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Women paid low wages:
who they are and where they work

Wbmen are more likely to be low paid

if they are young, single, or less educated

or if they are employed in service occupations,
retail trade, agriculture, or personal services

ch indicates that, over the past two
Rd,';;d&g anincreasing proportion of work-
ersheld jobsthat pay low wages. Most of
this research focuses on men, because the risk of
faling into thesejobshasincreased for malework-
ers. Yet it isimportant not to ignore the low-wage
femaeworkforce: women hold themgjority (59 per-
cent) of low-wage jobs! and they are still more
likely to below paid than aremaleworkers.

But what isthe extent of |ow-paying work among
women, who arethese poorly paid women, and what
types of jobs do they hold? In answering these
questions, this article uses data from the March
1998 Current Population Survey.? Asmany inthe
field have done, low-wage workers are defined as
those workers who could not support a family of
four abovethe Government’sofficial poverty level
whileworking 52 weeksper year, 40 hours per week,
or atotal of 2,080 hoursper year. For workerspaid
onan hourly basis, thismeansthat | ow-wagework-
ers are defined as those who were paid no more than
$7.91 per hour ($16,450/2,080hours) in 1998; forwork-
erspaid weekly, hourly wage rateswere estimated by
dividing theworker’susual weekly wagesby usual
hours worked per week. The sample includes all
adult women aged 18 to 64 who were wage and
salary workers; the self-employed were excluded.

Extent of women’s low-wage work

1N 1998, gpproximately 16 millionwomen, or 39 percent
of femae wage and sdary workers, were paid low
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wages. Even among women who were of prime
working age (those between the ages of 25 and
45), 31 percent worked in jobs that paid low
wages. (Seetable 1.)

Of course, low wages may not necessarily rel-
egatethesewomentoalifeof deprivation: women
who receive low wages may live in families with
other earners, sothat their total family income may
lift them above the poverty level. Or these women
may liveinsmdl families(recall that low wagesare
defined as wage rates that are inadequate to sup-
port a family of four above the poverty level), so
that their wages can adequately support them-
selvesand their lesser number of family members.
Thus, in order to better understand the conse-
quencesof being paid low wages, itisimportant to
examine the extent to which low wages result in
women living in or near poverty. In this regard,
then, for each woman who received low wages,
the article compares her total family income dur-
ing the previous year (1997) with the
Government'’s official 1997 poverty level* and
with 150 percent of that poverty level. This ap-
proach alowsthe proportion of low-paid women
who are officially poor and the proportion who
livein “near poverty” to be estimated.

The results indicate that among all adult
women who were paid low wages, 17 percent
lived in poverty and 31 percent lived below 150
percent of the poverty level. Thefollowing tabu-
lation shows the poverty status and receipt of
income transfers for low-wage working women
in1997:



Percent of—
Low- Workers in
All wage category
women  women who arepaid
Category workers workers  lowwages
Poverty status:
Below poverty
levE .o 8.27 16.94 78.87
Below 125 percent
of poverty level ............. 12.01 24.20 77.60
Below 150 percent
of poverty level ............. 15.69 30.59 75.11
Receive Earned
IncomeTax Credit............. 14.72 21.92 57.39
Recelvepublic
aSSIStANCE ..o, 2.10 4,76 87.26

Further (although not shown in thetabulation), amongwomen
who were in their prime working years, 19 percent of those
who were paid low wages lived in poverty, while 36 percent
lived below 150 percent of the poverty level. Thus, whereas
most women who were paid |ow wages escaped both poverty
and near poverty, nearly one-third lived in familieswhosein-
comefell below 150 percent of the poverty level, and approxi-
mately 1 out of 5 who were of prime working age lived in
familiesofficialy defined aspoor. Not surprisingly, asubstan-
tial percentage (79 percent) of female workerswho were poor
received low wages.

Who are the low-wage workers?

The low-wage femae workforce is disproportionately young,
less educated, and single. Thefirst two columns of table 1 indi-
catethat women under age 25 account for 17 percent of thetotal
wage and salary workforce, but 31 percent of the low-wage
workforce. Thethird column showsthat among femaleworkers
between the ages of 18 and 25, 70 percent work in low-wage
jobs. Given that many of these workers have not had an oppor-
tunity to gain skills (because they are too young to have fin-
ished college), that they may bein part-time or temporary jobs
whileattending school, and that they still may beliving at home,
these results are not surprising. But as the table also shows,
low-wagework iscommon among prime-ageworkersaswell—
those who tend to be most committed to the labor force. Prime-
age workers make up almost half (45 percent) of the low-wage
femaeworkforce, and approximately one-third work inlow-wage
jobs.

