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Women are approximately half of the American workforce and more than two-thirds of these 
women workers are their families’ sole or co-breadwinners. Yet, women still earn on average only 
77% of what their male counterparts do, and progress in closing this wage gap has stalled in recent 
years. Congress and the Executive Branch must take action now to fight pay discrimination and 
ensure women can collect the pay they’ve earned. 

The Wage Gap is Everywhere and Not Going Away On Its Own 

 The pay gap is largest for women of color: Black 
women and Hispanic women earn 64 and 53 cents for 
every dollar earned by white men. 
 

 Women face a pay gap in nearly every occupation. 
Even in traditionally female jobs like primary school 
teachers, women earn less than men. Despite the 
potential income gains from entering nontraditional 
jobs, the wage gap tends to be larger in many of these 
sectors such as the trades.i 

 

 Education can help women increase their earnings 
but it does not resolve the wage gap. Women earn 
less than men at every level of education. 

 The pay gap exists in every state. Women in 
Washington, DC fare the best, earning 90 % of what 
men make, while women in Louisiana and Wyoming 
earn just 67 and 64 cents, respectively, for every dollar 
earned by men in those states.ii 

 

 The wage gap increases as women age, which 
compounds over women’s lifetimes and produces 
significant gaps in economic security between men 
and women in retirement. 

 

 

 
How Does the Wage Gap Affect Women’s Economic Insecurity? 

Sixty percent of single adult women lack basic economic security, as measured by WOW’s Basic Economic Security 
Tables, as opposed to 45% of single men. Further, 31% of women working full time do not make enough money to 
be economically secure compared to only 19% of men working full time. Along with occupational segregation and 
time out of the labor force to care for children and family members, pay discrimination and the wage gap are 
principal drivers of women’s economic insecurity.  

The gender gap in economic security among older, retired adults reflects the gender gap in wages women experience 
throughout their working years. Among retired women age 65 and older, 50% of those studied in a 2013 WOW 
report have household incomes below the Elder Index—the income retired adults age 65 and older require to age in 
place and live with basic economic security. By contrast, 40% of elder males lack basic economic security in 
retirement.  A woman working full time at the current wage gap will make over $320,000 less over the course of her 
career. Persistently lower wages throughout a woman's working years result in a diminished capacity for saving and 
increased economic insecurity. 

Securing equal pay is a critical step in promoting economic security for women during their working-age and 
retirement years. A new analysis by WOW finds that closing the gender wage gap between a typical woman and 
man, both working full time, would increase that women’s economic security by 22%, better enabling her to afford 
basic needs for herself and her family. 

http://www.wowonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Living-Below-the-Line-Economic-Insecurity-and-Americas-Families-Fall-2013.pdf
http://www.wowonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Living-Below-the-Line-Economic-Insecurity-and-Older-Americans-Women-Sept-2013.pdf
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/eess.asp
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What Can Congress Do to End Pay Discrimination?

Despite women’s increased education levels and gains in the workforce, progress closing the wage gap has stalled 
over the last decade, suggesting that additional action is necessary to achieve pay equity.iii  

In 2009, Congress passed and the President signed the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, which closed a legal loophole that 
limited women’s ability to sue for pay discrimination. Advocates and allies in Congress have since fought to enact the 
Paycheck Fairness Act, which would update and strengthen the Equal Pay by: 

 Increasing the damages that plaintiffs can recover in cases of pay discrimination 
 

 Protecting workers from retaliation by employers for sharing wage and salary information with coworkers, a 
necessary step in recognizing pay discrimination.  
 

 Reinstating collection of gender-based data and strengthens enforcement of pay equity programs in the 
Department of Labor. 

 

 

The Obama Administration’s Efforts to Achieve Pay Equity 

President Obama has been a vocal advocate of pay 
equity. The first piece of legislation signed by the 
President was the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, and 
support for the Paycheck Fairness Act has been a 
central part of the President’s plan to help working 
families. 
 
To support this advocacy, and in advance of Equal Pay 
Day, the President has announced two new strategies 
to strengthen enforcement of equal pay laws for 
women and promote the realization of pay equity. 
 
First, the President will sign an Executive Order 
prohibiting federal contractors from retaliating against 
employees who choose to discuss their compensation, 
a key protection for the one in five women workers 
employed by a business that works with the federal 
government, and one that the Paycheck Fairness Act 
aims to provide all workers. 

The President will also instruct the Secretary of Labor 
to establish new regulations requiring federal 
contractors to submit to the Department of Labor 
summary data on compensation paid to their 
employees, including data by sex and race. Collection 
and publication of this data will encourage compliance 
with equal pay laws among employers and facilitate 
more targeted and effective enforcement of pay 
discrimination protections. 
 
These actions represent critical victories for millions of 
working women and their families, and should spur 
Congress to ensure these protections are available to all 
workers.  
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http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat39.pdf
http://www.aauw.org/resource/gender-pay-gap-by-state-and-congressional-district/

