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The COVID-19 pandemic is having a profound 
impact on the health and economic security of 
millions of Americans. It has also revealed and 
exacerbated structural economic inequalities that 
have made it much harder for women of color to 
weather this storm. 

Pay inequality is a linchpin in this story. In 2019, 
men made a median of $57,456, while women made 
a median of $47,299—a wage gap of 18%. Compared 
to white, non-Hispanic men, the pay gap for Black 
women was 38% and 46% for Latinas. And these 
numbers are a measure of inequality before the 
pandemic hit. 

This pay gap means women have 
less to spend on food, housing or child 
care—if safe child care is even available. 
[Fig. 1] Unemployment for women, 
especially mothers and women of color, 
is also skyrocketing. Persistent and 
ongoing pay inequality means women—
particularly women of color—have less 
money and fewer resources, resulting in 
devastating consequences for our families, 

communities and our nation.
How did we get here? Although the pandemic 

emerged suddenly, the wage gap is the result of 
centuries of exploitation, segregation and implicit 
bias. This history has created systems that funnel 
women—especially women of color—into lower-
paying occupations, undervalue the work that 
women do and penalize women for having children. 
While these intersectional inequities have been 
magnified by the COVID-19 pandemic, the wage gap 
is an intentional, structural problem that demands 
intentional, structural solutions.

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.

Figure 1.  Women’s Earnings as a Percentage of  
White Men’s Earnings, by Race/Ethnicity

   
Race/Ethnicity   Earnings Ratio
White alone, not Hispanic or Latino 79%
Black or African American 63%
American Indian and Alaska Native 60%
Asian 87%
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 63%
Hispanic or Latino origin 55%

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.

 De Jure and De Facto Occupational Segregation 
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 female-
dominated jobs that require the same level of skill.1 
Women are also concentrated in many of the lowest-
paying 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 

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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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 recently-
immigrated 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 
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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 
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WHAT WORKS AND WHAT STILL  
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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 
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