SYSTEMIC RACISM
AND THE GENDER
PAY GAP
A supplement to The Simple Truth
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The COVID-19 pandemic is having a profound
communities and our nation.
impact on the health and economic security of
How did we get here? Although the pandemic
millions of Americans. It has also revealed and
emerged suddenly, the wage gap is the result of
exacerbated structural economic inequalities that
centuries of exploitation, segregation and implicit
have made it much harder for women of color to
bias. This history has created systems that funnel
weather this storm.
women—especially women of color—into lowerPay inequality is a linchpin in this story. In 2019,
paying occupations, undervalue the work that
men made a median of $57,456, while women made
women do and penalize women for having children.
a median of $47,299—a wage gap of 18%. Compared
While these intersectional inequities have been
to white, non-Hispanic men, the pay gap for Black
magnified by the COVID-19 pandemic, the wage gap
women was 38% and 46% for Latinas. And these
is an intentional, structural problem that demands
numbers are a measure of inequality before the
intentional, structural solutions.
pandemic hit.
This pay gap means women have
Figure 1. Women’s Earnings as a Percentage of
White Men’s Earnings, by Race/Ethnicity
less to spend on food, housing or child
care—if safe child care is even available.
Race/Ethnicity
Earnings Ratio
[Fig. 1] Unemployment for women,
White alone, not Hispanic or Latino
79%
especially mothers and women of color,
Black or African American
63%
is also skyrocketing. Persistent and
American Indian and Alaska Native
60%
Asian
87%
ongoing pay inequality means women—
Native
Hawaiian
and
Other
Pacific
Islander
63%
particularly women of color—have less
Hispanic or Latino origin
55%
money and fewer resources, resulting in
Source: Figures for Black, Latina and Asian women are AAUW calculations based on CPS 2020 ASEC; figures
for Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander and Native women are AAUW calculations based on ACS 2019.
devastating consequences for our families,

WHAT CAUSES THE GENDER
AND RACIAL WAGE GAPS?
The history of the gender and racial wage gaps is inextricably linked to the history of labor in America. From
depriving Black women of wages while they toiled under the system of slavery and its aftermath, to creating
lasting disparities in health, education, safety and opportunity for Native women through land theft, to the
legal and cultural limitations on women’s ability to earn money, our nation’s story is replete with discrimination
and its consequences. Exploitation of and theft from women of color fueled America’s economic growth, and
those crimes continue to reverberate in women’s lives today.
 e Jure and De Facto Occupational Segregation
D
and Inequality
Women and men tend to work in different kinds of
jobs. Even though a pay gap exists within nearly every
occupational field, jobs traditionally associated with
men tend to pay better than traditionally femaledominated jobs that require the same level of skill.1
Women are also concentrated in many of the lowestpaying occupations. [Fig. 2] This is no accident, nor
is it merely the result of women’s choices. While
there are many modern factors that contribute to
occupational segregation, its roots run deep. After
2

the abolition of slavery, policy makers and business
owners prevented Black women from holding
good-paying jobs—creating systems of de facto
and de jure segregation that continue to affect
women of color today.
The end of slavery did not mark the beginning of
Black women’s economic freedom. In an effort to
maintain social and economic control, policy makers
in the South passed laws restricting, among other
things, the types of work Black people could do—de
jure segregation. South Carolina’s Black Code, for
instance, prohibited freedpeople from practicing any
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Figure 2. Median Weekly Earnings and Women’s Share of Employment in the
Ten Lowest-Paid Occupations, 2019
Median Weekly Earnings
Occupation

