child care and long-term care for aging and disabled people—and 
most wanted their elected representatives to do more to ensure access to these supports. 
Nearly three-quarters (74%) said providing all workers with access to paid family and 
medical leave would help them and their families, including 81% of parents with children 
under 18. Additional polling indicates that making the richest among us pay their fair share 
in taxes is the way to raise the revenue we need to support caregivers: Across the country, 
the majority of likely voters in late January and early February 2026 supported taxing 
wealthy corporations and raising taxes on the wealthiest households.  

SUPPORT AND PROTECT CAREGIVERS 

POLICY AGENDA

https://nationalpartnership.org/report/paid-leave-means-map/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-sick-days-statutes.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/progress-and-setbacks-state-child-care-and-early-education-updates-2025/
https://nwlc.org/resource/supporting-home-and-community-based-care-advances-gender-justice/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-big-ugly-bill-is-cutting-services-for-aging-and-disabled-people-and-their-caregivers/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/v2_singlepgs_nwlc_BestPracticesReport_PPS.pdf
https://www.sageusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/sage-facts-on-lgbtq-aging-2025.pdf
https://www.sageusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/sage-facts-on-lgbtq-aging-2025.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/baby-bonuses-and-motherhood-medals-why-we-shouldnt-trust-the-pronatalist-movement/
https://nwlc.org/four-ways-the-trump-administration-took-a-page-from-the-project-2025-playbook-and-made-it-harder-for-women-to-care-for-their-families-in-2025/
https://nwlc.org/four-ways-the-trump-administration-took-a-page-from-the-project-2025-playbook-and-made-it-harder-for-women-to-care-for-their-families-in-2025/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-trump-republican-new-tax-and-budget-law-is-devastating-for-womens-health-including-reproductive-health/
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-comments-on-dols-proposed-rule-stripping-home-care-workers-of-basic-labor-protections/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-trump-administrations-ongoing-attacks-on-child-care-working-women/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Final_nwlc_Gates_PregParenting.pdf
https://www.catalyst.org/about/newsroom/2026/caregiving-pressures-women-workforce
https://www.phinational.org/national-resource-center/resource/direct-care-workers-in-the-united-states-key-facts-2024/
https://www.phinational.org/national-resource-center/resource/direct-care-workers-in-the-united-states-key-facts-2024/
https://nwlc.org/resource/new-polling-shows-gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-remain-popular-while-trumps-policies-are-not/
https://nwlc.org/resource/new-polling-shows-gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-remain-popular-while-trumps-policies-are-not/
https://nwlc.org/resource/new-polling-shows-gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-remain-popular-while-trumps-policies-are-not/
https://nwlc.org/resource/new-polling-shows-gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-remain-popular-while-trumps-policies-are-not/
https://www.familiesoverbillionaires.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Families-Over-Billionaires-National-Survey-Memo-021326-1.pdf
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Policies that will work together to  help caregivers and the people they care for 
thrive include:   

• Increasing families’ access to affordable, high-quality child care and early education

• Boosting families’ incomes with refundable tax credits

• Expanding access to home- and community based services (HCBS) and improving jobs for
home care workers

• Guaranteeing paid family and medical leave and paid sick days

• Promoting fair work schedules

• Protecting caregivers from discrimination

• Supporting pregnant and parenting students

• Raising revenue to support investments in women and families

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BuildaStrongChildCareSystem_crosslinked____.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BoostFamilies.pdf
https://www.phinational.org/resource/the-path-forward-preserving-strengthening-and-reimagining-care-in-the-united-states/
https://www.phinational.org/resource/the-path-forward-preserving-strengthening-and-reimagining-care-in-the-united-states/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_PaidFamilyandMedicalLeave.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_FairSchedules.pdf
https://worklifelaw.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Model-Caregiver-Law.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Advocate-Toolkit-for-Supporting-PPS-Final-06.18.26.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_RaiseRevenue.pdf
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All students deserve schools that are safe, supportive, and affirming of their identity. But 
recent attacks on students’ rights, health and well-being, and public education itself build 
on decades of unfair and discriminatory policies that prevent equal access to education 
for young people. For example, sex harassment, including sexual violence, pushes many 
survivors out of K-12 schools and higher education, and girls and women of color, LGBTQ+ 
students, pregnant and parenting students, and disabled students are often more likely 
to be harassed than their peers and/or more likely to be disbelieved or punished by their 
schools. LGBTQIA+ students face escalating attacks, including forced outing by schools 
to those students’ families and the exclusion of transgender and nonbinary students from 
gender-separated sports and facilities. Discrimination against pregnant and parenting 
students, including denial of basic accommodations, also prevents many students from 
remaining and succeeding in school. Many young people also face barriers to accessing 
sexual and reproductive health care and information—especially after the Supreme 
Court eliminated the federal constitutional right to abortion—forcing many students to 
leave school and plunging them into years of economic hardship. Furthermore, harsh, 
discriminatory discipline policies, including dress code policies, have pushed Black, 
Indigenous, Pacific Islander, and Latine students of all genders out of school, starting as 
early as preschool, with long-lasting effects on their futures. Finally, censorship of books and 
learning materials that address topics like gender and race promotes more discrimination 
in schools, and conservative extremist groups have sought to expand a 2025 Supreme 
Court decision beyond its scope to broaden censorship and anti-transgender policies.  

PEOPLE WANT SCHOOLS THAT ARE SAFE, INCLUSIVE, AND AFFIRMING OF ALL STUDENTS   

June 2025 polling shows that 98% of U.S. adults consider initiatives that make students 
feel like they belong as part of the school community to be somewhat or very important, 
with over 60% saying diversity, equity, and inclusion is somewhat or very important. In April 
2026, an overwhelming majority of Americans thought that schools should be safe and 

PROTECT STUDENT SAFETY AND 
ACCESS TO EDUCATION 

POLICY AGENDA

https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-seeks-to-defend-the-biden-title-ix-rule/
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://nwlc.org/project-2025-wrapped-your-year-in-attacks-on-the-health-of-women-and-lgbtqia-people/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/DoE-EO-Explainer-4.4.2025v1.pdf
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3168909
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/research-briefs/sexual-violence-and-suicide-risk-among-lgbtq-young-people/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/research-briefs/sexual-violence-and-suicide-risk-among-lgbtq-young-people/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Final_nwlc_Gates_PregParenting.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/survivor-justice-is-disability-justice/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Federal-Investigations-Fact-Sheet_June-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Advocate-Toolkit-for-Supporting-PPS-Final-06.18.26.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Advocate-Toolkit-for-Supporting-PPS-Final-06.18.26.pdf
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://nwlc.org/resource/she-deserves-dignity/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/2024_nwlc_Censorship_FS.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/2024_nwlc_Censorship_FS.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/2024_nwlc_Censorship_FS.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Mahmoud-v.-Taylor-Explainer-Toolkit-8.29.25.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Mahmoud-v.-Taylor-Explainer-Toolkit-8.29.25.pdf
https://pdkpoll.org/2025-poll-results/
https://educateusaction.org/resources/polling/
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welcoming for transgender students (75%) and that schools should protect transgender 
students from discrimination (68%). More than ever, state and local policymakers must help 
eliminate barriers in education by centering young people who need support the most and 
putting forward a policy agenda that creates safe and inclusive schools so that all students 
have a chance to thrive.  

Policies that will work together to support opportunities for all students include:

• Stopping sex harassment in PK-12 schools & higher education

• Keeping LGBTQIA+ youth safe from harassment and exclusion in schools

• Supporting pregnant and parenting students

• Ensuring access to sexual and reproductive health care and information

• Ending discriminatory discipline policies and dress codes

• Teaching affirming and accurate curricula

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_StoppingSexHarrassmentinSchools.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_KeepingLGBTQYouthSafe.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Advocate-Toolkit-for-Supporting-PPS-Final-06.18.26.pdf 
https://www.guttmacher.org/2025/12/state-policy-trends-2025-full-year-analysis
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/FINAL_NWLC_EDTrust_Guide.pdf 
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_AffirmingandAccurateLearningMaterials.pdf
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Sex harassment, which includes sexual assault, should never get in the way of anyone’s 
ability to go to school, go to work, or receive healthcare. But unfortunately, almost 
a decade after #MeToo went viral, that’s still not the case for millions of people across 
the country. In K-12 schools and universities, harassment, including sexual assault, hurts 
students’ ability to succeed in school and subjects survivors who come forward to costly 
forms of relation. In the workplace, sex harassment is rampant in every industry and level 
of employment and forces many women to avoid or leave their field of study, profession, 
or industry altogether, thereby perpetuating the gender wage gap. In healthcare settings, 
sex harassment creates long-lasting trauma and mental health harms and can prevent 
patients from seeking care in the future. Across all settings, women and girls of color, 
LGBTQIA+ people, migrants, disabled people, and low-paid workers are more likely to 
be targeted by sex harassment due to their marginalized status yet less likely to receive 
support due to discriminatory stereotypes that suggest they are less credible and less 
deserving of care. 

Existing state and federal laws do not adequately require or incentivize schools, employers, 
and healthcare providers to prevent and address sex harassment, leaving those most 
vulnerable to harassment without meaningful protections. These gaps in the law have been 
exacerbated by the Trump administration’s rollbacks of protections against sex harassment 
and weaponization of federal civil rights laws to attack diversity, equity, and inclusion 
programs and federal funding for organizations that provide critical, lifesaving support to 
survivors of domestic and sexual violence. The Trump administration has steered the full 
weight of the federal government toward unjustifiably attacking immigrants and banning 
transgender people from public spaces under the guise of preventing sexual violence. 
As a result, harassers and institutions are not held accountable. Meanwhile, survivors are 
afraid to come forward, and those who do are often ignored or face retaliation, including 
being disciplined by their school, harassed by their abuser and abusers’ friends, or sued 
for defamation by their abuser.   

STOP SEX HARASSMENT AND 
SUPPORT SURVIVORS

POLICY AGENDA

https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/crdc-sexual-violence-snapshot.pdf
https://www.aau.edu/newsroom/press-releases/aau-releases-2019-survey-sexual-assault-and-misconduct
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1521025115584750
https://nwlc.org/resource/out-of-the-shadows-an-analysis-of-sexual-harassment-charges-filed-by-working-women/
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/A-Future-Worth-Building_What-Tradeswomen-Say_FINAL.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/A-Future-Worth-Building_What-Tradeswomen-Say_FINAL.pdf
https://mcasa.org/assets/files/Sexual_Violence_in_Health_Care_Fact_Sheet_2025.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3168909
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/talking-sex-and-relationships/202509/facing-up-to-sexual-assault-in-queer-communities
https://www.tahirih.org/news/understanding-the-intersections-of-sexual-assault-and-immigration-status/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326997956_The_Less_Told_Story_The_Intersection_of_Title_IX_and_Disability
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/sexual-harassment-severe-and-pervasive-problem/making-ends-meet-in-the-margins-female-dominated-low-wage-sectors/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-files-lawsuits-to-stop-unlawful-funding-restrictions-on-domestic-and-sexual-violence-service-organizations/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Letter-from-112-survivor-advocates-to-McMahon_Richey-re-Title-IX-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Letter-from-112-survivor-advocates-to-McMahon_Richey-re-Title-IX-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/survivors-speaking-out-toolkit-defamation-retaliation/
https://nwlc.org/resource/survivors-speaking-out-toolkit-defamation-retaliation/
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PEOPLE ARE DEMANDING POLICIES THAT ALLOW WOMEN, GIRLS, AND LGBTQIA+ 
PEOPLE TO LIVE, LEARN, AND WORK SAFELY AND WITH DIGNITY    

Students, workers, and patients are organizing and demanding better of schools, employers, 
and health care providers so everyone can learn, work, and live in a safe, healthy, and respectful 
environment. These demands are popular: polling from April 2026 shows that a majority of 
adults want stronger protections to combat sex discriminationwant stronger protections to 
combat sex discrimination, including harassment. Our state policymakers must heed their 
call.   

Policies that will work together to combat sex harassment and increase equality and 
opportunity for women, girls, and LGBTQIA+ people include: 

• Stopping sex harassment in PK-12 schools & higher education

• Preventing sex harassment with comprehensive, intersectional, and non-punitive
policies

• Strengthening responses to sex harassment by closing gaps in federal education law

• Closing longstanding gaps in workplace anti-harassment laws

• Increasing worker power and strengthening protections against retaliation for
workers who report workplace harassment

• Strengthening legal standards and increasing meaningful access to the legal system
for harassment survivors

• Improving accountability by eliminating damage caps and banning contract
mechanisms that constrain workers’ speech or actions

• Ensuring patients are protected from sex discrimination, including sex harassment and
assault

• Protecting survivors from abusive lawsuits, including defamation lawsuits

• Strengthening state-based civil rights enforcement

• Ensuring organizations that provide services and support to domestic violence
and sexual assault survivors are sufficiently resourced to meet the needs of their
communities

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_StoppingSexHarrassmentinSchools.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_StoppingSexHarrassmentinSchools.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/states-can-strengthen-legal-protections-for-students-against-harassment/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_EnsuringSafeandThrivingWorkplaces.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_ProtectingStudentsfromDefamation.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_STRENGTHENING-STATE-BASEDCIVILRIGHTSENFORCEMENT.pdf
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GUARANTEE THE RIGHT TO ABORTION 
AND ENSURE ACCESS

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Abortion is an essential part of full-spectrum reproductive health care. Meaningful access to 
abortion is also fundamental to pregnant people’s liberty, equality, and economic security. 
One in four women* will need an abortion in her lifetime. Everyone, no matter where they 
live or their financial means, should have access to abortion when they want or need it, in 
their communities, without stigma, shame, or barriers. 

But people’s ability to access abortion was thrown into chaos when the Supreme Court’s 
erroneous decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization (2022) took away our 
constitutional right to abortion—a right that was fundamental to our health, lives, futures, 
and society for nearly 50 years. In the immediate aftermath, anti-abortion state policymakers 
focused on banning abortion; nearly half of states made abortion inaccessible, leading to 
clinic closures and severely reduced availability of abortion care in a clinic setting.  

Now anti-abortion state policymakers have largely shifted their focus from abortion bans to 
attacking medication abortion and youth access to reproductive health care. They have also 
worked to remove regulation of and expand support for anti-abortion centers, all while public 
funding is being stripped from legitimate reproductive health care clinics. There has also 
been a significant uptick in efforts to criminalize people that seek abortions—continuing a 
long history of criminalization of pregnant people and abortion providers—and a significant 
uptick in efforts to give legal rights to fetuses and embryos. In addition to the attacks at the 
state level, the Trump administration is exacerbating the abysmal landscape of abortion 
access—including by working to make the anti-abortion goals of Project 2025 a reality—
making state level protections more critical than ever. 

Restricting abortion access disproportionately harms communities of color and those who 
have low incomes—people who already face challenges in accessing health care, and who 
often lack job security and paid leave, which further compounds the harms they already 
experience, including poverty and systemic racism. Some people are not able to overcome 
the hurdles of accessing care, which ultimately means that they are forced to carry their 
pregnancies to term, which can create economic insecurity and health consequences that 
last for years, especially when combined with all too common barriers to accessing other 
pregnancy-related care and other resources, like healthy food and broadband internet.  

https://www.guttmacher.org/news-release/2024/one-four-us-women-expected-have-abortion-their-lifetime
https://www.guttmacher.org/news-release/2024/one-four-us-women-expected-have-abortion-their-lifetime
https://www.guttmacher.org/2025/02/medication-abortion-remains-critical-state-abortion-provision-attacks-access-persist
https://nwlcactionfund.org/2026/03/18/nwlcaf-releases-primer-on-anti-abortion-centers-for-state-lawmakers/
https://www.pregnancyjusticeus.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Pregnancy-as-a-Crime-An-Interim-Update-on-the-First-Two-Years-After-Dobbs.pdf
https://www.unpunishpregnancy.com/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-anti-abortion-movement-has-been-pushing-a-fetal-personhood-strategy-its-not-what-you-think/
https://nwlc.org/project-2025-wrapped-your-year-in-attacks-on-the-health-of-women-and-lgbtqia-people/
https://www.guttmacher.org/2023/01/inequity-us-abortion-rights-and-access-end-roe-deepening-existing-divides
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/issue-brief/what-are-the-implications-of-the-dobbs-ruling-for-racial-disparities/
https://nwlc.org/resource/hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs/
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/explainer/paid-family-leave-the-basics/
https://www.guttmacher.org/2023/01/inequity-us-abortion-rights-and-access-end-roe-deepening-existing-divides
https://nwlc.org/resource/abortion-rights-and-access-are-inextricably-tied-to-equality-and-gender-justice/
https://nwlc.org/attacks-on-abortion-are-attacks-on-maternity-care/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Updated-Deserts-Report-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Updated-Deserts-Report-1.pdf
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Despite these harms, anti-abortion policymakers continue to be relentless in their attacks, 
threatening anyone and everyone who plays any role in abortion access. This creates legal 
uncertainty and fear for pregnant people, loved ones, abortion providers and other health 
care professionals, employers, schools, businesses, and city governments, among others.  

THE SOLUTION 

It is critical that state policymakers act boldly and swiftly to ensure the right to abortion and 
people’s ability to access abortion care. Even in states with protected access to abortion, 
state policymakers can take action to expand access to care by eliminating existing barriers 
or thinking creatively about how to meet existing needs. Not only can policymakers work to 
ensure that abortion is broadly legal, accessible, and affordable, they can work to tackle new 
or exacerbated issues, like improving security for pregnant people and providers, protecting 
them from discrimination and civil, criminal, and professional ramifications, mitigating the 
harm of anti-abortion centers (AACs), and addressing refusals of abortion care.  

We know that abortion access is best realized when policy change is informed by local 
reproductive rights, health, and justice advocates, abortion providers, people from impacted 
communities, and researchers. While this document provides suggestions, it is essential for 
policymakers to connect with the relevant local stakeholders to develop recommendations 
for legislation that best responds to the specific needs in a particular state. 

• Ensure the right to abortion is enshrined in state law, particularly under a broad right to
reproductive freedom and equality, whether by statute or constitutional amendment. At
the same time, policymakers can look at protections that already exist in their state and
make sure that they are plainly spelled out. For example, attorneys general can issue
opinions that make clear that a state constitution protects the right to abortion or that
clarify existing state law. Make sure that these efforts also include:

» Decriminalizing the provision of abortion care, actions that assist people in accessing
abortion care, and having or seeking a medically assisted or self-managed abortion; and

» Opposing efforts to assign legal rights and benefits to fetuses, embryos, and fertilized
eggs. 

• Repeal any existing state abortion restrictions or bans, including:

» Any gestational limit;

» Laws that ban or criminalize abortion, including self-managed abortion;

» Medically unnecessary and burdensome restrictions on abortion providers and on
clinics, including those that restrict access to medication abortion;

» Laws that require parental involvement and restrict young people’s access to care;

https://www.pregnancyjusticeus.org/resources/legislative-blueprint/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-anti-abortion-movement-has-been-pushing-a-fetal-personhood-strategy-its-not-what-you-think/
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» Measures meant to shame and judge people who have decided to have an abortion,
such as mandatory delays and biased counseling requirements; and

» Refusal of care laws that allow health care providers’ personal beliefs to override a
patient’s access to abortion care.

• Address denials of care, including refusals to provide abortion and other health care, by,
for example:

» Repealing laws that allow institutions or other entities, such as hospital insurance plans,
to refuse care; and require institutions that have the capacity to provide health care to
do so;

» Ensuring that hospital mergers do not result in communities losing access to reproductive 
health care services;

» Reforming laws that allow individual health care providers to deny care because of
personal beliefs to ensure they do not result in harm to the patient, including robust
requirements for referrals, options counseling, and facilitating access to willing
providers; and

» Ensuring that patients receive emergency pregnancy care, including abortion.

• Advocate for abortion access as an integral part of achieving sex equality, including by:

» Supporting a broad right to equality that includes access to abortion, whether by statute
or constitutional amendment; and

» Educating the public on the connection between abortion access and equality, including 
in legislative findings, freestanding resolutions, or in legislative testimony.

» If you’re in a state with an existing Equal Rights Amendment, consider working with your
state’s Office of the Attorney General to challenge restrictions on abortion care in the
law (examples from Pennsylvania and Nevada).

• Expand medication abortion access, such as by requiring public universities to provide
medication abortion, and by protecting and expanding access to telemedicine.

• Remove funding barriers and ensure abortion is affordable, including:

» Allocating funds to help in-state and out-of-state abortion patients pay for care or
practical support or directly subsidize abortion clinics and funds;

» Creating an abortion care grant program and fund it with unused, separately accounted
insurance premium dollars;

https://nwlc.org/resource/refusals-to-provide-health-care-threaten-the-health-and-lives-of-patients-nationwide-2/
https://nwlc.org/press-release/trump-administration-rescinds-emtala-guidance-and-sends-clear-signal-emergency-abortion-care-remains-at-risk/
https://law.ucla.edu/sites/default/files/PDFs/Center_on_Reproductive_Health/2509%20State%20Constitutions%20FINAL.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/abortion-rights-and-access-are-inextricably-tied-to-equality-and-gender-justice/
https://eraprojectcolumbia.squarespace.com/research/mpa
https://www.womenslawproject.org/2023/09/allegheny-reproductive-health-center-v-pa-department-of-human-services-medicaid-case/
https://www.aclunv.org/cases/silver-state-hope-fund-vs-nevada-department-health-and-human-services/
https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/6733817ea3257b118351a50f/67d32d3eef932cd02f2ff1c2_RHITES-TelehealthEquity-Feb_2023%20(1).pdf
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» Incorporating abortion access needs into the state budget;

» Improving insurance coverage of abortion care in both private and public plans,
including by:

* Providing Medicaid funding for abortion care, improving Medicaid reimbursement
rates, and streamlining the process for becoming a state-Medicaid eligible provider
and for billing and reimbursement of claims;

* Requiring insurance coverage of abortion for in-person and telehealth abortions and
for in- and out-of-network abortion care, without limit on the number of abortions; and

* Eliminating cost-sharing for abortion and abortion-related services, including for
telehealth abortions.

• Prohibit employment discrimination against employees for their reproductive decisions, 
including for having abortions, using assisted reproductive technology, or using birth
control.

• Protect abortion providers, people who have abortions, and people who help others
access abortion, including by improving physical security and data privacy, by:

» Expanding data shield laws that generally bar the disclosure of sexual or reproductive
health information, including in response to out-of-state subpoenas, so that they include
abortion providers, patients, and helpers;

» Directly granting funds to clinics so they may invest in their own security enhancements;

» Bolstering data privacy protections of abortion seekers, abortion providers, and
individuals and organizations that assist those seeking abortions, including by increasing 
privacy guardrails around how tech companies can store and use consumer data;

» Implementing guardrails around digital IDs;

» Prohibiting out-of-state subpoenas or extradition to a hostile state;

» Refusing to participate in other states’ investigations of pregnancy outcomes and
abortions that are legal in your state; Governors can clearly affirm this policy.

» Prohibiting tech companies from handing over sensitive or identifiable information to
law enforcement;

» Prohibiting the sale of sensitive data and identifiable information, including by data
brokers;

» Prohibiting medical malpractice insurance companies or medical boards from taking any 
adverse action against a reproductive health care clinician who provides reproductive
health care that is legal in their state;

https://www.guttmacher.org/state-policy/explore/state-funding-abortion-under-medicaid
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/NWLC_FactSheet_State-Laws-Agianst-Emplotment-Discrimination-Based-on-Reproductive-Health-Decisions-3.25.22.pdf
https://nationalabortionfederation.org/safety-security/2025-naf-violence-disruption/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/reproductive-health-data-privacy-after-roe.pdf
https://convergencemag.com/articles/digital-ids-put-health-care-privacy-at-risk/
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» Allowing for medication abortion prescription labels to include the name of the clinic or
institution, rather than the name of the individual provider;

» Attorneys general can make clear that prosecutions for pregnancy outcomes are
prohibited due to lack of authority and that they will not prosecute pregnant people
under abortion bans.

• Protect clinicians from employment discrimination, including by:

» Protecting clinicians who “moonlight” as abortion providers, clinicians who provide
abortion care or information about and referrals for abortion care, and clinicians and
clinical students who speak publicly about their support for abortion care from being
fired or otherwise facing repercussions from their primary or current employer;

» Preventing hospitals from denying admitting privileges to a doctor just because they
are an abortion provider or are willing to provide abortion care; and

» Preventing clinicians and clinical students from employment consequences—such
as rescinding a job offer or being denied residency—because of previous abortion
provision, training, or their support for abortion care.

• Advocate for comprehensive sex education policies that require medically accurate,
age-appropriate, inclusive, and non-stigmatizing instruction regarding all reproductive
health care options, including abortion.  

• Mitigate the harm of anti-abortion centers, also known as crisis pregnancy centers
(CPCs), including by: 

» Ending state funding of AACs;

» Ending any tax benefit that has been given specifically for donations to an AAC;

» Investing in community-based models that provide pregnancy- and baby-care–related
resources, such as free pregnancy tests and diapers, to those who need them;

» Increasing public education efforts on the danger of AACs, ensuring materials and
resources are accessible, understandable, and available in (at least) the area’s top five
most common languages;

» Protecting the private information of people who visit AACs; and

» Increasing consumer protection warnings on the dangers of AACs, and auditing AAC
funding streams.

• Encourage workplaces to support access to reproductive health care and justice
programs, including by incentivizing employers to:

» Offer paid sick leave and paid medical and family leave for pregnancy-related care
needs, including pregnancy loss and obtaining an abortion;

https://nwlc.org/resource/know-your-rights-existing-laws-may-protect-health-care-professionals-who-provide-or-support-abortion-from-discrimination-in-employment/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-abortion-access/
https://nwlcactionfund.org/2026/03/18/nwlcaf-releases-primer-on-anti-abortion-centers-for-state-lawmakers/
https://rhiaventures.org/corporate-engagement/hidden-value-the-business-case-for-reproductive-health/
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» Provide comprehensive health insurance that includes abortion coverage;

» Ensure that workers who need to travel for abortion care are supported with travel costs
and other relevant benefits, like child care costs; and

» Create an emergency fund for employees for costs associated with accessing abortion.

• Expand who can provide abortion care, including by:

» Repealing any laws that require that abortions are provided only by physicians;

» Making explicit that advanced practice clinicians can provide abortion;

» Expediting the licensure of abortion providers; and

» Expanding access to abortion training, including creating state grants to train abortion
providers.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Connecting abortion to autonomy, freedom, health, and equality:

» Everyone should have the opportunity to live a safe and healthy life—and that means
ensuring people have access to reproductive health care, including abortion care.

» Abortion care allows us to build the future we want for ourselves and our families, letting
us participate equally in society.

» One of the most important life decisions we will ever make is whether or when to
become a parent. Every person should be able to make decisions about pregnancy,
including abortion, without barriers, shame, or political interference. Let’s trust people
to make decisions that are best for their lives and their bodies.

» We aren’t truly free until everyone can make decisions about their bodies, lives, and
futures. Denying abortion care and forcing someone to continue a pregnancy against
their will takes away their freedom. Our laws should protect our rights, not try to control
and dehumanize us.