A clear factor inlow-wageemployment istheworker’seduca-
tion level. As their education levels increase, women are less
likely to be paid low wages. Women with a high school educa-
tion or less are overrepresented in low-wage employment, con-
stituting 21 percent of low-wage female workers, but only 11
percent of all femaleworkers. Those with some college courses
or college degrees are underrepresented, composing half of the

female workforce, but only one-third of the low-wage female
workforce. Among those without a high school education, 74
percent work in low-wage jobs; among college graduates, only
14 percent work in such jobs. (Seetable 1.)

Marital statusisalso correlated with low-wage employment.
Married women aredightly underrepresented among low-wage
workers, making up 49 percent of al femaleworkers, but only 43
percent of al low-wagefemaleworkers. Women who have never
been married are overrepresented, accounting for 28 percent of
all femaleworkers, but 36 percent of al low-wagefemaework-
ers. Almogt half (49 percent) of never-married women work in
low-wagejobs. (Seetable1.)

Race does not seem to be correlated with low-wage employ-
ment for women: low-wage workers are represented propor-

IEGIERM  Demographic characteristics of women in
low-wage jobs, 1998
Percent of—
all low-wage workers in
Category ¢} category
women women who are paid
workers workers p
low wages
Allwomen, 18-64
YEAIS .t 100.00 100.00 38.50
Age:
18-24years .......coecevnnne. 16.87 30.61 69.92
25-45years................ 55.46 44.96 31.24
45 years and older 27.67 24.43 34.01
Education:
Less than high school 11.00 21.22 74.35
High school ... 36.08 41.86 44.70
Some college 32.88 29.86 34.99
College degree or higher .... 20.04 7.06 13.57
Race or ethnicity:
White 80.43 79.42 38.05
Black 14.75 15.82 41.31
Native American 91 91 38.57
Asian 3.90 3.85 37.96
Hispanic (any race)............. 9.86 13.80 53.96
With no children less
than 18 years old ................ 56.04 53.02 36.45
With children less than
18 years old:
1-2children ........cccccoveuee 36.05 37.39 39.95
3—4children .......ccccccveins 7.58 9.25 47.02
5 or more children .............. .33 .34 40.60
With no children less
than 6 years old .................. 83.28 82.32 38.09
With children less than
6 years old:
1-2children .......ccccceveeuene 16.17 16.96 40.39
3 or more children .............. .54 72 51.53
Marital status:
Married .......ccocoeeiiiiiins 49.31 42.89 33.50
Separated, divorced,
or widowed.........c.cceveeiene 22.45 20.96 35.98
Never married ..........c.ccce.. 28.24 36.15 49.33
Disabled ........cccoceiiiieinennn. 2.59 3.50 52.00
NONCItizen .........ccccceevnininninn 6.31 9.76 59.63
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tionally to their racial composition in the wage and salary
workforce. Ethnicity, however, isafactor. Those of Hispanic
descent are slightly overrepresented among low-wage work-
ers, constituting 10 percent of the female workforce, but 14
percent of the low-paid female workforce. Fifty-four percent
of female Hispanic workersareinlow-wagejobs. (Seetable 1.)

Women who are not U.S. citizens also are overrepresented
in low-paying employment, with 60 percent employed in
low-paying jobs. Women who have adisability that limitsthe
type or amount of work they can perform also are overrepre-
sented, although only dlightly, with 52 percent of their num-
bersworkinginlow-wagejobs. (Seetable 1.)

Asthe last column of the table indicates, women with chil-
drenfaceadightly higher risk of beingin alow-paying job than
do childless women. In addition, those with three or more chil-
dren under age 6 face an especialy highrisk, with 52 percent of
such women working inlow-paying jobs. Yet becausethe latter
makeup only asmall proportion of thefemaleworkforce, women
with children are not overrepresented in thelow-wageworkforce.
For example, women with one or two children are 36 percent of
theentireworkforce, and 37 percent arein thelow-paid workforce.
Similarly, womenwith oneor two children under age 6 congtitute
16 percent of the entire wage and salary workforce and 17 per-
cent of thelow-wageworkforce. (Seetable 1.)

Jobs of low-wage workers

Astable 2 indicates, women who are paid low wages are clus-
tered into certain types of jobs. Among industries, retail trade,
agriculture, and forestry and fisheries are disproportionately
represented in the low-paid female workforce. Retail trade ap-
pears to be the most important of these, because few women
(less than 1 percent) work in the other two industries. Retall
tradeemploys 21 percent of theentirefemaleworkforce, but 37
percent of the low-paid workforce. Seventy percent of all retail
workers are low paid. Among those working in agriculture, 55
percent receive low wages.

