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Background Summary 
 

Introduction 

 

Women in California comprise 12 percent of the women in the United States
i
 and women of color comprise the 

majority (61%) of California’s female population, with Latinas alone comprising 4 out of every 10 women in 

the state.
ii
  As nearly half of the state’s workforce

iii
 and breadwinners in most households,

iv
 women have played 

a pivotal role in the state’s economic well-being over the last 60 years
v
 and make up the majority of workers in 

the four service sectors whose growth has been key to California’s recovery from the Great Recession of 2007-

2008.
vi

 

 

However, more than fifty years since the enactment of federal laws prohibiting discrimination based on sex and 

race
vii

 and despite the recent passage of one of the strongest equal pay laws in the country, the California Fair 

Pay Act (SB 358 – Jackson),
viii

 the gender pay gap persists and it disproportionately hurts women of color, who 

have made less than their white counterparts for decades.
ix

  While California has the eighth smallest wage gap 

in the country for all women compared to all men
x
 and the overall gender wage gap in California has improved 

by five percent since 2004,
xi

 California women employed full time are still losing a combined total of more than 

$39 billion every year due to the wage gap, which translates into hundreds of thousands of dollars in lost 

income over women’s lifetimes.
xii
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Although California women have made considerable advances in recent years with respect to levels of 

educational attainment and advancement in managerial and professional occupations,
xiii

 the gender wage gap in 

California contributes to its high rate of poverty and adversely affects women in nearly every field, no matter 

their income or educational status.  Women in California still earn less than men in every occupational sector
xiv

 

and are more likely to live in poverty.
xv

  Studies show that myriad factors which contribute significantly to the 

overall gender wage gap – such as differences in occupation, hours worked,
xvi

 and time spent in the labor force 

– reflect structural barriers and economic realities limiting women’s capacity to participate in the labor force on 

equal footing with men.
xvii

  All of these barriers are magnified for women of color.  The wider wage gap for 

women of color also raises questions about the combined effects of gender, race, and ethnicity on 

discrimination, which economists believe is part of the unexplained portion of the gender wage gap.
xviii

 

 

As women of color now make up the majority of California’s female workforce and are co- or primary 

breadwinners in more than six in ten households,
xix

 it is important for the Legislature to examine the root causes 

and drivers of the persistent gender wage gap facing women of color and to explore potential policy solutions 

that would improve the economic security of these women and the millions of families they support. 

 

Overview: Women of Color and the Gender Wage Gap 

 

Although they make up a large and growing share of the workers, breadwinners, and entrepreneurs that are 

driving California’s economy, women of color are consistently paid less than all other groups of workers — 

white women, men of color, and white men – in this state.
xx

  The disparities in earnings for women of color 

have remained much larger or even worsened in recent years.  The wage gap for Latinas in California, who 

comprise nearly four of every ten women in the state,
xxi

 is now the second worst in the country, with Latinas 

working full-time, year-round earning, on average, just 42.9 cents for every dollar white, non-Hispanic men 

earn
xxii

 and Native American women making 50.7 cents for every dollar white, non-Hispanic men make.
xxiii

  

The median annual income for African American women in California amounts to just 63 percent of white 

men’s earnings, which equates to an annual wage gap of $26,174 per year
xxiv

 – more than the federal poverty 

threshold for a family of four.
xxv

  

 

Research indicates that these pay inequities may be driven in large part by gender and race-based occupational 

segregation, whereby women of color are disproportionately concentrated in low-wage and minimum wage jobs 

and underrepresented in higher-paying occupations and industries.
xxvi

  These wage gaps are also affected by the 

persistently low valuation of work in occupations done predominantly by women, in general and compared to 

male-dominated occupations that require similar levels of skill and/or education.
xxvii

  While many occupations 

remain highly segregated by gender
xxviii

 and by race,
xxix

 with women concentrated in the lowest paid jobs and 

more likely than men to hold positions in the lower ranks of most occupational categories,
xxx

 women of color 

are even more likely than their white counterparts to work in the lowest-paying job
xxxi

 and experience higher 

levels of unemployment and poverty.
xxxii   

 

