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Introduction: Increasing Vulnerability for Washington 
Women and Children 
Since the Great Recession officially ended in 
June 2009, economic recovery has been 
barely perceptible for the majority of 
Americans. Unemployment rates remain high, 
and poverty rates are climbing. Today, 18% of 
American families with children under 18, and 
30% of single mothers, live in poverty. For single 
moms with children under 5, the poverty rate 
has increased to 48%.1  

Through 2008 and the first half of 2009, men 
suffered greater job losses and higher 
unemployment rates than women, leading 
some in the media to label it a “mancession”.2 
But a different story has unfolded since then: 
women are becoming increasingly vulnerable 
to economic instability and poverty. As men 
are slowly returning to work, women are 
continuing to lose jobs; and all the while, 
ongoing state, federal and local government 
budget cuts are shredding the social safety 
net.3 

The weak economy compounds the 
workplace inequities that women have faced 
throughout their careers. Although women’s 
participation in the workforce and share of 
jobs have increased over the past several 
decades, women still face disproportionately 
low pay and limited access to essential 
benefits, including health insurance, 
retirement plans, and paid leave.  Insufficient 
policies that disadvantage women also hurt 
the economic security of local families. 

Nationally, men earn $3.00 per hour more in 
wages than do women at the median. In 
Washington, the wage gap is even wider: men 
earn $5.00 more per hour. The gap today is 
wider than it was 17 years ago.4  

Women of all ages, races and education 
levels are earning less than their male 
counterparts.5 In Washington state, 40% of 

male earners made more than $50,000 in 
annual earnings in 2010, while 80% of female 
earners made less than $50,000 per year. One 
fourth of Washington’s working women earned 
less than $10,000 annually.6  

Women also face reduced eligibility for 
workplace benefits, as employers are less likely 
to provide benefits to low-wage and part-time 
workers. And during retirement, women 
continue to suffer the disadvantages of their 
working years. Due to lower pay, inadequate 
benefits, and time away from work for family 
care, women are less likely to have sufficient 
retirement savings, and will receive lower 
Social Security benefits. Moreover, women live 
longer than men on average, which further 
increases their risk of poverty in retirement.7 

These factors put women at a greater 
economic disadvantage than their male 
counterparts; and in tough economic times, 
women are particularly vulnerable. Presently, 
women are reporting greater difficulty than 
men when it comes to affording food, utilities, 
transportation, and housing expenses. Women 
are also more likely to have doubled up8 in 
recent months, and are less likely to have 
received a raise or gotten a better job.9 

Changing policies for a more 
equitable workplace 

While progress toward gender equality has 
been limited in recent decades, public policy 
does make a difference. Washington’s lowest 
wage workers will benefit when the state’s 
minimum wage increases in January 2012 from 
$8.67 to $9.04 per hour to reflect the rising cost 
of living.10 Washington was the first state to 
adopt a policy of annually adjusting the 
minimum wage, with overwhelming approval 
by the state’s voters in 1998.  
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Today, this law improves economic security for 
some of Washington’s most disadvantaged 
workers. Minimum wage earners are 58% 
female and disproportionately persons of 
color.11  Even though it still fails to meet the 
standard of a living wage, especially in urban 
areas, Washington’s minimum wage is more 
important than ever in these tough economic 
times.12  

Most people who work in the city of Seattle will 
soon 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 2011.13 Paid sick leave not only 
reduces the public health risks of spreading 
common illnesses; it is also important for 
improving children’s educational outcomes, 
families’ abilities to care for relatives, and the 
safety of persons experiencing domestic 
violence.  

Furthermore, since access to paid leave is very 
limited for low-wage and part-time workers, 
Seattle’s ordinance will disproportionately 
benefit working families who are most at-risk of 
economic instability.14 

Despite these recent policy successes, women 
continue to be short-changed by antiquated 
labor policies. Moreover, due to state budget 
cuts, tens of thousands of families have lost 
health care, child care subsidies, home health 
care services, and other supports, while higher 
education costs have soared. Recent 
economic trends have further highlighted 
existing inequalities between men and women 
and between Whites and people of color.  

Without new labor standards and policy 
reforms to support working families and 
caregivers, women will continue to struggle 
during economic downturns and upswings 
alike.  

At the height of the recession, Michelle was 7 months 
pregnant when she was laid off from her job as a journey-
level, union electrician. She was able to get some short-term, 
temporary work through her union, but knew she would need 
a full-time job to support herself and her daughter.  