Total

Women

Men

Women’s share of
total employment

Dishwashers

$453

–

$464

19%

Hosts and hostesses, restaurant, lounge and coffee shop

$456

$441

–

79%

Combined food preparation and serving workers, including fast food

$462

$467

$457

66%

Maids and housekeeping cleaners

$490

$484

$520

86%

Laundry and dry-cleaning workers

$490

$482

–

66%

Child care workers

$495

$491

–

92%

Food preparation workers

$496

$463

$532

57%

Cashiers

$503

$499

$510

69%

Waiters and waitresses

$511

$491

$594

70%

Cooks

$512

$489

$535

39%

Source: BLS, 2020b, Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey,“Median weekly earnings of full-time wage and salary workers by detailed occupation and sex.” Downloaded on September 11, 2020, from <https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat39.htm>
Note: Workers ages 16+

trade without an expensive license, and then punished
those who did not work by declaring them “vagrants.”2
These laws forced Black women to continue doing
the same kinds of agricultural and domestic work
they had done under slavery.
In response, Black women fled to northern cities.
There they were met with de facto segregation. As
Black journalist and activist Fannie Barrier Williams
noted, Black women were the “least favored of any
class of women.” 3 Shut out of better-paying positions,
the vast majority—even those with education and
training—sought work in the domestic service
industry. That industry was exploitative and isolating.
Marvel Cooke, a Black labor activist, reported on how
Black women in mid-20th-century New York stood on
sidewalks at so-called “slave markets,” waiting to be
hired for domestic labor by white housewives.4
These systems of de jure and de facto segregation
set the stage for the profound occupational
segregation we see in service work today: 13% of
all maids and domestic service workers are Black
women. More recently, Latinas have come to
dominate the domestic service industry, with 45% of
domestic service workers identifying as Latina.5 Both
Black and Latina women contend with complicated
gender-, race-, class- and migration status-based
issues that tie them to the service industry and
isolate them within it. And the industry remains just
as exploitative as it was 70 years ago, with a dramatic
3

power imbalance between employers and employees.
Initial research indicates that the economic downturn
and social upheaval wrought by the COVID-19
pandemic has only exacerbated this power imbalance
between vulnerable women workers and their
employers.6
Government action can help remedy structural
inequality—but even the most well-intentioned
legislation can yield unintended consequences.
Passed in 1964, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act banned
discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion,
sex and national origin. In so doing, it removed the
most blatant discriminatory barriers to women of
color’s educational and professional success and
allowed them to move into higher-paying jobs. This
allowed Black women to move into white-collar
jobs and nearly closed the wage gap between Black
and white women.7 At the same time, it prompted
more white women to keep working after they got
married. In 1960, 48.2% of Black women worked
outside the home, while only 36.5% of white women
did.8 By 2019, 57.1% of Black women and 54.9% of
white women worked outside the home.9 As a result,
the growth in married white women’s labor force
participation eroded Black women’s work experience
advantage, resulting in an increased wage gap
between Black and white women.10
Today, women can work anywhere— but the
undervaluing of their labor continues. When women
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enter an occupation in
Figure 3. Median Weekly Earnings for Similar Occupations,
large numbers, wages for
by Gender, 2019
the occupation as a whole
$2,000
decline.11 Take the field of
recreation, which includes
working in parks or leading
$1,500
camps. Between 1950
and 2000, when recreation
workers went from being
$1,000
predominantly male to
predominantly female,
median hourly wages for the
$500
field as a whole dropped by
$569
$789
$484
$610
$1,042
$1,262
$1,538
$2,019
57 percentage points. The
72%
79%
83%
76%
same thing happened when
$
women in large numbers
Barbers/
Maids / Janitors
Elementary &
Computer &
Hairdressers
Middle School
IS Managers /
became ticket agents (43
Teachers /
HR Managers
percentage points), designers
Secondary
Teachers
(34 percentage points),
≠
Women's
Median
Weekly
Earnings
≠
Men's
Median Weekly Earnings
housekeepers (21 percentage
Source: BLS 2020
points) and biologists (18
percentage points).12 [Fig. 3] The significant pay
do lower-paying work. The problem is that our society
disparities between substantially similar occupations has always undervalued the work that women do and
provide further evidence of the undervaluing of
responded by lowering their wages.
women’s labor and explain a large piece of the
This trend is also evident in the custom of tipping—a
gender pay gap: By some estimates it accounts for
practice rooted in the segregation and racism of
51% of the difference between women’s and men’s
the Reconstruction era that exposes women to
13
earnings. The problem is not that women choose to wage theft and exploitation. [Fig. 4] White business