» We cannot be truly equal if we don’t have control over our own bodies and lives.
Banning abortion is about controlling us and returning to a time when we could not
make decisions about our bodies and futures.

• Communities Impacted:

» We know who is most impacted by lack of abortion access and the criminalization of
abortion seekers: the communities that already bear the brunt of systemic inequities,
disinvestment, disparities, and discrimination—Black, Indigenous, and other people of
color (BIPOC), those with lower incomes, LGBTQIA+ people, young people, people living
in rural areas, people with disabilities, immigrants, and people in abusive relationships
or those that have suffered domestic or sexual violence.

https://www.acog.org/-/media/project/acog/acogorg/files/advocacy/issue-briefs/advanced-practice-clinicians-and-abortion-care-provision.pdf?rev=ed4c1757442c4b3f8947154ae5627f6c&hash=15EC3922D4D0609D9162C1A4F1D6831D
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» Over 5.5 million Black women—54% of all Black women ages 15 to 49—live in the 22
states where abortion is banned or under threat.

» Over half a million women of color of reproductive age live in counties with abortion
care deserts and pregnancy care deserts. 

» In the three years following the Dobbs decision, anti-abortion policymakers in 13 states
introduced bills that would criminalize abortion seekers by bringing homicide charges
against people who have an abortion. Of the 21 million women of reproductive age that
live in those states, 9.4 million are women of color and 6.7 million are economically
insecure.

» Being denied abortion access and forced to carry a pregnancy to term creates higher
health harms for marginalized and targeted communities, especially Black women.

* Black women are nearly 3.5 times1 more likely to die from a pregnancy-related cause
than white women.

* Indigenous women also have an increased rate of pregnancy-related mortality.

* Black and Latina women are overrepresented in abortion care deserts, increasing
their risk of adverse health outcomes and widening racial disparities in maternal
health.

• Economic Impact:

» People have more control over their economic security when they can make their own
decisions about their bodies and what’s best for their families. These decisions affect
their financial well-being, job security, and their ability to work and go to school.

» Being denied an abortion really hurts people’s financial well-being, and people of color
are disproportionally living in poverty or facing economic insecurity. People who are
denied an abortion have nearly four times the odds of living below the poverty line at
six months after giving birth compared to those who were not denied. A 2020 study
also shows that being denied an abortion increases the amount of debt people have
compared to pre-pregnancy, as well as negative impacts on their credit, such as from
bankruptcies and evictions.

* Roughly six in 10 Black women who are economically insecure live in states that have
banned or are likely to ban abortion and states that have above-average maternal
mortality rates.

* Restricting abortion negatively impacts state economies and women’s labor force
participation.

» Restricting abortion access hurts workers because being forced to continue a pregnancy 
may lead to increases in poverty and unemployment and make it harder to take care of
themselves or their families.

https://nationalpartnership.org/report/abortion-bans-and-criminalization-three-years-post-dobbs/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Updated-Deserts-Report-1.pdf
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/abortion-bans-and-criminalization-three-years-post-dobbs/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hestat/maternal-mortality/2023/Estat-maternal-mortality.pdf
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama-health-forum/fullarticle/2766339
https://www.cdc.gov/maternal-mortality/php/pregnancy-mortality-surveillance-data/?CDC_AAref_Val=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fmaternal-mortality%2Fphp%2Fpregnancy-mortality-surveillance%2Findex.html&cove-tab=1
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Updated-Deserts-Report-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/abortion-access-is-critical-to-economic-security/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/19-1392-Thomas-E-Dobbs-v-Jackson-Womens-Health-Brief-of-Amici-in-Support.._-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/National-Snapshot-Poverty-Among-Women-Families-in-2024.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/National-Snapshot-Poverty-Among-Women-Families-in-2024.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5803812/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5803812/
https://iwpr.org/2025-analysis-costs-of-reproductive-health-restrictions/
https://iwpr.org/2025-analysis-costs-of-reproductive-health-restrictions/
https://iwpr.org/articles/more-than-140-billion-in-lost-earnings-abortion-restrictions-continue-to-harm-women-and-are-a-persistent-drag-on-the-economy/
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» Studies show clear links between access to abortion and higher participation in the
workforce and economic benefits for women. Access to abortion care increases people’s 
ability to plan for their future careers and lives.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• Click here for resources to help you speak your values when fighting for abortion policy
change and be sure your messaging is free from abortion stigma.

• Click here for resources to talk about how anti-abortion and anti-trans movements are
using coordinated strategies and tactics to attack fundamental rights.

• Click here for resources to talk about the relationship between abortion and broader social
justice movements, and click here for a deeper dive on the connections between abortion,
economic justice, and worker justice.

• Click here for resources to talk about the legal strategy to give rights and benefits to
fetuses and embryos.

Public Popularity 

• As of January 2026, the majority (58%) of adults support guaranteeing rights and access
to abortion.

• Sixty-four percent of adults said abortion should be legal in all or most cases as of a July
2025 poll. Fifty-five percent of people believed medication abortion should remain legal
as of January 2026.

• More than three-quarters of voters said it is extremely or very important to protect the
rights of people who are pregnant or could become pregnant as of a December 2024 poll.

• In nearly every state where abortion appeared on the ballot in 2022 and 2023, immediately
following the Dobbs decision—California, Kansas, Kentucky, Michigan, Vermont, and Ohio—
people voted in favor of protecting abortion rights and access. In 2024, Arizona, Colorado,
Maryland, Missouri, Montana, Nevada (not yet in effect), and New York passed ballot measures 
to expand and protect reproductive freedom. A clear majority of Floridians voted in favor
of restoring abortion access, but the ballot measure ultimately failed because of the high
threshold required for passage, as implemented by anti-abortion policymakers. New York’s
ballot initiative amended the state constitution’s equal rights amendment to include anti-
discriminatory protections for pregnancy, pregnancy outcomes, and reproductive health
care and autonomy. In 2026, at least three states (including Nevada) are working to advance
ballot initiatives for the November 2026 election that would protect abortion access.

State-Specific Data 

• Click here for state-by-state public opinion polling on abortion as of March 2024.

• Click here for U.S. abortion laws by state.

https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/B379_Abortion-Access_rfinal.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/what-can-economic-research-tell-us-about-the-effect-of-abortion-access-on-womens-lives/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Abortion-Values-Primer.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/abortion-values-messaging-guides/
https://nwlc.org/resource/destigmatizing-abortion/#:~:text=Abortion%20is%20love%2C%20community%2C%20and,and%20everyone%20who%20needs%20it
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/New-Targets-Old-Tactics-Issue-Brief-Updated.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/abortion-rights-are-inextricably-tied-to-social-and-economic-justice-movements/
https://nwlc.org/resource/abortion-unites-us-abortion-messaging-for-union-members-and-leaders/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Effective-Messaging-to-Oppose-Legal-Strategy-to-Gives-Rights-to-Fetuses-to-Take-Away-Rights-from-Pregnant-People.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://apnorc.org/projects/support-for-legal-abortion-remains-strong/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2026/03/12/majority-of-americans-say-medication-abortion-should-be-legal/?emci=3e43928f-7e21-f111-9a48-000d3a14b640&emdi=52b0bd7a-f021-f111-9a48-000d3a14b640&ceid=525065
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/NWLC-PJ-Fetal-Personhood-One-Pager-FINAL.pdf
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/the-status-of-abortion-related-state-ballot-initiatives-since-dobbs/
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/ballot-tracker-status-of-abortion-related-state-constitutional-amendment-measures
https://ballotpedia.org/Florida_Amendment_3,_60%25_Majority_Requirement_for_Constitutional_Amendments_Amendment_(2006)
https://ballotpedia.org/Florida_Amendment_3,_60%25_Majority_Requirement_for_Constitutional_Amendments_Amendment_(2006)
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/the-status-of-abortion-related-state-ballot-initiatives-since-dobbs/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/06/12/americans-views-on-abortion-differ-by-state/
https://states.guttmacher.org/policies/
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Examples of State and Local Policies 

Following the Dobbs decision in 2022, states passed at least 217 provisions that protect or 
expand access to abortion (49 in 2025; 39 in 2024; 129 in 2023). Examples include:  

• In response to attacks on the federal law guaranteeing emergency care (EMTALA), several
states introduced legislation that would protect emergency access to abortion at the state
level. Illinois enacted such a bill in 2024, and Colorado, New York, and Washington enacted
similar protections in 2025. Maryland enacted similar legislation in 2026.

• In 2025, Maryland legislators passed first-of-its-kind legislation that establishes the Public
Health Abortion Grant Program and Fund, which will direct unused, separately accounted
insurance premium dollars toward funding abortion care for those in need. Illinois
legislators introduced a similar bill in 2026.

• At least 22 states and the District of Columbia have “shield” laws2 that protect abortion
providers, such as laws that protect clinicians from civil or criminal liability or professional
repercussions when providing legal abortion. In 2025, legislators in 16 states introduced
39 bills to improve shield law protections for abortion providers and patients, and eight
were enacted (in California, Colorado, the District of Columbia, Delaware, Massachusetts,
North Carolina, Vermont and Washington).

* While we refer to women here to reflect the relevant data, we recognize that individuals who do not
identify as women, including transgender men and nonbinary persons, also may become pregnant
and need abortion access.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

FOOTNOTES: 
1. NWLC calculations based on Figure 2. Black, non-Hispanic women’s maternal mortality rate in

2023 was 50.3 deaths per 100,000 live births. This rate divided by white, non-Hispanic women’s
rate of 14.5 deaths per 100,0000 live births yields a result of 3.47.

2.	Data found under Guttmacher’s map’s ‘Choose Policy’, ‘Protections,’ and ‘Shield law protections’
options.

https://www.guttmacher.org/2025/12/state-policy-trends-2025-full-year-analysis
https://www.guttmacher.org/2024/12/state-policy-trends-2024-anti-abortion-policymakers-redouble-attacks-bodily-autonomy
https://www.guttmacher.org/2023/12/state-policy-trends-2023-first-full-year-roe-fell-tumultuous-year-abortion-and-other
https://nwlc.org/project-2025-a-blueprint-for-attacking-emtala-protections-and-denying-emergency-abortion-care/
https://www.multistate.us/insider/2025/5/22/states-to-watch-on-reproductive-health-and-abortion-policy-in-2025
https://www.multistate.us/insider/2025/5/22/states-to-watch-on-reproductive-health-and-abortion-policy-in-2025
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/2026RS/bills/sb/sb0169F.pdf
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/2025RS/chapters_noln/Ch_435_hb0930T.pdf
https://ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus?GAID=18&DocNum=5408&DocTypeID=HB&LegId=167214&SessionID=114
https://states.guttmacher.org/policies/
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ENSURE EVERYONE CAN ACCESS BIRTH CONTROL 
WHEN THEY WANT OR NEED IT 

POLICY BRIEF

 THE PROBLEM  

True reproductive freedom means having access to the full spectrum of reproductive health 
care, including birth control, and the freedom to make your own decisions about when you 
use these health services. But too many people do not have access to the contraceptive 
methods they want or need and face increased attacks on their access to birth control in the 
years following the Supreme Court overturning Roe v. Wade and the proliferation of rampant 
misinformation and anti-science rhetoric about birth control.   

At the federal level, proposals such as those outlined in  Project 2025,  seek to gut 
the Affordable Care Act’s (ACA) no-cost birth control coverage requirement by excluding 
certain contraceptive methods, allowing employers to opt out of coverage requirements for 
any reason, and replacing science-based guidance with ideologically motivated decision-
making. Congress and the Trump administration are defunding family planning programs, 
taking away health coverage that provides people with family planning services, and imposing 
unjustified restrictions on family planning providers, including Planned Parenthood.  And 
at  the state level,  2025 legislative sessions  saw  bills  with  fetal personhood  definitions 
that threatened  access to emergency contraception and IUDs,  bills that  allowed  health 
providers and pharmacists to refuse to dispense birth control based on personal beliefs, and 
stalled efforts to pass Right to Contraception Acts. 

Meanwhile, even where the right to contraception is not under attack, access remains out 
of reach for too many.  Some people struggle to  access  and afford birth control,  due 
to  arbitrary limitations  put in place by their insurance plans  or insurance plans’ 
lack of compliance with coverage requirements.  This includes  being forced  to 
use methods  they do not want  or to forgo contraception altogether.  People are 
also  being  subjected  to  ideologically  motivated  misinformation and restrictions  on birth 
control. For many people who use birth control—especially those who are already more likely 
to experience barriers to access,  including Black women,  Indigenous women,  immigrant 
women and other women of color and LGBTQIA+ people—these kinds of barriers can keep 
them from accessing the care they need.   

https://nwlc.org/resource/birth-control-under-threat-how-birth-control-rights-and-access-are-being-undermined-since-roe-v-wade-was-overturned/
https://nwlc.org/all-the-ways-project-2025-wants-to-undermine-birth-control-access/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-affordable-care-acts-contraceptive-coverage-requirement-importance-and-impact/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-trump-republican-new-tax-and-budget-law-is-devastating-for-womens-health-including-reproductive-health/
https://nwlc.org/resource/2025-state-legislation-on-birth-control-attacks-continue-but-state-advocates-work-to-protect-and-expand-contraceptive-access/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-anti-abortion-movement-has-been-pushing-a-fetal-personhood-strategy-its-not-what-you-think/
https://www.kff.org/health-information-trust/misleading-narratives-and-social-media-shape-contraception-perceptions/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/jan/27/black-women-healthcare-self-advocate
https://19thnews.org/2026/01/native-americans-pregnancy-related-deaths/
https://www.ibisreproductivehealth.org/publications/barriers-sexual-and-reproductive-health-services-faced-immigrant-women-reproductive-age
https://www.ibisreproductivehealth.org/publications/barriers-sexual-and-reproductive-health-services-faced-immigrant-women-reproductive-age
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7813444/
https://healthlgbtq.org/stateof/lgbtqhealth/
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The right to birth control  is not only the right to access contraception, but also the right 
to be free from pressure, coercion, or force in contraception decision-making.  This is 
especially true of sterilization, which is not reversible after it is performed on people who 
could have become pregnant. But forced sterilization is legal across most of the country. 
Currently, 31 states and Washington, D.C., explicitly allow the forced sterilization of many 
disabled people. Under these laws, a judge can order someone’s sterilization without their 
consent, purportedly for their own good.  

When people are not able to get the birth control they want and need, they face threats to 
their health, the health of their families, and their economic security.  

THE SOLUTION 

States  can  enact and  strengthen state-level  birth control  protections  and 
access to ensure people are free to make their own decisions about what methods work 
best for them. Importantly, policies should be drafted to include the full range of FDA-
approved birth control methods. This ensures that no specific type of birth control is 
treated preferentially over other types and no type of birth control is excluded due to 
political pressure. 

• Enshrine a broad right to reproductive freedom, including the right to birth control
and abortion, in state law.

• Enact Right to Contraception legislation. Modeled after a federal bill which recognizes
that although there is a federal constitutional right to contraception, attacks on the
right to contraception are increasing, a state Right to Contraception Act can separately
enshrine a right to contraception in state law.  (Reach  out to  stategenderpolicy@nwlc.
org for additional resources on such legislation)

• Codify the ACA contraceptive coverage requirement in state law, requiring insurance
plans regulated by the state to cover all FDA-approved birth control without out-of-pocket
costs.

• Increase access points for birth control, like  permitting pharmacists to prescribe and
dispense birth control and requiring coverage and dispensing of no less than one full year
of birth control by both private and public insurance, removing an unnecessary barrier to
birth control.  

• Require coverage of over-the-counter (OTC) methods of birth control without requiring
a prescription by both private and public insurance.  The introduction of the first daily
OTC  oral contraception has  great potential  for improving reproductive health and
autonomy—but only if it is affordable.

• Fund a public awareness campaign about the right to birth control, state and federal
laws requiring insurance coverage of birth control, and how to access birth control, and
counter mis- and disinformation about birth control.

https://nwlc.org/resource/forced-sterilization-of-disabled-people-in-the-united-states/
https://www.fda.gov/media/150299/download
https://www.fda.gov/media/150299/download
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-right-to-contraception-act-enshrining-the-right-to-birth-control-in-federal-law/
mailto:stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org
mailto:stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org
https://healthlaw.org/contraceptive-equity/
https://powertodecide.org/what-we-do/information/resource-library/pharmacist-prescribing-hormonal-birth-control
https://powertodecide.org/what-we-do/information/resource-library/pharmacist-prescribing-hormonal-birth-control
https://powertodecide.org/what-we-do/information/resource-library/extended-supply-contraception
https://powertodecide.org/what-we-do/information/resource-library/extended-supply-contraception
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/663f531dc7453f34ac3006b5/t/667ec728d80dc30614091049/1770302255664/FINAL+ExpandingContraceptiveAccess_Report.pdf
https://www.contraceptiveaccess.org/mis-dis
https://www.contraceptiveaccess.org/mis-dis
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_AbortionCare.pdf
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• Require hospitals to provide medically  accurate  and culturally competent
information about emergency contraception (EC) to all sexual assault survivors, as well as
EC to survivors who want it. These laws should not contain exceptions and should include
all emergency health care facilities.

• Repeal laws allowing the forced sterilization of disabled people. Replace them with laws
that empower disabled people to make their own decisions about whether to be sterilized
and ensure they have the support and accommodations they may need to do so.

• Prioritize enforcement of state contraceptive coverage laws. Where states have their
own contraceptive coverage requirements that mirror or  expand upon  federal  law,
state executive agencies can actively enforce those protections. States have
significant authority to regulate fully insured plans and to address compliance issues
plaguing their residents. States can identify violations by insurers, require restitution to
consumers, and impose meaningful penalties on noncompliant insurers.

• Collaborate on statewide contraceptive access initiatives (SCAI) between 
government agencies, community-based organizations, health care organizations,
and academic institutions. These cross-sector initiatives, like the one created 
in Maryland, aim to increase health center capacity to provide contraceptive services,
remove structural  barriers to contraceptive access, such as cost, and
advance equitable access to care.

• Address federal funding gaps that reduce contraceptive access. When action
reduces access to health care coverage, family planning coverage, or family planning
providers,states can allocate general funds or establish new funding mechanisms
to preserve access.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION
• Contraception is basic health care and helps people plan their lives and futures. Everyone

should have the freedom to use birth control and access to the birth control method that
works best for them.

• Every person should have access to all the resources they need to make meaningful
decisions about birth control use. No one should be pressured, coerced, or forced to use
birth control or to use any particular type of birth control.

• Birth control is such core preventive care that 99% of sexually active women have used
birth control at some point.

• Access to contraception receives support across the political spectrum.

• Removing barriers to birth control so that people can plan, space, and prevent pregnancies is 
critically important for their economic security. Access to birth control is linked to women’s
greater educational and professional opportunities and increased lifetime earnings.

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NWLC_FactSheet_Provding-EC-to-Sexual-Assault-Survivors_12.1.22-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/%C6%92.NWLC_SterilizationReport_2021.pdf
https://governor.maryland.gov/news/press/pages/governor-moore-announces-expanded-access-to-contraceptive-care-across-maryland.aspx
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/filling-in-the-gap-in-federal-medicaid-funding-to-planned-parenthood-state-responses/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d35f1b39760f8000111473a/t/6998ce18136ee27973ba9c5a/1771621912367/Why+Contraceptive+Access+Matters_Feb+2026.pdf
https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/contraceptive-use-united-states
https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/contraceptive-use-united-states
https://www.contraceptiveaccess.org/public-opinion
https://powertodecide.org/sites/default/files/2021-09/Tip%20Sheet%20for%20Advocates.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/B381_Contraception-Access_Final.pdf
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• Over four in 10 (42%) Black women  of reproductive age reported in 2017  that they
cannot afford to pay more than $10 for contraception—an affordability crisis that
is likely to be  exacerbated  by federal actions that create barriers to coverage that
disproportionately impact low-income communities and communities of color.

• Without no-cost coverage, individuals are left to pay out of pocket for the birth control
they need. A 2022 study demonstrates  that women are often not using their preferred
birth control method due to cost.

• Putting the ACA birth control benefit in state law will protect our residents
and  could  increase preferred contraception use among disadvantaged communities,
reducing unintended pregnancies.

• Legislation that increases access points for birth control, like  extended supply  and
pharmacist dispensing, can also help people avoid gaps in using birth control and support
consistent use. It can be difficult for people to pick up their birth control or see their health
care provider when they need it. They may not be able to get time off from work, have a
ride to a pharmacy or clinic, or be able to get to a pharmacy or clinic when it is open, let
alone be safe going to any of these places.

• Improving contraceptive rights and access is critical, but it will not solve the ongoing crisis
in abortion access. Measures that restrict either birth control or abortion access threaten
people’s bodily integrity, liberty, dignity, equality, and economic security. We need robust
abortion access and strong, enforceable contraceptive protections to  help  shape the
future that we want.

Public Popularity	

• Seventy-three percent of adults supported guaranteeing rights and access to birth control
and contraception as of April 2026.

• Fifty-seven percent of adults said protecting access to birth control would help them and
their families, including 62% of women as of January 2026.

• Contraception receives strong support from voters across the political spectrum. Eighty-
six percent of registered voters and 78% of Republican primary voters agreed  that it is
important that adults have easy access to birth control as of September 2025.

» Of the Republican primary voters who identify as “very conservative,” 73% agree that
easy access is important. Similarly, 74%  of “strongly pro-life” voters agree with this
statement.

» Lack of health insurance (51%), cost (40%), and lack of provider access (39%)  were
noted as the top three barriers adults face to contraceptive access.

https://view.publitas.com/perryundem-research-communication/black-american-survey-report_final/page/34
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.conx.2022.100076
https://www.usnews.com/news/health-news/articles/2020-11-10/obamacares-birth-control-coverage-may-have-reduced-unplanned-pregnancies
https://powertodecide.org/what-we-do/information/resource-library/extended-supply-contraception
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/polling-signals-strong-support-for-contraceptive-access-including-among-republican-primary-voters/
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/polling-signals-strong-support-for-contraceptive-access-including-among-republican-primary-voters/
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• Additional polling underscores the deep, bipartisan support for contraception, including
emergency contraception and over-the-counter pills.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

States across the country  are pursuing commonsense solutions to the barriers their 
residents face when trying to access contraception. For example: 

• In 2026, Virginia enacted the Right to Contraception Act, which establishes a statutory
right to  access  contraceptives, including emergency contraception and sterilization
procedures. The law also protects the  right  of health care providers, acting within the
scope of their practice, to provide contraceptives and contraception-related information.

• Eighteen states, including Maine, Illinois, and New York, and the District of Columbia have
passed laws requiring coverage of all FDA-approved birth control methods without out-of-
pocket costs.

• Twenty-four states and D.C. require insurers to cover an extended supply of 12 months
of contraceptives at one time. For example, legislators in Georgia and Tennessee passed
bills that would allow pharmacists to prescribe contraception and require insurers to
cover up to a 12-month supply of birth control.

• Four states—Idaho, Louisiana, New Mexico, and Oklahoma—require insurers to cover an
extended supply of six months at one time.

• At least nine states, including Maryland, Massachusetts, Nevada, and Washington, have
passed laws requiring coverage of some or all over-the-counter methods of birth control
without requiring a prescription.

• Thirty-six states, including Virginia, Maryland, and South Carolina,  and the District of
Columbia have passed laws that allow pharmacists to prescribe oral birth control.

• At least 22 states, including Louisiana and Massachusetts, and the District of Columbia
have passed laws and regulations that require hospital emergency rooms to provide
information about or access to emergency contraception to sexual assault survivors.

• In response to federal cuts, states are finding ways to fill gaps in funding. For example, as
part of the FY 2027 proposed budget, the Michigan governor included a mix of revised
tax rates to generate revenue to fund  Medicaid  and recommended state officials find
ways to cut expenses elsewhere. In Colorado, the governor called a special session where
the legislature passed a law  to use a state-only funding source to continue providing
reimbursements to Planned Parenthood.

https://www.contraceptiveaccess.org/public-opinion
https://stateofaccess.prb.org/
https://lis.blob.core.windows.net/files/1218282.PDF
https://nwlc.org/five-reasons-birth-control-is-an-affordability-issue/
https://www.guttmacher.org/state-policy/explore/insurance-coverage-contraceptives
https://www.guttmacher.org/state-policy/explore/insurance-coverage-contraceptives
https://www.legis.ga.gov/legislation/72697
https://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/BillInfo/Default?BillNumber=HB0533&ga=114
https://www.guttmacher.org/state-policy/explore/insurance-coverage-contraceptives
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/oral-contraceptive-pills-access-and-availability/#:~:text=Half%20of%20States%20and%20D.C.,Supply%20of%20Oral%20Contraceptive%20Pills&text=Note:%20As%20of%20October%202023,fully-insured%20employer%20plans).
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/oral-contraceptive-pills-access-and-availability/#:~:text=Half%20of%20States%20and%20D.C.,Supply%20of%20Oral%20Contraceptive%20Pills&text=Note:%20As%20of%20October%202023,fully-insured%20employer%20plans).
https://www.guttmacher.org/state-policy/explore/emergency-contraception
https://michiganindependent.com/health-care/gov-whitmer-aims-to-steady-michigans-medicaid-program-in-her-final-year-in-office/
https://governorsoffice.colorado.gov/governor/news/governor-polis-calls-special-session-address-budget-hole-created-federal-bill
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MAKE SCHEDULES WORK FOR WORKING PEOPLE 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Many low-paid, hourly jobs that are primarily held by women—such as restaurant servers, 
maids and housekeepers, and cashiers—are marked by work schedules that are often 
unpredictable, unstable, and inflexible. “Just-in-time” scheduling practices mean employees 
frequently have little notice of their work schedules, experience last-minute shift cancellations 
that deprive them of vital income, and are assigned to “on-call” shifts that leave them in 
limbo, not knowing whether they will be required to report to work. Scheduling challenges 
are often compounded for part-time workers, who frequently face even more erratic work 
hours—as well as lower wages and fewer benefits—than their full-time counterparts.  

Volatile job schedules undermine workers’ efforts to make ends meet and care for their 
families. Not knowing when or whether you will have to work can make it difficult to find 
and secure a spot in a child care center, meaning families may have to cobble together last-
minute child care arrangements. In addition, just-in-time scheduling can prevent people 
from being able to make doctors’ appointments for themselves or for their families, as these 
appointments often need to be scheduled weeks or months in advance. The conflict between 
work schedules and caregiving falls especially hard on women, who still shoulder the bulk 
of caregiving responsibilities. Black mothers are more likely to be breadwinners for their 
families, and women of color are more likely to experience scheduling instability than their 
white counterparts, compounding this conflict. Volatile work hours also produce volatile 
incomes, making it difficult for working families to budget for expenses and increasing their 
exposure to economic hardship, including hunger and housing insecurity.  