Although she had hoped to continue working as an 
electrician, Michelle was encouraged when she was 
recruited by her union to a federally funded green job 
training program. She became certified as an energy auditor, 
and 26 months after being laid off, Michelle is now working 
full-time and is a very busy mom.  

Michelle is hopeful that green jobs can become career pathways for other single mothers. “I think what 
would need to happen on the industry end, to make these jobs more accessible to women, is for them to 
recognize what many women's work backgrounds can bring to the auditing process.”  

“It can be just as easy to train a woman with strong computer skills and a sales background to audit a home 
as it is to train a person with a strong construction background to navigate unfamiliar computer programs 
and make a sale. Many women workers already possess the skills that would make them successful in this 
industry.” 

Michelle Esguerra: 
Changing careers in a changing economy 
 

Photo: Inye Wokoma/Ijo Arts Media Group 
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Women in Washington’s Labor Force 
Today, women make up about half of the 
labor force in Washington, holding 46.9% of 
jobs in 2010. The female share of the state 
labor force peaked at 47.4% in 2000. It has 
remained above 46% over the last decade.  

Despite holding nearly half of all jobs, 
women’s workforce participation rate is 10% 
lower than men’s because there are more 
women in Washington’s population.15 

Effects of Two Recessions 

The current gender gap in labor force 
participation is the smallest it has ever been. 
Men’s participation rates fell with the “dot 
com” bust of the late 1990s and after the 
recession of 2001.  

Throughout the 2000s, the percentage of men 
employed in the state remained below the 

levels of the 1990s, even before the sharp 
decline during the Great Recession.  

Women’s labor force participation rates 
peaked at 63.3% in 1999 – the end of the last 
true boom in the U.S. economy – but 
rebounded from the 2001 recession by 2007. 

 

LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION, AGE 16 AND OVER, BY GENDER: WASHINGTON, 1990-2010 

 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data 
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The Gendered Workplace 

Gender segregation in Washington’s industries 
is little changed from 20 years ago. Women 
continue to dominate health care and social 
assistance sectors, filling traditional caregiver 
roles. For example, women hold more than 
three quarters of jobs at nursing and residential 
care facilities and 91% of jobs at day care 
centers. Men, on the other hand, continue to 
dominate the construction industry, holding 
84% of jobs. 

Only two sectors have experienced significant 
shifts in gender balance since 1990 – but both 
in ways that perpetuate gender disparities.  
Women’s share of jobs in agriculture, forestry, 
fishing and hunting increased from 25% in 1990 
to 37% in 2010 – but this is a shrinking and 

generally low-wage sector. In contrast, the 
information sector has become increasingly 
male-dominated as it has grown in size and 
wages have increased. Women held nearly 
half of information jobs 20 years ago, but just 
over a third in 2010. In the high-earning 
subsector of software publishing, women’s 
share of Washington jobs is only 25%. 

Even industries with equal shares of men and 
women overall are segregated at the 
workplace level. For instance, in retail men 
hold 70% of jobs at electronics and appliance 
stores and 80% of jobs at motor vehicle and 
parts dealers. Alternatively, women hold 70% 
of jobs at health and personal care stores and 
79% of jobs at clothing stores.16

 

PERCENTAGE OF JOBS HELD BY WOMEN BY SECTOR: WASHINGTON, 1990 AND 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators, 3rd quarter 1990 and 2010 
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Parents in the Labor Force

In Washington, 60% of children under 6, and 
69% of children 6-17 years old, have all parents 
in the workforce.17 Married fathers are more 
likely to be employed than single fathers, with 
89% of married dads and 80% of single dads 

working. Conversely, mothers are more likely 
to be working as single parents rather than as 
a married parent; 70% of single moms versus 
62% of married moms are employed.  

EMPLOYED PARENTS, MARRIED AND SINGLE: WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 

Affordable Childcare Reduced by Budget Cuts
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As childcare costs have risen, the availability 
of subsidies for working parents has diminished 
over the past several years.  

Working Connections Child Care, a state-
funded subsidy, recently capped enrollments, 

raised co-pays and further limited eligibility.19 
These changes came in addition to the 
previous years of budget reductions.  