Although the greatest number of low-wage workers (41 per-
cent) are concentrated in the service sector, thisis because that
sector employsthelargest share (47 percent) of all femalewage
and salary workers, rather than because low-wage workers are
overrepresented within theindustry. Asthe third column of the
table indicates, service sector workers are dightly less likely
thantheaveragefemdeworker to below paid: thirty-four percent of
dl servicesector workersarelow paid, compared with 39 percent
of al femaleworkers. (Seealsotable 1.) Within the service sec-
tor, only women working in persond servicesareoverrepresented
among low-wage workers: fifty-eight percent of those working
within private household services, aswell as 74 percent of those
workinginal other persond-servicejobs, arelow paid.

Women who work in service occupations, however, are dis-
proportionately low paid. WWomen in service occupations repre-
sent 19 percent of al wageand salary workers, but are 35 percent
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V]S’  Industries and occupations of low-wage

women, 1998

Percent of—
All Workersin
Category women Low-wage category
workersin wor’rl:en who are paid
labor force workers low wages
Industry
Agriculture .........ccoceveeneenen, 0.48 0.69 55.23
Mining ......... .18 .04 8.37
Construction .73 .30 15.77
Manufacturing, durable
JOODS ..ot 6.28 4.63 28.41
Manufacturing, nondurable
gOOUS ... 5.96 6.30 40.70
Transportation,
communications,
and utilities ........ccccceerennne 5.19 2.67 19.90
Wholesale and retail trade .... 22.97 38.60 64.76
Wholesale trade 2.46 1.60 25.04
Retail trade ..... 20.51 37.00 69.52
Finance, insuranc
and real estate ................... 7.62 4.14 20.94
SEIVICES . 46.64 41.44 34.24
Private household
SEIVICES ...vveveeiiiiiiiieens 1.15 1.73 58.08
Personal services,
except private
household ...........ccccceeee 3.07 5.86 73.64
Forestry and fisheries .06 .15 —
Public administration ......... 3.89 1.02 10.08
Occupation
Executive, administrative,
and managerial .............c.co... 11.19 4.35 14.98
Professional ...........cccceeveenens 14.33 5.49 14.76
Technical .......ccceeveeneennenen. 4.48 1.68 14.48
SalesS ..o 11.59 19.28 64.11
Retail sales ...........ccoceeevens 7.92 16.27 79.12
Administrative support,
including clerical .................. 27.65 20.32 28.31
Miscellaneous clerical and
administrative support,
including clerks
and receptionists ............... 15.82 13.91 33.8
SEIVICES ..vvveiiieieeiiee e 19.28 34.84 69.61
Private household
SEIVICES ovveviiieiiiieeias 1.02 1.58 59.65
Protective services .......... .85 71 31.92
Services, except protective
and private household .... 17.41 32.55 72.03
Food service workers ....... 7.18 15.18 81.44
Personal-service workers . 2.96 5.46 71.06
Health service ................... 4.56 7.07 59.76
Cleaning and building
SEIVICE ..vivvieieeiiriniiaieenns 2.72 4.85 68.81
Precision production,
craft, and repair .................. 2.37 2.16 35.05
Machine operators,
assemblers, and
INSPECLONS ..o 5.39 6.59 47.07
Transportation and material
MOVING v 1.02 .99 37.53
Handlers, equipment
cleaners, helpers,
and laborers..........cccceeeinenne 2.17 3.26 57.76
Farming, forestry,
and fishing ........ccccceeevinne .52 1.04 77.32
Private sector ..........ccccceeuen. 84.83 91.46 41.54
Government sector ............... 15.17 8.54 21.69
Full time (35 or more
hours per week) .................. 82.37 67.50 24.08
Less than full time ................ 17.63 32.50 54.16
No health insurance
coverage by employer ........ 45.87 68.10 57.20

NoTE:

Dash indicates sample size too small to produce a valid estimate.




of low-paid femaleworkers. Among women who work inthese
occupations, 70 percent receive low wages. Within service oc-
cupations, food service workers constitute the greatest share of
low-paid employees (15 percent), followed by health service
and personal-service workers (7 percent and 5 percent, respec-
tively). Within service occupations, thosewho aremost likely to
be low paid include food service workers (81 percent are low
paid), workers in personal services and cleaning and building
services (71 percent and 69 percent, respectively, arelow paid),
and hedlth services and private household services (60 percent
of women in both occupations are low paid).

Sales occupations are al so overrepresented among the low
paid: those in sal es occupations account for 12 percent of all
workers, but 19 percent of all low-wageworkers. Among sales
workers, ahigh proportion, 64 percent, arelow paid. Workers
in retail sales occupations are largely driving these results:
seventy-nine percent are low paid.

Women working in administrative support and clerical oc-
cupations make up 20 percent of al low-wage workers, al-
though this is because these occupations are a large propor-
tion (28 percent) of all jobs that employ women. Notice,
though, that administrative support and clerical occupations
are not disproportionately represented among low-wage
workers. The high share of low-wageworkerswithin thisbroad
occupational category is driven by administrative support,
such as clerks, receptionist, bank tellers, and duplicating ma-
chine operators. These workers account for 14 percent of
those who are paid low wages.