The Minimum Wage and the Problem of Wage Theft 

Minimum wage workers are disproportionately women of color.  The concentration of women into minimum 

wage jobs contributes to the gender wage gap, especially for women of color.  Nationwide, while women of 

color represent 16 percent of the workforce, they are 23 percent of minimum wage workers.
xxxiii

  In California, 

women comprise just under 46% wage earners in California but women of color are disproportionately 

represented among those earning the minimum wage.
xxxiv

   

 

The minimum wage also contributes to California’s high rate of poverty, which is particularly high among 

African American, Latina, and Native American women, at least a quarter of whom live at or below the federal 

poverty level.
xxxv

  And most poor families in California are working families, with 78 percent of poor 
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Californians living in families with at least one adult working and in more than half of poor households 

(53.8%), at least one family member reported working full time.
xxxvi

  While California recently took steps to 

give low-wage workers a boost by enacting a minimum wage increase through AB 10, which raised the 

minimum wage to $9 per hour in 2014 and $10 per hour in 2016, a single mother supporting two children 

working full-time, year-round in a minimum wage job still would not make enough to lift herself and her family 

out of poverty.
xxxvii

   

 
Because they experience wider wage gaps and are disproportionately represented among minimum wage 

earners, an increase in the minimum wage would have a particularly positive impact on women of color.
xxxviii

  

It has been estimated that if the minimum wage were raised just $2.00 per hour (to $12.00) within the next 

four years, nearly two million women in California would get a raise.
xxxix

  In addition, a recent study by the 

Institute for Research on Labor and Employment at UC Berkeley estimates that the California budget would 

see an annual net gain of $2 billion if the minimum wage was raised to $13 an hour because of increased 

income and sales tax revenue and reduced costs for public benefits for which working poor people are 

eligible.
xl

 

 

Wage theft contributes to the gender wage gap for women of color, especially immigrant women.  Wage theft 

is the illegal practice of not paying workers all of their earned wages.  It occurs when a worker is paid less than 

minimum wage, is not paid overtime, is paid only in tips, or works off the clock.   

 

A 2009 study by the National Employment Law Project and the UCLA Labor Center found that the 4,000 low-

wage workers surveyed lost an average of 15 percent, or $2,634, of their annual wages due to wage theft.
xli

  In a 

December 2014 report, the United States Department of Labor found that more than 300,000 minimum wage 

violations occur in California each week, costing working people in this state between $22.5 and $28.7 million 

per week, which adds up to between $1.2 and $1.5 billion in losses due to minimum wage violations annually in 

California.
xlii

   

Because they are disproportionately concentrated in low-wage and minimum wage jobs, wage theft hits women 

of color particularly hard and contributes to the significant inequalities they face, including the wage gap.  

Immigrant women, especially undocumented immigrants, are especially vulnerable to wage theft.
xliii

 

 

The California Legislature has taken steps to curb wage theft.  The Wage Theft Protection Act (AB 469 - 

Swanson) took effect in January 2012 and requires employers to provide each employee with a written notice 

containing specified information at the time of hire in the language the employer normally uses to communicate 

employment-related information to the employee.
xliv

  More recently, SB 588 (De Leon) was signed into law, 

giving the Labor Commissioner additional tools to collect wages due from employers who have exhausted all 

appeals for their non-payment of wages and have final judgments owed.
xlv

 

 

Valuing Work in Occupations Dominated by Women of Color 
 

In California, 75 percent of the workers in the ten lowest-paid occupations are women.
xlvi

  While women of 

color are more likely to work in the paid labor force than white women,
xlvii

 they are frequently employed in low-

wage jobs that fail to provide family-supporting wages or basic benefits such as paid parental and sick leave.   