As a result, thousands of Washington families 
are newly ineligible for subsidies, putting them 
at risk of being unable to continue paying for 
care.20 For some parents, the loss of a subsidy 
may mean increased costs that exceed their 
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Unemployment and Underemployment 
Since the official end of the recession, 
unemployment has remained persistently high 
and even increased. The 2010 unemployment 
rates are the highest in decades, with men’s 
unemployment increasing more dramatically 
than women’s. A likely factor in men’s rate of 

unemployment is the hit taken by the 
construction industry during and after the 
Great Recession. Construction has 
experienced substantial job losses since 2007, 
and more than 80% of construction jobs are 
held by men.21 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE: WASHINGTON, 1990-2010 

 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data 
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UNEMPLOYMENT AND UNDEREMPLOYMENT, BY SEX: WASHINGTON, 2008 AND 2010 

 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data

SHARE OF WORKFORCE EMPLOYED PART-TIME: WASHINGTON, 2000-2010 
1 TO 34 HOURS PER WEEK 

 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data 
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EMPLOYED PART-TIME FOR ECONOMIC REASONS: WASHINGTON, 2000-2010 
AMONG PART‐TIMERS 

 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data 

Elevated Unemployment for Younger Workers and Women of Color 

The younger labor force has been particularly 
hard hit with unemployment. Young men and 
women of color are experiencing notably 
higher rates of unemployment, with African 

American and American Indian men aged 16-
24 experiencing rates of 50% and higher. 
Nearly one third of young African American 
women were unemployed in 2010.22

 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE, BY AGE: WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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Among civilian workers aged 25-64, women of 
color are experiencing greater unemployment 
than their male counterparts. Rates are 

especially high for American Indian or Alaska 
Native women, with one in five women over 
25 unemployed.

UNEMPLOYMENT AMONG CIVILIAN LABOR FORCE, AGED 25-64, BY RACE  
WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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Abby Cutter: Limited options in a bad economy 
Abby earned her Master of Social Work degree from the University of Washington in 
June 2011, which marked two years since the official end of the recession and little 
progress in the job market. “Although I knew it would require an immense financial 
commitment,” said Abby, “I was determined to earn a graduate degree.” 

Initially, Abby’s job prospects looked good and she had enough in savings to afford 
rent and expenses. But when a position in her field fell through, she took a job as a 
receptionist to pay the bills.  

Abby’s current position keeps her on a very tight budget, and she is concerned about 
how to make rent and bills when her student loan payments begin next month.  

“I’m hoping to find a career position and begin using my degree soon,” says Abby. “I’ve been surprised at 
how difficult the job market is for everyone, including those with advanced degrees and desirable skills. The 
situation I’m in is frustrating, both financially and emotionally, and I know I'm not alone in feeling this way.” 
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LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT BY SEX AND BY AGE: WASHINGTON, 2009 AND 2010 
OUT OF WORK FOR AT LEAST 27 WEEKS, AMONG UNEMPLOYED 

 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data 
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UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE, NEW CLAIMS: WASHINGTON, 2011 

 
Source: Employment Security Department, special data request, October 2011 
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Wages and Earnings 

Earnings by Gender 

The Puget Sound area experienced 1.9% 
growth in wages between the 3rd quarter of 
2010 and the 3rd quarter of 2011. With 
unemployment still high, the rate of growth is 
low, but still nearly five times national growth, 
which is barely perceptible at 0.4%.  

Nationally, wage increases have been 
concentrated in the social service and 
information technology sectors. However, 
many sectors that employ low-wage workers 
have seen little or no wage growth, including 
those in the restaurant industry.27 

Despite periods of wage growth in recent 
history, Washington women still earn just 76% of 
men’s median hourly wages: $15.96 
compared to men’s $21.00.  

Adjusting for inflation, the median hourly wage 
for women has increased by $2.49 since 1990. 
That increase outpaces the $2.02 median 
wage increase for men during the same time 
period, but men still out-earn women by more 
than $5.00 per hour.

MEDIAN HOURLY WAGES: WASHINGTON, 1990-2010 

 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data 
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RATIO OF WOMEN’S TO MEN’S MEDIAN ANNUAL EARNINGS, BY INDUSTRY: 
WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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AVERAGE MONTHLY EARNINGS IN 2010 DOLLARS:  
WASHINGTON STATE, 4 QUARTER AVERAGE, Q4 1990‐Q3 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators, adjusted using BLS inflation calculator 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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Earnings by Race and Age 

Men also earn more than women in the same 
racial group. The greatest earnings gap is 
among Asians, with men in the middle of the 
spectrum earning $16,500 more per year than 
women. Hispanic men and women have the 
lowest median earnings, with Latinas making 
just $25,412 annually.  

