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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT THE WAGE GAP
Women who work full time, year round in the United
States were paid only 80 cents for every dollar paid
to their male counterparts in 2017.1 For some groups
of women, the gaps are even larger. This document
provides details about the wage gap measure that
the Census Bureau and the National Women’s Law
Center (NWLC) use, factors contributing to the wage
gap, and how to close the gap.

of women in lower-paying jobs and the
underrepresentation of women in higher-paying,
nontraditional jobs; bias against women with
caregiving responsibilities; and lack of workplace
policies to allow workers to care for families without
paying a stiff economic penalty. The 80 cent figure
demonstrates just how strongly these many factors
impact the economic security of women workers.

What’s behind NWLC’s wage gap figure?

How does the wage gap impact women of
color?

The wage gap figure that NWLC reports at the
national level is the same as that reported by the
Census Bureau—the median earnings of women
full time, year round workers as a percentage of
the median earnings of men full time, year round
workers.2 Median earnings describe the earnings
of a worker at the 50th percentile—right in the
middle. Earnings means wages, salary, and net selfemployment income—so basically the money people
see in their paychecks.3 Working full time is defined
as working at least 35 hours a week and working
year round means working at least 50 weeks during
the last twelve months.4
The national wage gap data come from the
Current Population Survey and include workers 15
and older.5 The wage gap is not broken down by
occupation or industry, though data on earnings by
industry and occupation for women and men are
available from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.6

Why does NWLC use this wage gap figure?
The 80 cent figure reflects the many discriminatory
barriers to equal pay—including lower pay for
women in the same job; the overrepresentation

The wage gap is even more substantial for some
groups of women, with Black women typically
making only 61 cents, Latina women only 53 cents,
and Native women only 58 cents for every dollar
paid to white, non-Hispanic men. Asian women
working full time, year round are typically paid only
85 cents for every dollar paid to their white, nonHispanic male counterparts – but the wage gap
is substantially larger for some groups of Asian
women.7
In calculating these wage gaps, we compare the
wages of women of color to the wages of white,
non-Hispanic men because women of color carry a
double burden of both sexism and racism—so it’s
important to take those both into account when we
look at their economic security.
We also use this Census Bureau data because
comparable figures for the 80 cent figure are also
available in earlier Census Bureau data sets, allowing
for a longer historical comparison and permitting
the data to be tracked over time. As a result, we are
able to discern trends, like the fact that the wage
gap has not budged in nearly a decade.
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How do factors like education and occupation
affect the wage gap?
The wage gap occurs at all education levels, after
work experience is taken into account, and it gets
worse as women’s careers progress.8 There is a
gender wage gap in 97 percent of occupations.9
Skeptics of the wage gap may also insist that the
wage gap exists because of the occupational choices
that women make. However, this argument ignores
the fact that “women’s” jobs often pay less precisely
because women do them, because women’s work is
devalued,10 and that women are paid less even when
they work in the same occupations as men. Cases
of company-wide pay discrimination are further
evidence that discrimination contributes to the wage
gap.11
Women are underrepresented in higher-paying
jobs that are often dominated by men, and
overrepresented in low-paying jobs. In 2016,
women made up nearly two-thirds of the nearly 24
million workers in low-wage jobs (defined as jobs
that typically pay $11.50 per hour or less), though
they make up slightly less than half (47 percent)
of the workforce as a whole. Women of color
are particularly overrepresented in these jobs.12
Women are also six in ten minimum wage workers.13
Furthermore, three of the top five jobs that are
projected to grow the most over the next decade
year are both low-wage and dominated by women
(home health aides, personal care aides, and food
preparation and serving workers).14 Isolation, active
discouragement, harassment, outright exclusion, and
lack of information about alternative job options are
all barriers to women’s entry into higher-wage jobs
that are nontraditional for their gender. In contrast,
women are clustered in low-paying jobs like home
health aides, child care workers, and maid and
housekeeping cleaners.15
A study by labor economists Francine Blau and
Lawrence Kahn also demonstrates the effects of
a variety of factors that influence the wage gap,
like race, region, unionization status, education,
occupation, industry, work experience, and more.
However, Blau and Kahn found that when you look
at all of these factors combined, 38 percent of the
wage gap still remained unexplained.16

How does caregiving affect the wage gap?
Another factor that plays into the wage gap is the
role of women as caregivers and the persistent
discrimination against women workers with
caregiving responsibilities. A study by Shelley Correll,
Stephan Benard, and In Paik found that, when
comparing equally qualified women candidates,
women who were mothers were recommended for
significantly lower starting salaries, perceived as less
competent, and less likely to be recommended for
hire than non-mothers.17 The effects for fathers in the
study were just the opposite—fathers were actually
recommended for significantly higher pay and were
perceived as more committed to their jobs than
non-fathers.18 This has aptly been nicknamed the
motherhood penalty and fatherhood bonus.

What can be done to shrink the wage gap?
Here is a commonsense set of solutions to help
finally close the wage gap:
• Strengthen our equal pay laws so that women
have the tools they need to fight back against pay
discrimination.19
• Build ladders to higher-wage jobs for women by
removing barriers to entry into male-dominated
fields.20
• Lift up the wages of women in low-wage jobs
by raising the minimum wage and ensuring
that tipped workers receive at least the regular
minimum wage before tips.21
• Increase the availability of high-quality, affordable
child care.22
• Help prevent and remedy caregiver discrimination,
and protect workers from pregnancy
discrimination.23
• Establish fair scheduling practices that
allow employees to meet their caregiving
responsibilities and other obligations.24
• Provide paid family and medical leave and paid
sick days.25
• Ensure women’s access to the affordable
reproductive health care they need.26
• Protect workers’ ability to collectively bargain.27
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