Figure 4. Median Weekly Earnings for Commonly Tipped Jobs, by Gender, 2019
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owners adopted tipping to avoid paying fair wages
to the freedpeople they hired.14 In the 1920s, railcar
operators began a crusade to abolish tipping; waiters,
taxi drivers, barbers and maids all joined their
campaign.15 Yet those professions were dominated
by people of color, and so in 1938, when Congress
passed the first federal minimum wage, it excluded all
tipped workers. A tipped minimum wage was created
in 1966, but it is woefully inadequate, and attempts to
change it have failed at the federal level. Exacerbating
the issue, studies have found that customers
habitually tip Black service workers less than their
white counterparts.16
Failure to Extend Basic Protections
and Full Benefits
Government has long failed to mandate that business
owners extend basic protections to occupations
dominated by vulnerable women, all while relying
on them to do the hardest, dirtiest
and most dangerous work—a trend
that has been magnified by the
COVID-19 pandemic.
In turn-of-the-century New York
City, young women garment
workers and their unions fought
for better pay and safer working
conditions. But on March 25, 1911,
a fire broke out on the top floor
of the Triangle Waist Company
factory. Locked inside the factory—
the owner insisted the practice
reduced theft—146 workers burned
alive or jumped to their deaths.
Most of the victims were recentlyimmigrated Italian and Jewish girls
and women, ages 14 to 23, who had
been making as little as a dollar and a half a week.17
The tragedy fueled a movement for structural
change, leading to the passage of the National Labor
Relations Act (known as the Wagner Act) of 1935
and the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of 1938. The
laws expanded collective bargaining rights, provided
for a 40-hour work week, required overtime pay, set
a minimum wage and forbade classification by sex
for wage purposes. But while the FLSA’s provisions
covered 39% of male workers, they only covered
14% of female workers.18 And because it excluded

domestic servants, agricultural workers, retail workers
and food processing workers, Black and Latino
Americans were almost completely denied these
protections.19 Only 12 years later, the Taft-Hartley Act
allowed states to prohibit union shops—giving birth to
what are now known as “right-to-work” laws.
The whole episode shows how even when the law
finally moves to protect white women, it often fails to
extend the same protections to women of color. That
failure continues to impact women today. Though the
FLSA has been amended many times, agricultural and
domestic workers—many of whom today are Latina
or Asian American women—remain some of the
least protected employees in the United States. And
right-to-work laws hurt women and people of color,
for whom union membership consistently results in
higher pay and better benefits.20
The COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the fact
that the least powerful women in our society end up
doing the most dangerous and
dirtiest work. During the health
crisis, workers have continued
to show up to jobs in health
care, transportation, food and
agriculture and other essential
industries. But for some, this
work is not just dangerous, it is
poorly compensated: Women
and people of color tend to be
concentrated in the lowestpaying of these jobs. [Fig 5]
Just as they have in the past,
employers and policy makers
have failed to ensure fair pay
to these workers: Many work
long hours for minimum-wage
pay. And though the Centers for
Disease Control has recommended a set of health
and safety measures to protect workers from the
virus, the federal government’s enforcement of
these standards has been lax. Most employers have
not stepped in to fill the void.21 This while many
essential workers still do not have access to
adequate paid sick leave.22 Women essential workers
need workplace protections, including access to
personal protective equipment and hazard pay,
to ensure they are both safe on the job and fairly
compensated for their work.23

Even when
the law finally
moves to
protect white
women, it often
fails to extend
the same
protections to
women of color.
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Figure 5. Essential Workers by Industry, Gender and Race/Ethnicity, 2019
Median Hourly Wage
Industry

All workers
Women
(ages 16+)