Significant disparities exist even across groups 
of women. In Washington, White and Asian 
women earn more than African American, 
American Indian or Alaska Native, or Latina 
women. Latinas have the lowest earnings 
among these racial groups – taking home just 
62% of what White women earn.

MEDIAN ANNUAL EARNINGS, BY RACE: WASHINGTON, 2010 
FULL‐TIME, YEAR‐ROUND WORKERS 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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more likely to take time away from the 
workforce to raise children. 

While in their early twenties, women average 
77% of men’s monthly earnings, but that rate 
drops to less than 60% by the time women 
reach their mid-forties.28 
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AVERAGE MONTHLY EARNINGS, BY AGE: 
WASHINGTON, 4 QUARTER AVERAGE, Q4 2009‐Q3 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators 

Annual Earnings Disparities 

The increased likelihood of women working 
low-wage and part-time jobs is evident in the 
greater proportion of women earning less than 
$35,000 annually. Although both men and 
women tend to earn more with age and 
education, women are still more likely to earn 

less overall. As annual earnings increase, the 
proportion of women rapidly declines. At the 
higher end of the spectrum, twice as many 
men earn $75,000-$99,999 per year, and three 
times as many earn $100,000 or greater, 
compared to women. 

PROPORTION OF WORKING MEN AND WOMEN WITH MEDIAN ANNUAL EARNINGS 
WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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Benefits 
In addition to wages, working people need a 
range of workplace benefits to maintain 
economic security and good health for 
themselves and their families. Unfortunately, 
access to benefits has been stagnant or in 
decline over the past decade.  

Washington firms are less likely to provide 
every kind of benefit now than in 2002, when 
the Employment Security Department began 
collecting data.29 The proportion of firms 
providing health insurance for full-time workers 

dropped from 76% in 2002 to 54% in 2010, and 
fewer firms are providing retirement and paid 
leave benefits.30  

Part-time workers – the majority of whom are 
women – are far less likely to receive every 
type of employer-sponsored benefit. In 2010, 
only 15% of businesses provided retirement 
benefits and 22% provided vacation to part-
time employees. Just 11% offered health 
benefits to part-timers.31 

PERCENTAGE OF FIRMS OFFERING BENEFITS TO FULL-TIME WORKERS: 
WASHINGTON, 2002‐2010 

 
Source: Washington Employment Security Department 
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Norma is a talented web designer whose company offered a flexible work schedule and the 
ability to telecommute. However, when she became pregnant with her second child, things at 
work began to change.  

Norma was criticized for having a “negative” attitude, although she maintained all of her work 
duties despite bouts of morning sickness. And even though Norma complied with company 
policy after giving birth, she was fired soon after returning from maternity leave. Her employer 
believed that Norma’s work would suffer “because the children will come first.”  

Norma sought legal counsel from Legal Voice, who fights for women’s equality equally in the 
workplace. Norma won, and in its ruling the Court said: The employer “type-cast” Ms. Maxwell 
and “appears to have been convinced that as a new mother Ms. Maxwell would not be as 
good of an employee as she had been prior to her second pregnancy, regardless of any 
individualized evidence to the contrary.” 

Norma Maxwell: The price of motherhood  
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Health Insurance 

Nearly 1 million Washington residents did not 
have health insurance in 2010.32 Low-wage 
workers are less likely than high earners to 
receive workplace benefits. Nationally, 41% of 

civilian workers in the bottom 25% have access 
to health benefits, compared with 93% in the 
top 25%.33 

CIVILIAN WORKERS WITH ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE BENEFITS, BY INCOME LEVEL:  
U.S., MARCH 2010 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employee Benefits Survey, March 2010 

In Washington, the vast majority of seniors and 
children have health insurance, thanks to 
federal and state government policies. Public 
plans, including Medicare, Medicaid and 
Washington’s Apple Health for Kids, cover 95% 
of seniors and over one-third of children. 
Between ages 18 and 55, women are more 

likely to be covered than men, with employer 
plans covering the majority of working-age 
adults.34 According to a Washington 
Employment Security survey, employers paid, 
on average, 87% of the $427 monthly premium 
for employees in 2010 – leaving $56 to be paid 
by the employee.35

PERCENTAGE WITH HEALTH INSURANCE BY AGE AND SEX, WASHINGTON 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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While adult women aged 18-54 are more likely 
to have health insurance coverage than their 
male counterparts, they are also significantly 
more likely to be on a public health plan. 
Women aged 18-34 are nearly twice as likely 
as men of the same age to be covered by a 

public health insurance plan.36 This is likely the 
result of increased poverty among women, 
since most public health plans are means-
tested and eligibility is restricted to low-income 
persons. 

