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Would Decrease US Poverty
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New Findings
Each state reflects the national picture, as shown in “The Status 
of Women in the States 2015: Employment and Earnings,” by the 
Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR).3 In general, women 
in the New England and Mid-Atlantic states fare the best on an 
employment-and-earnings composite, an index that includes the 
wage ratio, median annual earnings, percent of women in the labor 
market, and percent employed in professional or managerial occu-
pations. Five of the six New England states are ranked in the top 12 
states and earn a grade of B or a B+. Maine is ranked 19th (still above 
the median state), earning a C+ on the composite.

Despite the mostly positive composite scores, no New Eng-
land state has reached pay equity. Vermont, Maine, Rhode Island, 
and Massachusetts have high female-male ratios (at 86 percent, 84 
percent, 83 percent, and 81 percent respectively) and hence the 
smallest wage gaps in the region (14 percent, 16 percent, 17 per-
cent, and 19 percent). Connecticut and New Hampshire have a 
larger gap (23 percent), ranking 34th and 38th. Vermont (4th), Maine 
(8th), and Rhode Island (11th) rank within the top states nationwide 
for pay equity, and Massachusetts ranks 18th, well above the median. 
For Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire, however, 
the pay-equity rank is their lowest rank among the four compo-
nents of the composite. For Maine and Vermont, pay equity is their 
best score on any indicator in the composite. 

Many differences between the states affect pay equity, includ-
ing what industries predominate in a state, women’s educational 

attainment, and the friendliness of state policies toward working 
women (higher minimum wages, more collective bargaining, pub-
lically provided child care, and on-the-job accommodations for 
pregnant workers).

The racial composition of a state’s workforce also is signifi-
cant. Because minority men earn substantially less than white men, 
whereas minority women earn less than white women but not as 
much less, a state with a large minority population often has a 
higher female-to-male pay ratio. 

In 2014, Hispanic men earned at the median only about 68 
percent of what white men earned weekly; Hispanic women earned 
75 percent of what white women earned. Black men earned about 
76 percent of what white men earned; black women earned 83 per-
cent of white women’s earnings. Still, the pay gap between women 
of color and white men is large. Hispanic women’s median weekly 
earnings in 2014 were 61 percent of white men’s, and the median 
weekly earnings of black women were 68 percent of white men’s. 
Women of all major racial and ethnic groups also earn less than men 
in their own ethnic group.4

Of the 71 percent of US mothers who work for pay, 68 percent 
are married, typically with access to men’s incomes, but married 
mothers’ earnings are nevertheless important to families.5 It is esti-
mated that about 37 percent of working mothers are either joint 
breadwinners (earning at least 40 percent of the household income) 
or primary breadwinners.6 Thirty-two percent are single mothers—
often the family’s sole support. And many women without children 
support themselves and other relatives. 

Equal pay would greatly benefit women and their families. 
Yet IWPR’s straight-line projection shows that at the same rate of 
progress since 1960, equal pay will not be realized until 2058.7 The 
likely year in which pay parity is reached depends on the starting 
year of the projection and the method used. A 1960 start includes 
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Women make up nearly half the US workforce, and their earnings are essential to the 
economic security of millions of families. Yet women who work full-time and year-
round earn only 78 cents on the dollar compared with men who work full-time and 

year-round. In 2013, the last year for which median annual earnings for full-time 
workers are available, the gender wage gap at the median was $11,053.1  The glass 
ceiling and occupational segregation—the concentration of women in some jobs  

and men in others—remain stubborn features of the labor market.2 

Women of all major racial and 
ethnic groups earn less than men  
in their own ethnic group. 

Equal pay for working women is an essential lever for decreasing family 
poverty and growing the US economy.
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the period of men’s rapidly rising wages. Starting in the late 1970s, 
when men’s real wages began to stagnate, shortens the time to pay 
parity. Including only the most recent 10 years would lengthen the 
time because, in this period, both women’s and men’s real wages 
show little growth. In an alternative method, still using 1960 as 
the starting date and the straight-line method but making the cal-
culation separately for men’s and women’s wages, pay parity arrives  
in 2080.

