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Overview

Earlier this month, Equitable Growth released a working paper on the wage gap faced 
by African American women to coincide with Black Women’s Equal Pay Day, the date 
when black women in the United States must work on average to make as much as white 
men made in 2017 alone.1 The paper, authored by economists Mark Paul of the New 
College of Florida, Darrick Hamilton of the New School, and William Darity Jr. and 
Khaing Zaw of Duke University, calculates the wage gap for black women compared to 
white men and breaks down the different factors contributing to this persistent gap.

Using a wage decomposition strategy, the authors quantify a wage gap for Black women 
of 40 percent (40 cents for every dollar earned by a white man), and they also determine 
that 55.5 percent of this 40-cent gap (22 cents for every dollar earned by a white man) 
is not explained by human capital variables including age, education, family structure, 
occupation, or industry. This unexplained wage gap is often interpreted by economists 
as the closest approximation of genuine discrimination. Of the observed variables, 
however, racial and gender differences in industry and occupation—collectively referred 
to as workplace segregation—explain by far the largest portion of the gap (28 percent 
or 11 cents for every dollar earned by a white man). The authors emphasize that these 
differences “themselves may result from discriminatory practices.”2 

Consistent with this finding, trends in workplace segregation in recent decades and 
numerous empirical studies investigating its causes and effects provide strong evidence 
for the discriminatory nature of the workplace segregation faced by African American 
women. In fact, workplace segregation is not efficient, but instead profoundly distor-
tionary—dampening black women’s wages and weakening aggregate growth. This 
issue brief details the trends in workplace segregation over the past eight decades, the 
channels through which segregation contributes to workplace discrimination, and the 
continuing causes of this persistent discrimination.

https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/intersectionality-labor-market/
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Trends in workplace segregation of                                              
black women: 1940-present

Olga Alonso-Villar and Coral del Río Otero, two professors of economics at the 
University of Vigo in Galicia, Spain, have conducted extensive quantitative research on 
occupational segregation of black women, along with other racial and ethnic groups 
by gender in the United States.3 Using the segregation index data generated by Alonso-
Villar and del Río, changes in segregation levels for black women since 1940 in the 
aggregate as well as by region and education can be detailed. The index they construct 
represents the fraction of black women who would need to change jobs in order for their 
occupational distribution to be consistent with the average occupational distribution of 
all workers in the U.S. economy. (See Figure 1.)

FIGURE 1

Over the course of this period, the aggregate occupational segregation of black women 
was reduced by more than half—from an index of 69 percent in 1942 to 32 percent in 
2008-10. Currently, 32 percent of African American women would thus have to change 
jobs in order to reflect the general distribution of workers among jobs in the economy. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13545701.2016.1143959
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13524-015-0390-5
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In a separate paper, Alonso-Villar and del Río calculate that this level of occupational 
segregation faced by black women is 38 percent greater than the segregation affecting 
black men and 43 percent greater than the segregation affecting white women.4 

As explained in more detail below, Alonso-Villar and del Río break down segregation 
trends for three 20-year intervals and disaggregate the respective effects of social move-
ments and technological change in the multi-decade decline in workplace segregation 
for black women. The authors define these social-movement effects as changes in the 
specific distribution of black women across occupations likely as a result of changes in 
social norms. Technology effects are changes in the distribution of all workers across 
occupations due to structural changes in the economy as a whole, such as the rapid 
mechanization of the agricultural sector in the post-WWII era.

Between 1940 and 1960, technological changes and the ongoing Great Migration of 
African Americans into the northern and western regions of the country helped facili-
tate black women’s moves from jobs often as farm laborers and domestic workers to 
growing and higher-paying white-female-dominated occupations in health care, cleri-
cal work, and other service sectors outside the South. The subsequent passing of civil 
rights protections and federal enforcement of affirmative action between 1960 and 1980 
brought about an even sharper national decline in segregation—this time including the 
South—as black women further increased their representation in clerical occupations 
and also gained growing access to various management, professional, and technical 
occupations, which had formerly been dominated by white men.5 