THE SOLUTION 

States can pass laws that provide employees with stability and predictability in their schedules 
and input into the hours they work. These policies generally are targeted to combat just-in-
time scheduling practices where they are most prevalent, including large employers in food 
service, retail, hospitality, and other service-sector industries. 

https://nwlc.org/resource/hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs/
https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet/
https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/who-cares-if-parents-have-unpredictable-work-schedules-the-association-between-just-in-time-work-schedules-and-child-care-arrangements/
https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/who-cares-if-parents-have-unpredictable-work-schedules-the-association-between-just-in-time-work-schedules-and-child-care-arrangements/
https://online.flippingbook.com/view/83050962/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-women-are-a-lifeline-for-their-families-and-the-economy/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-women-are-a-lifeline-for-their-families-and-the-economy/
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/still-unstable/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/08/18/unpredictable-work-hours-and-volatile-incomes-are-long-term-risks-for-american-workers/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/08/18/unpredictable-work-hours-and-volatile-incomes-are-long-term-risks-for-american-workers/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/690881/work-schedules-fail-millions-employees.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/690881/work-schedules-fail-millions-employees.aspx
https://workrisenetwork.org/report/fair-scheduling-food-service-and-retail-workers
https://workrisenetwork.org/report/fair-scheduling-food-service-and-retail-workers
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• Provide all employees with the right to request changes to their work schedules, including
modified shift start and end times, without fear of discrimination or retaliation by their
employers.

• Require employers in certain industries to:

» Provide employees with at least two weeks’ advance notice of their work schedule and
a good faith estimate of their typical work schedule before they begin employment;

» Compensate employees for last-minute changes to their schedule, including additions
or reductions in hours, cancellations of regular shifts, and on-call shifts;

» Provide a minimum amount of rest time between shifts to discourage “clopening”—when 
an employee works a closing shift followed by an opening shift—and pay employees a
higher rate when they agree, in writing, to work a shift without the minimum rest time;
and

» Offer additional available work hours to existing qualified employees before hiring new
employees to work those shifts. Giving existing employees access to additional hours
promotes more adequate pay for part-time employees and full-time work for those who
want it.

• For jobs that require substantially similar skills, responsibilities, and duties, require
employers to treat part-time and full-time employees equally, including with regard to
wages, ability to accrue benefits, and eligibility for promotions.

• Click here for more details on what such provisions can look like.

• Click here to learn more about best practices for enacting and implementing fair work
week laws.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Unfortunately, volatile work schedules are all too common: nearly two-thirds of service
sector workers reported receiving their work schedules with less than two weeks’ notice,
and more than one-third said they received their schedule with less than one week’s notice.

• Unpredictable work schedules make it more difficult for people to get the health care
they need, which can be especially problematic for workers who are managing disabilities
and for women, who often coordinate health care for loved ones as well as themselves.
Abortion care can be particularly hard to access, since workers living in states with bans
may need to plan travel—and even in states where abortion is legal, waiting periods and
other restrictive laws can still force people to schedule multiple clinic visits.

• Research shows that working conditions that increase parents’ stress—including unstable
and unpredictable work hours—can undermine children’s well-being. At the same time,

https://populardemocracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Fair_Workweek_Policy_Brief_2020.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/guidance-and-best-practices-for-state-local-fair-workweek-legislation/
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/COVIDUpdate_Brief_3.29.23.pdf
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/COVIDUpdate_Brief_3.29.23.pdf
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/COVIDUpdate_Brief_3.29.23.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/collateral-damage-scheduling-challenges-workers-low-wage-jobs-and-their-consequences/
https://nwlc.org/resource/collateral-damage-scheduling-challenges-workers-low-wage-jobs-and-their-consequences/
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/5/24
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/09500170241235863


1350 I STREET NW   SUITE 700   WASHINGTON, DC 20005STATE PLAYBOOK FOR GENDER JUSTICE | 31 

these scheduling practices make it hard for families to arrange and afford high-quality 
child care. 

• Unpredictable schedules also can exacerbate the gender pay gap, in part due to conflicts
with women’s caregiving responsibilities outside of work. 

• Unstable work schedules can make it nearly impossible to pursue further education or
job training while holding down a job. One of the most commonly cited challenges to
completing a college degree is the inability to balance work and school, and a 2002
study with focus groups of community college students reported that conflicts with work
schedules was a major barrier to pursuing their education.

• Predictable work schedules can boost the bottom line for businesses by making it easier for
employees to plan transportation, child care, doctor’s appointments, and other obligations
so that they can consistently be at and stay at work—which in turn creates a more stable,
reliable workforce for businesses and generates cost savings from reduced turnover.

• When Gap Inc. piloted strategies to make work schedules more stable and predictable for
employees, the stores that implemented them saw higher productivity as well as a notable
increase in sales.

Public Popularity 

• An overwhelming majority of voters (86%) in November 2024 reported that it is very or
somewhat important to put in place a policy that would create jobs that enable working
women and all working people to thrive—with fair wages, good benefits, and predictable
work schedules.

• Fair workweek policies are popular across the political spectrum. In February 2022, 80% of
people in the United States—including 83% of all women and 77% of Republican women—
supported a policy that would grant workers the right to request a work schedule change
without fear of retaliation and require employers to provide at least two weeks’ notice of
work schedules for workers in jobs with variable hours.

State-Specific Data 

• Click here for data from the Shift Project on scheduling practices in select locations (e.g.,
California, Michigan, Colorado, New England, New Jersey).

https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/who-cares-if-parents-have-unpredictable-work-schedules-the-association-between-just-in-time-work-schedules-and-child-care-arrangements/
https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/who-cares-if-parents-have-unpredictable-work-schedules-the-association-between-just-in-time-work-schedules-and-child-care-arrangements/
https://cepr.net/publications/bad-times-does-scheduling-volatility-explain-the-gender-wage-gap/
https://hbr.org/2022/07/how-unpredictable-schedules-widen-the-gender-pay-gap
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/files/documents/100331-cea-economics-workplace-flexibility.pdf
http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_466.pdf
https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/uncertain-time-precarious-schedules-and-job-turnover-in-the-u-s-service-sector/
https://worklifelaw.org/projects/stable-scheduling-study/report/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Survey-shows-strong-support-from-voters-including-Trump-voters-on-care-family-and-economic-policies.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/UPDATED_JULY2022_NWLC_CovidReport.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/UPDATED_JULY2022_NWLC_CovidReport.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/NWLC-survey-executive-summary-Final-June-2022-1.pdf
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/secure-scheduling/
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/secure-scheduling/
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Examples of State and Local Policies 

• Fair workweek laws have already been enacted in cities like Seattle, New York City,
Philadelphia, Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, as well as the state of Oregon.

• States and cities like New Hampshire, Vermont, and San Jose, California, have passed laws
that take a first step by addressing some aspects of unfair scheduling practices, including
retaliation for requesting a flexible work schedule or schedule change.

• Research shows that fair workweek policies are effective.

» A study in Emeryville, California, found that after the city’s fair workweek policy went
into effect, retail and food service workers reported a significant decrease in schedule
instability, along with improvements in parent well-being.

» In Seattle, researchers similarly found that workers covered by the Secure Scheduling
Ordinance experienced more predictable schedules and improved well-being and
financial security.

» Research examining the impact of fair workweek laws across three jurisdictions—Seattle,
New York City, and Chicago—affirms that workers in jobs covered by these laws report
better outcomes than their peers in uncovered positions across many measures, including
more predictable schedules and compensation for employer-driven schedule changes.

https://nwlc.org/resource/state-and-local-laws-advancing-fair-work-schedules/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Fair-Work-Schedules-Factsheet-9.14.23v1.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29792/w29792.pdf
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/seattles-secure-scheduling-ordinance-year-2-worker-impact-report/
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/seattles-secure-scheduling-ordinance-year-2-worker-impact-report/
https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/how-are-municipal-level-fair-workweek-laws-playing-out-on-the-ground-experiences-of-food-service-and-retail-workers-in-three-cities/


1350 I STREET NW   SUITE 700   WASHINGTON, DC 20005STATE PLAYBOOK FOR GENDER JUSTICE | 33 

GUARANTEE PAID FAMILY AND MEDICAL 
LEAVE FOR ALL WORKERS 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Care is an issue that impacts everyone—at some point, we will all need to provide care for a 
loved one or receive care ourselves. Yet the United States remains one of the only wealthy 
countries in the world with no national paid leave policy, and only 14 states and the District 
of Columbia have laws guaranteeing paid leave. As a result, people across the country—
especially women—are struggling to care for themselves and their loved ones while paying 
their bills and supporting their families.  

Nearly three-quarters of workers in the United States lack access to paid family leave through 
their employers (i.e., paid time away from work to, for example, care for a family member 
with a serious health condition or a new baby); and nearly six in 10 (57%) don’t receive paid 
medical leave to address their own serious health conditions through an employer-provided 
short-term disability program. For people working in low-paid and part-time jobs—most of 
whom are women—access is even more limited; among workers in the lowest quartile of 
wage earners, for example, only 14% have access to paid family leave. The lack of paid leave 
falls particularly hard on Black women, 38% of whom reported not taking leave, even when 
it was needed. Many workers don’t take leave because of the economic hardship that could 
come from unpaid or partially paid time away from work. Workers who do take unpaid leave, 
or drop out of the workforce altogether, face compounding economic harms due to lower 
wages, stagnated career advancement, or an inability to save for retirement.   

THE SOLUTION 

• Guarantee at least 12 weeks of paid leave for all workers. Currently, no state paid leave
policy provides less than 12 weeks. A robust body of research shows that less than 12
weeks of parental leave is insufficient for maternal or child health and well-being, and
there are meaningful improvements to health outcomes with a longer duration of leave.

• Reimburse all or most of employee’s wages using a progressive scale, so the lowest paid
workers receive the largest percentage of their wages.

https://jilc.syr.edu/2025/01/27/a-nation-without-leave-the-u-s-vs-the-world-on-paid-parental-leave/
https://jilc.syr.edu/2025/01/27/a-nation-without-leave-the-u-s-vs-the-world-on-paid-parental-leave/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/state-paid-family-leave-laws.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/blog/bls-family-leave-2023/
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/blog/bls-family-leave-2023/
https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Hard-Work-Is-Not-Enough-Women-in-Low-Paid-Jobs-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Hard-Work-Is-Not-Enough-Women-in-Low-Paid-Jobs-1.pdf
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/explainer/paid-family-leave-the-basics/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/black-women-need-access-to-paid-family-and-medical-leave/
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/fmla-key-facts/
https://equitablegrowth.org/recent-research-shows-how-paid-leave-impacts-womens-employment-and-financial-security-in-the-united-states/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/final_2025_NWLC_LowWages.pdf
https://www.abetterbalance.org/family-leave-laws/
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/reports/paid-family-leave-how-much-time-enough/maternal-health-and-wellbeing
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• Protect all workers, including part-time workers and independent contractors, regardless
of industry or employer size. A paid leave law that does not provide benefits for part-time
workers would disproportionately harm women, who are overrepresented in part-time
jobs while also acting as caregivers for their families.

• Guarantee that all workers are protected from retaliation for taking leave, can maintain
health insurance coverage during leave, and have the right to return to their jobs following
leave.

• Ensure workers can take leave to care for themselves and a broad range of family members,
including spouses, domestic partners, parents, children of any age, siblings, grandparents,
grandchildren, and other individuals who comprise someone’s “chosen family.” LGBTQI+
individuals are more likely than non-LGBTQI+ people to rely on chosen family members to
provide support for health-related concerns. And people of color and immigrants are more
likely to live in multigenerational households—generally two or more adult generations or
a “skipped generation” and grandchildren younger than 25. This arrangement has become
increasingly common among older adults where they may need to provide care to a wider
range of family members.

• Allow workers to use the benefit for a full range of caregiving needs, including time for their
own serious health conditions, parental leave, leave to care for a loved one’s serious health
condition, deployment-related leave, and safe leave for survivors of domestic violence.

• Click here for a model state paid family and medical leave policy, and here for guidance
on paid safe leave policies.

• Click here for details on existing paid and unpaid leave policies in the United States.

• Click here for additional information on how to implement new statewide paid leave
programs.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Providing workers with paid leave helps families make ends meet and afford what they
need to thrive. In the short term, workers have financial support, and a job to go back to,
while they manage care needs. Paid leave also helps ensure long-term economic security,
especially for women. Retirement programs like Social Security and employer-sponsored
pensions disadvantage people who take time out of the workforce, including for caregiving
responsibilities. In 2024, women received over $400 less a month, or a little over $4,880
less a year in Social Security benefits than men, driven in part by women spending fewer
years in the workforce. 

• Paid leave promotes gender equity. Women working full time, year-round are typically
paid only 81 cents for every dollar paid to men; that translates to nearly $542,000 lost
over a 40-year career. That lifetime loss doesn’t account for the women who are pushed

https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet
https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/paid-leave-policies-must-include-chosen-family/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2022/03/24/the-demographics-of-multigenerational-households/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2022/03/24/the-demographics-of-multigenerational-households/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/12/04/a-smaller-share-of-older-us-adults-live-alone-today-than-in-1990/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/states-take-action-to-protect-workers-who-need-safe-leave/
https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/model-state-paid-family-and-medical-leave-statute/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/safe-leave-documentation-confidentiality-rules.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/explainer-paid-and-unpaid-leave-policies-in-the-united-states/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/from-law-to-launch-steps-to-build-a-new-paid-leave-program/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Social-Security-Is-Vital-to-Older-Womens-Financial-Security.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Social-Security-Is-Vital-to-Older-Womens-Financial-Security.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
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out of the labor force each year when their caregiving responsibilities come into conflict 
with their jobs. Providing national paid family and medical leave can help narrow these 
disparities by increasing women’s ability to stay attached to the workforce. 

• Guaranteeing paid parental leave normalizes men as caregivers and increases fathers’
involvement in child care among lower income families. When fathers take paid leave after
the birth of a new child, they report improved interactions with their children, lower stress
levels for both parents, and improved health outcomes for parents and children.

• Paid leave helps combat racial inequality. Nearly seven in 10 Black mothers are primary
breadwinners in their families, but Black and Latinx* workers have less access to paid
family and medical leave compared to white workers. And when faced with an unforeseen
illness or caregiving need, the racial and gender wealth gaps in this country mean that
women of color are less likely to have the economic resources to allow them to take time
away from work. Providing all workers with paid time to care would help close these gaps,
while also improving persistent racial health disparities during pregnancy.

• Paid family and medical leave contributes to a robust economy. Research shows that
paid leave strengthens businesses of all sizes by reducing turnover costs and increasing
employee retention. (Click here for additional resources and information for businesses
advocating for paid leave policies).

• When new mothers have access to paid leave, they experience improvements in their own
physical and mental health, including a decrease in postpartum depression.

• Paid safe leave helps survivors of violence keep their jobs and economic security while
navigating complicated needs, including preparing for or participating in legal proceedings, 
seeking supportive services, enrolling children in a new school or child care, moving, or
addressing their own physical or mental health.

Additional Messaging Resources

• Click here for a set of talking points for every state, with state-specific data, on how paid
family and medical leave would help working people and their families.

• Click here for an example of talking points on paid family and medical leave from the
perspective of a small business owner.

https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/reducing-maternal-labor-market-detachment-a-role-for-paid-family-leave
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/reports/lifting-barriers-paid-family-and-medical-leave-men-united-states/summary-of-findings
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-018-0994-5
https://paidleaveforall.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/DadsBondingLeaveReport.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-women-are-a-lifeline-for-their-families-and-the-economy/
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/access-paid-leave-lowest-among-workers-greatest-needs
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/access-paid-leave-lowest-among-workers-greatest-needs
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-and-racial-wealth-gaps-and-why-they-matter/
https://www.aamchealthjustice.org/news/policy/paid-leave
https://smallbusinessmajority.org/sites/default/files/policy-docs/2026-Small-Business-Majority-Paid-Leave-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/reports/paid-family-leave-how-much-time-enough/economic-impact
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/reports/paid-family-leave-how-much-time-enough/economic-impact
https://advancingpaidleave.org/
https://policycentermmh.org/the-interconnection-of-paid-family-and-medical-leave-and-maternal-mental-health/
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/C475_IWPR-Report-Dreams-Deferred.pdf
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/paid-leave-means-map/
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/cmte_testimony/2020/ecm/4198_02242020_103545-302.pdf
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Public Popularity 

• Paid family and medical leave is incredibly popular. In a November 2024 survey, nearly
three in four voters (74%) reported supporting establishing a national paid family and
medical leave program that guarantees 12 weeks of job protected paid leave.

» May 2025 polling of Pennsylvania voters showed strong bipartisan support for paid
family leave. And another July 2025 survey of Pennsylvania voters found that when
people hear about proposed paid family and medical leave legislation, they are more
likely to agree that the state government is looking out for working people.

• A May 2026 survey found that Americans are deeply concerned about the cost of living,
and 73% of adults say providing all workers with access to paid family and medical leave
would help them and their families, including 86% of mothers with children under 18.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• Currently, 14 states—including Colorado, Maryland, Virginia, and Minnesota—and the District
of Columbia have laws guaranteeing paid leave for workers.

• In states that have passed paid leave laws, research shows that public health has
improved, including increased on-time vaccination rates for children, reductions in infant
hospitalizations, and improvements in maternal physical and mental health after childbirth.

• Employers also report seeing benefits from paid leave. In a study of the New Jersey paid
leave law, for example, most employers reported no negative impact on profitability while
also seeing a meaningful increase in employee morale and a decrease in stress.

*The data uses the term Hispanic, but this Playbook uses the terms Latina/Latinas/Latinx.

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/SHORT-Yougov-NWLC-election-night-survey-memo-base-only-11.8.2024-2.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/SHORT-Yougov-NWLC-election-night-survey-memo-base-only-11.8.2024-2.pdf
https://childrenfirstpa.org/news/pa-voters-show-strong-support-for-paid-family-leave-in-pa/
https://paidleaveforall.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/PA-Paid-Leave-Message-Test.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://www.abetterbalance.org/family-leave-laws/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-leave-works-evidence-from-state-programs.pdf
https://www.cepr.net/documents/nj-fli-2014-06.pdf
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GUARANTEE PAID SICK DAYS AND 
HEALTHY FAMILIES 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Across the country, women are struggling to care for themselves and their loved ones 
while paying the bills and supporting their families. Despite the lessons learned during the 
COVID-19 pandemic about the importance of giving people time away from work to recover 
when they are sick, too many workers are still without this basic protection.  

In 2025,  nearly  one in five  civilian workers  in the United States lacked any paid sick 
days,  including a majority of people working in the lowest paying jobs who often cannot 
afford to take time off when they are sick or need care. This phenomenon not only harms 
individuals and their families, but also presents a risk to public health. Women in the food 
and retail sector—a sector that comprises nearly 20% of the country’s workforce—are less 
likely to have access to paid sick days compared to men in the same sector and similarly 
employed. In 2022, Latinas across all occupations had the smallest share of any racial and 
gender group with access to paid sick days. This disparity compounds gender inequality 
and economic insecurity,  which is  worsened for  mothers of color  who  often serve  dual 
roles as  both primary caregivers  and  breadwinners  for their families,  increasing  their 
responsibilities. For workers without paid sick days, taking even a few days off to recover 
from an illness could mean losing wages equivalent to monthly costs for groceries, gas, or 
household utilities like electricity. These realities leave working people with the impossible 
choice between taking care of their health or caring for a sick loved one and maintaining their 
financial security. 

 THE SOLUTION 

• Guarantee that all workers, regardless of the size of their employer, can accrue at least
seven paid sick days each year. Sick time should be paid at an employee’s regular rate
of pay.

• Provide sick days  that can be used in cases of personal illness, to access preventative
care, to provide care to a sick family member, and to attend school meetings related to a
child’s health.

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/ebs2.t06.htm
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-state-of-paid-sick-time-in-the-u-s/#:~:text=Who%20has%20paid%20sick%20time,occupations%20had%20paid%20sick%20time
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-sick-days-improve-our-public-health.pdf
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/essential-and-vulnerable-service-sector-workers-and-paid-sick-leave
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Sick-Leave-Fact-Sheet-2024.pdf
https://webassets.oxfamamerica.org/media/documents/PN_OXF_Unseen_Unmet_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-women-are-a-lifeline-for-their-families-and-the-economy/
https://www.epi.org/publication/paid-sick-leave-2023/
https://www.epi.org/publication/paid-sick-leave-2023/
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• Allow workers to use paid sick days for “safe leave”  to recover from or receive support
related to an incidence of domestic violence, sexual assault, or stalking.

• Protect workers from retaliation or discrimination  when  using  their earned  sick time,
including prohibitions on having hours reduced or shifts changed.

• Ensure workers can take sick time to care for a broad range of family members, including
spouses, domestic partners, parents, children of any age, siblings, grandparents,
grandchildren, and other individuals who comprise someone’s “chosen family.” Survey data
shows that LGBTQI+ workers are more likely to rely on chosen family when they are sick,
making it vital for paid sick time laws to recognize the full range of caregiving relationships.
And people of color and immigrants are more likely to live in multigenerational households—
generally two or more adult generations or a “skipped generation” and grandchildren
younger than 25. This arrangement has become increasingly common among older adults
where they may need to provide care to a wider range of family members.

• Minimize  or  eliminate  documentation requirements  for short absences.  Medical
documentation can be difficult to obtain  given  barriers  to  obtaining appointments
with health care providers,  the costs of travel, and fees for  doctor’s visits  or medical
notes  that may not be covered by insurance. By  limiting the  circumstances in
which  documentation  is  required, more  workers will be able to use their  earned  sick
time. And for workers recovering from common illnesses like the flu, medical intervention
may not even be necessary, and requiring a doctor’s note adds an unnecessary burden and
cost to utilizing leave.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Paid sick days improve public health. Providing workers with time off when they or their
loved ones  are sick  can help  reduce the spread of  illness,  and workers  are more likely
to seek medical care when they are sick.

• Paid sick time laws are effective. After Congress enacted temporary, limited paid sick time
under the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA), research shows that infection
rates began to slow, helping “flatten the curve.” In states without an existing paid sick days
program, FFCRA sick leave led to a 56% decrease in COVID-19 infections across the state.

• Providing workers with paid sick days increases flu vaccination rates, which can help slow
the spread of the flu. Parents with paid sick time are also better able to access health care
for their children, including immunizations and regular doctor’s visits.

• Everyone, no matter their race or gender, should be able to go to the doctor, rest when they
are sick, and care for the people they love. But without guaranteed access, people working
in food and retail sector jobs—where women and people of color are overrepresented—
are unlikely to have paid sick days. Part-time workers—who are predominantly women—
are also far less likely to have access to paid sick days than full-time workers. Paid sick time
laws can reduce racial and gender disparities in access to paid sick days.

https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/report-the-need-for-paid-safe-leave-model-legislative-language/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/states-take-action-to-protect-workers-who-need-safe-leave/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/paid-leave-policies-must-include-chosen-family/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2022/03/24/the-demographics-of-multigenerational-households/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/12/04/a-smaller-share-of-older-us-adults-live-alone-today-than-in-1990/
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/beyond-cost-what-barriers-to-health-care-do-consumers-face/
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/beyond-cost-what-barriers-to-health-care-do-consumers-face/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-sick-days-improve-our-public-health.pdf
https://voxeu.org/article/pros-and-cons-sick-pay
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12273583/
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00863
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00863
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2018.10.039
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.22692
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.22692
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/inequalities-in-the-service-sector/
https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet
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• Research shows providing mothers with paid sick days helps alleviate the conflict between
work and caregiving responsibilities, which in turn allows women to keep their jobs, earn
more, and provide economic security for their families.

• Paid sick days contribute to a more robust overall economy. Research from states with
guaranteed paid sick time shows that laws have a positive impact on local economies.

• Paid sick days benefit businesses. Workers with access to paid sick days can stay home
when they are sick, thereby avoiding presenteeism—a phenomenon where employees are
physically present at work but  prevented from fully functioning at work  due to illness,
which costs employers billions of dollars each year. In addition, employers who provide
paid leave see less employee turnover, which in turn reduces costs to employers.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• Click here to understand how to answer frequently asked questions about paid sick time
for workers and their families.

• Click here to understand how to talk about the difference between paid sick days and paid
family and medical leave.

Public Popularity 

• Providing workers with paid sick days is popular: 78% of Americans in 2024 said they would
support a ballot measure to provide paid sick leave for employees if one was proposed in
their state.

• When paid sick days laws are  submitted  to voters in ballot initiatives, they are wildly
popular in “conservative” and “progressive” states alike. In 2024, voters overwhelmingly
approved paid sick days ballot measures in Alaska, Missouri,1 and Nebraska.

• Eighty-seven percent of small business owners  in 2024 said  it’s  important for people to
have access to paid sick days to obtain financial security.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• As of September 2025, 18 states, from Alaska to Nebraska to New Mexico and Minnesota,
along with major cities and counties around the country, have passed laws that guarantee
workers can earn sick time. (See this chart for more bill details)

• In Washington State, a study found that guaranteed paid sick days meant more workers
were able to stay home when they were sick, reducing rates of “presenteeism,” which helped 
keep workers healthy and productive. And in Connecticut, paid sick days were shown to
reduce on-the-job injuries.

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
FOOTNOTES
1. Despite overwhelming popular support, the Missouri legislature took drastic action and broke the

filibuster to force a repeal of the paid sick days requirement and the minimum wage cost of living
adjustment, just months after they had been passed by the voters.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pam.22582?casa_token=m_j5n0qxlsIAAAAA%3ACTCIe7_XJfKdcCYDYqPoQK4N_Rfhubzk3kkajmAFiOcd2RD1hpzDdOc9zXE4sJyF-6Mfb___edTlFGlD
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pam.22582?casa_token=m_j5n0qxlsIAAAAA%3ACTCIe7_XJfKdcCYDYqPoQK4N_Rfhubzk3kkajmAFiOcd2RD1hpzDdOc9zXE4sJyF-6Mfb___edTlFGlD
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pam.22582?casa_token=m_j5n0qxlsIAAAAA%3ACTCIe7_XJfKdcCYDYqPoQK4N_Rfhubzk3kkajmAFiOcd2RD1hpzDdOc9zXE4sJyF-6Mfb___edTlFGlD
https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/fact-sheet-paid-sick-time-is-good-for-business-families-and-public-health/
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.jom.0000099999.27348.78
https://equitablegrowth.org/reduced-job-turnover-in-small-u-s-firms-is-an-overlooked-benefit-of-paid-sick-leave
https://equitablegrowth.org/reduced-job-turnover-in-small-u-s-firms-is-an-overlooked-benefit-of-paid-sick-leave
https://equitablegrowth.org/frequently-asked-questions-about-paid-sick-time-for-u-s-workers-and-their-families-and-the-broader-u-s-economy/
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/paid-sick-days-family-medical-leave/
https://yougov.com/en-us/articles/50840-poll-2024-state-ballot-measures-workers-rights-abortion-drugs
https://19thnews.org/2024/11/missouri-alaska-nebraska-approve-paid-sick-leave/
https://19thnews.org/2024/11/missouri-alaska-nebraska-approve-paid-sick-leave/
https://smallbusinessmajority.org/sites/default/files/research-reports/2024-small-business-paid-leave-survey-toplines.pdf
https://www.abetterbalance.org/our-issues/paid-sick-time/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-sick-days-statutes.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7067115/
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.23028
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END PAY DISCRIMINATION

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

American families are facing an affordability crisis: low-paid workers’ wages have failed to 
keep up with inflation as the result of decades of policies to suppress wages, making it more 
and more difficult to make ends meet. Gender and racial pay disparities make this crisis 
especially acute for women, especially women of color. Women working full time, year-
round were paid just 81 cents for every dollar paid to men in 2024, the most recent year for 
which data is available. The wage gaps experienced by many women of color were even 
larger than the overall gender wage gap—nationally, Black women, Indigenous women, 
and Latinas working full time, year-round, were paid just 65 cents, 58 cents, and 58 cents, 
respectively, for every dollar paid to their white, non-Hispanic male counterparts.  Asian 
American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander (AANHPI) women working full time, year-
round typically are paid only 95 cents for every dollar paid to their white, non-Hispanic 
male counterparts, but the wage gap was substantially larger for some subgroups of Asian 
American women. This amounts to tens of thousands of dollars in lost wages every year, 
and hundreds of thousands over a lifetime—wages that could have gone towards paying for 
basic needs like housing, child care, and health care. And because women, especially Black 
women, Indigenous women, and Latinas, increasingly serve as sole or co-breadwinners for 
their families, the wage gap causes real, concrete harms to their families as well. 