Female Essential Workers

Essential Workers of Color

Men

Number

Distribution
across industries

Number

Distribution across
industries

Food and agriculture

$13.12

$12.45

$14.05

5,243,187

19%

5,471,152

24%

Communications and IT

$16.05

$15.11

$17.47

1,754,027

6%

1,339,439

6%

Industrial, commercial, residential
facilities and services

$17.97

$13.16

$18.88

952,897

3%

3,471,268

15%

Critical manufacturing

$18.32

$14.81

$19.03

234,628

1%

684,332

3%

Transportation, warehouse, and
delivery

$18.34

$16.91

$19.22

953,301

3%

1,866,882

8%

Government and community-based
services

$19.69

$17.88

$30.89

3,350,751

12%

1,744,227

8%

Health care

$21.05

$20.00

$25.12

12,676,705

47%

6,505,151

28%

Water and wastewater management

$22.40

$22.91

$22.09

9,706

0%

23,726

0%

Emergency services

$22.98

$19.20

$24.09

351,430

1%

554,889

2%

Energy sector

$26.91

$27.60

$26.89

53,110

0%

411,606

2%

Chemical sector

$27.95

$24.44

$28.78

48,809

0%

75,925

0%

Financial sector

$29.55

$23.98

$38.30

1,627,314

6%

890,417

4%

Source: McNicholas, Celine and Margaret Poydock (2020). “Who are essential workers? A comprehensive look at their wages, demographics, and unionization
rate.” Working Economics Blog. Economic Policy Institute. May 19, 2020.23

Cultural Stereotypes and Biases
For hundreds of years, American society has
undervalued work done by women. In the mid-19th
century, as today, women’s unpaid domestic labor
fueled America’s economic growth. As men left to take
new jobs spurred by industrialization, many women
kept doing the same work they had always done. But
because women’s work in the home did not bring in
wages—the new measure of a job’s worth—society
denied that labor done by women had economic
value.24 When women entered the industrial workforce,
this precedent resulted in chronically low pay.
U.S. Supreme Court decisions from this time period
further demonstrate the legal and cultural beliefs that
women must be protected and that their labor was
somehow different. A concurring opinion from the 1873
case Bradwell v. Illinois, which upheld the decision to
deny a married woman’s application to join the Illinois
bar, stated, “The paramount destiny and mission of
women are to fulfill the noble and benign offices of
wife and mother.”25 In the 1908 case Muller v. Oregon,
the Supreme Court upheld a law limiting women to
ten hours of work per day in factories and laundries,
arguing that the state’s interest in protecting women’s
6

health overrode women’s freedom to work.26 While
these cases are no longer good law, they exemplify
the galaxy of stereotypes and biases that, even today,
perpetuate and recreate the gender wage gap.
Inextricably linked, is the notion that a woman’s
primary purpose is to be a mother. This was not the
case prior to the advent of industrialization in the
19th century, which brought about the availability of
work away from homes and farms.27 The notion that
motherhood was women’s primary role remained
powerful, despite the fact that many middle- and
working-class women worked outside the home out of
economic necessity.
One way this sexist legacy lives on is in the
expectation that women will be the primary caregivers
in their families—a perception that persists despite
the fact that women now make up 47% of the labor
force.28 The assumption that women will be the first
port of call for child care duties, or that they don’t need
support, wears women thin. Mothers of young children
spend more time on their paid jobs, child care and
household labor than do fathers.29 It also hurts their
wages: One study examining train and bus operators
found that women are less likely than men to accept
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overtime and weekend shifts, likely due to family
care responsibilities.30 Some families circumvent this
issue by paying for child care—but at an average cost
of 10% of a dual-earning household’s income, or an
astronomical 36% of a single parent’s income, that
option is increasingly out of reach.31 Only affordable,
accessible child care and national paid family leave
can level the playing field and ensure that anyone who
wants to work, can.
Women’s role as primary caregivers and the
unaffordability of child care have collided to disastrous
effects during the pandemic. Between February and
August 2020, mothers of young children lost jobs
at three times the rate of fathers.32 And a survey in
October 2020 found that 34% of mothers (compared
to 26% of fathers) reported needing to reduce their
work hours to balance parenting responsibilities.33 The
lack of affordable child care has especially affected
Black, Latino and indigenous families. More than half
of Latino and indigenous families live in an area with an
inadequate supply of licensed child care. And a medianincome Black family with two children would have to
spend 56% of its income on child care—a larger share
than any other group. Even before the pandemic, this
resulted in Black and multiracial parents enduring child
care-related job disruptions at almost twice the rate
of white parents.34 The data indicates that women feel