Beginning in the 1980s through 2000, the pace of desegregation slowed dramatically 
as a result of declining civil rights enforcement and a judiciary increasingly hostile to 
discrimination claims.6 While African American women dramatically boosted their aver-
age levels of education and also increased their numbers in managerial and professional 
occupations, many administrative support and service occupations came to be charac-
terized by an overrepresentation of black women.7 For many black women with limited 
resources and professional connections, these administrative and service occupations 
thus became “the highest rungs in the [job] ladder,” explain Alonso-Villar and del 
Río.8 Since 2000, workplace segregation for black women at all levels of education has 
essentially stagnated, as was recently pointed out by economist Valerie Wilson and her 
co-author Madison Matthews at the Economic Policy Institute.9 

While black women remain underrepresented at the entry- and middle-level across 
occupations and at all levels of education, disparities at the top are the most striking. 
A recent report by Lean In and McKinsey & Co., based on a survey of 222 companies 
employing more than 12 million people, documents that women of color as a group 
(including black, Latina, Asian American, Native, and mixed race women) constitute 
only 3 percent of so called “C-suite” executives, 6 percent of vice presidents, and 11 
percent of managers.10 Likewise, using U.S. Census Bureau data, Ph.D. candidate in soci-
ology William Scarborough of the University of Illinois at Chicago calculates that black 
women hold only 4 percent of all manager positions in the United States. As explained 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13524-015-0390-5
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0002716206294809
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0002716206294809
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-232X.2012.00675.x
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1599860.pdf?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://books.google.com/books?id=6fUlDwAAQBAJ&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21638226
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13545701.2016.1143959
https://www.epi.org/blog/separate-is-still-unequal-how-patterns-of-occupational-segregation-impact-pay-for-black-women/
https://womenintheworkplace.com/
https://hbr.org/2018/02/what-the-data-says-about-women-in-management-between-1980-and-2010
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in more detail below, these discrepancies reflect the cumulative effective of discrimina-
tory norms, policies, and behaviors throughout the corporate managerial pipeline.11

The contribution of workplace segregation                                    
to the wage gap for black women

Workplace segregation is seriously damaging for black women’s wages because it con-
centrates them in lower-paying occupations, on average, compared to white men and 
other groups.12 As discussed above, the authors of Equitable Growth’s recent working 
paper, Paul, Hamilton, Darity, and Zaw separate out the effects of various observable 
variables (including occupation and industry) on the wage gap faced by black women 
vis-à-vis white men, enabling them to calculate the relative size of the explained and 
unexplained gaps as well as the respective contributions of relevant human capital and 
demographic variables to the former. (See Figure 2.)

FIGURE 2

Quantitative research demonstrates that pervasive wage penalties based on occupational 
racial and gender compositions are not rooted in productivity differences, but rather in 
social norms and stereotypes. Controlling for a large number of variables in local labor 
markets, sociologists Matt Huffman of the University of California-Irvine and Philip N. 
Cohen of the University of Maryland find that race- and gender-based devaluation of 
jobs associated with particular demographic groups are widespread—with occupational 
wage penalties largest in the most segregated labor markets.13 This reality has led many 
economists, including the former President of Bennett College, Julianne Malveaux, 
to advocate for a comparable-worth approach to pay equity, mandating that African 
American women receive equal pay for jobs of equal value.14

Wage penalties depress black women’s wages across occupations and at all skill levels. 
While Alonso-Villar and del Río demonstrate that segregation levels for black women 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/4120756?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4120756?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://iwpr.org/publications/occupational-segregation-and-the-gender-wage-gap-a-job-half-done/
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/378928
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3598179?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02689873
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decrease to some extent with education, they find relatively comparable wage penalties for 
them no matter their educational backgrounds.15 As organizer and writer Alicia Garza has 
interrogated and sociologists Paula England of New York University and Michelle Budig 
of the University of Massachusetts Amherst along with economist Nancy Folbre of UMass 
Amherst have reported, African American women are particularly disadvantaged by the 
wage penalty for care work given their overrepresentation in the field and the substantial 
wage devaluation affecting care workers.16 Beyond their concentration in the lowest paying 
occupations, black women also are overrepresented in many middle-income jobs that pay 
less than male-dominated jobs with similar skill requirements.17

In addition to these clear effects on the “explained” wage gap, there also is evidence from 
behavioral economics and social psychology that workplace segregation may worsen the 
“unexplained” gap as well by fostering environments where harassment and discrimi-
nation are widespread. Indeed, there is a large body of evidence in the social sciences 
substantiating that minority groups are at the highest risk of discrimination and harass-
ment in work environments where they are heavily underrepresented.18 