Several factors work together to cause the pay gap—including the undervaluing of jobs 
predominantly held by women; lack of support for caregiving responsibilities, which women 
disproportionately bear; and barriers to reproductive health care—but discrimination plays 
a decisive role. Pay discrimination persists in part because of outdated stereotypes that 
continue to influence workplace decision making, such as the idea that families do not rely 
on women’s income and that women do not need higher pay, which stand in stark contrast 
to the economic reality for women and their families. Stereotypes about  appropriate 
behavior for women also negatively impact earnings for women who do not conform 
to those stereotypes, including lesbian women and transgender women. And many 
common employer pay setting practices, like relying on an applicant’s salary history to 
set pay or  refusing to be transparent about salary ranges with applicants or employees, 
perpetuate the wage gap. Pay discrimination is difficult to detect, in part because 62% of 

https://www.epi.org/blog/low-wage-workers-faced-worsening-affordability-in-2025/
https://www.epi.org/blog/low-wage-workers-faced-worsening-affordability-in-2025/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Black-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Indigenous-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Latinas-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/EPD-FS-2025-AANHPI-3.19.25v1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/EPD-FS-2025-AANHPI-3.19.25v1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-women-are-a-lifeline-for-their-families-and-the-economy/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-2024-lgbtqi-wage-gap/
https://nwlc.org/resource/asking-for-salary-history-perpetuates-pay-discrimination-from-job-to-job/
https://nwlc.org/resource/asking-for-salary-history-perpetuates-pay-discrimination-from-job-to-job/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Pay-Range-Transparency-2024v2.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Pay-Secrecy-Policy-Brief-v4.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Pay-Secrecy-Policy-Brief-v4.pdf
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private sector  women workers  report that discussing their wages is either prohibited or 
discouraged by employers—despite the fact that such prohibitions are often already illegal 
under the National Labor Relations Act. And even when working people discover unfair pay, 
loopholes in the law make it difficult to hold employers responsible for pay discrimination. 

THE SOLUTION 

• Prohibit employers from requiring job applicants to provide their salary history in the
hiring process and from relying on applicants’ salary history to set pay.*

• Require employers to be transparent about  pay ranges  in job announcements and
with employees.*

• Prohibit employers from retaliating against employees who discuss pay information with
co-workers or applicants.

• Strengthen equal pay laws to explicitly include pay discrimination based on other
protected  characteristics such as race, ethnicity,  gender identity,  or disability, in
addition to sex. This will give employees even more tools to address the full array of pay
discrimination, including intersectional discrimination that they may experience based on
their membership in multiple protected classes (e.g., race, disability, national origin).

• Require equal pay for “substantially similar” or “comparable” work to ensure that jobs
that are similar in terms of skills, responsibility, and working conditions are compensated
equally.

• Require employers to prove that any gender-based pay differences are truly caused
by something, other than sex, that is consistent with a business necessity and that
accounts for the entire differential.

• Specify that the deadline to pursue an equal pay claim starts over each time an employee
receives a paycheck that is lower because of discrimination.

• Allow employees with successful pay discrimination claims to recover compensatory and
punitive damages to fully compensate for their losses.

• Require the state to  collect data  from  employers about what  their employees are paid
by job category. Ensure this data is broken down by gender and other protected categories,
such as race and ethnicity.

• Require all companies that bid for and/or receive government contracts, as a condition
of receiving the contract, to analyze their pay practices for wage gaps, report race and
gender wage gaps and commit to addressing them, and certify ongoing compliance with
pay equity laws and principles.

• Increase funding and authority for labor and civil rights enforcement agencies.

https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Pay-Secrecy-Policy-Brief-v4.pdf
https://www.nlrb.gov/about-nlrb/rights-we-protect/your-rights/your-rights-to-discuss-wages
https://nwlc.org/resource/asking-for-salary-history-perpetuates-pay-discrimination-from-job-to-job/
https://lep.illinois.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IL_Equal_Pay_Act_Summary_Report-FINAL.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_STRENGTHENING-STATE-BASEDCIVILRIGHTSENFORCEMENT.pdf
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TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Ending pay discrimination will make it more possible for workers to afford basic necessities,
support their families, and live with dignity.  The  majority of working women  (56%)
reported  in a February 2026 poll  that the amount they get paid is a major source of
stress in their lives. Bringing women’s earnings in line with men’s would typically bring
in an additional $13,570 a year to support a family and pay for three months’ supply of
groceries, three months’ child care payments, three months’ rent, three months’ family health 
insurance premiums, two months’ student loan payments, and three tanks of gas.

• Closing the wage gap is particularly important for Black, Latina, and Indigenous women,
who tend to be paid less than white, non-Hispanic women. Bringing Black women’s earnings 
in line with white, non-Hispanic men’s would typically bring in an additional $28,340 per
year. For Latinas, it would bring in an additional $33,620, and for Indigenous women an
additional $31,818. In practice, this means thousands of dollars every year—and hundreds
of thousands over the course of one’s career—that could have gone toward investing in
further education, building a retirement fund, or saving for a financial emergency.

• Taking steps to address equal pay is crucial to employee recruitment and retention. Equal
pay measures, including salary range transparency,  help reassure employees and job
applicants that their salary  accurately values their work  and give employers the tools
to efficiently, effectively, and fairly hire the best workers.

• Pay range transparency requirements can help level the negotiating playing field and
incentivize employers to proactively review and evaluate their compensation practices
and address any unjustified disparities between employees.

Public Popularity 

• Seven in 10 voters (70%) said it’s important for the government to take action to close the
gender pay gap  in a November 2024 poll. A July 2023 survey showed support extends
across partisan and demographic lines.

• A November 2022 poll  demonstrated  that  nearly all workers  (98%) believe employers
should disclose salary ranges in their job postings, and more than half (53%) would refuse
to apply for a job that does not disclose the salary range. When looking for a job, nearly
three in five adults (58%) preferred job postings that include a pay range for the position in
a September 2023 poll.  More than a third  have applied for a job they would not have
otherwise interested them because of the pay range listed alongside it.

• A majority of adults (66%) said requiring employers to disclose how much a job pays in job
announcements would help them and their families in an April 2026 poll.

https://apnorc.org/projects/most-adults-perceive-gender-gaps-in-pay-and-promotion-opportunities/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2026-Window-into-the-Wage-Gap-Factsheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-lifetime-wage-gap-state-by-state/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-lifetime-wage-gap-state-by-state/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/SHORT-Yougov-NWLC-election-night-survey-memo-base-only-11.8.2024-2.pdf
https://www.filesforprogress.org/datasets/2023/7/dfp_wwc_pay_equity_tabs.pdf
https://hiring.monster.com/resources/blog/workers-want-pay-transparency/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/PRT-national-fs.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/PRT-national-fs.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
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State-Specific Data 

• Click here for the wage gap for all 50 states with state rankings for women overall, Black
women, Latinas, Indigenous women, Asian women, and Native Hawaiian and other Pacific
Islander women. 

• Click here for the lifetime wage gap (the amount of money a woman stands to lose to the wage 
gap over a forty-year career) by state for women overall, Black women, Latinas, Indigenous
women, Asian women, and Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander women.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• Seventeen  states and the District of Columbia  have passed  pay range transparency
laws so job applicants can know how much they can expect to be paid when they apply
for a position. And 21 states and the District of Columbia have enacted laws protecting
employees from retaliation for discussing their pay.

• Eighteen states and the District of Columbia have enacted laws prohibiting both private
and public employers from seeking a job applicant’s prior salary and/or relying on salary
history to set pay: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawai’i, Illinois, Maine,
Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Rhode
Island, Vermont, Virginia, Washington.

• California  and  Illinois  have enacted laws requiring employers to  report their pay data
broken down by sex and race.

• Since 2019,  11  states  have passed or amended their equal pay laws  to extend to other
protected classes, or require equal pay for “substantially similar” or “comparable work,” or
close loopholes in employers’ available defense, adjust the statute of limitations, or
increase available damages.

*Contact  stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org  for our pay range transparency advocacy toolkit and salary
history model legislation.

https://nwlc.org/resource/the-wage-gap-state-by-state/
https://nwlc.org/resource/wage-gap-state-women-overall/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Black-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Black-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Latinas-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Indigenous-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-Asian-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-NHOPI-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Wage-Gap-State-by-State-NHOPI-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-lifetime-wage-gap-state-by-state/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Lifetime-Wage-Gap-Losses-by-State-for-Women-Overall-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Lifetime-Wage-Gap-Losses-by-State-for-Black-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Lifetime-Wage-Gap-Losses-by-State-for-Latinas-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Lifetime-Wage-Gap-Losses-by-State-for-Indigenous-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Lifetime-Wage-Gap-Losses-by-State-for-Indigenous-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Lifetime-Wage-Gap-Losses-by-State-for-Asian-Women-March-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Lifetime-Wage-Gap-Losses-by-State-for-NHOPI-Women-March-2026-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Pay-Range-Transparency-2024v2.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Pay-Range-Transparency-2024v2.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/NWLC_Equal-Pay-Progress-2.13.24.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/NWLC_Equal-Pay-Progress-2.13.24.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=LAB&sectionNum=432.3
https://law.justia.com/codes/colorado/title-8/labor-i-department-of-labor-and-employment/wages/article-5/part-1/section-8-5-102/
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_557.htm#sec_31-40z
https://law.justia.com/codes/delaware/title-19/chapter-7/subchapter-i/section-709b/
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/hrscurrent/Vol07_Ch0346-0398/HRS0378/HRS_0378-0002_0004.htm
https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/ILCS/Articles?ActID=2501&ChapterID=68
https://legislature.maine.gov/statutes/26/title26sec628-A.html
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Laws/StatuteText?article=gle&section=3-304.2&enactments=false
https://malegislature.gov/laws/generallaws/parti/titlexxi/chapter149/section105a
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/363A.08#stat.363A.08.8
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/NRS/NRS-613.html#NRS613Sec133
https://law.justia.com/codes/new-jersey/title-34/section-34-6b-20/
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/LAB/194-A
https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/ors/ors652.html
https://webserver.rilegislature.gov/Statutes/TITLE28/28-6/28-6-22.htm
https://webserver.rilegislature.gov/Statutes/TITLE28/28-6/28-6-22.htm
https://legislature.vermont.gov/statutes/section/21/005/00495m
https://lis.virginia.gov/bill-details/20261/SB215/text/CHAP0996
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=49.58.100
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&division=3.&title=2.&part=2.8.&chapter=10.&article=
https://labor.illinois.gov/laws-rules/conmed/eprc.html
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/NWLC_Equal-Pay-Progress-2.13.24.pdf
mailto:stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org
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ENSURE SAFE AND THRIVING 
WORKPLACES 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

As the #MeToo movement has made clear, workplace harassment, including sex harassment, 
is a widespread form of discrimination, affecting working people in every state, in every 
kind of workplace setting and industry, and at every level of employment.  Although 
people of all genders experience sex harassment and assault,  women,  including trans 
and cisgender women, as well as gender-nonconforming and nonbinary people,  are 
disproportionately affected. Workers who are less economically secure are at the greatest 
risk of facing harassment, especially those holding one or more marginalized identities: 
workers in low-paid jobs; Black and Latina women; LGBTQIA+ people;  immigrant workers; 
and people with disabilities. 

Massive  gaps in state and federal  anti-harassment  laws  have long made it  extremely 
difficult  for  people experiencing workplace harassment  to  obtain relief and 
justice.  These  gaps include  laws that carve out  certain workers from anti-
discrimination protections;  fear of retaliation  and the  dire consequences  that can 
arise due to  employers’ power over their workers;  a  costly, opaque legal process  that 
imposes outdated legal standards and offers little chance of meaningful relief; and the ease 
with which employers can sweep harassment claims under the rug and write off the financial 
and reputational consequences as the cost of doing business.  

On top of these shortcomings,  the Trump administration has made it their mission 
to  roll back decades of civil rights progress  at all levels of government  by  gutting 
federal  anti-discrimination  investigative power,  threatening  state  governments  and 
community workers’ rights organizations with loss of funds, subjecting businesses to intrusive 
investigations under threat of civil and criminal liability, and attacking policies and practices 
designed to address inequality and prevent workplace harassment in the name of combating 
“illegal DEI” (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion). The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC), the federal agency tasked with enforcing existing anti-harassment protections,  is 
currently led by individuals handpicked to carry out the  administration’s  anti-civil rights 
agenda. For example, the agency has stopped pursuing harassment charges based on gender 
identity, and it rescinded critically important guidance that helped employers and workers 

https://nwlc.org/resource/out-of-the-shadows-an-analysis-of-sexual-harassment-charges-filed-by-working-women/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/playbook-for-the-advancement-of-women-in-the-economy/ending-discrimination-and-harassment-at-work/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/discrimination-and-barriers-to-well-being-the-state-of-the-lgbtqi-community-in-2022/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/discrimination-and-barriers-to-well-being-the-state-of-the-lgbtqi-community-in-2022/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6374f6bf33b7675afa750d48/t/6478bd83b18a89504f4bdaf0/1685634436858/OFW_TheTippingPoint_3-1.pdf
https://endworkplaceabuse.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/FactSheetWomenofColor-1.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Workplace-Discrimination-Aug-2024.pdf
https://www.tahirih.org/news/understanding-the-intersections-of-sexual-assault-and-immigration-status/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9425723/
https://nwlc.org/resource/metoowhatnext-strengthening-workplace-sexual-harassment-protections-and-accountability/
https://nwlc.org/resource/trumps-war-on-working-women/
https://nwlc.org/resource/trumps-war-on-working-women/
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-civil-rights-groups-sue-trump-administration-to-challenge-anti-dei-executive-orders/
https://hrdailyadvisor.hci.org/2026/03/12/eeoc-increases-pressure-on-dei-programs/
https://hrdailyadvisor.hci.org/2026/03/12/eeoc-increases-pressure-on-dei-programs/
https://www.justice.gov/ag/media/1388501/dl?inline
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://nwlc.org/resource/advancing-diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility-in-a-time-of-uncertainty-what-employers-need-to-know/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/1.-Complaint.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/1.-Complaint.pdf
https://nwlc.org/press-release/breaking-trump-administration-to-rescind-harassment-guidance/
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understand how federal anti-harassment protections apply in practice. States must stand 
up to the administration’s bullying tactics by refusing to back down from their commitment 
to ensure that all workers, regardless of identity, can enjoy safe and thriving workplaces.  

THE SOLUTION 

Policy initiatives  to address workplace harassment and discrimination, like those below, 
must address all forms of harassment, not only harassment based on sex (which includes 
sexual orientation and gender identity). Harassment based on sex often intersects with, 
and reinforces, discrimination based on other protected characteristics, like race, disability, 
religion, age, or national origin. For example, a Black woman may experience harassment 
based on specific, hypersexualized stereotypes that are unique to Black women and are 
not imposed on women generally or Black people generally. And she might be the target 
of sexual comments interlaced with racial epithets. Policies that single out or remedy one 
form of harassment therefore leave workers holding multiple marginalized identities without 
adequate protection.  

• Amend  anti-discrimination laws, including laws prohibiting harassment,  to
protect  independent contractors, interns, graduate students, and guestworkers, in
addition to employees. Reduce the employer size thresholds for such laws so that workers
in all workplaces with at least one employee are protected.

• Extend the  statute of limitations  for  workplace  discrimination  claims, including
harassment,  to at least three years, so that victims dealing with the trauma and other
impacts of harassment and/or the fear of reporting do not lose the opportunity to seek
justice because of a short time limit.

• Address the judicially created “severe or pervasive” liability standard for establishing a hostile 
work environment claim to correct and prevent unduly restrictive court interpretations
and ensure that legal protections align with the reality of workplace behavior.

• Allow complete redress of the harm caused by  workplace discrimination  by  removing
predetermined caps on the amount of compensatory and punitive damages a plaintiff can
recover in a lawsuit. 

• Strengthen protections against employer retaliation—for example, by shifting the burden
of proof onto employers to show that an adverse action was not motivated by retaliatory
intent; codifying specific actions that constitute retaliation, such as contacting or
threatening to contact immigration authorities or assessing demerits; and requiring anti-
retaliation training for employees and supervisors.

• Enact or strengthen laws that protect survivors who speak up about discrimination from
retaliatory defamation suits by their employers, also known as Strategic Lawsuits Against
Public Participation (SLAPPs).

https://nwlc.org/resource/a-better-path-reflecting-on-state-workplace-harassment-reforms-and-defining-the-vision-we-fight-for/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/final_2022_nwlcMeToo_Report-MM-edit-10.27.22.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/final_2022_nwlcMeToo_Report-MM-edit-10.27.22.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/damage-caps-make-it-too-cheap-for-employers-to-discriminate/
https://nwlc.org/damage-caps-make-it-too-cheap-for-employers-to-discriminate/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Appendix-English-PDF.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Appendix-English-PDF.pdf
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• Prohibit employers from requiring employees to sign nondisclosure or nondisparagement
agreements that prevent employees from speaking about discrimination in the workplace
as a condition of employment, and limit the use of such clauses in settlement agreements.

• Eliminate  the  tipped minimum wage  to ensure tipped workers are entitled to the same
minimum wage as other workers, so workers do not have to tolerate harassment as the
price of tips.

• Require employers to regularly report to a state or local enforcement agency,  in a
manner that protects the privacy of those who have faced discrimination,  the number
of claims, complaints, judgments, and settlements involving discrimination and the
amounts paid,  with the  aim of  improving transparency  and encouraging  employers to
implement proactive prevention efforts.

• Fully fund enforcement agencies, legal services, and community-based organizations that
serve survivors of harassment and gender-based violence.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• We all want to be safe and respected at work, but sex harassment holds women and
LGBTQIA+ people back, threatens their safety, health, and  economic security and
opportunities, and excludes them from public life.

• Harassment is about power and control and is a product of systemic power imbalances in
the workplace. By protecting workers who speak out, holding harassers accountable, and
increasing workers’ economic security, we can begin to correct the power disparities that
allow harassment to go unchecked.

• Harassment harms women, families,  businesses, and the broader economy. Sex
harassment leads to reduced employee job satisfaction, increased absenteeism, and
deterioration of co-worker relationships. Harassment and retaliation can push women out
of their jobs or lead them to avoid or leave a profession or industry altogether. This, in
turn,  exacerbates  the gender wage gap and limits women’s ability to provide for their
families, build wealth and plan for the future.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• A 2020 survey revealing how employers fail to take robust action to protect workers who
report wrongdoing from retaliation.

• A 2024 study outlining the harmful impacts of NDAs on survivors of workplace harassment
and other forms of discrimination.

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/NWLC-Report-on-Workplace-Harrassment.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_MakeLifeMoreAffordable.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_STRENGTHENING-STATE-BASEDCIVILRIGHTSENFORCEMENT.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Paying-Today-and-Tomorrow_Charting-the-Financial-Costs-of-Workplace-Sexual-Harassment_FINAL.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Paying-Today-and-Tomorrow_Charting-the-Financial-Costs-of-Workplace-Sexual-Harassment_FINAL.pdf
https://smlr.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/Documents/Centers/CWW/Publications/CWW%20Issue%20Brief%20Economic%20Impacts%20of%20Sexual%20Harassment.pdf
https://everfi.com/press-releases/new-survey-reveals-many-employers-lack-protections-for-whistleblowers/
https://gender.stanford.edu/media/6696/download?inline
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Public Popularity 

• In a January 2026 poll, 61% of adults said strengthening protections against race and sex
discrimination at work and at school would help them and their families. Over four out
of five adults support policies that would guarantee the right to be from sex-based
discrimination, including harassment, at work and in school.

• Fifty-nine percent of adults support ensuring schools and workplaces are diverse, equitable
and inclusive.

• Three-quarters of  adults  support  removing barriers  to women’s participation in the
workforce.

• A summer 2023 poll showed  six  out of 10  (62%) U.S. adults have a favorable view of
legislation to allow workers who signed an NDA to speak out about sexual misconduct.

• A March 2024 poll showed 84% of adults believe that victims of discrimination deserve to be 
fully compensated by their employer for the harm they experienced, and a majority (53%)
supports  removing limits on the amount of money plaintiffs can be awarded in anti-
discrimination suits.

State-Specific Data 

• Map showing number of workplace harassment claims per capita by state.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• In the  nine  years since #MeToo went viral,  27  states and the District of Columbia  have
enacted legislation that closes loopholes in existing harassment laws or creates new
protections for victims of harassment and  other forms of  discrimination, including
Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia, Utah, Maryland, Vermont, and California. These reforms
have taken critical steps toward expanding protections to more workers, making it easier
to file claims, and strengthening safeguards against retaliation—but there is still much
more work to be done.

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/63208ec7205ced5a33821c9b/t/64abc4621c58a21d84dd0c7f/1688978537631/LOV-MC+Poll+June+2023+-+Crosstabs+release%231+%281%29.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Damage-Caps-One-Pager-5.6.24v3.pdf
https://www.newsweek.com/map-shows-states-highest-number-workplace-sexual-harassment-reports-1995285
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/State-Workplace-Anti-harassment-Laws-Enacted-Since-MeToo-Went-Viral-2026-Updated.pdf
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MAKE LIFE AFFORDABLE FOR ALL WORKERS

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

All working people deserve a paycheck that allows them to make ends meet so they can afford 
what they need to thrive. But decades of eroding labor standards have allowed employers 
to suppress wages and hoard profits, causing wages to stagnate while prices continue to 
rise. The federal minimum wage, originally intended to ensure workers could afford the basic 
necessities of life, has stagnated for decades and currently sits below the poverty level. As 
a result, millions of workers  struggle to support themselves and their families, unable to 
afford  basic necessities  like  housing  and  child  care.  Structural  racism and sexism  have 
pushed many women and people of color into  jobs that pay less and led to  jobs held by 
women being undervalued. Women’s overrepresentation in low-paid and tipped jobs is a 
key factor driving the persistent gender wage gap: overall, women working full time, year-
round typically are paid just 81 cents for every dollar paid to their male counterparts—and 
this gap is wider for many women of color compared to white, non-Hispanic men.  

Congress has not raised the federal minimum wage in well over a decade. Thirty states and 
the District of Columbia currently have minimum wages above the federal level of $7.25 per 
hour—but in far too many states the minimum wage still leaves workers near or below the 
poverty level—and no state minimum wage rate is enough to allow workers and families 
to afford the basic necessities of life.1 Wages are even lower for many tipped workers, who 
are predominantly women, and disproportionately women of color: In all but seven states, 
employers can count a portion of tips toward wages (known as a “tip credit”) and pay their 
tipped employees a minimum cash wage that is lower than the regular minimum wage. This 
tipped minimum cash wage has been just $2.13 an hour at the federal level for more than 30 
years, and in most states, employers can still pay tipped workers less than $5 per hour, forcing 
the many women and LGBTQI+ people in these jobs to rely on variable tips for virtually all of 
their income—putting them at a particularly high risk of both economic insecurity and sex 
harassment.  In addition, most states allow employers to pay a subminimum wage—often 
just a few dollars per hour—to people with disabilities working in segregated environments 
known as “sheltered workplaces,” which both reflects and reinforces harmful stereotypes 
and undermines disabled workers’ economic security. 

https://www.epi.org/unequalpower/publications/wage-suppression-inequality/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-federal-minimum-wage-is-officially-a-poverty-wage-in-2025/
https://nlihc.org/oor
https://www.lendingtree.com/debt-consolidation/child-care-affordability-study/
https://nwlc.org/resource/hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/womens-work-is-undervalued.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/wage-gap-explainer/
https://nwlc.org/resource/wage-gap-explainer/
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-resources-on-poverty-income-and-health-insurance/
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-federal-minimum-wage-is-officially-a-poverty-wage-in-2025/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-federal-minimum-wage-is-officially-a-poverty-wage-in-2025/
https://www.epi.org/resources/budget/
https://nwlc.org/resource/one-fair-wage/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Tipped-Workers-FS-2024.6.12v1.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/state/minimum-wage/tipped
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/#/tip_wage/
https://7cc1a539-71f6-410f-8e87-f8c05ca63b6a.filesusr.com/ugd/43c324_26faa19b3f4141fcb2f79ce8d9b22169.pdf
https://www.onefairwage.org/research-reports/the-subminimum-wage-crisisis-an-lgbtq-worker-crisis
https://nwlc.org/resource/one-fair-wage/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6374f6bf33b7675afa750d48/t/65f877abd40813398592c383/1710782382783/OFW_AlwaysEssential_NY+%281%29.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6374f6bf33b7675afa750d48/t/65f877abd40813398592c383/1710782382783/OFW_AlwaysEssential_NY+%281%29.pdf
https://tcf.org/content/report/state-playbook-how-states-can-lead-the-way-for-workers/#easy-footnote-bottom-38-63899
https://www.usccr.gov/files/2020/2020-09-17-Subminimum-Wages-Report.pdf
https://www.usccr.gov/files/2020/2020-09-17-Subminimum-Wages-Report.pdf
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/its-legal-some-employers-pay-disabled-workers-less-minimum-wage-ending-practice-just
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THE SOLUTION 

According to the Economic Policy Institute, a single worker without  children needs at 
least $17 an hour to meet basic needs, and workers in costlier areas and those supporting 
families need more. These experts recommend setting the minimum wage rate at two-thirds 
of median income, which at the national level would amount to $20 per hour by 2030. Many 
states should view $20 per hour as a starting point; in other states, an even higher level 
would be an appropriate goal.  

• Gradually raise the state minimum wage  to at least  two-thirds of  the state’s median
wage, phased in over several years, and index the rate to rise annually based on increases
in the median wage.

» States may also wish to consider incorporating changes to average wage or economy-
wide productivity into their indexing calculation.

• Raise the minimum cash wage for tipped workers until it matches the regular minimum
wage, so that all working people are paid at least this regular minimum wage before tips,
also known as “One Fair Wage.”

• Include all working people who are currently excluded from the federal minimum wage
(e.g., people with disabilities, young workers, farm workers, domestic workers).

• Robustly enforce wage theft laws and other basic labor standards.

• Ensure that local governments can establish their own minimum wages that exceed the
state minimum.

• Establish wage boards or similar mechanisms to ensure that workers and other stakeholders 
can regularly evaluate the minimum wage and make recommendations, both overall and
for specific industries.

