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Although the Great Recession has ended according to economists, women and
children are slipping further from economic security. Wage growth has slowed
to a crawl.’ The weak economy compounds workplace inequities, while
declining public budgets shred the social safety net. Persistent low earnings for
women and the lack of workplace standards that guarantee access to health
insurance, retirement income, and paid leave, put both women and children at
risk of not having basic needs met.

Unemployment and Underemployment

Since the official end of the recession in 2009, unemployment rates have
remained persistently high and even increased. The 2010 unemployment rates
are the highest in decades. Unemployment numbers do not provide a
complete picture of economic insecurity. People who have stopped actively
looking for work and those who are working part-time jobs while searching for
full-time employment are not considered in unemployment calculations. Rates
of underemployment have increased dramatically since 2008.
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Earnings

Men earn more than women: in every field, at every education level and age,
whether comparing hourly, monthly, or annual earnings. The typical Washington

1900 N. Northlake Way, Suite 237, Seattle, WA 98115
206.633.6580 | fax: 206.663.6665 | www.eoionline.org



$1900

GAP BETWEEN
MEN’S AND
WOMEN’S AVERAGE
MONTHLY
EARNINGS IN
WASHINGTON

woman still earns just 76% of men’s wages, $15.96 per hour compared to men’s
$21.00.> The gap between Washington men’s and women’s average monthly
earnings was nearly $1,900 in 2010.> Disparities between men’s and women’s
earnings increase with age, as women are more likely to take time away from
the workforce to bear and raise children. In their early twenties, women earn
77% of men’s average monthly earnings, but that rate drops to under 60% by
the time women reach their mid-forties.*
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Poverty and Near-Poverty

Children are more likely to live in poverty than adults. > For most age groups,
poverty rates have increased between 2008 and 2010.
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Children of color have extremely high rates of poverty in Washington, with 35%
of Native American and more than 36% of Hispanic children living below 100%
poverty level.® In the Puget Sound region, poverty rates among children of color
are particularly high in King and Pierce Counties. One in four children of color in
King County and 27% of those in Pierce County live below the poverty level.

Children living with one parent are more than twice as likely to be in low-income
families than those living with two parents. Single-mother households are three
times more likely to be low-income than married couples with children. In
Yakima County, 80% of single-mom families meet the low-income requirements
for free or reduced price lunch.
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Changing policies to build economic security

The need for reformed labor standards is all the more clear given the status of
working women and their families. The gender wage gap is persistently wide,
extending across race, age, and educational attainment. The gender
segregation of the labor force is remarkably similar to that of 20 years ago, with
women dominating low-wage sectors that involve caregiving. Furthermore,
employers continue to selectively provide benefits that favor workers who are
already at greater economic advantage.

Public policy does make a difference. Washington’s lowest wage workers —
disproportionately female and people of color — will benefit when the state’s
minimum wage increases from $8.67 to $9.04 per hour to reflect the rising cost of
living.” Even though today’s value still fails to meet the standard of a living
wage, Washington’s minimum wage policy is more important than ever in these
tough economic times when individual workers have little bargaining power
and wealth disparities are growing.®
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Next year, most people who work in the city of Seattle will be eligible to receive
paid sick days, thanks to a new labor standard adopted by the Seattle City
Council and signed into law in September 2011.° Paid sick leave is not only
essential for reducing the public health risks of spreading common ilinesses, but
is important to children’s educational outcomes, families’ abilities to care for
relatives, and the safety of persons experiencing domestic violence.
Furthermore, as access to paid leave is very limited for low-wage and part-time
workers, this Seattle ordinance will disproportionately benefit the working
families who are most at-risk of economic instability.*°

Despite these recent policy successes, women continue to be short-changed
by antiquated labor force standards. Without new policies, women will continue
to struggle during economic downturns and upswings alike. Moreover, state
budget cuts have resulted in tens of thousands of families losing health care,
child care subsidies, home health care services, and other supports, while costs
of higher education have soared.

Some important steps toward ensuring economic security for women and their
families include:

e Adopting wage standards that reflect a living wage and ensure equal
pay for equal work.

¢ Implementing and expanding Washington’s Family and Medical Leave
Insurance Program.

e Adopting minimum paid sick and safe days standards statewide.
¢ Reforming Social Security benefits to limit the penalties on caregivers.

e Expanding access to affordable, quality childcare and early learning
programs.

e Raising new state revenue to expand access to affordable, quality
childcare and early learning programs, health care, and higher
education.
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