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African American women are critical to the economic stability and success of their 
families, and they play a central role in our economy, contributing as strong consum-
ers, employees, and entrepreneurs. Despite their vital importance to their families and 
the economy, African American women face unique barriers in the workplace that can 
undermine their ability to succeed and thrive. African American women tend to earn 
less money than their white female counterparts and to lack access to the very policies 
they need to fulfill their responsibilities at work and at home. 

Regardless of their employer, parental status, or income level, the majority of workers will 
experience a work-life conflict at some point in their lives. Whether it is to be at home to 
pick up a sick child from school, care for an elderly parent, or simply recover from their own 
illness, most workers will need access to policies that offer scheduling flexibility or different 
forms of paid leave to respond to these challenges.1 Despite the nearly universal need for 
such policies, however, African American working women and men often have less access to 
paid sick days, fair and flexible scheduling, or any paid family and medical leave.

African American women at work

Despite their important roles at work and at home, African American women still 
experience sharp pay disparities for the work they do.

Wage gap
African American women working full time, year round are paid, on average, just 60 

cents for every $1 paid to white, non-Hispanic men.2 And women overall earn just 79 
cents for every $1 earned by men.3

Lifetime wage gap
Over a lifetime, the cumulative effect of the wage gap for African American women 

is astronomical: For women overall, the average lifetime wage gap, as measured over a 
40-year career, is $430,480. For African American women, the average lifetime wage gap 
is more than double that, totaling $877,480.4 
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Labor force participation
African American women participate in the labor force at a higher rate than women 
overall and at a higher rate than white, Asian American, and Hispanic women: In 2014, 
59.2 percent of African American women were in the labor force, versus 57 percent of 
women overall; 56.9 percent of white, non-Hispanic women; 56 percent of Hispanic 
women; and 55.8 percent of Asian American women.5 Additionally, in 2015, more than 
10.2 million African American women participated in the labor force.6 

Occupational data
The occupational experiences of African American women are diverse, with a growing num-
ber in management and other high-paying jobs and others in service occupations, which 
tend to be lower paying and allow less access to the aforementioned workplace protections:7

• 35.2 percent of African American working women are employed in management, 
professional, and related occupations.

• 29.2 percent are employed in sales and office occupations. 
• 27.7 percent are employed in service occupations. 

Despite African American women’s increased representation in higher-paying occupations, 
nearly half of low-wage women workers are women of color. Overall, 18 percent of low-
wage women workers are African American women.8

African American women at home

Breadwinners
African American women play a critical role in their families’ economic security: In 
2013, 66.9 percent of African American mothers were their household’s breadwinners.9 

Access to earned sick days and scheduling flexibility
Despite their critical roles as household breadwinners and contributors to the economy, 

many African American women still lack access to modern workplace protections. For 
example, only 55.6 percent of African American women workers are able to earn paid 
sick days, compared with 58.8 percent of white women workers and only 42.3 percent of 
Latina workers.10

When compared with otherwise comparable white workers, African American working 
men and women are:11 
• 5.3 percent less likely to have flexible days 
• 7.2 percent less likely to have flexible work hours



3 Center for American Progress | African American Women in the U.S. Economy

African American women as consumers

African American women play a huge role in deciding where and how to spend their 

households’ money. Effectively, they are empowered to decide how a large portion of 
money is spent in the U.S. economy.

For example, African American buying power was estimated to reach $1.2 trillion by 
2015,12 and women tend to be the primary decision-makers for household purchases 
across all consumer segments.13 

African American women as entrepreneurs

African American women are not just employees—they are also innovators, risk takers, 
employers, and job creators, and their businesses generate abundant revenue:
• From 1997 to 2013, African American women-owned businesses grew by  

258 percent.14

• As of 2016, African American women-owned firms make up 61 percent  
of all African American-owned businesses.15

• African American women-owned firms generate an estimated $52.6 billion  
in revenue per year.16