 

Health Coverage for Children 

Washington has a strong record of providing 
widespread access to health insurance for 
children. With the recent rise in poverty among 
children, particularly those in female-led 
households, it is increasingly critical that all 
children have access to health care.  

Across the state, 90% or more of children are 
covered, with more than 95% of African 
American children having health coverage. 
However, American Indian and Alaska Native 
children are less likely to be insured compared 
with children of other racial groups.37  

Declining Coverage Since 2007 

Most working age adults rely on their employer 
for health insurance, but people have been 

losing coverage over the past several years 
due to high unemployment and cutbacks by 
employers.  

In Washington, the percentage of 18- to 64- 
year-olds with health insurance has fallen from 
85% in 2007 to 80.6% in 2010. Children’s 
coverage has also declined, and rather than 
picking up the slack, state budget makers 
have cut the Basic Health Plan for low-income 
workers because of public revenue shortfalls.  

Still, health coverage in Washington for both 
children and working age adults remains 
about 2 percentage points above the 
national average.38

HEALTH INSURANCE COVERAGE, AGE 18-64, U.S. AND WASHINGTON, 2002-2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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HEALTH INSURANCE COVERAGE, UNDER 18, U.S. AND WASHINGTON, 2002-2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 

Retirement and Social Security Benefits  

With fewer firms offering retirement benefits to 
part-time and low-wage workers, women are 
less likely to have a retirement plan. 
Furthermore, because women are paid less, 
they also save less when they do have a 
plan.39 This puts women at increased risk of 
financial insecurity in older age. Older women 
and men can be especially vulnerable during 
times of economic instability, when assets such 
as investment accounts or homes lose value. 

Over the last two years, 47% of women and 
35% of men reported reduced confidence in 
having enough financial resources to last 
through retirement. The increased concern 
among women extends across racial groups, 
age groups and education levels.  

A primary area of concern is the potential for 
reductions to the Social Security program.40 
Social Security benefits are particularly 
important to older women, as they are more 
likely to live in poverty than men of the same 
age group. As such, older women tend to be 
more reliant on Social Security as their only 
source of income.41   

However, because women receive lower pay 
and are more likely to take time away from 
the labor force for caregiving responsibilities, 
they receive an average of $3,000 less per 
year in Social Security benefits than men 
nationally.42 And, as women often out-live 
men, they are forced to live longer on less.  

Social Security is an essential economic 
support for older women.  Of the more than 1 
million Washington residents who receive 
Social Security benefits each month in 
Washington, 424,000 are women over age 65 – 
92% of that age group.43  

Without these benefits, half of U.S. women 
aged 65 and older would be living in 
poverty.44 In Washington, the 10% poverty rate 
among women 65 and over would soar to 43% 
if Social Security benefits were to become 
unavailable.45 

Social Security is also the nation’s largest anti-
poverty program for children. In Washington, 
73,000 children of retirees, disabled workers, 
and deceased workers receive Social Security 
benefits.46 
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Paid Leave

Paid leave allows workers to maintain their 
own health, care for their families, and 
engage in a range of civic and other 
activities. Paid leave is especially important for 
women, who continue to assume primary 
responsibilities for caring for children. Care for 
older family members is also becoming 
increasingly important as the population ages.   

A comprehensive study based on 2008 data 
found that 17% of the American workforce 
was providing uncompensated care for an 
elderly person, and 42% had done so during 
the previous 5 years. Men and women were 
equally likely to be providing such care. Nearly 
half of workers believe they will be responsible 
for eldercare in the next 5 years.47

PERCENTAGE OF EMPLOYEES OFFERED PAID LEAVE: WASHINGTON, 2010 

  
Source: Washington Employment Security Department 

In 2010, 86% of full-time Washington 
employees had paid vacation and about 
two-thirds had paid sick leave, but the 
majority of part-time workers had no paid 
leave benefits. Even among full-time workers, 
significant numbers lack leave to care for the 
basic health needs of themselves and their 
families.48  

National data show that lower income workers 
are particularly unlikely to be covered, with 
only 19% of workers in the bottom 10% of 
earnings having sick leave, compared to 84% 
of the top 25% or earners.49 

Children are adversely affected when their 
parents do not have paid sick leave. If a 
parent cannot take time off work, children are 
less able to see a doctor for preventive care 
and treatment, and more likely to go to school 
sick.  