 

Domestic workers – nannies, housecleaners, and caregivers – are primarily immigrant women who work in 

private households in order to provide for their own families as the primary income earner.
xlviii

  Domestic 

workers are essential to California’s economy as they enable others to participate in the workforce.  However, 

despite the importance of their work, they are among the most isolated, underpaid, and vulnerable workforce in 

the state and historically have been exempted or excluded from laws providing labor rights and basic 

protections afforded to other workers.
xlix

  For example, even though California has regulated household 

occupations since 1976, when it promulgated Industrial Welfare Commission Wage Order 15, until the 
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enactment of the Domestic Workers Bill of Rights (AB 241-Ammiano) in 2013, domestic workers who cared 

for property were entitled to overtime and rest breaks, while the domestic workers who cared for human beings 

were not.
l
 

 

While the Domestic Workers Bill of Rights extended overtime protections to some personal attendants, certain 

categories of domestic workers are still exempted, including home health care workers.  AB 241 went into 

effect on January 1, 2014, but will expire or “sunset” on January 1, 2017, unless the Legislature extends or 

removes the sunset provision.
li
 

 

Wage theft affects a significant minority of domestic workers, compounding the problem of low pay.  One 

study found that 10 percent of workers surveyed reported at least one instance of being paid less than agreed to 

or not at all for work completed in the previous 12 months, and 23 percent reported being paid late during that 

period, a stress on themselves and their families given their consistently low wages.
lii

 

 

Child care is another occupation that is overwhelmingly performed by women.
liii

  In California, women of color 

comprise more than half of the child care workforce and a majority of licensed family child care providers, one 

in three of whom is Latina.
liv

  Low pay in the child care field is well documented: despite the fact that 40 

percent of the employees at child care centers have bachelor’s degrees, 70 percent earn less than $15 per hour.  

These low wages and a shortage of resources for continuing education and training have contributed to high 

turnover among child care workers, which has been shown to undermine program quality and children’s 

development.
lv

 

 

Child care is expensive for consumers, especially single working mothers, who are more likely to be women of 

color.
lvi

  At an average annual cost of more than $13,000 per year, for example, the cost of center-based infant 

care exceeds 14 percent of the state’s median income for married couples with children and is equivalent to 44 

percent of the median income for a single mother.
lvii

  A recent study by the Economic Policy Institute finds that 

the cost of high quality child care makes it out of reach for most working families, and particularly unaffordable 

for minimum wage earners
lviii

 – who are disproportionately women of color, as discussed above.  The high cost 

of child care also reduces women’s participation in the workforce.
lix

 

 

Personnel costs are the biggest expense in child care, and are governed by state regulations requiring an 

appropriate number of adults to children.  However, California’s reimbursement rates to subsidized child care 

programs have failed to keep pace with inflation and are not indexed to the different costs of living across 

geographic areas of the state.  The five percent increase in the Standard Reimbursement Rate (“SRR”) in the 

2015-2016 budget was significantly lower than the 20 percent increase that had been proposed by the Assembly 

and less than the 7.5 percent increase that was proposed by the Joint Budget Conference Committee.
lx

  Because 

child care providers struggle to meet operating costs on current reimbursement rates and their own earnings are 

generally very low: on average, women who operate small family child care homes in California earn about $5 

per hour.
lxi

   

 

Access and Opportunities for Women in Higher-Paid, Nontraditional Fields 

 

Even though women are outpacing men in educational achievement, men still dominate high-wage, skilled 

occupations, especially in blue collar fields such as construction and skilled manufacturing (so-called 

“nontraditional” occupations), which pay 20 to 30 percent higher wages than those paid in occupations 

dominated by women.
lxii

  Women continue to be underrepresented in nontraditional fields and are paid less than 

men when they are employed in these job categories.
lxiii

  In California, women are particularly underrepresented 

in higher-paid, high-skill fields, like STEM and the construction trades, where the fastest-growing and most 

lucrative employment opportunities exist.
lxiv

  These disparities hit women of color the hardest.
lxv
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Apprenticeship is a key pathway into the high-wage, high-skill occupations that offer economic security and job 

mobility because it offers participants a chance to earn income while obtaining job training and education.
lxvi