While African American women are an important segment of business owners, how-
ever, they are less likely to be employers than the average among all women. Ninety-
seven percent of African American women-owned businesses are sole proprietors, 
compared with 89 percent for all women, representing the challenges these women face 
in growing their businesses.17

Conclusion 

African American women are key to the economic security and stability of their fami-
lies, and they deserve access to policies that will enable them to fulfill their work and 
family obligations. The ability to earn paid sick days, have access to paid family leave, 
and secure scheduling flexibility are not just nice perks; they are also economic essen-
tials that all working families need to thrive. African American women are important 
contributors to the nation’s economic success, and they must have access to policies that 
can continue that success into the future. 

Kaitlin Holmes is a Special Assistant for the Women’s Initiative at the Center for American 
Progress. Jocelyn Frye is a Senior Fellow at the Center.



4 Center for American Progress | African American Women in the U.S. Economy

Endnotes

 1 Sarah Jane Glynn, Heather Boushey, and Peter Berg, “Who 
Gets Time Off?” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 
2016), available at https://www.americanprogress.org/
issues/labor/report/2016/04/05/134824. 

 2 National Partnership for Women & Families, “African Ameri-
can Women and the Wage Gap” (2015), available at http://
www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-
fairness/fair-pay/african-american-women-wage-gap.pdf. 

 3 Bureau of the Census, Table PINC-05. Work Experience in 
2014—People 15 Years Old and Over by Total Money Earnings 
in 2014, Age, Race, Hispanic Origin, and Sex (U.S. Department 
of Commerce, 2015), available at http://www.census.gov/
data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/cps-pinc/
pinc-05.html.

 4 National Women’s Law Center, “Lifetime Wage Gap Losses 
for African American Women: State Rankings 2014” (2016), 
available at http://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/
African-American-women-lifetime-wage-gaps-2015.pdf. 

 5 Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Table 3.3 Civilian labor force 
participation rate, by age, gender, race, and ethnicity, 1994, 
2004, 2014, and projected 2024 (in percent),” available at 
http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_303.htm (last accessed 
August 2016). 

 6 Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Labor force by sex, race, and 
Hispanic ethnicity, 2015 annual averages and 2024 projec-
tions,” available at https://www.dol.gov/wb/stats/latest_an-
nual_data.htm (last accessed August 2016). 

 7 U.S. Department of Labor, Black Women in the Labor Force 
(2016), available at https://www.dol.gov/wb/media/Black_
Women_in_the_Labor_Force.pdf; Glynn, Boushey, and Berg, 
“Who Gets Time Off?” 

 8 Anne Morrison and Kate Gallagher Robbins, “The women 
in the low-wage workforce may not be who you think” 
(Washington: National Women’s Law Center, 2015), available 
at https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/chart-
book_women_in_the_low-wage_workforce_may_not_be_
who_you_think.pdf.

 9 Sarah Jane Glynn and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam 
King and others, “Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, 
Current Population Survey: Version 3.0,” available at https://
cps.ipums.org/cps/index.shtml (last accessed August 2016).

 10 Sarah Jane Glynn’s analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
American Time Use Survey (U.S. Department of Labor, 2012), 
available at http://www.bls.gov/tus/. 

 11 Glynn, Boushey, and Berg, “Who Gets Time Off?”

 12 Janie Boschma, “Black Consumers Have ‘Unprecedented 
Impact’ in 2015,” The Atlantic, February 2, 2016, available at 
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/02/black-
consumers-have-unprecedented-impact-in-2015/433725/; 
Matthew Wallace Weeks, “Asians, Hispanics driving U.S. 
economy forward, according to UGA study,” Press release, 
University of Georgia Terry College of Business, September 
24, 2015, available at http://www.terry.uga.edu/news/
releases/asians-hispanics-driving-u.s.-economy-forward-
according-to-uga-study.

 13 Nielson, “The State of African American Consumers” (2011), 
available at http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corpo-
rate/us/en/conference/StateOfTheAfricanAmericanCon-
sumer_FINALpdf.pdf. 