• Restore workers’ bargaining power by protecting and strengthening collective bargaining 
rights.

• Regulate  employers’ use of  algorithmic wage-setting  and other emerging technologies
to drive down worker pay.

• Invest in  policies and initiatives that  boost wages for child care workers
and other care workers.   Increased public investments  can ensure that low-
paid child care workers and direct care workers such as home health aides and nursing
assistants in nursing homes—who are overwhelmingly women, disproportionately
Black women and Latinas—fully benefit from minimum wage increases, without increasing
costs for the families they serve.

https://www.epi.org/blog/epis-updated-family-budget-calculator-shows-that-higher-minimum-wages-are-needed-in-states-like-oklahoma-to-afford-the-cost-of-living/
https://www.epi.org/publication/setting-high-standards-for-a-federal-minimum-wage-raising-the-wage-to-two-thirds-of-the-national-median-wage-would-lift-pay-for-nearly-40-million-workers/
https://www.epi.org/publication/setting-high-standards-for-a-federal-minimum-wage-raising-the-wage-to-two-thirds-of-the-national-median-wage-would-lift-pay-for-nearly-40-million-workers/
https://www.epi.org/publication/minimum-wage-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/
https://www.epi.org/publication/setting-high-standards-for-a-federal-minimum-wage-raising-the-wage-to-two-thirds-of-the-national-median-wage-would-lift-pay-for-nearly-40-million-workers/
https://www.epi.org/publication/setting-high-standards-for-a-federal-minimum-wage-raising-the-wage-to-two-thirds-of-the-national-median-wage-would-lift-pay-for-nearly-40-million-workers/
https://www.epi.org/publication/rooted-racism-tipping/
https://www.epi.org/publication/minimum-wage-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/
https://www.epi.org/publication/minimum-wage-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/
https://www.epi.org/publication/minimum-wage-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/#epi-toc-4
https://www.epi.org/publication/minimum-wage-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/#epi-toc-4
https://www.epi.org/publication/rights-to-unionize-and-collectively-bargain-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/
https://www.epi.org/publication/rights-to-unionize-and-collectively-bargain-state-solutions-to-the-u-s-worker-rights-crisis/
https://www.techpolicy.press/clocked-in-how-surveillance-wagesetting-can-affect-people-with-disabilities/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BuildaStrongChildCareSystem_crosslinked____.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BuildaStrongChildCareSystem_crosslinked____.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/cutting-costs-for-women-and-families-depends-on-public-investments/
https://www.epi.org/publication/child-care-workers-min-wage/
https://www.epi.org/publication/child-care-workers-min-wage/
https://www.epi.org/publication/ltss-direct-care-workers-rtwa/
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TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• All working people—regardless of race, class, or gender—deserve  jobs that allow them
to afford basic necessities, support their families, and live with dignity.

• An April 2026 poll  showed that strong majorities of adults  report that they are worried
about being able to afford health care, gas,  and groceries.  The  majority of working
women  (56%) report that the amount they get paid is a major source of stress  in their
lives as of a February 2026 poll.

• Employers should not be  allowed to continue  suppressing  working people’s
wages while increasing executive pay and shareholder profits. Raising the minimum wage
is an important tool to narrow race and gender wage gaps. Because women—particularly
Black women, Indigenous women, and Latinas—often are concentrated in low-paid jobs
where their work is undervalued, they benefit the most when the minimum wage goes up.

• By ensuring that a higher minimum wage applies to tipped workers, people with
disabilities, young workers, domestic workers, agricultural workers, and anyone else who
has been excluded from this basic labor protection, states can work to diminish, rather
than entrench, inequities.

• In One Fair Wage states, where employers  are required to  pay tipped workers the
regular minimum wage before tips, women  in tipped jobs experience far lower poverty
rates than their counterparts in states with a $2.13 tipped minimum cash wage.

• One Fair Wage can  benefit  businesses, too: From January 2021 to May 2023, One Fair
Wage states saw 53% growth in the leisure and hospitality industry, compared with just
19% growth in states with lower wages for tipped workers.

• Decades of research studying the impact of state and local minimum wage increases shows 
that these measures consistently  boost incomes  for workers and their families  without
costing jobs.

• Raising the minimum wage also benefits business because it can not only boost consumer
demand but also reduce employee turnover, increase productivity, and improve customer
service. In an early 2024 poll, 61% of small business owners supported raising the minimum
wage in their state.

Public Popularity 

• In an April 2024 poll, two-thirds (67%) of working-class voters and 58% of college-educated
voters supported a minimum wage of $17 per hour.

» The same poll showed  that  nearly two thirds  (64%) of  voters supported raising the
minimum wage to $17 per hour.

https://www.epi.org/blog/the-federal-minimum-wage-is-officially-a-poverty-wage-in-2025/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://apnorc.org/projects/most-adults-perceive-gender-gaps-in-pay-and-promotion-opportunities/
https://apnorc.org/projects/most-adults-perceive-gender-gaps-in-pay-and-promotion-opportunities/
https://www.epi.org/unequalpower/publications/wage-suppression-inequality/
https://www.epi.org/unequalpower/publications/wage-suppression-inequality/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/womens-work-is-undervalued.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs/
https://nwlc.org/resource/hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-gender-pay-gap-widened-slightly-in-2025-how-trumps-first-year-in-office-hurt-women-and-what-states-can-do-to-fix-it/
https://nwlc.org/resource/one-fair-wage/
https://nwlc.org/resource/one-fair-wage/
https://nwlc.org/resource/one-fair-wage/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/higher-state-level-minimum-wages-aid-in-faster-jobs-recovery/
https://irle.berkeley.edu/minimum-wage-effects-in-low-wage-areas/
https://www.epi.org/blog/most-minimum-wage-studies-have-found-little-or-no-job-loss/
https://www.epi.org/blog/most-minimum-wage-studies-have-found-little-or-no-job-loss/
https://www.epi.org/blog/businesses-can-thrive-with-a-higher-minimum-wage-and-government-can-help/
https://www.epi.org/blog/businesses-can-thrive-with-a-higher-minimum-wage-and-government-can-help/
https://www.epi.org/blog/businesses-can-thrive-with-a-higher-minimum-wage-and-government-can-help/
https://www.cnbc.com/2024/02/22/a-majority-of-americas-business-owners-support-minimum-wage-increase.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2024/02/22/a-majority-of-americas-business-owners-support-minimum-wage-increase.html
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/working-class-and-college-educated-voters-want-new-progressive-economic-policies/
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2024/4/26/voters-think-its-time-to-raise-the-minimum-wage
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• In almost every state and locality where voters have been presented with a ballot initiative
to raise the minimum wage in the last 30 years, voters have overwhelmingly voted to pass
the initiative.

• Click here, filtered by “Polling,” for state and local polling on the tipped minimum wage.

State-Specific Data 

• Click here for the Economic Policy Institute’s Family Budget Calculator for calculating how
much a modest but adequate lifestyle costs in your county or metropolitan area.

• Click here for data on what the minimum wage is in each state.

• Click here for data on women in tipped occupations by state.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• Legislatures in 12  states—California, Connecticut, Delaware,  Hawai‘i, Illinois, Maryland,
Massachusetts, Michigan, New Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, and Virginia—and the District 
of Columbia have all enacted laws to raise the minimum wage to $15 per hour, or even
higher; D.C.’s minimum wage is currently $17.95 per hour, for example, and Hawai‘i’s will
reach $18 by 2028. The minimum wage in Washington is currently $17.13 per hour due
to automatic increases based on inflation, and in several additional states with similar
indexing mechanisms (such as Arizona, Colorado, Maine, Oregon), the minimum wage is
currently above $15 per hour and will continue to rise.

• Voters in Alaska and Missouri approved increasing their minimum wage to $15 per hour on
their ballots in November 2024; in 2022, voters in Nebraska approved a ballot initiative to
increase the minimum wage to $15 by 2026, as did voters in Florida in 2020.

• Seven states have One Fair Wage policies: Alaska, California, Minnesota, Montana, Nevada,
Oregon, and Washington.

• Flagstaff, Arizona,  phased in a One Fair Wage policy,  which  took  full effect in
2026, and Chicago, Illinois, is currently phasing in a One Fair Wage policy. Seventy-four
percent of Washington, D.C., voters approved a One Fair Wage ballot initiative in 2022, but in 
2025, under pressure from the National Restaurant Association, the D.C. council voted to
amend the ballot measure so the tipped minimum wage would only reach 75% of the
regular minimum wage.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

FOOTNOTES
1. A person working full time, year-round at the federal minimum wage would make $15,080 per year before

taxes, which is lower than the amount needed for a single adult to survive in any city or metropolitan area, 
according to the Family Budget Calculator.

https://ballotpedia.org/Minimum_wage_laws_ballot_measures
https://ballotpedia.org/Minimum_wage_laws_ballot_measures
https://www.onefairwage.org/research-reports
https://www.epi.org/resources/budget/
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Tipped-Workers-State-by-State-2024.6.12v1.pdf
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/
https://www.epi.org/blog/a-review-of-key-2024-ballot-measures-voters-backed-progressive-policy-measures/
https://www.epi.org/blog/a-review-of-key-2024-ballot-measures-voters-backed-progressive-policy-measures/
https://ballotpedia.org/Nebraska_Initiative_433,_Minimum_Wage_Increase_Initiative_(2022)
https://ballotpedia.org/Florida_Amendment_2%2C_%2415_Minimum_Wage_Initiative_(2020)
https://www.dol.gov/whd/state/tipped.htm
https://flagstaff.az.gov/3520/Minimum-Wage
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/mayor/press_room/press_releases/2023/october/one-fair-wage-approved.html
https://ballotpedia.org/Washington,_D.C.,_Initiative_82,_Increase_Minimum_Wage_for_Tipped_Employees_Measure_(2022)
https://ballotpedia.org/Washington,_D.C.,_Initiative_82,_Increase_Minimum_Wage_for_Tipped_Employees_Measure_(2022)
https://51st.news/dc-council-partially-repeals-initiative-82/
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AFFIRM TRANSGENDER IDENTITY AT 
WORK AND IN PUBLIC LIFE 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

In 2020, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Bostock v. Clayton County that Title VII’s prohibition 
on sex discrimination in the workplace  is  inclusive of  discrimination based on sexual 
orientation and gender identity. Of the more than 8 million LGBTQIA+ workers in the United 
States, transgender people disproportionately face harassment, discrimination, and barriers 
to equal opportunity. In a July 2023 survey of transgender workers, half of whom were people 
of color, 82%  reported having  faced workplace discrimination, including being fired, not 
hired, not promoted, or verbally, physically, or sexually harassed. Despite these high rates 
of workplace discrimination, the Trump administration has  stopped investigating  gender 
identity claims  and rolled  back long-standing administrative decisions  that  articulate 
elements of  discrimination faced by transgender workers, including  bathroom access at 
worksites. 

The impacts of workplace discrimination on transgender people’s economic 
security are amplified by other state-based restrictions that inhibit full legal recognition of a 
transgender person’s identity. Several states are narrowly defining sex to allow exclusion of or 
discrimination against transgender people across a wide range of spaces and services, such 
as  domestic violence shelters  and  bathrooms in public buildings. Recently,  some 
states  imposed criminal penalties on transgender people who use bathrooms consistent 
with their gender identity. Some states are also limiting modification of gender markers on 
government documents, with Kansas  notably  revoking the driver’s licenses of  1,700 
transgender residents in early 2026. 

With an estimated over 2.1 million transgender adults  in the United States, states cannot 
ignore the societal and economic barriers that are imposed when transgender people 
face exclusion from public life or unchecked discrimination. Transgender people already 
face disproportionate rates of poverty, unemployment and underemployment, and housing 
insecurity.  Such exclusion also results in problematic policing of gender in public 
spaces,  ultimately exacerbating  harassment faced by both transgender and cisgender 
women who do not conform to sex-based stereotypes. State policies should instead work to 
recognize and affirm transgender identity within a state’s regulatory framework, while also 
rooting out discriminatory conduct in workplace and public accommodations. 

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/lgbt-nondiscrimination-statutes
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/transgender-workplace-discrim/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Fact-Sheet-on-Title-VII-Sex-Segregated-Facilities-February-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Fact-Sheet-on-Title-VII-Sex-Segregated-Facilities-February-2026.pdf
https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/nondiscrimination/defining_sex
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-leads-gender-justice-organizations-in-opposing-huds-rollbacks-of-lgbtqia-protections-in-equal-access-rule/
https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/nondiscrimination/bathroom_bans
https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/nondiscrimination/bathroom_bans
https://mapresearch.org/equality-map/identity-document-laws-and-policies/#drivers-license
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/kansas-revoked-drivers-licenses-1700-transgender-residents-rcna262120
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/kansas-revoked-drivers-licenses-1700-transgender-residents-rcna262120
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Trans-Pop-Update-Aug-2025.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGBT-Poverty-COVID-Feb-2023.pdf
https://prismreports.org/2025/10/16/trans-unemployment-jobs-discrimination/
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGBT-Housing-Apr-2020.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGBT-Housing-Apr-2020.pdf
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THE SOLUTION 

• Enumerate sexual orientation and gender identity in statewide and local
nondiscrimination  laws in employment, housing, and public  accommodations.
Especially after the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Bostock v. Clayton County, some
jurisdictions have clarified that protections against sex discrimination are inclusive of
discrimination faced by LGBTQIA+ individuals. However, specifically enumerating sexual
orientation and gender identity within nondiscrimination laws can raise awareness
about legal rights and ensure that employers, landlords, and other institutional actors
are accountable for preventing and remedying anti-LGBTQIA+ discrimination.

• Ensure  robust implementation of  statewide  or local  nondiscrimination laws in
employment, housing, and public accommodations.  Where  nondiscrimination
policies exist, encourage the state fair employment practices agency, state or local human
rights commission, or other relevant entity to promulgate guidance articulating different
elements of gender  identity discrimination, including access to sex-separated facilities
(e.g., bathrooms, locker rooms, domestic violence shelters, etc.).

• Direct the state attorney general, state human rights commission, state fair
employment practices agency, or other appropriate entity to investigate hostile
workplace environments impacting transgender workers.

• Implement  policies that remove barriers  to  obtaining  or  modifying  government
identification documents (e.g., birth certificates, driver’s licenses) to allow for name
changes and accurate gender markers. States can take action to streamline administrative 
processes to request name and gender marker changes, reduce documentation
requirements to establish such changes, and protect the privacy of individuals—especially
minors—who are requesting such changes.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• No one should be fired or face workplace discrimination because of who they are.
Employers should be vigilant about building an inclusive workplace so that no worker
faces harassment or is denied the opportunity to succeed in their job because of their
identity.  Workers are now less able to rely on federal civil rights enforcement to hold
employers accountable, and states should be taking every step to fill in the gap to ensure
equal employment opportunity.

• Workplaces have had trans-inclusive facilities policies for years without increased
privacy or safety risks for colleagues or customers.  Workplaces have had inclusive
policies for over a decade, with the  Equal Employment Opportunity Commission  first
finding that anti-trans discrimination can be investigated as unlawful in 2015. Workplaces
are well-equipped to manage the different privacy needs of workers and customers while

https://mapresearch.org/equality-map/identity-document-laws-and-policies/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Fact-Sheet-on-Title-VII-Sex-Segregated-Facilities-February-2026.pdf
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continuing to enforce general policies that prohibit misconduct like harassment or assault. 

• Forcing transgender people into restrooms that  don’t  match their gender identity
puts their safety at risk.  Trans people are  more likely to be confronted, harassed, or
excluded from a bathroom when required to use facilities according to their sex assigned
at birth. Trans people are our colleagues and part of our workplaces, and they need to be
able to use the bathroom just like everyone else.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• Movement  Advancement  Project  (MAP)  Messaging Guide on Transgender People and
Restrooms

• EEO Leaders Public Statements  Responding to the Trump Administration’s Actions
Adversely Impacting Equal Employment Opportunity

Public Popularity 

• In a January 2026 survey, 82% of adults supported guaranteeing the right to be free from
sex-based discrimination, including harassment, in the workplace.

• In  a  February  2026 poll, 79%  of Americans believed  transgender people should be
protected from discrimination in hiring and employment.

• In interviews conducted in 2025, 72%  of Americans supported  nondiscrimination
protections for LGBTQIA+ individuals.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• Over  20  states  have nondiscrimination laws that are inclusive of sexual
orientation and gender identity in employment  and  public accommodations, such
as Oregon and Utah (employment), as well as New Mexico and Washington state (public
accommodations).

• Over a  dozen states have  administrative processes that do not require provider
documentation to amend  birth certificates  or  driver’s licenses  to accurately reflect an
individual’s gender marker. These processes have been streamlined through state law in
places like California (birth certificates) and Illinois (driver’s licenses).

• Among other states, the Maryland Attorney General’s office has published guidance to the
LGBTQIA+ community concerning protections under Maryland law as well as a joint Know
Your Rights guide  with the Maryland Commission on Civil Rights that specifically
addresses discrimination against LGBTQIA+ people.

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/safety-in-restrooms-and-facilites/
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/safety-in-restrooms-and-facilites/
https://mapresearch.org/messaging-guide/talking-about-transgender-people-and-restrooms/
https://mapresearch.org/messaging-guide/talking-about-transgender-people-and-restrooms/
https://www.eeoleaders.org/eeoleadersstatements
https://www.eeoleaders.org/eeoleadersstatements
https://nwlc.org/resource/new-polling-shows-gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-remain-popular-while-trumps-policies-are-not/
https://nwlc.org/resource/new-polling-shows-gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-remain-popular-while-trumps-policies-are-not/
https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/new-hrc-data-finds-record-high-americans-know-a-transgender-person-broad-bipartisan-support-for-transgender-rights
https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/new-hrc-data-finds-record-high-americans-know-a-transgender-person-broad-bipartisan-support-for-transgender-rights
https://prri.org/research/mapping-support-for-lgbtq-rights-across-the-50-states-insights-from-prris-2025-american-values-atlas/
https://prri.org/research/mapping-support-for-lgbtq-rights-across-the-50-states-insights-from-prris-2025-american-values-atlas/
https://mapresearch.org/equality-map/employment-nondiscrimination/#state
https://mapresearch.org/citation/state-nondiscrimination-laws-public-accommodations/
https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/lawsstatutes/2007orLaw0100.html
https://le.utah.gov/~2015/bills/static/SB0296.html
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Sessions/03%20Regular/bills/house/HB0314.pdf
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=49.60.215
https://mapresearch.org/citation/gender-markers-on-birth-certificates/
https://mapresearch.org/citation/gender-markers-on-drivers-licenses/
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=HSC&amp;division=102.&amp;title&amp;part=1.&amp;chapter=11.&amp;article=7
https://ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus?DocNum=3534&GAID=15&GA=101&DocTypeID=HB&LegID=120195&SessionID=108
https://www.montgomerycollege.edu/_documents/life-at-mc/mc-pride/lgbtqi-guidance-memorandum.pdf
https://oag.maryland.gov/News/Documents/pdfs/Joint_KYR_Booklet.pdf
https://oag.maryland.gov/News/Documents/pdfs/Joint_KYR_Booklet.pdf
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KEEP LGBTQIA+ YOUTH SAFE FROM 
HARASSMENT AND EXCLUSION IN SCHOOLS

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

All  students deserve to feel safe and included at school, but an estimated  1.92  million 
LGBTQIA+ youth across the country—including over 700,000 transgender children—
continue to face pervasive bullying and harassment. According to survey and focus 
group data reflecting on both the 2023-2024 and 2024-2025 school years, over 60% of 
LGBTQIA+ students face bullying, harassment, or assault in school based on their sexual 
orientation or  identity, which contributes to reduced academic performance, greater 
absenteeism, and adverse mental health outcomes. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention’s 2023 Youth Risk Behavior Survey found that 29% of LGBTQ+ youth 
reported being bullied and 41% seriously considered suicide during the past school year, 
which was much more prevalent than their cisgender and straight peers at 16% and 13%, 
respectively. This difference is further exacerbated for LGBTQ+ young people of color 
who report higher rates of attempted suicide than their white peers according to a 2025 
survey. To address the pervasive harassment and exclusion faced by LGBTQIA+ youth, 
school policies should be rooted in robustly responding to identity-based bullying while 
also fostering an inclusive learning environment where all students are affirmed as part of 
the school community. 

Many states and individual school districts have instead adopted an exclusionary approach 
that  exacerbates harms faced by LGBTQIA+ students, with disproportionate impacts on 
transgender and gender-expansive students. Policies that refuse to affirm or otherwise 
meet the needs of transgender students—such as bathroom and facilities bans—subject 
transgender and nonbinary students to an even greater risk of harassment and sexual assault 
according to a 2017 study. Exclusion from school activities, such as school sports, further 
contributes to  transgender and nonbinary students’ social isolation. School policies may 
also erode the trust between LGBTQIA+ students and school staff by requiring forced outing 
of a student’s sexual orientation or gender identity, which is associated with an increase in 
depressive symptoms and a disruption in familial support for LGBTQIA+ youth. 

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGBT-Youth-US-Pop-Sep-2020.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGBT-Youth-US-Pop-Sep-2020.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/trans-adults-united-states/
https://glisten.org/nscs2025/#safety
https://glisten.org/nscs2025/#safety
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-youth/lgbtq-youth/health-disparities-among-lgbtq-youth.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-youth/lgbtq-youth/health-disparities-among-lgbtq-youth.html
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/survey-2025/
https://mapresearch.org/equality-map/bans-on-transgender-people-using-public-bathrooms-and-facilities-according-to-their-gender-identity/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31061223/
https://glisten.org/nscs2025/
https://apnews.com/article/transgender-students-pronouns-names-ec0b2c5de329d82c563ffb95262935f3
https://www.the74million.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/McCauley-et-al-2024-1.pdf
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Several federal courts have recognized  that Title IX’s prohibition on sex-based 
discrimination extends to harms based on sexual orientation and gender identity. Still, the 
Trump administration has launched an aggressive campaign—without legal authority—to 
weaponize its federal enforcement powers and Title IX to investigate school districts for 
adopting inclusive policies that particularly affirm transgender and nonbinary students. 
State laws and policies should  affirm  protections for LGBTQIA+ students and require 
inclusive school policies at a time when students impacted by discrimination cannot rely 
on federal enforcement. 

THE SOLUTION 

• Explicitly prohibit discrimination in schools  on the basis of  sexual orientation and
gender identity and ensure adequate enforcement mechanisms, including a private right
of action for students facing discrimination and state administrative agency investigation
of complaints.

• Enumerate protected bases, including sexual orientation and gender identity, in state
anti-bullying statutes.

• Require  schools to affirm equal opportunity and access for transgender  and
nonbinary students, including ensuring that students can access sex-separated spaces,
facilities, and activities consistent with their gender identity.

• Safeguard LGBTQIA+ students’ privacy by prohibiting forced outing of a student’s
sexual orientation or gender identity through a process that carefully considers student
safety while remaining compliant with federal requirements under the Family Educational
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).

• Fund specialized mental health support for LGBTQIA+ youth in school-based health
services and suicide prevention services.

• Direct the state department of education to  promulgate  model policies and/or
guidance on implementing LGBTQIA+-inclusive strategies in schools.

• Direct the  state  attorney  general, state human rights commission, state department
of education, or other  appropriate entity  to investigate hostile educational
environments targeting LGBTQIA+ students.

• Strengthen state training requirements for school administrators, educators, and school
staff to ensure competency in interacting with and supporting LGBTQIA+ students.

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Federal-Investigations-Fact-Sheet_June-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Federal-Investigations-Fact-Sheet_June-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/FERPA-Explainer-4.2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/FERPA-Explainer-4.2026.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-and-family/equity/civilrights/Documents/ODE-Supporting-Gender-Expansive-Students.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-and-family/equity/civilrights/Documents/ODE-Supporting-Gender-Expansive-Students.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_STRENGTHENING-STATE-BASEDCIVILRIGHTSENFORCEMENT.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_STRENGTHENING-STATE-BASEDCIVILRIGHTSENFORCEMENT.pdf
https://prismcalifornia.org/home
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TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• All students deserve the opportunity to learn in an environment free from harassment
or violence.  LGBTQIA+ students face disproportionate rates of bullying, harassment,
and assault in schools, and more can be done to ensure  that these students have the
same opportunities to learn and thrive. We should be focusing on how to equip students
with the tools to succeed instead of advancing policies that add to the isolation faced by
marginalized youth.

Bathrooms: 

• All students deserve a safe school environment, and forcing transgender and
nonbinary students into restrooms that don’t match their gender identity puts their
safety at risk. Trans people are more likely to be confronted, harassed, or excluded from
a bathroom when required to use facilities according to their sex assigned at birth. For
example, in 2024, transgender students in Oklahoma and Minnesota were hospitalized
after being physically attacked when forced into facilities that did not align with their
gender identity. A school’s responsibility to keep all students safe is not compromised by
allowing transgender students to use facilities consistent with their gender identity.

• School districts have had trans-inclusive facilities policies for years without
increased privacy or safety risks for other students. School districts have had
inclusive policies for over a decade, with the first federal appeals court decision striking
down an anti-trans bathroom ban in 2017. Federal courts have also rejected claims by
parents who challenged trans-inclusive school bathroom policies based on a purported
safety and privacy risk for cisgender students. Schools are well-equipped to manage
the different privacy needs of students while continuing to enforce general policies that
prohibit misconduct like harassment or assault.

School Sports: 

• All students should have a chance to participate in school sports. Blanket bans
prohibiting trans students from playing sports with their peers are overbroad and
discriminatory and only weaken equity in sports. Categorical bans tie the hands of
schools and athletic associations who have the expertise on creating fairness in sports.
School sports are not  just about winning, but about empowering kids. Students learn a
lot by participating in school sports, including leadership, confidence, self-respect, and
teamwork. Trans students should have the opportunity to play on a team and participate
alongside their classmates. Blanket bans do not account for the differences between age,
type of sport, and level of competition that may inform fair participation opportunities.
Chess is different than contact sports, and Olympic competitions are different than middle-
school intramural sports.

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/safety-in-restrooms-and-facilites/
https://www.kosu.org/local-news/2024-11-14/benedict-death-investigation-shows-harassment-reporting-violations-at-owasso-schools
https://www.nbcnews.com/nbc-out/out-news/transgender-teen-hospitalized-alleged-attack-high-school-bathroom-rcna156105
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/appellate-courts/ca7/16-3522/16-3522-2017-05-30.html
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Federal-Investigations-Fact-Sheet_June-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/NWLC_Trans50th_FactSheet.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/NWLC_Trans50th_FactSheet.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11274076/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/2025.11.17-NWLC-SCOTUS-FINAL-Hecox-BPJ-Amicus-Brief.pdf
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• Blanket bans on sports participation that include narrow definitions of sex open
the door to subjecting teenage girls to increased harassment, intrusive questions,
and invasive exams. Women and girls, especially women and girls of color,  who do
not conform to specific sex stereotypes and expectations of femininity—such as being
too tall, too muscular, or having short hair—could face increased harassment as states
encourage surveillance and questioning of gender in sports. Blanket bans rarely spell
out enforcement mechanisms that can be used to verify a student’s sex, because such
evaluation is inherently intrusive and subjects youth to humiliation and exclusion. In Utah,
for example, a blanket ban resulted in a cisgender girl being secretly investigated by a
state panel and another cisgender girl being publicly targeted for harassment on social
media  by a state official. State legislators and school officials have openly floated that
sports bans may require students to submit documentation or be subject to medical or
physical exams.