A highly segregated workplace culture has been empirically demonstrated to substan-
tially lower the wages of black women—along with those of black men, LGBTQ work-
ers, women of all races and ethnicities, and other underrepresented groups—in a variety 
of ways.19 It can lead to pay discrimination against black women due to the prevalence 
of discriminatory stereotypes and norms.20 It can result in work sabotage whereby black 
women are undermined in their efforts to fulfill their job responsibilities and lose out 
on the chance to take on the most highly remunerated tasks.21 It can cut them off from 
social networks that provide access to information necessary to maximize earnings 
potential.22 And it can push them to take jobs in lower-paying firms even if they remain 
in the same occupation.23

Comparing average earnings levels by demographic group vis-à-vis the average level for 
all workers in the economy, Alonso-Villar and del Río calculate the size of the penalty/
premium for various gender groups by ethnicity and race as well as the relative contri-
butions of the groups’ occupational segregation to the wage gap. They find that black 
women face larger earnings penalties than white women and black men—both in terms 
of segregation and in terms of within-occupation inequalities, although the combined 
effects on earnings relative to the economy’s average are negative and substantial for all 
three groups. (See Figure 3.)

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/alicia-garza/do-we-care-for-black-women_b_9272422.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/sp.2002.49.4.455?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://iwpr.org/publications/undervalued-and-underpaid-in-america-women-in-low-wage-female-dominated-jobs/
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Middle-skills_layout-FINAL.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/What-Works-Gender-Equality-Design/dp/0674089030
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0003122412451728
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0003122412451728
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781136045103/chapters/10.4324%2F9780203610596-13
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001979399504800408
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001979399504800408
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3598179?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40315472?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/tjwl4&div=8&id=&page=
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3178552
http://www.nber.org/papers/w24790
https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1016/S0277-2833%2801%2980021-2
https://www.amazon.com/What-Works-Gender-Equality-Design/dp/0674089030
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FIGURE 3

This evidence makes clear that black women face significant wage discrimination even when 
working in the same jobs as white men.24 On the other hand, the research below explains 
how the jobs in which Black women end up are often determined by discrimination as well.

Discriminatory causes of workplace                                    
segregation of black women

Workplace segregation is traditionally understood to be the result of the sorting of 
workers in the labor market on the basis of skills, preferences, and ambitions, yet recent 
empirical research demonstrates that differences in workers’ skills and interests are too 
small to explain the high levels of race- and gender-based segregation in the contempo-
rary workforce. Indeed, while there are some average differences in certain measures of 
academic performance among adolescents and young adults, the performance distribu-
tions by gender and race are heavily overlapping and insufficient to explain the large 
extent of persistent segregation—as neuroscientist Lise Eliot of Rosalind Franklin 
University of Medicine has detailed extensively.25 On top of various studies questioning 
the reliability of test scores in measuring academic and earnings potential, there also is 
evidence indicating that documented academic disparities probably reflect the cumula-
tive effects of discrimination and inequality.26 Rigorous empirical studies substantiate 
this claim, finding nonexistent or negligible racial and gender gaps in cognitive skills 
among the youngest children.27 

Instead of adhering to the traditional human capital explanation of sorting based on 
skills and interests, contemporary economic and legal scholars argue that labor market 
preferences—both among groups that face discrimination and among those that perpe-
trate it—are largely determined by educational, workplace, and other institutions that 

https://www.epi.org/blog/separate-is-still-unequal-how-patterns-of-occupational-segregation-impact-pay-for-black-women/
https://perrystreetpalace.com/2012/09/06/on-gender-essentialism-in-public-schools-bell-curves-and-cpd/
https://medium.com/age-of-awareness/abusing-science-to-disguise-sexism-4b6f8ef8715d
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160289617302167
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775715300935
https://books.google.com/books?id=WdbZAQAAQBAJ&source=gbs_navlinks_s
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-9280.00371
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.30.3.85
http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/assets/documents/race_paper.pdf
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.103.2.981
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41539-018-0028-7
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1123430?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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exist in the status quo.28 As I explained in a previous issue brief for Equitable Growth 
on the efficiency case for workplace integration, economists propose several theories 
to explain why such institutions continue to limit black women’s labor market oppor-
tunities.29 In the stratification economics model proposed by Professor Darity or in the 
identity economics model developed by economists George Akerlof of Georgetown 
and Rachel Kranton of Duke, economically advantaged groups, such as white men in 
the United States, support institutions that perpetuate segregation in order to maximize 
their own socio-economic power or sense of identity.30 