 14 Farah Z. Ahmad, “How Women of Color Are Driving Entre-
preneurship” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 
2014), available at https://www.americanprogress.org/is-
sues/race/report/2014/06/10/91241/how-women-of-color-
are-driving-entrepreneurship/. See also Maria Guerra, “Fact 
Sheet: The State of African American Women in the United 
States” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2013), 
available at https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/
report/2013/11/07/79165/fact-sheet-the-state-of-african-
american-women-in-the-united-states/.

 15 American Express OPEN, “The 2016 State of Women-Owned 
Businesses Report” (2016), available at http://about.ameri-
canexpress.com/news/docs/2016x/2016SWOB.pdf.

 16 Lilly Workneh, “Black Women-Owned Businesses Skyrocket 
By 322 Percent In Less Than 20 Years,” The Huffington Post, 
February 1, 2016, available at http://www.huffingtonpost.
com/2015/07/02/black-women-fastest-growi_n_7711078.
html; American Express OPEN, “The 2015 State of Women-
Owned Businesses Report” (2015), available at http://www.
womenable.com/content/userfiles/Amex_OPEN_State_of_
WOBs_2015_Executive_Report_finalsm.pdf.

 17 Emily Fetsch, “Women of Color in Entrepreneurship: 
New SBO Data and What it Means for the Economy,” 
Growthology, September 17, 2015, available at http://
www.kauffman.org/blogs/growthology/2015/09/women-
of-color-in-entrepreneurship-new-sbo-data-and-what-it-
means-for-the-economy.   

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/labor/report/2016/04/05/134824
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/labor/report/2016/04/05/134824
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-fairness/fair-pay/african-american-women-wage-gap.pdf
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-fairness/fair-pay/african-american-women-wage-gap.pdf
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-fairness/fair-pay/african-american-women-wage-gap.pdf
http://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/cps-pinc/pinc-05.html
http://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/cps-pinc/pinc-05.html
http://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/cps-pinc/pinc-05.html
http://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/African-American-women-lifetime-wage-gaps-2015.pdf
http://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/African-American-women-lifetime-wage-gaps-2015.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_303.htm
https://www.dol.gov/wb/stats/latest_annual_data.htm
https://www.dol.gov/wb/stats/latest_annual_data.htm
https://www.dol.gov/wb/media/Black_Women_in_the_Labor_Force.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/wb/media/Black_Women_in_the_Labor_Force.pdf
https://cps.ipums.org/cps/index.shtml
https://cps.ipums.org/cps/index.shtml
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/02/black-consumers-have-unprecedented-impact-in-2015/433725/
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/02/black-consumers-have-unprecedented-impact-in-2015/433725/
http://www.terry.uga.edu/news/releases/asians-hispanics-driving-u.s.-economy-forward-according-to-uga-study
http://www.terry.uga.edu/news/releases/asians-hispanics-driving-u.s.-economy-forward-according-to-uga-study
http://www.terry.uga.edu/news/releases/asians-hispanics-driving-u.s.-economy-forward-according-to-uga-study
http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/us/en/conference/StateOfTheAfricanAmericanConsumer_FINALpdf.pdf
http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/us/en/conference/StateOfTheAfricanAmericanConsumer_FINALpdf.pdf
http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/us/en/conference/StateOfTheAfricanAmericanConsumer_FINALpdf.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/report/2014/06/10/91241/how-women-of-color-are-driving-entrepreneurship/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/report/2014/06/10/91241/how-women-of-color-are-driving-entrepreneurship/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/report/2014/06/10/91241/how-women-of-color-are-driving-entrepreneurship/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/report/2013/11/07/79165/fact-sheet-the-state-of-african-american-women-in-the-united-states/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/report/2013/11/07/79165/fact-sheet-the-state-of-african-american-women-in-the-united-states/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/report/2013/11/07/79165/fact-sheet-the-state-of-african-american-women-in-the-united-states/