Because part-timework usually paysalower hourly ratethan
full-time employment, part-timeworkersrepresent adispropor-
tionate share of low-wage workers. They congtitute 18 percent
of al workers, but 33 percent of al low-wageworkers. Fifty-four
percent of part-time workers are likely to receive low wages,
compared with 24 percent of full-timeworkers. Thosewho work
in the private sector also are overrepresented among low-wage
workers: forty-two percent of womenworkingintheprivate sec-
tor receivelow wages, compared with 22 percent who work for
various levels of the government.

Womenwhowork inlow-payingjobsarelesslikely toreceive
employer-provided hedthinsurance. Specifically, 68 percent of
women who received low wages were not covered by em-
ployer-provided health insurance during 1997. This percent-

Notes

ageis much higher thanthat of thetota wageand salary workforce,
of which 46 percent were not covered by such plans. Among all
femdeworkerswhowerenct covered by employer-provided hedth
insurance, most (57 percent) worked inlow-wagejobs.

Poverty and income supports

The chief consequence of receiving low wages is that many
low-paid women live in poverty. As the tabulation on page 27
shows, low-wageworkersaremorelikely to livein poverty and
in near poverty compared with other workers—31 percent of
low-wage workers had earnings of lessthan 150 percent of the
poverty line; in contrast, 16 percent of all female workerswere
below that level. In addition, of &l workersliving in poverty or
near poverty, three-quarters are paid low wages.

Because of their low wages, many women received the
Earned Income Tax Credit in 1997. The credit is a publicly
provided wage subsidy for low-paid workers. Twenty-two
percent of women who were paid low wages received thistax
credit, compared with 15 percent of all women workers. The
credit also seems to be reaching its intended target of low-
wageworkers: amongwomen who received it, most (57 per-
cent) were paid low wages.

Only 5 percent of low-wage women workersreceived pub-
lic assistance during 1997, most likely due to the restrictive
eligibility requirements of welfare programs. Among the few
femaleworkerswho received such assistance, 87 percent were
paid low wages.

NEARLY TwO ouT OF FIVE woMEN Work in jobs that pay low
wages. Women aremorelikely to below paidif they areyoung,
single, or lesseducated or if they are employed in certain jobs.
Those working in service occupations, retail trade, agricul-
ture, and personal-serviceindustries are likely to receive low
wages, as are women who work part time. In addition,
low-paying jobs are not likely to offer women health insurance
benefits. The consequence of low-paying employment is often
living near the poverty level. One-third of women who are paid
low wages live below 150 percent of the poverty level. Asa
result, 1 out of 5 low-paid women workers receive the Earned
Income Tax Credit. |

! See Jared Bernstein, Demand Shifts and Low-Wage Workers (Wash-
ington, pc, Economic Policy Institute, 1999), mimeograph; and Jared
Bernstein and Heidi Hartmann, “Defining and Characterizing the
Low-Wage Labor Market,” Chapter 1 in Kelleen Kaye and Demetra
Smith Nightingale (eds.), The Low-Wage Labor Market: Challenges
and Opportunities for Economic Self-Sufficiency (Washington, bc,
Urban Institute Press, 2000), mimeograph.

2The March 1998 Current Population Survey is a national data set
compiled by surveying a representative sample of approximately

60,000 households in the United States. The survey asks respondents
about their demographic characteristics, as well as whether they are
employed. If they are, the survey inquires about their usual hours and
earnings and the occupation and industry in which they work. It also
asks workers about their income, earnings, and participation in wel-
fare during the previous calendar year (in this case, 1997), as well as
whether the employer on their main job provided health insurance
during the past calendar year. Although the job they held during the
previous year may differ from the job they currently hold, informa-
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tion about recent welfare participation and access to health insurance
is still important.

Earnings are reported only for a worker's primary job; therefore,
to the extent that poorly paid workers are moonlighting, their total
earnings are underestimated in this article. But because the article
focuses on women who hold low-paying jobs and the characteristics of
these jobs, the findings do not change. The poverty status of these
women, shown in the tabulation on page 27, takes into consideration
the total earnings from all jobs they held, because poverty is calcu-
lated on the basis of one's total earnings from all jobs, together with

any unearned income (such as public assistance) one receives, as well
as the total earnings and unearned income of al other family members.

3In 1998, the poverty level was $16,450 per year for a family of
four. Only those reporting hourly earnings of at least one dollar were
counted.

4 Because poverty levels vary by family size (women with larger
families have a higher poverty threshold, meaning that they require
more income to maintain an adequate standard of living), the article
uses the poverty threshold that corresponds to the appropriate fam-
ily size for each woman who received low wages.
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