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The perfect Mother’s Day gift for Washington’s working moms? Wage equality 
and family friendly benefits 

MORE WASHINGTON WOMEN ARE PRIMARY BREADWINNERS, BUT A NEW REPORT SHOWS THEIR 

ECONOMIC PROGRESS HAS STALLED OUT 

Seattle, WA – This Sunday, thousands of moms will be recognized and appreciated for all they do. But when they 
go back to work on Monday, neither their wages nor the policies at their workplaces will fully reflect the 
contributions they make at work or at home.  

A new report from the Economic Opportunity Institute notes the gulf separating men’s and women’s earnings has 
expanded over the past two decades. Women’s average monthly paychecks were just 63% of men’s in 2008, 
compared to 67% in 1990. And while benefits like paid sick days and paid family leave are critical for women, who 
are often the primary caregivers for children and elderly parents, 41% of Washington workers – 1.2 million people 
– can’t take a paid sick day at work. 

According to Washington’s Working Women 2010, women have experienced fewer job losses since the start of 
the recession, but inequality on payday has persisted – with men earning substantially higher wages than women 
in every industry in Washington. And lower wages lead to higher rates of poverty among women, especially for 
mothers with young children. 

Part of the issue is a lack of support for women – and families in general – in most workplaces, says Marilyn 
Watkins, Policy Director at the Economic Opportunity Institute and author of the report. Watkins points out that 
“the U.S. stands alone among economically developed nations in not providing universal paid leave for new 
parents and setting other minimum standards for paid leave. A paltry 8% of employees in the U.S. receive paid 
family leave from their employers, and 4 in 10 workers lack paid sick leave.” 

For the vast majority of women, there is no slack in the work and family balance equation. The Family and 
Medical Leave Act passed in 1993 has helped some families balance their work and family obligations with 12 
weeks of unpaid leave, but leaves more than 40% of workers unprotected, and does not cover routine illnesses 
and preventative care. 

Women not only earn lower wages than their male counterparts – they are also less likely than men to receive 
benefits from their employers, and more likely to work part time or take breaks from employment for family care. 
According to the report, just over 37% of Washington’s working women are employed part-time, compared to 
23.1% of men. But only 13% of Washington employers provide sick leave and retirement plans, and 20% offer 
vacation, to part time workers. 

According to Marilyn Watkins, “women will not make further gains without universally accessible paid sick leave, 
paid family leave, and workplace flexibility. Passing laws guaranteeing access to these workplace benefits will be 
necessary for women to achieve equality at work.” 

### 

Washington’s Working Women 2010 is available online at www.eoionline.org. The Economic Opportunity 
Institute, founded in 1998 and based in Seattle, WA, is an independent, nonprofit, nonpartisan, public policy 

center advancing new ideas to make Washington a better place to live, work and do business. 
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