Forced Outing: 

• Schools already engage parents and families to support  LGBTQIA+  students, and
rigid policies that force schools to proactively out students  restrict  educators
from addressing complex situations with nuance and sensitivity.  Many supports for
LGBTQIA+ students have been implemented at the local level after requests and advocacy
from parents and families. In some situations, premature outing of a LGBTQIA+ student to
family can exacerbate stress and depressive symptoms, disrupt familial support, or leave
certain students at risk of familial rejection, homelessness, or abuse. At a time when youth
are seeking understanding and support, states should not employ bright-line rules that fail
to allow individualized approaches when there are safety or other concerns.

• While schools should encourage family engagement, where appropriate, safeguards
are needed to protect the privacy of LGBTQIA+ students’ data. Exclusionary policies
and increased public attention have led to privacy violations, especially as other families,
press, and external actors seek information about supports for LGBTQIA+ students.
FERPA, a federal law that  safeguards student privacy, does not create any right for
another parent to request and obtain information about LGBTQIA+ students.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• Movement Advancement Project (MAP) Messaging Guide on Hostile Anti-LGBTQ+ School
Bills

• MAP Messaging Guide on Transgender Students and School Facilities Access

• MAP Messaging Guide on Transgender Youth Participation in Sports

• MAP Messaging Guide on Family Acceptance & Transgender Youth

https://nwlc.org/the-protection-of-women-and-girls-in-sports-act-reinforces-sexism-and-abuse-in-sports/
https://nwlc.org/the-protection-of-women-and-girls-in-sports-act-reinforces-sexism-and-abuse-in-sports/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/aug/18/utah-school-investigates-student-transgender
https://www.sltrib.com/sports/2024/02/07/utah-school-board-member-natalie/
https://www.sltrib.com/sports/2024/02/07/utah-school-board-member-natalie/
https://legislature.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/sessioninfo/2020/legislation/H0500E1.pdf
https://legislature.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/sessioninfo/2020/legislation/H0500E1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Parents-Organizations-for-Inclusive-School_06.10.2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Parents-Organizations-for-Inclusive-School_06.10.2026.pdf
https://www.the74million.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/McCauley-et-al-2024-1.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGBT-Housing-Apr-2020.pdf
https://wgme.com/news/local/state-representative-laurel-libby-republican-censured-for-violating-legislative-code-of-ethics-trangender-athlete-girls-sports-social-media
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/FERPA-Explainer-4.2026.pdf
https://www.mapresearch.org/file/talking-about-curriculum-censorship-anti-lgbtq-school-bills.pdf
https://www.mapresearch.org/file/talking-about-curriculum-censorship-anti-lgbtq-school-bills.pdf
https://www.mapresearch.org/file/talking-about-transgender-students-school-facilities-access.pdf
https://www.lgbtmap.org/file/talking-about-transgender-youth-sports-participation.pdf
https://www.lgbtmap.org/file/talking-about-family-acceptance-transgender-youth.pdf
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Public Popularity 

• An April 2026 poll found an  overwhelming majority of Americans  (83%) thought that
schools should protect transgender students from discrimination and harassment.

• An April 2026 poll found that  more than half  (51%)  of  adults said that their elected
representatives should be doing more to guarantee the right to be free from sex-based
discrimination, including harassment, in the workplace and in school.

• According to a May 2026 poll, a plurality of voters (48%) oppose investigations into public
schools for trans-inclusive policies, which require school districts to spend taxpayer dollars
on legal fees that would otherwise go to their overall district budget.

• In 2025,  73%  of Americans supported  nondiscrimination protections  for LGBTQIA+
individuals. 

• LGBTQIA+ people are significantly more likely than the general population (59% v. 49%)
to view national education as going in the wrong direction, according to a May 2025 poll.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• At least 19 states have specific laws that prohibit school-based discrimination on the basis
of sexual orientation and gender identity, including Connecticut and Hawai’i.

• 19 states have laws that prohibit school-based bullying that specifically enumerate sexual
orientation and gender identity as protected bases, including New Mexico and Minnesota.

• Some states have adopted laws that clarify equal access and opportunity for transgender
students. For example:

» California law requires that sex-segregated programs and activities, including sports and
facilities use, should be available to students consistent with their gender identity and
irrespective of the gender listed on their official student records.

» Minnesota law  requires school districts to submit plans to ensure access to gender-
neutral, single-user restrooms.

» Massachusetts regulation  requires that  students be afforded the opportunity
to participate on school sports teams that align with their gender identity.

• California law prohibits school districts from implementing policies that require educators
or other school staff to disclose information about a student’s sexual orientation or gender
identity unless otherwise required by state or federal law.

• Some states, such as  New Jersey  and  Washington  state, have directed their state
department of education to promulgate model policies to ensure inclusion of LGBTQIA+
students, with some states requiring that local school districts adopt the model policies.

https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/new-hrc-data-finds-record-high-americans-know-a-transgender-person-broad-bipartisan-support-for-transgender-rights
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-poll-voter-attitudes-on-trans-student-athlete-participation/
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-poll-voter-attitudes-on-trans-student-athlete-participation/
https://prri.org/research/mapping-support-for-lgbtq-rights-across-the-50-states-insights-from-prris-2025-american-values-atlas/
https://www.edchoice.org/polling-shows-lgbtq-americans-are-worried-about-the-future-of-education/
https://mapresearch.org/citation/school-nondiscrimination/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15ogBMcADmyMRF80ejuqbGZvo46sxZPjk/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/177gyvOoUSb8w2CNMzepCF1Mj4AaeNZa7/view?usp=drive_link
https://mapresearch.org/citation/lgbtq-youth-anti-bullying-laws/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uDhR9ptvpwEkohGa4FfJtQRb8aPg_gu6/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1F7xQqH_H-jIAA16OnjV-16cXuo5RYWd9/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-uc6WuNWM5KAZmyMw8P-HnU-NthvTRqN/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1GH2ZLCE74z5vSSTcKFn6x0yMucQt7WZ-/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1EaLedH9kW0Oh98bM_XXw49iGwTgVdE6i/view
https://legiscan.com/CA/text/AB1955/id/3014589
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Jc0hjM0HF0Y0G4LtA_fx4NxvrijDlFfI/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RKWQCb5FEWmr19L4SwZx4q_g5yzyglOJ/view
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STOP SEX HARASSMENT IN PK-12 
SCHOOLS & HIGHER EDUCATION 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Far too many students in PK-12 schools and in institutions of higher education experience 
sex harassment, including sexual assault, dating violence, and stalking. More than one in 
five girls ages 14 to 18 (21%) have been kissed or touched without their consent, and nearly 
two in five  women  are sexually assaulted during their time in college, but only  2% of 
the former  and  12% of the latter  report the incident to their schools. Students do not 
report sex harassment for a number of reasons, including shame, fear of retaliation, fear 
of school discipline, and a belief that their harassment was not “serious enough”—e.g., 
because it began consensually or involved alcohol or drugs. When student survivors do 
come forward, they are often ignored, disbelieved, or even punished by their schools, 
for violations like allegedly consensual sex, self-defense (“assault”), or expressing trauma 
symptoms (“acting out”). Schools are more likely to disbelieve and punish women and girls 
of color  (especially  Black  women and girls),  LGBTQ+ students,  pregnant and parenting 
students, and disabled students because of stereotypes that label them as “promiscuous,” 
“aggressive,” less credible, and/or less deserving of protection. When schools fail to provide 
effective responses, student victims receive lower grades, lose scholarships or leadership 
roles, or are forced to drop out of school. In some cases, they are even expelled. 

Student survivors can no longer rely on federal law to protect them. In 2025, two 
federal courts struck down the  Biden  administration’s 2024  Title IX rule  on  sex 
harassment, thereby reviving the  Trump administration’s harmful 2020 Title IX 
rule, which allows schools to dismiss many complaints and to use uniquely unfair 
procedures in sex harassment investigations.  Meanwhile, Trump has dismantled much 
of the Department of Education’s enforcement infrastructure and systematically ignored 
student  survivors’  complaints  in favor of attacking transgender students under the 
guise of preventing sex harassment. More than ever,  states must  take action to ensure 
that student survivors receive comprehensive and appropriate supportive measures, fair 
investigations or restorative processes, and robust prevention protocols.  

https://nwlc.org/resource/stopping-school-pushout-for-girls-who-have-suffered-harassment-and-sexual-violence/
https://nwlc.org/resource/stopping-school-pushout-for-girls-who-have-suffered-harassment-and-sexual-violence/
https://www.aau.edu/key-issues/campus-climate-and-safety/aau-campus-climate-survey-2019
https://www.aau.edu/key-issues/campus-climate-and-safety/aau-campus-climate-survey-2019
https://nwlc.org/resource/stopping-school-pushout-for-girls-who-have-suffered-harassment-and-sexual-violence/
https://nwlc.org/resource/stopping-school-pushout-for-girls-who-have-suffered-harassment-and-sexual-violence/
https://www.aau.edu/key-issues/campus-climate-and-safety/aau-campus-climate-survey-2019
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3168909
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3168909
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/research-briefs/anti-lgbtq-school-policies-and-lgbtq-young-people/
https://nwlc.org/resource/stopping-school-pushout-for-girls-who-are-pregnant-or-parenting/
https://nwlc.org/resource/stopping-school-pushout-for-girls-who-are-pregnant-or-parenting/
https://nwlc.org/resource/stopping-school-pushout-for-girls-with-disabilities/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/355652668_Sexual_Assault_as_a_Contributor_to_Academic_Outcomes_in_University_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Know-Your-IX-2021-Cost-of-Reporting.pdf
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Know-Your-IX-2021-Cost-of-Reporting.pdf
https://stratfordjournalpublishers.org/journals/index.php/journal-of-education/article/download/1136/1426/
https://nwlc.org/resource/bidens-new-title-ix-rule-fact-sheet-and-chart/
https://nwlc.org/resource/devos-new-title-ix-sexual-harassment-rule-explained/
https://nwlc.org/resource/devos-new-title-ix-sexual-harassment-rule-explained/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Letter-from-112-survivor-advocates-to-McMahon_Richey-re-Title-IX-1.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Letter-from-112-survivor-advocates-to-McMahon_Richey-re-Title-IX-1.pdf
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THE SOLUTION 

The following  solutions can  be  implemented through  statutes, regulations,  or school 
board policies. 

Strengthen Prevention Measures 

• Train all students and staff in PK-12 schools and higher education on sex harassment. This
includes developmentally  appropriate sex  education for all K-12 students on  consent,
healthy relationships, and reproductive health that is inclusive and affirming of LGBTQIA+
identity. 

• Remove  police  and ban immigration officials  from schools to protect all students—
especially Black,  Indigenous, and migrant  students—from  sex harassment,  discipline,
and violence. Invest instead in guidance counselors, social workers, psychologists, and
other non-police staff to build positive school climates and support survivors.

• Eliminate dress codes, which often promote  the dangerous message  that how girls
dress impacts  whether they are harassed, rely on sex and race stereotypes, and
are  often  discriminatorily enforced, particularly against Black and brown girls and
curvy girls. At a minimum, require schools to implement a universal, nondiscriminatory
dress code.

• Ensure  trans-inclusive  access to  restrooms, locker rooms, and sports, which reduces
sexual assault of transgender and nonbinary students, and mitigates health risks and harm
from exclusionary policies.

• Require schools to conduct regular climate surveys on student experiences with sex
harassment and school investigations, and make the survey data results publicly available
while protecting students’ identities.

Support Student Victims Instead of Punishing Them 

• Require schools to provide a wide range of supportive measures to students who report
sex harassment. These measures should restore students’ equal access to education and
ensure they feel safe and can include excused absences, counseling, tutoring, homework/
exam adjustments, changes in classes/dining/housing schedules, one-way no-contact
orders, continued scholarship/honors eligibility, and the option to retake a class without
financial penalty.

• Prohibit schools from  disciplining students who report sex harassment  for misconduct
that occurred during the harassment (e.g., drug or alcohol use, consensual sexual activity,
self-defense) or because of the harassment (e.g., class absences, trauma symptoms).

https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-sexual-assault/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-sexual-assault/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-lgbtqia-rights/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-lgbtqia-rights/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/65cb13b282498514598e2817/1707807667456/Sexualization+Not+Safety+2024.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/f.NWLC_SPLC_SROReport.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/f.NWLC_SPLC_SROReport.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/report/cops-and-no-counselors
https://nwlc.org/resource/dresscoded/
https://transequality.org/issues/resources/transgender-people-and-bathroom-access
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_KeepingLGBTQYouthSafe.pdf
https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/population-care/exclusionary-bathroom-policies-harm-transgender-students
https://nwlc.org/resource/faqs-on-title-ix-and-supportive-measures-for-students-in-k-12-and-higher-education/
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Know-Your-IX-2021-Cost-of-Reporting.pdf
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Ensure Meaningful Accountability of Schools  

• States can pass a  Students’ Access to Freedom and Educational Rights (SAFER)  Act,
which  would  allow harassment victims to  ask a state agency or state court to
hold  their schools  accountable  for  failing to address  harassment.  Under the  SAFER
Act, schools would be required to respond to harassment based on sex, race, disability, etc.:

» When it  “unreasonably alters”  a student’s ability to  participate  in school,  even
if  the underlying conduct occurs off campus or online or does not meet the unduly
stringent standard of being “severe or pervasive.”

» The first time  a school employee knows or should have known about  it, even if the
complainant is not harassed or assaulted again.

» By offering supportive measures (regardless of whether the  school conducts
an  investigation),  investigating the harassment (if requested by the
complainant)  or  facilitating a  restorative process  (if  requested by  all parties  and
appropriate under the circumstances), and taking any other necessary actions to
address the effects of the harassment.

• State agencies should conduct prompt and  equitable  investigations  of  harassment
complaints and take enforcement measures when they find a school has violated a state
civil rights law, such as a SAFER Act.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Schools are often the first places where people experience sex harassment, so it is critical
to address this behavior early on.

• Requiring schools to address sex harassment after it has occurred  is important, but
it is not enough.  We  must also  require schools to take proactive, comprehensive,
and intersectional measures to  prevent  sex harassment from occurring in the
first place.  And we already know what works:  research shows that  a holistic
approach—which includes  comprehensive sex education,  transgender-inclusive
policies,  and  removal  of  police from schools—can  help prevent  students from
being sexually assaulted.

• Students’ academic, health, and safety needs should be at the center of our response
to sex harassment. After all, investigating complaints and disciplining harassers alone
does little to ensure that survivors can stay safe in the meantime, avoid retaliation, keep
up their grades, continue their extracurricular activities, and successfully graduate. The
reality is that many survivors are further punished or traumatized by their schools after
reporting and therefore many choose to stay silent instead. When we prioritize supportive
measures and anti-retaliation measures, we ensure our response to sex harassment
is survivor-centered, meets their material needs, and protects their equal access to
education.

https://nwlc.org/resource/states-can-strengthen-legal-protections-for-students-against-harassment/
https://www.naspa.org/report/five-things-student-affairs-administrators-should-know-about-restorative-justice-and-campus-sexual-harm
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-sexual-assault/
https://transequality.org/issues/resources/transgender-people-and-bathroom-access
https://transequality.org/issues/resources/transgender-people-and-bathroom-access
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/65cb13b282498514598e2817/1707807667456/Sexualization+Not+Safety+2024.pdf
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• Young people  should be given opportunities  to learn from their mistakes  and  take
true accountability  by  repairing the  harm  they have caused  and preventing  further
harassment. A restorative process allows the wrongdoer to admit they caused sexual harm, 
make amends to the victim, and change their future behavior. Schools should conduct
a  restorative process  if all parties consent to it  and if it is  appropriate under  the
circumstances,  thereby  enabling survivors to truly heal and  preventing  harassers from
causing harm again.

Public Popularity 

• Almost all U.S. adults said it is important or very important to keep students and teachers
safe (99%) and to make students feel welcome in schools (98%) in a 2025 poll.

• More than three in five U.S. adults  (62%)  said  strengthening protections against sex
harassment in schools and workplaces would help them and their families, including 68% of
women in a January 2026 poll.

• More than eight in 10 U.S. adults (81%) supported guaranteeing the right to be free from sex
discrimination, including sex harassment, in schools and workplaces in an April 2026 poll.

State-Specific Data 

• Click here for  50-state data available through  the Youth Risk Behavior  Survey  to see
the prevalence of  sexual assault and dating violence  among young people in your
state  (select topic “unintentional injuries and violence” and  questions “forced sexual
intercourse,” “sexual violence,” “sexual dating violence,” or “physical dating violence.”)

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• In recent years, California, Connecticut, the District of Columbia, Hawaiʻi, Illinois, Maine
Massachusetts, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Mexico, Ohio, and Oregon have enacted
new protections for student survivors, including requiring schools to: train students
and staff on sexual harassment, conduct school climate surveys, improve survivors’
access to supportive measures, and/or refrain from unfairly disciplining survivors when
they come forward.

• In 2023, Colorado became the first state to  require PK-12 schools  to address sex, race,
disability, and other  discrimination (including  harassment)  regardless of whether
it  is  considered “severe or pervasive,”  including by  offering  supportive measures  and
not unfairly disciplining students who report discrimination.

• A 2025 Nevada law allows PK-12 students and school staff to sue their schools in state
court if the school fails to enforce a policy to address sex harassment (including anti-
LGBTQIA+ harassment)  by a student, school employee, or contractor.  Under the
required policy, schools must make a plan to implement supportive measures within 3
days of receiving a complaint, regardless of whether an investigation is requested; and
use trauma-informed procedures to investigate complaints.

https://www.naspa.org/report/five-things-student-affairs-administrators-should-know-about-restorative-justice-and-campus-sexual-harm
https://www.the74million.org/article/exclusive-poll-as-support-for-schools-plummets-americans-resist-closing-education-department/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://youthonline.cdc.gov/#/data
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200SB493
https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&which_year=2021&bill_num=6374
https://lims.dccouncil.gov/Legislation/B26-0029
https://www.everyvoicecoalition.org/press-releases/hawaii
https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/ILCS/Articles?ActID=3672&ChapterID=18
https://www.mainelegislature.org/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280080971
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/SessionLaws/Acts/2020/Chapter337
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/81st2021/Bill/7996/Text
https://gc.nh.gov/rsa/html/XV/188-H/188-H-mrg.htm
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?Chamber=H&LegType=B&LegNo=151&year=24
https://www.cleveland.com/news/2022/12/ohio-legislature-passes-erins-law-to-require-sexual-abuse-violence-prevention-education-in-schools.html
https://www.everyvoicecoalition.org/press-releases/oregon
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb23-296
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/83rd2025/Bill/12477/Text
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• In 2026,  Michigan  introduced  the SAFER Act, which would allow  students and school
staff  to sue their schools in state court for  failing to address  harassment based on
sex, race, disability, religion, and other protected traits. The  pair of  bills  would require
schools to provide victims with comprehensive supportive measures, an investigation (if
requested by the complainant) or restorative process (if requested by all parties), avenues
for confidential disclosure, and enhanced protections against retaliation.

https://housedems.com/dievendorf-pohutsky-safer-act-protect-students/
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ENSURE ACCESS TO AFFIRMING AND 
ACCURATE LEARNING MATERIALS 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

All students should feel affirmed in their learning environment, including  through  their 
learning materials, and should have access to information that reflects the diversity 
of our nation.  But over the last few years, conservative extremists have organized 
to limit the information that  students  in K-12 schools and higher education  access 
in classrooms,  school  and public libraries, and in other educational programs. 
Their  censorship or book banning  efforts  seek  to  limit what students learn, including 
books and curriculum that address LGBTQIA+ identities, gender, race, reproductive rights, 
sexual health, consent, as well as sexual harassment, violence, and abuse. These attacks 
have escalated over the last year  with the Trump administration’s attacks on  diversity, 
equity, inclusion, and accessibility programs, including women and gender studies, Black 
studies, ethnic studies, and more, raising significant concerns about academic freedom 
and First Amendment protections.  

These efforts prevent students from accessing a  broad spectrum of information  that 
contributes to well-informed citizens with strong critical thinking skills. Further, these efforts 
deny students the opportunity to learn more about their peers and see themselves reflected 
in their learning environment. Students need access to this information to ensure they can 
lead healthy adult lives, make informed choices, think critically, and have the brightest 
futures possible. As a nation, we are made stronger by our diversity.  

THE SOLUTION 

In addition to organizing to prevent efforts by state legislatures, school boards, and school 
administrators to ban books and curricula, policymakers can take steps to ensure access to 
affirming and accurate learning materials in their schools by: 

• Passing legislation  or guidance for school districts  to prevent book and curriculum
censorship that:

» Protects public school learning materials and public library materials from censorship 
based upon partisan, ideological, or religious disapproval;

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/2024_nwlc_Censorship_FS.pdf
https://nwlc.org/book-bans-are-silencing-survivors-stories/
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-justice-means-freedom-to-learn-how-school-censorship-promotes-sex-discrimination/
https://ed.buffalo.edu/magazine/issues/fall-2023/censorship.html
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» Ensures that professional librarians and licensed educators, who have
the necessary training and  expertise, are included in decision-making about
developmentally appropriate reading and curricula for students, not extremist groups
or politicians promoting an agenda;

» Adopts a “developmentally appropriate” standard when referencing materials that
are appropriate for students to access. What is considered appropriate for students
must not be based merely on a parent, guardian, or administrator’s personal beliefs or
discomfort with a particular topic, content, or viewpoint. Instead, legislation or guidance
should focus on what is developmentally appropriate. A “developmentally appropriate”
standard refers to cognitive, social, and other skill-based standards. It is a reasonable
and flexible standard to ensure youth can access the materials they are ready for.

» Aligns with the standard in the Supreme Court case  Board of Education, Island
Trees Union Free School District No. 26 v. Pico. The First Amendment imposes some
limitations on a school board’s discretion to remove books from school libraries—
particularly when the decision to remove books is partisan, political, or is based upon a
dislike of the ideas contained in a book.

• Ensuring  school administrations and school board members work with educators,
students, and school curriculum experts to develop affirming and  accurate  curriculum
models for K-12 education.

» This curriculum should be racially, ethnically, and socially representative  of the
school’s student body,  which  means it should also  include  materials  that reflect the
experiences and stories of LGBTQIA+ indivduals.

» Hold listening sessions or focus groups with students and staff to gain insight into the
everyday school environment,  the negative impact of exclusionary curricula on the
retention of students, health and safety concerns, and policies that can be implemented
or better enforced to achieve a safe and inclusive school environment for all students.

» Implement anti-bias  trainings  to address how bias shows up in curriculum and
classroom instruction.

• Creating policies with clear and strict guidelines for objecting to materials.

» These  policies  must comply  with  the Supreme Court’s holding in  Mahmoud v.
Taylor.  The Court held that schools must allow parents and guardians to opt their
children out of  instruction—if it  “substantially interferes” with a parents’ ability to
direct the religious upbringing of their children or undermines “the religious beliefs...
the parent wishes to instill in the[ir]  child.”  The Court  said  this was a fact-specific
question,  which included the age of the students at issue,  for which the Court
recognized that older students have greater critical thinking skills to resist interference
with their religious beliefs.

https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/457/853
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/457/853
https://glisten.org/resources/inclusive-policy/
https://glisten.org/resources/inclusive-policy/
https://ncac.org/news/blog/guidelines-school-officials
https://www.nea.org/resource-library/best-practices-supporting-inclusive-education-following-mahmoud-v-taylor
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/24pdf/24-297_4f14.pdf
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/24pdf/24-297_4f14.pdf
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* The decision does not require schools to censor any books or curricula. It simply
requires schools  to  allow parents and guardians to  opt out of  instruction  that
may  “substantially  interfere”  with their child’s religious development.  It should
be noted that  some extremist groups  have used  the decision to  argue for  opt-
outs for content featuring LGBTQI+ characters, discussions of race, and the existence
of racism in the classroom.

* Schools should not guess what books or materials may trigger religious objections,
nor  are they required  to  preemptively remove books.  Rather,  school policies
should require parents or guardians to make objections known. Any notice to parents
of their right to opt their children out of certain instructional materials should be neutral 
and not single out any type of content which could raise religious objections, such as
only books featuring LGBTQIA+ characters, interracial families, single parents, etc.

* Policies should make clear that  parental  objections will not  be  considered if
based merely on parents’ or guardians’ personal views or discomfort with certain topics.

• Provides  school districts with the resources  necessary to attract and  retain  a  racially
and culturally diverse teaching workforce, which contributes to positive outcomes for all
students, but especially for students of color.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Students deserve access to learning materials that are historically accurate and reflective
of their identity and diverse perspectives. This contributes to safe and inclusive learning
environments for students who can see their own lives reflected in what they read and
learn. It allows them to learn about communities different from their own and to engage
with diverse perspectives and ideas that help them become prepared for higher education
or the workforce.

• Book bans are not new to the United States. However, this is the first time in U.S. history
that we have seen efforts on this scale to remove books from and limit curriculum in
schools. One study shows that in the 2024–2025 school year, there were nearly 7,000 new
instances of book bans across the country.

• Young people should feel affirmed  in their learning materials and must have access to
information that reflects the diversity of their peers and this nation.

• Giving young people access to stories and lessons about people who are different from 
them can help them develop empathy for their peers and for those outside of their own
community. Learning and understanding about different experiences and communities is
important to prepare students for the workforce and for a functioning democracy.

https://will-law.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Templates-No.-01-Parent-Religious-Opt-Out-Request-Form-Based-on-MAHMOUD-v.-TAYLOR.pdf
https://will-law.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Templates-No.-01-Parent-Religious-Opt-Out-Request-Form-Based-on-MAHMOUD-v.-TAYLOR.pdf
https://ncac.org/news/blog/guidelines-school-officials
https://ncac.org/news/blog/guidelines-school-officials
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/diverse-teacher-workforce-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/diverse-teacher-workforce-report
https://tntp.org/blog/teacher-diversity-a-critical-lever-for-student-success/
https://ies.ed.gov/rel-mid-atlantic/2025/01/infographic-5
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/diversity-schools-must-include-curriculum/
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/diversity-schools-must-include-curriculum/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/history-of-book-bans-in-the-united-states
https://pen.org/report/the-normalization-of-book-banning/#heading-4
https://pen.org/report/the-normalization-of-book-banning/#heading-4
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377345021_Inclusive_Education_Practices_Fostering_Diversity_and_Equity_in_the_Classroom
https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-articles/why-we-need-diverse-books
https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-articles/why-we-need-diverse-books
https://journals.law.harvard.edu/crcl/wp-content/uploads/sites/80/2023/09/HLC208_Watson.pdf
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• LGBTQI+ students report lower rates of absenteeism when they have access to inclusive
curricula and supportive school staff.

• Black students who have  racial and cultural representation  in their education  and
at least one Black teacher between third and fifth grades are  nearly 29%  less likely to
withdraw from school.