A national study of employed parents based 
on 2003 and 2004 data found that just 36.3% of 
children in families with incomes below 200% 
of the federal poverty level had a parent with 
access to paid sick leave, compared to 80.9% 
of higher income children.50
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PAID SICK LEAVE BY WAGE LEVEL IN PRIVATE INDUSTRY: U.S. AVERAGE, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, National Compensation Survey

 

PERCENTAGE OF CHILDREN WHOSE PARENTS HAVE PAID SICK LEAVE, 
ABOVE AND BELOW 200% OF FEDERAL POVERTY LEVEL 

 
Source: Clemons-Cope, et al., Pediatrics 2008; 122:480-486. 
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Economic Characteristics 

Economic Insecurity 

Women and men across the country are 
struggling to achieve economic stability. 
Although men continue to experience higher 
unemployment rates than women, women 
have reported more difficulty affording regular 

expenses over the past year, with 40% failing 
to pay a bill on time, nearly a quarter 
experiencing problems paying for housing and 
more than 70% reducing household spending.

DIFFICULTY MEETING EXPENSES OVER PAST YEAR, AGED 18 AND OLDER: U.S., 2010 

 
Source: IWPR/Rockefeller Survey of Economic Security 2010 

As difficulty paying for regular expenses has 
increased, so has difficulty affording the most 
basic of needs. Nationally, more people are 
experiencing food insecurity, with higher rates 
among persons of color. Food insecurity is 
particularly high among African American 

women, 14% of whom experience hunger due 
to the inability to afford food.  

Throughout Washington, more households are 
relying on food stamps than they were during 
the recession.
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HOUSEHOLDS RECEIVING FOOD STAMPS: WASHINGTON, 2008 AND 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 American Community Survey 

Poverty 

Women are more likely to live in poverty than 
men, with nearly 15% of Washington females 
living below 100% of the poverty level - $14,570 
for a family of two and $22,050 for a family of 

four in 2010.51 Women of color, in particular, 
are experiencing high rates of poverty. In King 
County, 20% of women of color aged 18-64 
live in poverty.52

LIVING BELOW 100% OF THE POVERTY LEVEL, 18-64 YEARS: WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey 
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Poverty by Race and Age 

Young children experience the highest rates of 
poverty, and African American, Native 
American and Hispanic children are more 
likely to live in poverty than Whites and Asians. 
Poverty rates have increased between 2008 
and 2010 for all age groups except those over 
65. Among children, poverty rates have most 
increased for those under age 5, especially 
during 2010. 

In Cowlitz, Grant, Grays Harbor and Yakima 
Counties, more than 30% of children lived 
below the poverty level in 2010.53 

Far more children live in families that meet the 
usual definition of low income – below 200% of 
the official poverty line. In Washington, 44% of 
children under 6 and 37% of older kids were in 
low-income families in 2010.

LIVING BELOW 100% OF THE POVERTY LEVEL, BY SEX AND AGE: WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 
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Kris Colcock: Access to credit matters 
Two years ago Kris, who is legally blind, was newly divorced with two children and few career 
options. The family was getting by on public assistance, but Kris was determined to start her own 
business and use the income to support her family.  

Kris was accepted to Washington CASH, a program that helped her develop a business plan for 
her new business, Spirit Wind.  

Soon after graduating from the program, Kris began selling her handcrafted bath and body 
products though local markets, but she had bigger dreams. Despite an impossible credit market, 
Kris secured a peer loan to purchase inventory and supplies. She now sells her products 
throughout the Puget Sound region, and by combining households with another family, she is 
able to share expenses and care for the children while continuing to run her business. 



 

Economic Opportunity Institute   Washington’s Working Women 2012 | 26 

CHILDREN LIVING BELOW 200% OF THE POVERTY LEVEL, ALL HOUSEHOLDS:  
WASHINGTON 2008 AND 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 

Single-Parent Households 

Washington children living with one parent are 
more than twice as likely to live below 200% of 
the poverty level as those living with two 
parents. While single-father families also have 
lower incomes on average than married 
couples, female-headed households have the 
highest rates of poverty and near-poverty. 