What If? 
IWPR researchers also calculated how much women would gain in 
earnings, how much poverty would be reduced, and how much the 
economy would be likely to grow if women earned pay equal to that 
earned by comparable men. 

Labor supply, human capital, and labor-market characteristics 
(urban, rural, and regional) were statistically controlled in the cal-
culation. Nationally, 59.3 percent of women would earn more if 
working women were paid the same as men of the same age with 
similar education and hours of work in the same type of labor market. 

Providing equal pay to women would also have a dramatic 
impact on their families. (See “Equal Pay Would Reduce Poverty by 
Half.”) The poverty rate for all working women would be halved, 
falling to 3.9 percent. For the 36.2 million families headed by mar-
ried women, the poverty rate would fall by more than half, from 
2.4 percent to 1.1 percent. The high poverty rate for working sin-
gle mothers would fall by nearly half, from 28.7 percent to 15.0 
percent, and two-thirds would receive a pay increase. For the 14.3 

million single women, equal pay would mean a very significant 
drop in poverty from 11.0 percent to 4.6 percent. The average 
woman worker is estimated to gain $6,251 in annual pay (which 
includes $0 values for those who gain nothing).  

To the extent women’s lower pay is due to discrimination, it’s 
a market failure resulting in the misallocation of human capital. It 
contributes to women working at less productive pursuits, which 
holds back economic growth. Some, possibly many, women who 
are crowded into lower-paying, female-dominated occupations (for 
example, cashiers, child-care workers, and personal-care aides) have 
the skills to work in higher-paying jobs that are dominated by men. 
IWPR researchers estimated that the US economy would have pro-
duced additional income of $447.6 billion if women received equal 
pay. That represents 2.9 percent of 2012 gross domestic product, 
or the addition of a state the size of Virginia. And that estimate 
is low, since women’s work hours, educational achievement, and 
occupational attainment were not increased in the model, and 
women almost surely would upgrade those factors if they expected 
to receive equal pay.

One barrier to equal pay has been pay secrecy. In 2014, Cali-
fornia, Colorado, Illinois, Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, 
New Hampshire, New Jersey, and Vermont passed laws prohibiting 
retaliation against workers who share pay information.8 The laws 
appear necessary: in 2010, nearly half of all workers nationwide 
reported being forbidden or strongly discouraged from discussing 
their pay with colleagues.9 The federal government, which has high 
levels of pay transparency, has a gender wage gap of only 11 per-
cent, compared with 22 percent across the economy.10

Pay transparency alone will not close the gap, however. Trans-
parency needs to be combined with strengthened enforcement of 
equal employment opportunity laws, a higher minimum wage, 
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Approaches that raise wages at 
the bottom are especially important 
to women, who hold more than  
their share of low-wage jobs.

Equal pay would lower the poverty rate for working single mothers by 
nearly half.
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increased union representation and collective bargaining, and more 
family-friendly policies. 

Approaches that raise wages at the bottom, such as increases in 
the minimum wage and collective bargaining, are especially impor-
tant to women since they hold a disproportionate share of low-wage 
jobs. The gender wage gap being smaller among union members, 
collective bargaining also raises wages more for women and minori-
ties on average than for white men. 

The lowest-paid workers are the least likely to receive any kind 
of leave benefits, especially paid sick days and paid family leave. 
Married women with high-earning husbands may take time off 
work for a baby without a disastrous effect on family finances, but 
low- and moderate-wage women are typically married to men with 
low or moderate wages, which makes the loss of their earnings more 
deleterious. Paid sick days and paid family leave would help new 
mothers maintain family income while having time to recover and 
take care of their babies’ health needs. 

The increased labor-market attachment and longer job tenure 
with which family leave is associated should also help raise women’s 
wages—and for low-wage women’s lifetime earnings, strengthening 
and lengthening labor-force attachment is essential. 

Any policy that benefits women in the workforce is going to be 
important for improving the lives of their family members. 

Heidi Hartmann, PhD, an economist, is president and CEO of the 
Institute for Women’s Policy Research, where Elyse Shaw, MA, is a 
research associate. They are based in Washington, DC. Contact the  
authors at hartmann@iwpr.org or shaw@iwpr.org.
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