• Access to developmentally  appropriate  information about sexual and reproductive
health allows young people to keep themselves safe and healthy. It empowers them to
make their own decisions about their reproductive health care on their own terms and
timelines. Depriving young people of knowledge surrounding topics such as pregnancy,
abortion, birth control, menstruation, and sexually transmitted infections (STIs)  inhibits
their access to and understanding of preventative measures and safe practices.

• Comprehensive  sexual education  also provides youth with  necessary education
surrounding consent and healthy sexual relationships, which can decrease the likelihood
of young people experiencing and perpetrating sexual harassment, sexual violence, and
dating violence.

• Educators  are being deprived of safe and inclusive environments where they are free
to teach because of extremist restrictions on what can be taught and read in schools. Many
educators who care about our children’s educational success feel a loss of agency and fear
retaliation and uncertainty in their jobs. Their relationships with students are being harmed
due to a climate of fear impacting how they can support LGBTQIA+ students.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• Click here  for top-line messaging regarding the Supreme Court’s decision in Mahmoud
v. Taylor,  why opt-out policies are harmful to students, and how to fight censorship in
schools and at school board meetings.

• Click here for talking points on the importance of inclusive schools and curriculum.

• Click here to read a report about how censorship policies and other attacks on inclusive
education are impacting teachers.

• Email  stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org  for  additional  talking  points  regarding  book and
curriculum bans.

Public Popularity 

• A January 2026 survey showed more than half of adults (59%) support ensuring schools
and workplaces are diverse, equitable ,and inclusive.

https://glisten.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Glisten-Executive-Summary.pdf
https://glisten.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Glisten-Executive-Summary.pdf
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/10630
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://siecus.org/resource/if-then-series-health-equity/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/whatworks/what-works-sexual-health-education.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/whatworks/what-works-sexual-health-education.htm
https://nwlc.org/resource/100-school-districts-a-call-to-action-for-school-districts-across-the-country-to-address-sexual-harassment-through-inclusive-policies-and-practices/
https://siecus.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IfThen-Sexual-Assault.pdf
https://siecus.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IfThen-Sexual-Assault.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Topos-NWLC-teacher-report.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Topos-NWLC-teacher-report.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Mahmoud-v.-Taylor-Explainer-Toolkit-Updated-May-2026.pdf
https://familyequality.org/resource/inclusive-schools-advocacy-101/
https://nwlc.org/resource/let-teachers-teach/
mailto:stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
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• An April 2025 survey of teachers showed more than six in 10 teachers  (61%) think laws
passed to limit topics such as those related to race, gender, and sexual orientation, are
either bad or unnecessary.

• A January 2026 poll showed an overwhelming majority of Americans support trans-inclusive 
sex education (72%), believe schools should be safe and welcoming for transgender students 
(75%), and think that  schools should protect transgender students from discrimination
(68%).

Examples of State and Local Policies 

A growing number of states have passed legislation to protect against censorship of books 
and curricula in public schools, public libraries, or both.  

• New Jersey, Delaware, Oregon, Rhode Island, Maryland and Minnesota passed legislation
to protect books in schools. For example, Minnesota prohibits the removal of books from
public school libraries based upon the viewpoint, message, or ideas it conveys.

• Oregon,  California,  Minnesota,  and  Washington  passed legislation that protects school
curricula. For example, Washington requires school districts to adopt inclusive curricula
that incorporates the histories and contributions of racially and culturally diverse
communities and the LGBTQIA+ community.

• New Jersey,  Delaware,  Rhode Island,  Maryland  and  Colorado  passed legislation to
implement a formal process for challenging books. For example, Maryland requires each
local school system to  establish  policies  to review objections to materials in a school
library media program. In 2025, Rhode Island became the first state to establish a private
right of action, allowing readers, librarians, and writers impacted by censorship to sue.

• Delaware, Maryland, Minnesota, Illinois and Colorado prohibit the removal of books or other 
materials from public libraries based upon partisan disapproval or disagreement with the
messages expressed in the material. For example, Illinois requires state public libraries to
adopt the American Library Association’s Bill of Rights and prevents the removal of books
based upon partisan or doctrinal disapproval.

https://www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Teacher-Polling-2025.pdf
https://educateusaction.org/resources/polling/?emci=0ff49a01-9548-f111-8ef2-000d3a14b640&emdi=14f49a01-9548-f111-8ef2-000d3a14b640&ceid=4249842
https://www.nj.gov/education/standards/ftra.shtml
https://www.billtrack50.com/billdetail/1885898
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2025R1/Measures/Overview/SB1098
https://webserver.rilegislature.gov/Billtext25/SenateText25/S0238.pdf
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0785
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/93/2024/0/SF/3567/versions/latest/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/93/2024/0/SF/3567/versions/latest/
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2025R1/Measures/Overview/SB1098
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB1078
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/laws/2023/0/Session+Law/Chapter/55/
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Passed%20Legislature/5462.PL.pdf?q=20240326081535
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Passed%20Legislature/5462.PL.pdf?q=20240326081535
https://www.nj.gov/education/standards/ftra.shtml
https://www.billtrack50.com/billdetail/1885898
https://webserver.rilegislature.gov/Billtext25/SenateText25/S0238.pdf
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0785
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/2024a_216_signed.pdf
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0785
https://webserver.rilegislature.gov/Billtext25/SenateText25/S0238.pdf
https://www.billtrack50.com/billdetail/1885898
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0785
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/93/2024/0/SF/3567/versions/latest/
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/PublicActs/View/103-0100
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/2024a_216_signed.pdf
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/PublicActs/View/103-0100
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PROTECT SURVIVORS FROM DEFAMATION 
AND OTHER ABUSIVE LAWSUITS 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Sex harassment  is  widely prevalent,  with  nearly  half of women  experiencing sexual 
assault,  over  one in three women  experiencing domestic violence, and  over  one in five 
women  experiencing stalking in their lifetime. But  reporting  rates  remain  low.  Studies 
show  very  few  survivors  report their sexual assault.  One of the biggest reasons 
survivors stay silent is  fear of retaliation, including the fear of being  targeted by 
a  retaliatory  lawsuit  by  their  abuser.  Such lawsuits have escalated over the  past  decade 
as backlash  after  the #MeToo  movement went viral and more  survivors  began  speaking 
out.  For example,  one survey shows  23%  of  student survivors  have been  threatened 
with a defamation suit by their assailant—even for  filing  a Title IX complaint with 
their school. Similarly, defamation claims were the third most common form of workplace 
retaliation reported by survivors  who contacted the Time’s Up Legal Defense Fund for 
legal assistance. Although assailants who file these meritless lawsuits do not typically expect 
to win, survivors must typically spend $21,000 to $55,000—and in some cases more than $1 
million—to defeat them. Moreover, these abusive lawsuits force survivors to disclose intensely 
private details and to repeatedly relive their trauma through invasive discovery and other 
litigation demands, retelling and reproving what happened.  As a result,  many  victims 
are coerced into silence. 

Abusive, meritless  lawsuits  that are  filed  to  retaliate against  someone for  reporting 
misconduct  are known as  strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs). Many 
states have anti-SLAPP laws that protect people who report misconduct from being targeted 
by a SLAPP. But most states’ anti-SLAPP laws only protect statements that are: (1) made in 
a government proceeding (e.g., in a lawsuit or legislative hearing); or (2) about an issue of 
“public concern.” As a result, these laws often do not protect survivors from SLAPPs as they 
do for other whistleblowers because: (1) many survivors disclose sex harassment outside of 
a government proceeding—e.g., to their family, friends, school, or employer; and (2) many 
courts have wrongly held that sex harassment is a purely private issue rather than an issue 
of “public concern.” And some states do not even have an anti-SLAPP law.  

https://www.cdc.gov/nisvs/media/pdfs/sexualviolence-brief.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nisvs/media/pdfs/intimatepartnerviolence-brief.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nisvs/media/pdfs/stalking-brief.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nisvs/media/pdfs/stalking-brief.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/final_nwlc_Gates_HarassmentViolence-1.pdf
https://www.aau.edu/sites/default/files/AAU-Files/Key-Issues/Campus-Safety/Revised%20Aggregate%20report%20%20and%20appendices%201-7_(01-16-2020_FINAL).pdf
https://www.eeoc.gov/select-task-force-study-harassment-workplace
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/fvsv9410.pdf
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Know-Your-IX-2021-Cost-of-Reporting.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/NWLC-Intake-Report_FINAL_2020-10-13.pdf
https://www.ifs.org/blog/estimating-the-cost-of-fighting-a-slapp-in-a-state-with-no-anti-slapp-law/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Appendix-English-PDF-1.pdf
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THE SOLUTION 

If a state has an existing anti-SLAPP law, it can: 

• Amend  the law  to  explicitly  protect  statements  alleging  sex harassment  or,  better yet,
all forms of discrimination. For example, if the law protects statements about an issue of
“public concern,” define that term to include sex harassment and other discrimination.

• Require discovery to be paused while a court decides whether a lawsuit is a SLAPP and
therefore should be dismissed. This ensures that survivors and other people who report
misconduct do not have to undergo discovery—which can be invasive, costly, and time-
consuming—in order to get a SLAPP dismissed.

• Require SLAPP plaintiffs  to pay attorney fees,  court costs,  and,  if
possible, money damages to SLAPP defendants. This disincentivizes abusive individuals
and corporations from filing SLAPPs in the first place.

• Allow individuals who are targeted by a SLAPP to appeal right away if a court  does
not  dismiss the lawsuit as a SLAPP.  This ensures that survivors  and other people
who report  misconduct  do not have to  defend a SLAPP to the very end, which
includes undergoing invasive discovery, before appealing an unfavorable decision.

If a state does not have an anti-SLAPP law yet, it can use the Uniform Public Expression 
Protection Act (a model anti-SLAPP law) as a starting point and add language that explicitly 
protects statements alleging sex harassment and other discrimination. 

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Abusive lawsuits against survivors in the United States have increased at alarming rates as
more survivors have spoken out after #MeToo went viral. They have become so rampant
that United Nations  officials have  condemned  these lawsuits for  “undermining free
speech” and denounced them as “a form of gender-based violence” in themselves.

• Sex harassment, including sexual assault, is severely underreported, which means that
many survivors do not receive support and many abusers continue to abuse without any
accountability. Abusive lawsuits further deter survivors from speaking out and getting the
support they need, which can also impact their ability to stay in school or work.

• Survivors should be able to report sex assault and harassment in good faith without fear
of  being  sued by their abuser for defamation.  And  of course,  people who are falsely
accused in bad faith should be able to pursue meritorious lawsuits. We must enact laws
that  do both  and treat all parties fairly:  prevent  abusers from weaponizing the courts
against their victims while allowing those who are falsely accused to clear their name.

https://www.uniformlaws.org/committees/community-home?communitykey=4f486460-199c-49d7-9fac-05570be1e7b1
https://www.uniformlaws.org/committees/community-home?communitykey=4f486460-199c-49d7-9fac-05570be1e7b1
https://www.motherjones.com/criminal-justice/2020/02/metoo-me-too-defamation-libel-accuser-sexual-assault/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3939583
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3939583
https://msmagazine.com/2022/01/18/defamation-lawsuit-sexual-assault-rape-me-too/
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• If a state already has an anti-SLAPP law: Survivors should not be treated differently from
other  types of  whistleblowers  just because they report  sexual  misconduct instead of,
say, zoning, financial, or environmental misconduct. We must close the gap in our state’s
anti-SLAPP law, so that sexual misconduct is treated like any other type of misconduct.

• If a state  does not have an anti-SLAPP law:  We  should  all  be  able to speak
out about misconduct—whether that is a zoning violation, political corruption,
environmental pollution, or sex harassment—without being  slapped  with
an abusive, expensive, and meritless lawsuit. We must protect our ability to exercise our First 
Amendment rights, so that we can speak out freely without fear of retaliation.

Public Popularity 

• In  a  January 2026  poll, more  than three in five U.S. adults (62%)  said  strengthening
protections against sex harassment in schools and workplaces would help them and their
families, including 68% of women.

• In an April 2026 survey, more than eight in 10 U.S. adults (81%) supported guaranteeing
the right to be free from sex discrimination, including sex harassment, in schools and
workplaces.

• In an April 2026 survey, the majority of U.S. adults (51%) thought their elected representatives 
should be doing more to guarantee the right to be free from sex discrimination, including
harassment, in schools and workplaces.

• The  Uniform  Public Expression Protection Act has  broad bipartisan support  from
organizations across the political spectrum.

State-Specific Data 

• See if your state has an anti-SLAPP law  and whether it sufficiently protects survivors
speaking out about sex harassment. 

• See the lifetime prevalence of sexual assault, domestic violence, and stalking in your state.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• In 2024 and 2025, Maine comprehensively  amended its anti-SLAPP law to protect
survivors from civil liability  for  statements made in a complain filed under its human
rights act,  its  campus sexual misconduct code, or  the federal  Title IX  statute;
and for statements made in good faith about sex harassment or other discrimination—
even if no complaint is filed.

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/NWLC-Polling-Memo-Feb_2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/May-2026-Polling-Memo.pdf
https://www.ifs.org/expert-analysis/an-open-letter-in-support-of-the-uniform-law-commissions-uniform-public-expression-protection-act/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Appendix-English-PDF-1.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nisvs/documentation/NISVS-2016-2017-State-Report-508.pdf
https://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/statutes/14/title14sec733.html
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• In 2023, California passed a (non-SLAPP) law to protect communications made in good faith 
about sexual assault, harassment, or discrimination from defamation liability. In 2025, the
law was used by a New York state court to dismiss actor Justin Baldoni’s defamation suit
against his It Ends With Us co-star Blake Lively, who had alleged he sexually harassed her.

• Connecticut, New York, Oregon, Texas, and Virginia have also amended their anti-SLAPP laws 
to protect survivors of sexual assault, sex harassment, and/or other discrimination from
defamation and/or other civil liability.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB933
https://www.cnn.com/2025/06/09/entertainment/blake-lively-justin-baldoni
https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&bill_num=HB07134&which_year=2025
https://nyassembly.gov/Press/files/20200722a.php
https://gov.oregonlive.com/bill/2025/SB180
https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=86R&Bill=HB2730
https://lis.virginia.gov/bill-details/20251/HB1888
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STRENGTHEN STATE-BASED CIVIL 
RIGHTS ENFORCEMENT 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Civil rights laws have been an effective tool for women, girls, LGBTQIA+ people, and all who 
face sex discrimination to hold institutions accountable for ensuring equal opportunity in 
schools, workplaces, health care, and other settings. However, the Trump administration has 
taken a wrecking ball to federal civil rights enforcement mechanisms by gutting investigative 
capacity, overturning administrative decisions, rescinding resolution agreements with schools 
and other  covered entities,  imposing administrative roadblocks,  weaponizing civil rights 
laws  to harm vulnerable communities,  and  wasting  limited resources on  ideological 
investigations.  Federal agencies that were once avenues  for  justice  and relief, such as 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Office for Civil Rights, are not only  less  equipped  to enforce  civil rights  laws, but  these 
agencies  are  unlawfully  distorting civil rights laws  to further an extreme ideological 
agenda that largely views cisgender Christian white men as in need of greater protection. 

States are positioned to step in and fill the gap in federal enforcement. Different state agencies—
including state attorney general offices, state and local human rights commissions, state fair 
employment practices agencies, and state departments of education—can be strengthened 
to  process individual complaints of discrimination  and  investigate  them.  State agencies 
should be empowered to investigate violations of state civil rights law to the fullest extent, 
recognizing that some state civil rights laws may be more expansive than federal law and that 
federal agencies are deliberately seeking to erode, preempt, or create conflicts with state civil 
rights laws. The ongoing accountability needed to effectuate the full breadth of civil rights 
law is a worthwhile and necessary  investment of state resources  in fostering opportunity 
and well-being for future generations. 

THE SOLUTION 

• Ensure relevant state agencies, such as state human rights commissions,  education
agencies, and labor agencies are adequately staffed and imbued with sufficient resources
and authority  to conduct civil rights investigations of employers, schools, and other
relevant institutions.

https://nwlc.org/press-release/nwlc-new-report-a-searing-indictment-of-trumps-department-of-education/
https://www.sanders.senate.gov/press-releases/news-sanders-releases-new-report-detailing-how-trumps-education-layoffs-abandoned-students-facing-violence-harassment-and-discrimination/
https://www.sanders.senate.gov/press-releases/news-sanders-releases-new-report-detailing-how-trumps-education-layoffs-abandoned-students-facing-violence-harassment-and-discrimination/
https://nwlc.org/resource/title-vii-protects-transgender-workers-access-to-restrooms/
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-rescinds-illegal-title-ix-resolution-agreements
https://nwlc.org/press-release/lawsuit-challenges-eeocs-unlawful-refusal-to-protect-transgender-workers-from-discrimination/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Federal-Investigations-Fact-Sheet_June-2026.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Federal-Investigations-Fact-Sheet_June-2026.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-108320
https://www.sanders.senate.gov/wp-content/uploads/04.24.26-Justice-Denied-How-Trumps-Office-for-Civil-Rights-Reached-a-12-Year-Low-in-Protecting-Students-from-Discrimination_FINAL.pdf
https://www.sanders.senate.gov/wp-content/uploads/04.24.26-Justice-Denied-How-Trumps-Office-for-Civil-Rights-Reached-a-12-Year-Low-in-Protecting-Students-from-Discrimination_FINAL.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2026/03/31/nx-s1-5763966/eeoc-trump-white-men-civil-rights-dei-discrimination
https://www.stateofstudentrights.com/
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• Direct relevant state agencies to issue guidance that reaffirms the application of state
civil rights law in areas being disputed by the federal government, such as transgender
rights and attacks on diversity, equity, and inclusion.

• Direct relevant state agencies to conduct public education and awareness activities to
ensure individuals  impacted  by discrimination are aware of remedies and complaint
processes.

• Identify opportunities to expand and strengthen state civil rights laws, including ensuring
individuals have a private right of action to remedy discrimination including under disparate-
impact standards.

• Coordinate with partner agencies across states to issue joint statements or guidance,
share data on enforcement actions, and provide a united front against federal intrusion
that seeks to erode civil rights protections.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• The federal government is weaponizing and withdrawing from civil rights enforcement, 
leaving marginalized communities with few avenues to justice. Federal agencies—like
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and U.S. Department of Education’s
Office for Civil Rights, have long been trusted to investigate discrimination claims. But the
current federal government is now prioritizing ideological investigations at the expense
of remedying discrimination faced by marginalized people. Without administrative civil
rights enforcement, those who face discrimination have to turn to costly litigation and may
be deterred from seeking or entirely unable to pursue remedies or recourse.

• States are positioned to expand enforcement and hold institutional actors
accountable. Federal civil rights laws have not changed, even if federal enforcement
has diminished. Instead of allowing employers to exploit workers and schools to ignore
student complaints, states can serve as a watchdog that holds institutional  actors
accountable for their obligations under the law. We can invest more in ensuring that those
who faced discrimination have a place to turn, that those who perpetuate discrimination
have someone holding their feet to the fire, and that civil rights laws are enforced to the
fullest extent.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• EEO Leaders Public Statements Responding to the Trump Administration’s Actions
Adversely Impacting Equal Employment Opportunity

• NWLC Letter to U.S. Department of Education re: Nonenforcement
of Student Survivor Complaints

https://nwlc.org/resource/diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility/
https://niwr.org/2025/11/03/disparate-impact/
https://niwr.org/2025/11/03/disparate-impact/
https://www.murray.senate.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/063026murraybaldwinsandersonedspecialedcivilrightsenforcement.pdf
https://www.murray.senate.gov/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/063026murraybaldwinsandersonedspecialedcivilrightsenforcement.pdf
https://19thnews.org/2026/02/student-civil-rights-cases-dismissed-trump-education-department/
https://www.eeoleaders.org/eeoleadersstatements
https://www.eeoleaders.org/eeoleadersstatements
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-and-student-advocacy-groups-send-letter-demanding-department-of-education-action-on-student-sexual-violence-complaints-under-title-ix/
https://nwlc.org/resource/nwlc-and-student-advocacy-groups-send-letter-demanding-department-of-education-action-on-student-sexual-violence-complaints-under-title-ix/
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Public Popularity 

• In January 2026, eighty-two percent of Americans supported guaranteeing the right to be
free from sex-based discrimination, including harassment, in the workplace.

• In April 2026, more than half (51%) of adults said that their elected representatives should
be doing more to guarantee the right to be free from sex-based discrimination, including
harassment, in the workplace and in school.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• In 2025, Oregon included a 30% increase in funding for the Bureau of Labor & Industries,
in part to bolster its civil rights investigatory capacity and tackle a backlog in civil rights
complaints.

• In 2026, multiple state legislatures considered measures to enhance investigation of civil
rights complaints in public schools, including in Maryland and Colorado.

• In 2025, sixteen state attorneys general issued joint guidance to help businesses, nonprofits, 
and other organizations understand the continued viability and important role of diversity,
equity, inclusion, and accessibility efforts in creating and maintaining  legally compliant
and thriving workplaces.

• Click here for additional examples of current state civil rights protections for students in
all 50 states and the District of Columbia.

https://nwlc.org/resource/new-polling-shows-gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-remain-popular-while-trumps-policies-are-not/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://oregonbusiness.com/boli-budget-to-grow-by-30
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0649
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/HB26-1141
https://www.mass.gov/doc/multi-state-guidance-concerning-diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility-employment-initiatives/download
https://www.stateofstudentrights.com/
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BUILD A STRONG CHILD CARE AND 
EARLY EDUCATION SYSTEM 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Child care and early learning opportunities help children get the strong start they need 
to succeed and enable parents to work so they can support their families and/or go 
to school to  attain  the skills they need to improve their economic circumstances. Yet, 
our child care and early learning system has long been underfunded and undervalued. 
The system became  even  more precarious  following the  expiration  of  temporary 
federal child care funding that was provided during the pandemic. Now, the massive cuts 
to federal Medicaid and SNAP funding under the 2025 tax and budget law that Trump and 
congressional Republicans enacted (H.R. 1 or “OBBBA”) threaten to limit states’ capacity to 
invest their own funds in child care.  

The annual cost of  full-time child care for one child  ranges from approximately $5,500 
to  over  $27,000,  depending  on  the age of the child,  the type of care,  and  the state in 
which the family lives. Low-income families (making less than $50,000 a year for a family 
of four) with children under 5 that pay for child care spend 35% of their income on child 
care, compared to 7% for higher-income families (more than $150,000 a year for a family of 
four). Child care is particularly difficult to find and afford for families with infants or children 
with special needs and parents working nontraditional hours (evenings, nights, weekends, 
or irregular schedules).  

At the same time, early educators—who are predominantly women and disproportionately 
women of color—are paid poverty-level wages. The median wage for  child 
care  workers  is  just  $16.82  per hour, and  Black and Latina child care 
workers often make even  less  than their white peers. The Child Care and Development 
Block  Grant (CCDBG),  the major federal  child care  program, aims to address these 
challenges by helping families with low incomes afford child care, improving the supply 
of  child care, and supporting  child care  programs and early educators, but it  falls far 
short of meeting the need.  Less than  one in six  children eligible for federal  child 
care  assistance  receives  help. And  while some states are making strides in expanding 
access to  reliable, affordable child care and supporting the child care workforce, many 
other states are failing to make progress or moving backward. 

https://nwlc.org/press-release/the-shocking-cost-of-infant-care-in-every-state/
https://info.childcareaware.org/child-care-affordability-analysis-2025
https://info.childcareaware.org/child-care-affordability-analysis-2025
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/working-families-spending-big-money-child-care/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/working-families-spending-big-money-child-care/
https://nwlc.org/resource/child-care-and-early-education-for-children-with-disabilities-and-their-families-key-policies-and-programs/
https://nwlc.org/resource/child-care-and-early-education-for-children-with-disabilities-and-their-families-key-policies-and-programs/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Collateral-Damage-Report-December-2025.pdf
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2024/state-policies-to-improve-early-childhood-educator-jobs/early-childhood-educator-workforce-policies/workforce-data/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2024/state-policies-to-improve-early-childhood-educator-jobs/early-childhood-educator-workforce-policies/workforce-data/
https://www.bls.gov/oes/tables.htm
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/publications/report/effects-of-racism-on-california-early-educators/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/publications/report/effects-of-racism-on-california-early-educators/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/child-care-workers-5.25.23v3.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/warning-signs-state-child-care-assistance-policies-2025/
https://nwlc.org/resource/warning-signs-state-child-care-assistance-policies-2025/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/child-care-eligibility-fy2021
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THE SOLUTION 

• Protect  and then  build on  state investments, and advocate for federal investments,
to help families—particularly families  with low and moderate incomes—find and afford
stable, high-quality child care for infants through school-age children. State investments
should be supported by progressive funding sources.

• Invest in strategies and initiatives that support early educators and child care providers:

» Support salary supplements, access to health insurance and retirement benefits,
free child care for early educators’ own children, and other initiatives that enable early
educators to receive a living wage and benefits and to have a pathway to higher wages
equivalent to similarly qualified K–12 educators.

» Support initiatives to expand and ensure equitable access to professional development
for early educators.

» Increase payment rates to  child care  providers that serve families receiving  child
care assistance, use payment practices in the child care assistance program that reflect
practices used in the private market such as paying based on enrollment rather than
attendance,  and provide equitable access to additional incentives and supports to
enable providers to improve their quality.

» Support housing and zoning policies that enable home-based providers to afford to rent
or own the homes where they provide care and to operate their child care programs.

• Ensure all families have child care options that meet their diverse needs:

» Fund grants, technical assistance, teacher recruitment efforts, and other initiatives to
build the supply of affordable, high-quality child care for infants and toddlers, children
with special needs, foster children, and children in underserved areas, including low-
income communities and rural areas.

» Ensure parents who work nontraditional and unpredictable hours have child care options 
that meet their needs, by providing higher payment rates to child care providers offering
these hours and other incentives, training, and supports to offer nontraditional-hour
care.

