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Want to end child poverty? Start by closing the wage gap between women and men. 
Doing so would cut the number of children with working mothers living in poverty 
nearly in half.1 In 2016, women in the United States earned just 80 cents for every 
dollar that men earned,2 with black and Latina women faring markedly worse. In the 
same year, median annual earnings for women working full time, year round were a 
little more than $10,000 less than earnings for men.3

Despite the trend of more women than men earning college and graduate degrees, 
it’s taken a decade—since 2007—for evidence to emerge of a statistically significant 
improvement in the wage gap,4 albeit slight and with black women experiencing a 
1.3 percent decrease in earnings between 2015 and 2016. Women earn less than 
men in almost every occupation, and irrespective of the level of qualification, jobs 
predominantly held by women pay less on average than jobs predominantly held by 
men. Although women have made great strides in past decades in integrating into 
more highly paid, male-dominated occupations, progress has stalled since the mid-
1990s, with young women today less likely to work in traditionally male or integrated 
occupations. Without more education and training opportunities, and access to 
quality jobs,5 women are even more limited in their ability to provide economic 
security for their children.

The wage gap between women’s and men’s earnings profoundly affects the children 
who live with them. Whether in a single-parent or two-parent household, women’s 
earnings are critical for families’ economic well-being. But the persistence of the 
gender wage gap keeps too many women and their families poor. In 2016, the national 
poverty rate6 for married-couple families with children was 7 percent, compared with 
17 percent for male-headed families with children (and no spouse present) and 36 
percent for female-headed families with children, with around 41 percent of Latino 
and 39 percent of black female-headed families living below the federal poverty line. 
More than half of all poor children lived in families headed by women. In those 
families, over half the mothers were employed in 2016, with more than half a million 
single women with children who worked full time, year round living in poverty.

The wage gap grows substantially for college graduates over the course of a woman’s 
career, largely because of parenthood. Many adults’ wages are impacted by parenthood. 
Most men, and especially well-educated white and Latino men, enjoy a fatherhood 
bonus7—an average 6 percent increase in income after having a child—while women, 
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particularly low-income women, experience a motherhood penalty8 in the form of 
a 4 percent decrease in wages per child. The result is a broadened wage gap, with 
mothers earning just 71 cents for every dollar earned by a father.9 Low-income women 
are particularly impacted, experiencing the motherhood penalty at higher rates than 
higher-earning women. This phenomenon not only hurts women and their children 
today but perpetuates income inequality into the future. 

The racial wage gap for men10 has grown since 1979, with black and Latino men 
now earning just 73 cents and 69 cents, respectively, for every white man’s dollar. 
A solution to child poverty requires the economic empowerment of women and 
minority men alike.

Working mothers need livable and equal wages; paid sick days; paid family and 
medical leave; predictable and fair schedules; flexible workplaces; and access to 
affordable, quality childcare. Access to public benefits for all financially eligible 
families would particularly benefit low-income women and their children. Closing the 
wage gap is not a zero-sum game—gains for one gender do not require losses for the 
other. Everyone benefits, especially children.

Note: An earlier version of this article was published in the Illinois Kids Count 201211 
report.
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