  

However, only 5.3% of all apprentices in California are women, and that includes apprenticeships that lead to 

jobs in lower-paid, female-dominated occupations like cosmetology and home health care.
lxvii

  In the 

construction trades, which employ approximately 70 percent of the more than 53,000 apprentices in 

California,
lxviii

 the workforce is only 2.2% women.  Women’s share of construction jobs has stayed flat or 

declined over the past three decades, despite a substantial increase in the number and percentage of women in 

other nontraditional, physically demanding occupations, such as firefighting and correctional officer positions, 

during this period.
lxix

  Nationally, women of color comprise less than one percent of all construction 

apprentices.
lxx

  Although women of color are approximately 50% of the women in construction apprenticeships 

in California, this is still half of a very small number that has not changed significantly in many years.
lxxi

   

 

Many studies show that in addition to lacking access to information about apprenticeship and pre-apprenticeship 

programs, women – and especially women of color – face significant barriers to retention and advancement in 

the form of harassment and other types of discrimination during and after they complete these programs and 

enter the field of construction.
lxxii

   

 

The low percentage of women in the construction industry is also driven by inequities and discrimination that 

start in education programs.  In career and technical education (CTE) programs, young women are often subtly 

encouraged and explicitly steered into occupations that align with traditional gender stereotypes instead of being 

encouraged to enter traditionally male programs such as construction.
lxxiii

  Women and girls in nontraditional 

CTE programs report facing harassment and differential treatment, which further serves to discourage them 

from entering or staying in these fields.
lxxiv

  Such practices contribute to CTE programs that are highly 

segregated by gender, with female students concentrated in low-wage, traditionally-female fields.
lxxv

 

 

The federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) requires all states who seek to receive federal 

funds for certain workforce investment activities to develop regional plans that will address the needs of job 

seekers, workers, and employers within regional labor markets.
lxxvi

  Additionally, the impending release of 

millions of dollars in federal funding to expand and create new apprenticeship training programs nationwide 

and the California Workforce Investment Board’s promotion of apprenticeship as a primary training model (as 

set forth in AB 86)
lxxvii

 provide incentive and opportunities to improve service delivery and outcomes for 

women of color, who are severely underrepresented in apprenticeships and underserved by CTE programs.  

Currently, the state does not require workforce development programs and agencies, including One-Stop 

Centers, to collect or report detailed data on the individuals who participate in or receive job referrals from 

these programs, by gender, race and occupation.  Similarly, limitations in data collection at the community 

college level make it difficult to measure or hold these programs accountable for ensuring equal access to CTE 

programs for women of color and other underrepresented groups.  Requiring and evaluating such data would 

improve the state’s ability to ensure that these programs are providing equal access to higher-paid jobs and 

training programs for underrepresented groups, including women of color.
lxxviii

   

Community colleges are also hampered in their ability to use funding to support students’ participation in CTE 

programs (including apprenticeships) because of certain rules regarding the reimbursement rates for different 

types of attendance that the Office of the Chancellor of California Community Colleges has proposed to change.  

Amending the Education Code to allow for colleges to determine the best attendance reporting system to use, 

based on local needs, would help to remove some of the financial barriers to participation in these programs 

facing low-income students and students with family responsibilities – who are disproportionately women and 

women of color.
lxxix
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Conclusion 

 

Ensuring the economic success of women of color has never been more crucial to California’s future.  Tackling 

the disparities in pay and employment facing women of color in all strata of occupational categories will require 

policies at state and local level that link these women to the education, workforce training, and work 

opportunities necessary to thrive.  This can be accomplished not only through enforcing and strengthening our 

existing laws, but also promoting systems and practices that value and compensate women of color as equal 

participants in the labor force.  Making systematic improvements in compensation, minimum labor standards, 

job training and mobility, and access to higher-paid, nontraditional careers for women and girls of color will 

increase economic opportunity and security for all Californians. 
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