» Ensure the full range of child care providers, including family, friend, and neighbor (FFN)
care providers, have  opportunities  to  participate  in  child care  assistance  programs
and receive resources and supports.

https://www.staterevenuealliance.org/revenews/2025-legislative-overview
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/publications/fact-sheet/what-evidence-shows-about-early-educator-compensation/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/publications/fact-sheet/what-evidence-shows-about-early-educator-compensation/
https://legislature.maine.gov/legis/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=SP0674&item=3&snum=132
https://legislature.maine.gov/legis/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=SP0674&item=3&snum=132
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb21-1222
https://homegrownchildcare.org/theres-no-place-like-home-family-child-care-providers-struggle-to-find-affordable-housing-for-a-small-business/
https://homegrownchildcare.org/theres-no-place-like-home-family-child-care-providers-struggle-to-find-affordable-housing-for-a-small-business/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Child-Care-and-Early-Education-for-Children-With-Disabilities-and-Their-Families.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Child-Care-and-Early-Education-for-Children-With-Disabilities-and-Their-Families.pdf
https://acf.gov/opre/report/understanding-families-access-nontraditional-hour-child-care-and-early-education
https://www.the74million.org/zero2eight/when-work-isnt-9-to-5-child-care-cant-be-either/
https://homegrownchildcare.org/resource/family-friend-and-neighbor-ffn/
https://nwlc.org/resource/sustaining-family-friend-and-neighbor-child-care-during-and-after-covid-19-survey-findings/
https://nwlc.org/resource/sustaining-family-friend-and-neighbor-child-care-during-and-after-covid-19-survey-findings/
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• Fully implement the  improvements  included in the  2024  federal Child  Care
and  Development  Block  Grant  regulations,  as well as the policies encouraged by the
regulations, which  were designed to reduce cost burdens for families receiving  child
care  assistance, make it easier for families to receive  child care  assistance, improve
payment practices for child care providers, and achieve other important objectives. Among 
other provisions, the 2024 regulations required  states to limit copayments for families
receiving child care assistance to 7% of their income and to pay child care providers serving 
families receiving assistance in advance and based on enrollment (rather than based on
children’s  attendance), as is common practice for parents paying privately out of their
own pocket. While regulations issued by the Trump administration  in May 2026 reverse
these requirements, states can and should still implement these policies. (Click here for more
information about the 2024 regulations and efforts in 2026 to undo them)

• Ensure your state (if it has a personal income tax) has a fully  refundable child and
dependent care tax credit (CDCTC) so that families with little or no tax liability can take
advantage of the credit. 

• Invest in well-designed prekindergarten initiatives:

» Make high-quality, full-school-day prekindergarten programs available to all 4-year-
olds whose families want them and, once prekindergarten is universally available to
4-year-olds, expand prekindergarten opportunities for 3-year-olds, beginning with
children from families with low incomes.

» Design prekindergarten initiatives to include set-asides for infant-toddler care.

» Make state funding for prekindergarten programs available to schools, child care centers, 
family child care homes, Head Start programs, and other community-based providers
that meet high-quality standards.

• Establish a grassroots council of parents, providers, and other community leaders—with
compensation for their time and expenses for participation—on how to best raise revenues
for state investments and use funding to support the most underserved.

• State  attorneys  general  and/or the  state’s  executive branch  can take legal action to
ensure your state receives its full allocation of federal early care and education funding.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• Child care  is fundamental to children, families, and our nation’s economy. But the child
care  system  is under  tremendous strain.  We must provide  robust  and ongoing public
investments to build a more resilient and equitable child care system.

• Parents are struggling to pay for child care and cannot afford to pay more than they already
do, but current fees are not sufficient to support adequate pay for early educators. Public
investment is essential to solve this dilemma without placing a greater burden on parents,
providers, or early educators.

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2024/03/01/2024-04139/improving-child-care-access-affordability-and-stability-in-the-child-care-and-development-fund-ccdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/child-care-and-development-fund-notice-of-proposed-rulemaking-comments/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BoostFamilies.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BoostFamilies.pdf
https://nieer.org/yearbook/2025
https://nieer.org/our-work/policy-landscapes/mixed-delivery-prekindergarten
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_RaiseRevenue.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_RaiseRevenue.pdf
https://www.naeyc.org/about-us/news/press-releases/survey-childcare-affordability-crisis
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• Families unable to receive  child care  assistance due to long waiting lists or restrictive
eligibility criteria are often forced to use a patchwork of unstable arrangements, causing
disruption for children, more stress for parents, and a risk of job loss. Families that stretch
to pay for reliable child care often struggle to pay for other necessities.

• Child care assistance helps everyone—parents are able to support their families, children
can learn and thrive, and employers can recruit and retain skilled, productive workers.

• Early educators are essential and should be compensated accordingly.

• The lack of affordable, high-quality  child care  is costing the United States an
estimated  $172  billion  each year  in lost earnings, economic productivity, and foregone
revenue.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• Click here for a movement-wide messaging guide for child care.

• Reach out to stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org for talking points on the Trump administration’s
attacks on child care  and  Head Start,  including the freeze of  child care  funding,
and more values-based messaging for child care advocates.

Public Popularity 

• In an April 2026 survey, 76% of adults supported guaranteeing access to affordable, high-
quality child care.

» Sixty-one percent of adults said their elected representatives should be doing more to
guarantee access to affordable child care

• In an April 2025 poll, 81% of parents said that expanding access to affordable, quality child
care should be a top or high priority for both federal and state policymakers. Seventy-four
percent of parents thought funding for child care and early learning should be increased.

• A majority of parents said that it is difficult to find both high-quality child care (62%) and
affordable  child care  (70%) in their community. These concerns are especially high for
mothers, stay-at-home parents, rural families, and those with lower incomes. Additionally,
an overwhelming majority of parents believe that  child care  costs, supply, and teacher
compensation are problems facing the system.

State-Specific Data 

• Click here  for state-specific child care affordability estimates, and here  for data  from a
survey of early childhood educators on the challenges faced by child care programs, the

https://www.mschildcare.org/_files/ugd/98f67f_d5aaefb8cc7848288851cb0840eabbc4.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/what-happens-when-families-cannot-access-child-care-subsidies/
https://www.instituteforchildsuccess.org/resources/resource/cost-child-care-crisis-report/
https://childcareforeveryfamily.org/messaging/
mailto:stategenderpolicy@nwlc.org
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-trump-administrations-ongoing-attacks-on-child-care-working-women/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-trump-administrations-ongoing-attacks-on-child-care-working-women/
https://nwlc.org/resource/attacks-on-head-start-are-part-of-a-sustained-strategy-to-undermine-progress-for-families-with-low-incomes-a-timeline-of-the-trump-administrations-efforts-to-eliminate-the-program/
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://www.childcareaware.org/what-parents-need-policymakers-to-know-about-investment-in-early-child-care/
https://www.childcareaware.org/what-parents-need-policymakers-to-know-about-investment-in-early-child-care/
https://www.epi.org/child-care-costs-in-the-united-states/
https://www.naeyc.org/state-survey-briefs-2026
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child care workforce, and families. 

• Click here for a state-by-state analysis of child care supply and prices.

• Click here for a report analyzing the specific sources of revenue that states across the United
States are using to provide stable long-term funding for programs and services for children.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

Progressive and conservative states are investing in child care, recognizing how critical it is 
to their families and economies:  

• Vermont enacted legislation  in 2023  that invests $125 million annually  into child care,
allowing the state to expand the income eligibility limit for its child care assistance
program to  575% of the federal poverty level  as well as increase child care provider
payment rates by 35%, invest in the workforce and facilities, and cover 100% of child care
fees for families with incomes up to 175% of the federal poverty level.

• New Mexico approved a constitutional amendment via ballot initiative in 2022, guaranteeing 
a right to early childhood education with dedicated revenue from a percentage of the
state’s land grant permanent  fund.  New Mexico  became the first state in the nation
to adopt Universal Child Care on November 1, 2025, making child care available to all
families with no income limits and no copayments.

• Montana has established the Montana Early Childhood Special Revenue Account, a state
fund dedicated to supporting early childhood programs, services, and initiatives. The
fund received a one-time $10 million public investment in 2025 and will grow over time
as it receives a portion of the interest earned on the new Growth and Opportunities Trust,
which was created to support Montana’s infrastructure and economic development. The
Early Childhood Special Revenue Account is also authorized to accept private donations,
grants, or gifts.

• Alaska approved legislation  in 2025  that increases the income eligibility limit for child
care  assistance  to 105%  of state median income—more than doubling the number of
families eligible for  assistance—and creates a sliding fee scale that caps copayments
for families receiving  assistance  at 7%  of income.  The state also made a  new annual
investment in child care grants dedicated to helping providers cover operating costs and
supporting the financial stability of providers across the state.

https://info.childcareaware.org/price-and-supply-2025
https://childrensfundingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Dedicated-Funds_FINAL.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/progress-and-setbacks-state-child-care-and-early-education-updates-2025/
https://letsgrowkids.org/vermont-child-care-bill-act-76-educators-families-kids
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/vermont-policy-changes-increase-supply-child-care
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/vermonts-child-care-subsidy-program-expands-access-reduces-cost
https://www.nmececd.org/universal/
https://zerotofive.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/HB-924-Trust-Fund-Explainer.pdf
https://www.threadalaska.org/thread-blog/thread-celebrates-major-wins-for-child-care-in-alaska/
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RAISE REVENUE TO SUPPORT INVESTMENTS IN 
WOMEN AND FAMILIES 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

The primary purpose of the tax code is to collect revenues to support investments in public 
goods that help everyone and grow the economy, such as food assistance, health care, child 
care, paid family and medical leave, and aging and disability care. These revenues should 
be collected by making sure the wealthiest individuals and corporations are paying their 
fair share. But many state tax codes are regressive or offer tax preferences for income from 
wealth compared to income from work, requiring low- and middle-income families to pay 
a greater share of their income in taxes than wealthy families. This widens inequality and 
gender and racial wealth gaps  and  disproportionately impacts  women, women of color, 
and LGBTQIA+ people, who are already struggling to make ends meet among inflation, rising 
prices, and the drastic cuts to SNAP and Medicaid imposed by the tax and budget law that 
Trump and congressional Republicans enacted in 2025 (H.R. 1 or “OBBBA”). These cuts will 
squeeze state budgets, requiring states to increase funding to basic needs programs or 
face service cuts. OBBBA also gave big tax breaks to the wealthy, diminishing how much 
tax revenue the federal government collects. States can reverse this harmful trend by taxing 
wealthy residents and funding public investments.     

THE SOLUTION 

• Raise revenue to support public investments  by enacting  progressive  tax policies  that
require  a state’s wealthiest residents and corporations to pay more of their fair
share. Revenue options to consider within your state context include:

» Increasing income taxes on high-income residents

» Increasing taxes on capital gains or on high levels of net worth

» Addressing trust loopholes and increasing estate taxes

» Closing loopholes in corporate taxes and increasing corporate tax rates

• Reject conforming state tax codes to federal tax policies that provide tax breaks to the
wealthiest families and corporations.

https://nwlc.org/resource/state-revenue-alliance-and-nwlc-fact-sheet-tax-justice-is-gender-and-racial-justice/
https://nwlc.org/resource/state-revenue-alliance-and-nwlc-fact-sheet-tax-justice-is-gender-and-racial-justice/
https://nwlc.org/resource/wage-gap-state-by-state/
https://budgetandpolicy.org/schmudget/gender-equity/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/state-data-harmful-republican-megabill-fails-families-children-and
https://itep.org/trump-obbba-taxes-lower-for-the-rich-tariffs/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/state-revenue-options-for-advancing-equity-and-prosperity#/groups/3
https://itep.org/why-should-states-and-localities-have-progressive-tax-systems/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/state-taxes-on-capital-gains
https://stateinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Final_Tax-the-Rich_050624.pdf
https://itep.org/trust-reform-is-needed-to-protect-states-especially-in-the-wake-of-irs-enforcement-cuts/
https://taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/how-do-state-and-local-estate-and-inheritance-taxes-work
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/corporate-fair-share-taxes-can-help-states-support-public-services-amid-federal-cuts
https://itep.org/while-states-debate-new-trump-tax-changes-equity-must-be-at-the-core/
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• Reject policies, such as  increasing sales taxes  or  cutting  progressive income taxes,
that  require low- and middle-income families to pay a greater share of their income in
taxes than wealthy families and necessitate cuts to vital programs.

• Expand refundable tax credits  in ways that help the lowest income families rather than
prioritizing higher income families.  While refundable tax credits lift families’  incomes,
tax credits are no substitute for direct investments in child care, paid family and medical
leave, or aging and disability care.

• State and local officials can enact progressive tax policies at the local level to ensure the
wealthy are paying more of their fair share to fund essential public goods.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• The tax code should work for all of us, not just the wealthy few.

• If states step up to support families in the wake of OBBBA, residents will not have to go
hungry or go without health care to fund tax breaks for billionaires.

• Billionaires and corporations  should  pay more in taxes  to take the burden off  families
who are struggling  to afford the basics.  The  wealthiest  have  rigged the tax code  for
their own benefit, and it’s time for them to pay their fair share.

• If billionaires and big corporations pay  their fair share in taxes and we invest in  child
care, paid family and medical leave, and aging and disability care, we will make life more
affordable for families, grow the economy and increase gender and racial equity.

• States can  increase public trust  in government by ensuring their tax codes  raise
revenues fairly for the benefit of the community.

• Making state tax codes more progressive increases state revenues, reduces poverty, and
advances racial equity.

Public Popularity 

• Taxing the wealthy  is  consistently  favored  in recent polling  across the political
spectrum.  Seventy-three  percent  of  likely voters  in late January and early February
2026 agreed the wealthy should pay more in taxes.

• In January 2026, 80% of Americans said the gap between rich and poor is a somewhat big
or very big problem, and 59% said the government should act to reduce wealth inequality.

• Strong majorities (73%) in August 2025 also believed the wealth gap is a serious national
problem.  

• States with the most progressive tax codes are ranked significantly better places to live,
work, and raise a family.

https://itep.org/trump-council-of-economic-advisors-sales-tax/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/tracking-the-fallout-from-state-tax-cuts
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/%C6%92.NWLC_Reports_StatePlaybook_Brief_BoostFamilies.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-tax-code-caregivers-need-and-deserve/
https://itep.org/tax-the-rich-fund-our-communities-local-options-for-progressive-revenue/
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Economic-Stability-After-HR-1-SNAP-Cuts.pdf
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Economic-Stability-After-HR-1-SNAP-Cuts.pdf
https://www.multistate.us/insider/2025/9/2/state-medicaid-programs-face-huge-federal-funding-cut
https://www.familiesoverbillionaires.org/latest-updates/voices-from-the-states-americans-arent-done-talking-about-taxes-fairness/
https://americansfortaxfairness.org/tax-day-billionaires-growing-even-richer-trump-gop-tax-giveaways/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Families-Over-Billionaires-Why-the-2025-Fight-Matters-for-Care.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Families-Over-Billionaires-Why-the-2025-Fight-Matters-for-Care.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/black-women-best-framework-points-the-way-to-equitable-and-just-state
http://epi.org/blog/raising-revenues-the-right-way-how-we-tax-matters-for-building-trust-in-the-public-sector/
https://itep.org/why-should-states-and-localities-have-progressive-tax-systems/
https://navigatorresearch.org/americans-support-raising-taxes-on-the-wealthy-and-big-corporations/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/03/19/most-americans-continue-to-favor-raising-taxes-on-corporations-higher-income-households/
https://www.familiesoverbillionaires.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Families-Over-Billionaires-National-Survey-Memo-021326-1.pdf
https://yougov.com/en-us/articles/53821-majorities-americans-say-wealth-inequality-is-problem-want-government-intervention-january-2-5-2026-economist-yougov-poll
https://theharrispoll.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Americans-and-Billionaires-Survey-October-2025-Year-3-November-2025.pdf
https://www.staterevenuealliance.org/revenews/states-with-the-most-progressive-tax-codes-are-ranked-significantly-better-places-to-live-work-and-raise-a-family
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• Wealthy residents often claim they will move out of state if their taxes are increased, but in
reality relocations for tax purposes are exceedingly rare.

State-Specific Data 

• Click here for a comprehensive analysis of tax systems in all 50 states and the District of
Columbia.

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• In 2026, Maine and Washington enacted millionaire’s taxes. Washington applied a 9.9%
tax to incomes over $1 million, using the revenues to support child care, public education,
and an expansion of the state’s EITC. Maine adopted a 2% tax on annual incomes over $1
million dollars and will use the revenues to support investments in care, affordability, and
education.

• California residents will vote in November 2026 on a ballot initiative to enact a one-time 5%
wealth tax on the state’s approximately 200 billionaires. If enacted, it is estimated to raise
$100  billion in revenue,  which would allow the state to support  health  care and food
assistance, which face cuts from OBBBA.

• In 2026, several states adopted legislation decoupling  their state tax codes  from
OBBBA’s  tax breaks in the federal code for wealthy and profitable corporations. For
example, Maine and Oregon  decoupled  their tax codes from the federal  Qualified
Small Business Stock exemption—which overwhelmingly benefits households with over
$1 million in annual income—thereby protecting millions of dollars in revenue.  New
Mexico decoupled  its  state tax code from some of the corporate tax breaks in OBBBA
to fund investments including affordable housing development and increased pay for
teachers and other public employees.

• In 2025, Maryland increased tax fairness by creating two new high-income tax brackets
and a new capital gains surcharge. At the same time, it expanded the state’s Child Tax
Credit.

• Click here for a 2025 Tax Justice Legislative Overview

https://www.cbpp.org/blog/states-should-forge-ahead-with-new-revenues-in-face-of-misleading-tax-migration-claims
https://itep.org/whopays-7th-edition/
https://stateline.org/2026/04/29/millionaire-taxes-gain-steam-as-states-face-budget-crunches/?emci=fc9a7177-be43-f111-8ef2-000d3a14b640&emdi=d2cb7c9e-d143-f111-8ef2-000d3a14b640&ceid=671829
https://www.commondreams.org/news/washington-state-millionaire-tax
https://itep.org/maine-passes-millionaires-tax-and-pushes-back-on-federal-changes/
https://billionairetaxnow.org/
https://itep.org/expert-report-on-the-california-2026-billionaire-tax-revenue-economic-and-constitutional-analysis/
https://itep.org/expert-report-on-the-california-2026-billionaire-tax-revenue-economic-and-constitutional-analysis/
https://itep.org/tax-break-for-ultra-wealthy-investors-takes-a-hit-in-maine-and-oregon/
https://itep.org/qsbs-trump-tax-law-threatens-state-revenues-enriches-wealthy/
https://itep.org/qsbs-trump-tax-law-threatens-state-revenues-enriches-wealthy/
https://www.santafenewmexican.com/news/legislature/house-advances-tax-package-with-1-raise-for-new-mexico-workers-state-budget/article_8203bc6f-524d-4428-9782-3c5c519cfe61.html
https://www.santafenewmexican.com/news/legislature/house-advances-tax-package-with-1-raise-for-new-mexico-workers-state-budget/article_8203bc6f-524d-4428-9782-3c5c519cfe61.html
https://itep.org/how-marylands-tax-reforms-advance-racial-and-economic-equity/
https://www.staterevenuealliance.org/revenews/2025-legislative-overview
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BOOST FAMILIES’ INCOMES WITH 
REFUNDABLE TAX CREDITS 

POLICY BRIEF

THE PROBLEM 

Many state tax codes require low- and middle-income families to pay a greater share of their 
income in taxes than wealthy families. This disproportionately impacts women and women 
of color,  who are already  struggling  to make ends meet among inflation, rising prices, 
and  drastic  cuts to SNAP and Medicaid.  State tax credits that reduce or  eliminate  tax 
liability and provide cash refunds for low- and middle-income women improve 
family well-being, help women afford necessities, and alleviate regressive state tax 
codes. Unfortunately,  the tax and budget law that Trump and congressional Republicans 
enacted in 2025, (H.R. 1 or “OBBBA”), changed tax credits in ways that largely benefited high-
income families.  States  should  ensure  that  state  tax credits reach the families most  in 
need of support  by prioritizing refundability  and access for  low-income and  immigrant 
families. Refundable tax credits are key to an economy that works for everyone. 

THE SOLUTION 

• Build upon the  success of federal  refundable  tax credits  for families  by offering a
state Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which benefits low- and moderate-income workers
and their families; a state Child Tax Credit (CTC) , which helps families meet the costs of
raising children; and a state Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC), which helps
families who pay for child and dependent care in order to work or look for work. Ensure
these credits are refundable so that families with low incomes can take full advantage of
the credit.

• Base a state EITC on a percentage of the federal EITC and provide  additional  help for
low-income, childless workers who receive a much smaller federal EITC than workers
with children. In addition, allow families to claim the  state  EITC with their Individual
Tax Identification Numbers (ITINs), a tax processing number available to those who are
not eligible for Social Security numbers. This will benefit many immigrant families who
are currently excluded from the federal EITC.

https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/black-women-best-framework-points-the-way-to-equitable-and-just-state
https://itep.org/what-did-2025-state-tax-changes-mean-for-racial-and-economic-equity/
https://itep.org/what-did-2025-state-tax-changes-mean-for-racial-and-economic-equity/
https://nwlc.org/resource/why-the-big-ugly-law-is-anything-but-pro-family/
https://nwlc.org/resource/why-the-big-ugly-law-is-anything-but-pro-family/
http://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/The-2025-Tax-Fight-Expand-the-Refundable-Tax-Credits-to-Support-Women-and-Families.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/policy-basics-the-earned-income-tax-credit
https://www.cbpp.org/research/policy-basics-the-child-tax-credit#:~:text=Enacted%20in%201997%20and%20expanded,couples%20at%20$400%2C000%20of%20income
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/child-and-dependent-care-credit-information
https://itep.org/undocumented-immigrants-child-tax-credit-eitc/
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• When designing or improving a state CDCTC, offer a generous percentage of the federal
CDCTC but allow families to claim state credits even if their incomes were too low
to benefit from the federal credit.

• Ensure a state CTC is fully refundable and allow workers to claim the CTC for children with
ITINs. This will help more families who cannot access the federal CTC benefit from a state
CTC.

• Offer an  additional  Young Child Tax Credit to provide more  assistance  to families with
young children who often receive smaller child tax credit amounts due to having lower
incomes.

• State CTCs should not extend eligibility for the credit to fetuses. Anti-abortion policymakers 
are advancing such provisions as a way to establish fetal personhood, which would lay the
groundwork for a nationwide ban on abortion and imperil some fertility treatments and birth 
control methods. States should instead invest in programs that already benefit pregnant
people and children, such as WIC, SNAP, TANF, housing assistance, child care, and more.

• State tax credits should not be modeled after OBBBA’s expansions of the federal CTC and
CDCTC. These expansions prioritized higher income families and left behind the families
most struggling to make ends meet.

• States should conduct outreach campaigns—including through partnerships with trusted
messengers, targeted outreach to underserved communities, and dissemination of
audience-specific materials—to encourage eligible families to  file their taxes and claim
the tax benefits they deserve.

• States should provide free tax filing services—including by integrating them into existing
services for families—so that families have the help that they need to file their taxes and
claim their tax benefits.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION 

• State tax credits, especially those that provide a refund, can increase family incomes—
supporting financial security and improving family well-being, children’s health, and future
educational and employment outcomes. The boost in income is especially needed as
families face rising costs and stagnating wages.

• State  refundable tax credits can help further racial and gender equity. Tax credits that
provide a  refund especially  benefit  women  of color,  who  are more likely to  be  in  low-
paying and part-time work.

• Refundable tax credits—which  benefit  families with low or no incomes—are  critical
for families with an ill or disabled parent, families headed by grandparents, and families
with very young children.

https://nwlc.org/resource/the-anti-abortion-movement-has-been-pushing-a-fetal-personhood-strategy-its-not-what-you-think/
https://nwlc.org/resource/why-the-big-ugly-law-is-anything-but-pro-family/
https://taxpolicycenter.org/taxvox/robust-outreach-and-free-tax-filing-services-could-improve-state-tax-credit-uptake
https://taxpolicycenter.org/taxvox/robust-outreach-and-free-tax-filing-services-could-improve-state-tax-credit-uptake
https://itep.org/state-refundable-tax-credits-taxing-wealth-federal-conformity/
https://itep.org/state-child-tax-credits-2025/
https://itep.org/state-child-tax-credits-2025/
https://nwlc.org/resource/hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs/
https://nwlc.org/resource/hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs/
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Part-Time-Worker-Fact-Sheet-2025.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-tax/earnings-requirement-would-undermine-child-tax-credits-poverty-reducing-impact
https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-tax/earnings-requirement-would-undermine-child-tax-credits-poverty-reducing-impact
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• Refundable  tax credits also  boost the economy  by putting money in the pockets
of families with low and moderate incomes, who are likely to spend it in their local
economy. In 2021, the expanded monthly federal CTC infused nearly $20 billion into local
economies every month.

Additional Messaging Resources 

• Click  here  to  understand  how to talk about  the  OBBBA  tax  provisions  purporting
to help everyday families, including the CTC expansion, and how they do not actually help
families who most need support.

• Click here for talking points on child care–related tax credits in OBBBA.

• Click  here  for  state- and district-specific  modeling  of support for different policy
positions, including on funding programs like state CTCs.

Public Popularity 

• Tax credits are popular. There is limited polling on state tax credits, but surveys show wide
support for pandemic-era expanded federal tax credits, upon which many state credits are
modeled.

» In an April 2026 survey, nearly three quarters (74%) of parents with children under 18
said expanding the child tax credit would help them and their families, as did 52% of
adults overall.

» In January 2024, nearly two-thirds of voters (63%) supported a fully refundable federal
CTC.

State-Specific Data 

• Children in low-income families who weren’t eligible for the full federal CTC in 2023, by
state and congressional district

• State-by-state analysis of  the impact  that  restoring the expanded pandemic-era  federal
CTC and EITC would have on families

• Fifty-state survey of state tax credits related to child care, for tax year 2025

• Fifty-state survey of state CTCs, for tax year 2025

• Fifty-state survey of state EITCs, for tax year 2025

Examples of State and Local Policies 

• Sixteen  states  (including the District of Columbia) have  provided  CTCs (which are
refundable in all but four states). Eleven states allow tax filers to claim children with ITINs
for their CTC.

https://economicsecurityproject.org/resource/how-expanded-tax-credits-boost-local-economies/
https://nwlc.org/resource/why-the-big-ugly-law-is-anything-but-pro-family/
https://nwlc.org/resource/talking-points-on-child-care-related-tax-provisions-in-trumps-big-ugly-bill/
https://www.staterevenuealliance.org/district-lookup-2024
https://nwlc.org/resource/gender-equity-and-basic-needs-programs-are-popular/
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2024/1/24/voters-support-an-expanded-child-tax-credit-oppose-corporate-tax-decreases
https://povertycenter.columbia.edu/publication/map-of-children-left-behind-by-the-child-tax-credit-2023
https://economicsecurity.us/resource/expanding-the-child-tax-credit-is-the-best-way-to-give-families-relief-from-rising-costs/
https://economicsecurity.us/resource/expanding-the-child-tax-credit-is-the-best-way-to-give-families-relief-from-rising-costs/
https://nwlc.org/resource/states-can-make-care-less-taxing-tax-credits-related-to-child-care-tax-year-2025/
https://itep.org/state-child-tax-credits-2025/
https://itep.org/state-earned-income-tax-credits-support-families-and-workers-in-2025/
https://itep.org/state-child-tax-credits-2025/
https://itep.org/state-child-tax-credits-2025/
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• Thirty-three states  (including the District of Columbia  and  Puerto  Rico) have state
EITCs (which are refundable in all but four states). Eleven states allow tax filers with ITINs
to claim their EITC.

• Thirty states  (including the District of Columbia) have child and dependent care tax
provisions, most of which are based on the federal CDCTC. Sixteen of those states offer
refundable credits.

https://itep.org/state-earned-income-tax-credits-support-families-and-workers-in-2025/
https://itep.org/state-earned-income-tax-credits-support-families-and-workers-in-2025/
https://nwlc.org/resource/states-can-make-care-less-taxing-tax-credits-related-to-child-care-tax-year-2025/
https://nwlc.org/resource/states-can-make-care-less-taxing-tax-credits-related-to-child-care-tax-year-2025/