they have no option other than to reduce work hours,
put off advancement opportunities or quit their jobs
altogether. The pandemic has thus exacerbated longstanding inequalities between mothers and fathers.
Women of color also contend with a number of
long-standing and offensive race- and gender-based
stereotypes that continue to depress their wages.35
Some of these stereotypes have changed over time—
especially for Asian women, who, despite the diversity of
Asian American experiences, are now subjected to the
model minority myth.36 But many persist in our culture
in the form of explicit racism or implicit bias that, along
with occupational segregation mean it will take women
of color much longer to reach full equality. [Fig. 6]
These historically-rooted forms of gender and racial
discrimination bias work in tandem to reduce women’s
pay—even after researchers control for other variables
(which are, themselves, also the product of structural
inequities). For instance, after accounting for college
major, occupation, economic sector, hours worked,
months unemployed since graduation, grade point
average, type of undergraduate institution, institution
selectivity, age, geographical region and marital status,
there remains a 7% difference between the earnings
of male and female college graduates one year after
graduation. That gap jumps to 12% ten years after
college graduation.37

Figure 6. Wage Gap Closing Projections, by Race/Ethnicity
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Source: Earnings data from U.S. Census Bureau (2020), Current Population Survey, 2020 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. Wage projections based on
calculations done by AAUW.
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WHAT WORKS AND WHAT STILL
NEEDS TO BE DONE

Pay inequity is a structural problem that demands structural solutions. Over the last century impactful legislation,
such as the Social Security Act, the Fair Labor Standards Act, the Equal Pay Act, the Civil Right Act, and the
Family and Medical Leave Act, has put important protections and standards into place. Concerted efforts to
ensure equity, such as affirmative action programs and targeted enforcement mechanisms through the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), diminish the effects of workplace discrimination. But many of
these laws provided at-the-time solutions that are now, at best, outdated, and execution of programs is often
stifled by lack of funding.38 Policy makers and employers must take concerted, targeted steps to close the gender
and racial wage gaps, particularly as we respond to and recover from the COVID-19 pandemic.

GOVERNMENT
Federal, state and local officials all play a vital role in
addressing discrimination in employment. But these
legal protections have not yet ensured equal pay for
women and men. Over time, loopholes emerge and we
learn more about how discrimination works, leading to
the need to update and strengthen our laws.
Congress should act, as should states and localities,
to enact policies that will help to close the gender and
racial wage gaps.
¡ Make existing pay equity laws stronger: Congress
should pass laws like the Paycheck Fairness Act, which
would update the Equal Pay Act of 1963. The Paycheck
Fairness Act would close existing loopholes in the law,
strengthen penalties for equal pay violations, prohibit
the use of salary history in employment decisions,
prohibit retaliation against workers who voluntarily
discuss or disclose their wages, and support data
collection and research. In addition, Congress should
take action on the Fair Pay Act, which would provide
solutions aimed at curbing the financial impact of
occupational segregation for women and workers of
color.
¡ Raise the minimum wage and eliminate the tipped
minimum wage: Enacting the Raise the Wage Act
would lift millions of people out of poverty and raise
the wages for an estimated 23 million women, many
of whom are their family’s primary breadwinner.39
Women of color are overrepresented in low-wage
jobs; nearly a quarter of those who would see
substantial benefits from raising the minimum wage
are Black women or Latinas.40 Moreover, two-thirds
of tipped workers are women, and tipped women of
color make notably less than their tipped white male
and female counterparts.41
8

