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Women make up nearly half of the U.S. workforce and are the primary or co-breadwinners in
two-thirds of families.1 But our nation’s public policies don’t reflect this reality. As a result,
the economic stability and well-being of women and families is at risk and our economy is not
as strong as it could be. It’s past time for national policies to reflect the realities of the 21st
century workforce.

The Wage Gap Costs Women and Families Critical Income
The wage gap puts the economic security of women and their families at risk.
 Nationally, women who work full time are paid only 78 cents for every dollar paid to
men who work full time, resulting in a gap of more than $10,800 each year.2
 If the wage gap were eliminated, a woman working full time, year round would have
enough money for approximately 1.6 years’ worth of food3 or 12 more months of rent.4
 The wage gap is even larger for women of color. African American women are paid just
64 cents and Latinas 56 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men.5 That
amounts to enough money for approximately 3.5 and 2.9 years’ worth of food,
respectively, each year.6

Discrimination Continues to Harm Pregnant Workers and Families
Despite existing legal protections, pregnant workers still face discrimination that
threatens their health and the economic security of their families.
 Many women do not – or cannot – stop working when they become pregnant. In fact,
according to the most recent data, six in 10 women who gave birth in a one-year period
also worked during that time.7
 But employers often refuse to provide reasonable accommodations that would allow
pregnant women to continue working – such as allowing a worker to carry a water
bottle – and courts have interpreted existing legal protections narrowly. As a result,
pregnant workers are forced out of the jobs they need to support their families.

Few Workers Have Paid Family and Medical Leave
Too many workers are unable to afford time off from work to address their own serious
illness or the serious health condition of a family member, or to care for a new child.
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 Just 13 percent of private sector workers have paid family leave through their
employers8 and more than 40 percent of the workforce is ineligible for unpaid leave
under the Family and Medical Leave Act.9
 Two-thirds of family caregivers are women.10 By conservative estimates, women over 50
years old who leave the workforce to care for an ailing parent lose an average of
$324,044 in wages, pensions and Social Security over a lifetime.11
 New mothers who cannot take paid leave are less likely than mothers who take paid
leave to be in the labor force nine to 12 months after their child’s birth, and they are
more likely to need public assistance or food stamps.12

Millions of Workers Without Paid Sick Days Face Impossible Choices
The United States has no federal paid sick days standard, which forces millions of workers
to forgo pay and risk job loss when illness strikes.
 At least 43 million private sector workers in the United States cannot earn paid sick
days to use when they get sick. Millions more cannot earn time to care for a sick child
or family member.13
 Overwhelmingly, mothers have primary responsibility for selecting their children’s
doctors, accompanying children to appointments and getting them recommended
care.14 Nearly four in 10 working mothers (39 percent) say they must miss work when
a sick child needs to stay home, compared to three percent of working men. Among
these mothers, 60 percent do not get paid, up significantly from 45 percent in 2004.15
 Just 3.5 unpaid days off costs a family without access to paid sick days, on average, its
entire monthly grocery budget.16
 One-fifth of women workers report that they have lost a job or were told they would
lose a job for taking time off due to personal or family illness.17

Unpredictable Scheduling Harms Workers and Businesses
The unfair and unpredictable scheduling practices of too many employers are causing
millions of workers to struggle to make ends meet.
 Women make up the majority of those who work in low-wage occupations18 – the
industries most likely to have unpredictable scheduling practices and offer only parttime hours.19
 More than a quarter (25.2 percent) of U.S. households with children under the age of
18 are headed by unmarried women.20 For these workers, unpredictable scheduling
makes arranging child care challenging, often involving multiple providers and
informal caregivers.21
 There are 3.3 million workers in the United States who are paid wages at or below the
federal minimum wage, and the majority of these workers are women.22 These workers
often have little control over their schedules and are often given little or no advance
notice of their hours.
 Unpredictable scheduling leads to lower worker productivity and higher employee
absenteeism and turnover,23 which hurts both workers and businesses.

NATIONAL PARTNERSHIP FOR WOMEN & FAMILIES | FACT SHEET | HIGH STAKES FOR WOMEN AND FAMILIES

2

Stagnant Wages Threaten Workers’ Economic Security
Workers today are more educated and productive, yet it is harder for working families to
reach – and remain in – the middle class because most workers’ wages have stalled or fallen.
 Contrary to the popular image of a minimum wage worker as a teenager working part
time, most minimum wage workers are women and full-time workers. On average, they
are 36 years old and provide more than half of their families’ income.24
 The federal subminimum or tipped minimum wage rate has been stuck at just $2.13 per
hour since 1996. About 13 percent of tipped workers live in poverty, and 46 percent rely
on federal government assistance. The majority (two-thirds) of workers in tipped
occupations are women.25
 Productivity increased by 74.4 percent from 1973 to 2013, but hourly wages for the
typical worker only increased by 9.2 percent. Low-wage workers saw their wages decline
by five percent between 1979 and 2013 while workers in the top one percent saw
increases of 138 percent. If middle class wages had kept pace with the overall wage rate,
the average income of middle class families would have risen nearly $12,000 by 2011.26

The Solution: An Economic Security Plan to Create Economic
Opportunities for Women and Families
Women, their families and our nation urgently need policies to promote fair pay and create
modern workplace standards, bolstering their economic security now and promoting
economic opportunities in the future.
 The Paycheck Fairness Act would strengthen the Equal Pay Act of 1963 and help
eliminate the discriminatory pay practices that plague employed women.
 The Pregnant Workers Fairness Act would prevent employers from forcing pregnant
women out of the workplace and help ensure that employers provide reasonable
accommodations to pregnant women who want to continue working.
 The Family And Medical Insurance Leave (FAMILY) Act would create a national
insurance program to support workers and businesses when a new child arrives or a
serious personal or family medical need arises.
 The Healthy Families Act would allow workers to earn seven paid sick days to use to
recover from illness, access preventive care or care for a sick family member.
 The Schedules That Work Act would establish national fair scheduling standards that
would help provide economic security for working families and enable workers to meet
their responsibilities at home and on the job.
 The Raise the Wage Act would raise the federal minimum wage to $12 per hour by
2020 and phase out the subminimum wage for tipped workers.
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