Many counties now have rates above 50% for 
female-headed households.  

In Yakima County, 80% of families led by a 
single woman are living below 185% the 
poverty level, with their children meeting 
eligibility to receive free or reduced price 
lunch.

CHILDREN LIVING BELOW 200% OF THE POVERTY LEVEL: WASHINGTON, 2008-2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 
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FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN UNDER 18 LIVING BELOW 185% OF THE POVERTY LEVEL:  
WASHINGTON, 2010 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 

Washington State Budget Cuts and Public Sector Job Losses 

Washington lawmakers have faced a series of 
budget gaps since late 2008, as tax revenues 
have fallen along with consumer spending 
and business activity.  Washington state has 
slashed billions of dollars from its operating 
budget, affecting individuals, school districts, 
and communities in every part of the state. 
Local governments are also grappling with 
falling revenues. 

Public job cuts are continuing even as the 
private sector rebounds. These losses are 
compounding the slow recovery by limiting 
private economic growth. Much of state 
spending is directly for goods and services 
from private businesses. In addition, state 
budget cuts mean both public employees 
and people who receive public services have 
less money to purchase goods and services 
from businesses in their local communities.54 

Some states have chosen to raise revenues in 
a variety of ways to meet public needs during 
the recession, but Washington policy makers 
have mostly cut spending to deal with the 
budget hole.  

Cuts have included: 

 consolidation of state agencies, 
postponement of purchases and programs, 
and bans on unnecessary travel; 

 mandatory furloughs and higher health 
insurance contributions for state employees; 

 elimination of class-size reduction funds and 
other cuts to K-12 education; 

 significant cuts in higher education spending 
accompanied by large tuition increases; 

 new restrictions on eligibility and reductions in 
numbers of children and adults receiving 
subsidized health, childcare, home health, 
and other services, along with cuts in the 
levels of service provided. 

Many of these cuts have caused serious harm 
and suffering to state residents, and will raise 
future costs as a result of poorer health and 
lost educational opportunities. Women, 
children, and people of color - already 
economically vulnerable - are particularly at 
risk.
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Conclusion 
Although the Great Recession has officially 
ended according to economists, women and 
children are slipping further from economic 
security. Poverty rates are highest among 
single mothers, even though more than 80% 
are in the workforce.55 Children, too, are 
suffering from some of the largest increases in 
poverty in many years. 

Given the status of today’s working women 
and their families, the need to reform 
workplace/labor standards is clear. The 
gender gap in monthly earnings is now wider 
than two decades ago, extending across race 
and age. This gap even increases with greater 
educational attainment. And labor force 
segregation is remarkably similar to that of 20 
years ago, with women dominating low-wage 
sectors that involve caregiving. 

Furthermore, employers continue to provide 
benefits that selectively favor workers who are 
already at greater economic advantage. 
Most workers today have little, if any, 
bargaining power, and the share of firms 
offering workplace benefits to full-time 
employees is lower than a decade ago. For 
part-time workers, just one in ten Washington 
firms provides health insurance coverage. 

Social insurance programs that once provided 
a safety net in times of vulnerability no longer 
offer the same promise of support. In the worst 
economy since the Great Depression of the 
1930s, far too many Americans have 
exhausted Unemployment Insurance benefits 
and depleted savings, while the value of their 
homes has plummeted. Women are penalized 
with lower Social Security benefits for receiving 
less pay and taking on caregiver 
responsibilities. Yet, Social Security is still the 
best protection against poverty for women, 
especially in older age, and for children.  

The recession and its prolonged aftermath 
have highlighted existing inequalities and 
policy gaps. Ensuring economic security for 
working women and their families requires:   

 Adopting wage standards that keep pace 
with a living wage and ensure equal pay for 
the equally qualified. 

 Extending workplace benefits to part-time 
and low-wage workers. 

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

 Adopting minimum paid sick and safe days 
standards statewide. 

 Reforming Social Security to boost benefits 
for lower wage-earners and caregivers. 

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

All of these measures are necessary to building 
a better work environment for women and a 
stronger economy for Washington. Women will 
continue to struggle to achieve economic 
security until employers and policymakers take 
adequate steps to reduce gender gaps in 
earnings, access to benefits and likelihood of 
experiencing poverty throughout life. 

However, around the country, advances have 
been made or proposed in all these areas. As 
a result, policy models are available to 
achieve these goals. 
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