¡ Improve paid leave and child care support: While all
workers need access to paid leave and child care to do
their jobs and care for their families and themselves,
the lack of these supports is acutely felt by workers of
color who are more likely to receive lower pay and less
likely to have access to employer-sponsored benefits.
As a result, workers of color, especially women of color,
face greater economic insecurity and have a harder
time affording unpaid leave.42 This leaves the untenable
choice between care for themselves or their families
and bringing home a paycheck. The Family and Medical
Insurance Leave (FAMILY) Act would create a national
paid family and medical leave insurance program for
all American workers. The Healthy Families Act would
allow workers to earn paid sick days to cover temporary
and minor illnesses and caregiving. In addition to
passing this critical legislation, Congress should
also make it easier for families to deal with the costs
associated with child care responsibilities by funding
early childhood education programs and improving
access to high-quality and affordable child care.
¡ Institute robust protections against sexual, racial
and other forms of harassment: Racism and sexism
often collide in the workplace causing women of
color to experience higher levels of harassment and
discrimination, and often harming their pocketbooks.
The BE HEARD in the Workplace Act, the EMPOWER
Act and the Forced Arbitration Injustice Repeal
(FAIR) Act are legislative responses that put workers
first and allow everyone to do their jobs and earn a
fairer paycheck without the threat of harassment or
retaliation.
¡ Collect relevant data: The Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) has the ability to
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collect critical wage data based
on sex, race and ethnicity from
private employers and from
federal contractors with 100

or more employees. This data
collection could help the EEOC
better identify wage discrimination
and encourage voluntary

compliance by companies. The
Trump administration halted this
collection. It needs to be fully
reinstated.

EMPLOYERS
Equal pay is important for legal and ethical reasons,
but it can also be good for employers’ bottom lines
and employee recruitment and retention. When
workers believe their employer is fair, it improves their
morale.43 When workers believe they are paid fairly,
they are more likely to contribute their best effort
to the job.44 And when workers feel their employer’s
approach to pay is equitable and transparent, they are
more likely to be satisfied with their jobs. Women and
their employers, however, miss out on many of these
benefits: They are more likely to feel “in the dark”
about compensation in the workplace.45
There are many practices employers can
voluntarily implement to help close the wage gap.
¡ Conduct pay audits: Pay audits can be used to
understand, monitor and address gender and racial
pay differences. Regularly analyzing pay decisions—
when salaries are set, when job functions change,
when bonuses are awarded or raises given—ensures
that salaries remain equitable and employers
comply with the law.
¡ Prohibit retaliation for wage disclosure: Pay
disparities are notoriously difficult to detect and many
employers punish employees for asking about or
sharing that information. Such punitive pay-secrecy
policies make it difficult for workers to remedy wage
disparities because they cannot find out if they’re
being paid less. Employers should not impose such
policies and should proactively ban retaliation against
employees seeking this information.
¡ Ban the use of prior salary history: The practice
of using past salaries to set current wages
perpetuates the gender and racial pay gaps because
it assumes that prior salaries were fairly established
by previous employers. Relying on salary history
allows a new employer to continue underpaying
an employee who faced a pay gap and lost wages
due to bias or discrimination at a previous job.
Salary history questions can also introduce bias
and discrimination into the recruitment process
of a company that may be attempting to avoid it.
9

Employers should prohibit the use of salary history
and instead use market research to determine what
the position is worth to the organization.
¡ Publicize wage ranges for all job postings:
Increased transparency levels the playing field
when job applicants are negotiating their salaries.
Publishing salary ranges also provides employers
with the opportunity to proactively ensure they are in
line with the market and correct any disparities that
may have arisen over time.
¡ Offer paid family and medical leave to all
employees: To support all workers and address
yawning pay and promotion gaps, employersponsored leave must be fully paid, cover time
away for both caretaking and personal medical
reasons and be equally available to men and
women. Additionally, employers must encourage all
employees to utilize their leave. Even if employers
offer generous leave, if the workplace culture
discourages it or penalizes those who use it,
employees will not utilize it. This will penalize those
workers who have no alternative but to use it.
¡ Implement equitable recruitment, hiring and
promotion practices: Both overt and implicit
bias still plague American workplaces. As a first
step, employers should commit to equity and
inclusivity in hiring and pay, including proportional
representation by gender and race or ethnicity. But
to implement that commitment, human resource
departments must conduct training for hiring
managers and develop and implement clear and
unambiguous guidance about policies that help
or hinder the recruitment, hiring and promotion of
underrepresented populations. This should include
developing and implementing affirmative action
policies, as well as a plan to restart searches
if applicant pools do not produce an adequate
number of competitive candidates from diverse
backgrounds. Instituting blind resume screening and
requiring unconscious bias training are also good
practices.
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