Another explanation is offered by Harvard economist Claudia Goldin. Pointing instead 
to the informational distortions created by occupational segregation in the status quo, 
she posits that members of society may discriminate based on stereotypes they errone-
ously infer about the skills of black women and other disadvantaged groups from their 
current underrepresentation in the highest-paying occupations.31

Consistent with all of these frameworks, one major driver of occupational segregation is 
the racial-and-ethnic disparity in access to resources, which hurts children’s educational 
outcomes and thus their long-term labor market opportunities. In their study on inter-
generational mobility for different racial/gender groups in the United States, econo-
mists Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren of Harvard University and Maggie Jones and 
Sonya Porter of the U.S. Census Bureau illustrate that much of the occupational segrega-
tion faced by Black women can be explained by controlling for parents’ income.32 These 
results prove that for many Black women, it is access to resources as children, rather than 
differences in preferences or abilities, that determines their limited occupational options 
as adults. Importantly, however, Chetty and his co-authors find persistent race and 
gender-based segregation among the children of parents in the eighth income decile—
those making between approximately $90,000 and $115,000 as a household—pointing 
to the important role of discrimination even among children in upper-income families.33 

Together with resource disparities, recent empirical studies chronicle several ways in 
which family members, schools, and society at large can impose limits on black women’s 
labor market opportunities.34 To start, children’s career aspirations are fundamentally 
influenced by their parents’ occupations as well as widespread social views on the 
appropriate occupational choices for various groups.35 In elementary and high school, 
students’ interests are also determined based on the occupations of the role models and 
social networks to which they are exposed.36 Later on, in college, research by psycholo-
gist Colleen Ganley of Florida State University and her co-authors finds that perceived 
levels of discrimination—as opposed to interests in particular fields—are the primary 
determinant explaining women’s underrepresentation in STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and math) and certain non-STEM majors, such as economics, philosophy, 
and to a lesser extent, business.37

Educational institutions can also foster discriminatory norms and beliefs about black 
girls and women among economically advantaged groups. Despite progress since the 
mid-20th century, stereotypes about and biased attitudes toward black women remain 

https://equitablegrowth.org/gender-segregation-at-work-separate-but-equal-or-inequitable-and-inefficient/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fbf02761550
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/115/3/715/1828151
http://www.nber.org/chapters/c12904
http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/assets/documents/race_paper.pdf
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/595942
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/berj.3329
https://ideas.repec.org/p/iso/educat/0151.html
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1007572209544
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-01713068
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1999.tb00545.x
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0002831217740221
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781317370482
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/2015-38273-001
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19371918.2011.619449
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widespread in contemporary media messages.38 Counteracting these harmful tropes 
requires conscious efforts to expose children to a diverse array of classmates and coun-
ter-stereotypical role models. Unfortunately, the contemporary reality of widespread 
race- and income-based school segregation does the exact opposite—keeping African 
American girls out of many of the highest performing white-dominated schools and thus 
allowing pernicious stereotypes and prejudices to thrive in these largely homogenous 
student bodies.39 Recent efforts to improve outcomes for black boys by creating all-male 
schools have likewise been criticized by black feminist scholars for excluding black girls 
from these enrichment opportunities, particularly given the dearth of evidence justify-
ing segregated educational programs.40 

In addition to the role of institutions in shaping labor market preferences at a young age, 
research demonstrates that workplace structures—and the experiences they generate—
also have a profound impact on occupational segregation. In a recent article, legal scholar 
Vicki Schultz of Yale Law School leverages legal and social science evidence to argue that 
sex segregation and unchecked, “subjective authority” (i.e. mangers’ substantial power to 
determine their employees’ career outcomes with limited standards and accountability) 
work in concert to create climates of discrimination and harassment, keeping women, 
especially queer women and women of color, out of white-male-dominated fields.41 In 
many historically white male workplaces, including financial, management, and STEM 
professions, negative experiences of discrimination have been empirically documented 
to begin early on in a worker’s tenure, and they accumulate as black women and members 
of other minority groups move through their careers.42 Indeed, the experiences of harass-
ment, work sabotage, and network closure discussed above do not only result in wage 
discrimination in highly segregated occupations; they also push black women out of white-
male-dominated fields into lower-paying occupations.43

As legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw of Columbia University and the University 
of California, Los Angeles and sociologist Enobong Branch of the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst (among other researchers) have theorized and empirically docu-
mented, Black women are uniquely disadvantaged as they face the discriminatory stereo-
types, resource disparities, and other inequalities affecting African Americans and women 
in general—as well as those affecting black women in particular.44 This reality means that 
economic penalties imposed on black women are not necessarily additive and are instead 
often greater than the mere aggregation of race- and gender-based effects.45 

Economist Cecilia Conrad, who currently serves as the Managing Director of the 
MacArthur Fellows Program of the MacArthur Foundation, has argued that the unique 
complex of stereotypes and inequalities faced by black women is a central explanation 
for the lack of effective public policy targeted at increasing their incomes and economic 
security.46 Along with sociologist Rose M. Brewer of the University of Minnesota and 
economist Mary C. King of Portland State University, Conrad calls for a more nuanced 
and intersectional analysis of the interplay between race, gender, and class in economics 
as well as greater empirical focus on the specific challenges faced by black women.47

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/12/magazine/choosing-a-school-for-my-daughter-in-a-segregated-city.html
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/333/6050/1706
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.0038-4941.2004.08502003.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ejsp.504
http://psycnet.apa.org/buy/2006-07099-004
https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/on_california/2017/05/single_sex_schools_a_civil_rights_assault.html
http://www.aapf.org/2014/06/woc-letter-mbk
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/heidi-hartmann/my-brothers-keeper-skatin_b_5606706.html
https://iwpr.org/publications/toward-our-childrens-keeper-a-data-driven-analysis-of-the-interim-report-of-the-my-brothers-keeper-initiative-shows-the-shared-fate-of-boys-and-girls-of-color/
https://www.yalelawjournal.org/forum/reconceptualizing-sexual-harassment-again
https://equitablegrowth.org/gender-segregation-at-work-separate-but-equal-or-inequitable-and-inefficient/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0730888415618728
https://www.amazon.com/Separate-Ways-Ella-Edmondson-Bell/dp/159139189X
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0149206316671582
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0891243202016005009
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/1989-97757-000
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9780429971495/chapters/10.4324%2F9780429502941-5
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41675302?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://prospect.org/article/black-women-unfinished-agenda
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1354570022000019038
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Conclusion

While the persistence of U.S. workplace segregation in the 21st century is discouraging, 
particularly given its large negative effects on black women’s wages, the good news is that 
historical and contemporary research shows that segregation can be deeply malleable. 
After all, the trends over the past eight decades described by Alonso-Villar and del Río 
did not take place in a vacuum but were instead the result of massive social movements 
and subsequent policy and legal reforms that pressured firms to hire more black women 
along with members of other economically disenfranchised groups. Empirical evidence 
also demonstrates that occupational integration can both dramatically increase black 
women’s wages—accounting for 56 percent of Black women’s earnings growth from 
1960 to 2010—and decrease the prevalence of the discriminatory stereotypes and 
norms that are both causes and effects of workplace segregation.48

Beyond these encouraging implications for the wages of black women and the economic 
security of their families, there is growing evidence that desegregating the workplace also 
would boost human capital skills, productivity, innovation, and growth. In terms of human 
capital, Chetty and his co-authors find that controlling for parents’ income, black women 
have higher rates of college attendance compared to white men, demonstrating the large 
benefits of removing barriers to their economic advancement.49 Furthermore, there is 
burgeoning evidence that increasing racial and gender diversity at all levels strengthens 
productivity, innovation, and financial performance in firms across industries.50

Combined, these microeconomic improvements can have massive aggregate effects. 
Economists Chang-Tai Hsieh and Erik Hurst of the University of Chicago and Charles I. 
Jones and Peter J. Klenow of Stanford University estimate that occupational integration 
by race and gender was responsible for one quarter of the growth in aggregate output per 
worker since 1960.51 These results make clear that workplace segregation of black women 
does not just restrict their opportunities; it also holds back the broader U.S. economy.
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