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When Work Doesn’t Pay (the Same):
Understanding the Gender Pay Gap in Oregon

n Oregon and other states, wom-
/]en are more likely to struggle

financially than men. There are
many historical, political, and social
factors behind this disparity, but this
article focuses on three main issues:
pay secrecy, undervaluing jobs that
women tend to hold, and the decline
in collective bargaining.

Although the National Labor Rela-
tions Act of 1935 protects private-
sector employees’ right to discuss
their pay with co-workers without
fear of retribution from their employer,
a recent national study found that
sixty-one percent of private-sector
employees had been discouraged or
prohibited from discussing wage and
salary information." In 2015, the Or-
egon legislature passed a bill making
it illegal for employers to discipline
employees for inquiring about or shar-
ing pay information.? This policy is im-
portant because when workers have
good information about how people
in similar jobs are compensated,
they can more effectively bargain for
higher or fairer wages.

Currently, governmental statistics
describe the distribution of wages by
state, industry, and occupation, but
the most relevant data for an employ-
ee who wants a raise is what her co-
workers are earning. When employees
are free to discuss their compensation
with each other without fear of repri-
sal, and more employees negotiate
for raises with better information, the
result will be wages that are fairer—
especially for women.

Daniel Morris
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Pay Gap Statistics

Right now, women in Oregon are
paid hourly wages that average eighty-
one percent of the average wages paid
to men. The pay gap® becomes even
more striking when comparing the
median wages of full-time, year-round
workers. In the 1960s and 1970s, the
female-to-male pay ratio around the
country was around sixty percent. That
ratio started to change in the 1980s,
as the median wages of women crept
up and the median for men stayed flat.
Women'’s wages gained on men’s until
about 2002, when they leveled off.
Over the past decade, the median pay
for women hovered around seventy-
five percent of the median for men.* At
the pace that the wage gap has shrunk
since 1980, it will not disappear until
at least 2050.

So how did we get here? Back in the
time of the traditional nuclear family,
many women worked for wages only
until they got married. In 1967, in
fewer than half (forty-seven percent)
of married couples did both spouses
work for wages. At the time, a man’s
salary was often enough to support
a family. But over time, the cost of
living increased and men’s wages
stayed flat. More women entered the
workforce, and by 2007 two-thirds
of married couples had both spouses

working.> Unfortunately, and in large
part because of the pay gap, having
two incomes does not guarantee fi-
nancial security.

The pay gap persists in part because
compensation for occupations most
common among women (e.g., domes-
tic services) is lower than compensa-
tion for occupations more common
among men, though both are equally
vital to a healthy society. For example,
in 2015, half the child-care workers
in Oregon made ten dollars an hour
or less, and half the home-health
aides made less than eleven dollars
an hour.® In fields long dominated by
men (e.g., medicine, science), many
structural and cultural barriers prevent
women from participating or getting
paid as equals. The pay gap also exists
within occupations, where women are
generally paid (or are valued) less than
their male counterparts. Among physi-
cians and surgeons in 2014, women
in the United States were paid only
about sixty-two percent of what men
were paid.’

The gap is smallest in low-wage
industries, but only because every-
one is already slammed up against
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Most low-wage workers

are women.

the wage floor. In other words, when
wages vary over only a small range,
the potential for wage disparities is
diminished. For example, among fast-
food cooks in Oregon in 2015, the
tenth percentile of wages was $9.27
an hour, and the median wage was
only $9.39 an hour.®

Most low-wage workers are women,
and low-wage jobs do not offer as
many benefits. The resulting wage and
benefit gaps have a disproportionate
impact on single-parent households,
and most of those households are
headed by women. In Oregon today,
forty percent of single mothers live

below the federal poverty line.? A new
Oregon law requires employers with
at least ten workers (six in Portland) to
provide up to forty hours of paid sick
leave a year,'® but workers at smaller
businesses still face the difficult de-
cision of paying bills or taking time
off work to care for a sick child. The
United States is the only industrial-
ized nation that does not guarantee
employees paid maternity leave,
creating additional hardships for low-
income households. According to a
2012 survey by the Oregon Health
Authority, one in twenty women who
worked during pregnancy did not take
even one week off work after having
a baby."

Because unions bargain for fair
wages and workplace policies, the
gender wage gap is smaller in states
and in industries in which more work-

ers are unionized. Unionization has
declined, whereas the involvement
of women in the workforce has in-
creased. In 1964, twenty-nine percent
of the nonagricultural US workforce
was covered by a collective bargain-
ing agreement. By 2013 that number
had dropped to eleven percent. If
union membership rates had not
fallen, the gender pay gap would be
much smaller today.

Sustainable Wages

So how much is enough for families
to be financially secure? We know
the federal poverty level standard
is outdated, no longer reflecting a
basic level of income needed to be
self-sufficient. In 2015, a family of
four falls under the federal poverty
level if its annual income is below
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recent rulings, however, may lead to a
rise in federal claims as well as admin-
istrative complaints “based on sex.”
Finally, nationwide same-sex marriage
has contributed to a nationwide rise
in awareness and support for sexual-
orientation and gender-identity non-
discrimination in the workplace. 4

Ed Reeves is a partner at Stoel Rives
LLP. He has been counseling manage-
ment in all areas of labor and employ-
ment law for more than thirty years.
Caroline Livett is an associate at Stoel
Rives and a former public defender. She
represents management in employment
litigation and advises employers in vari-
ous areas of employment law.
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Hundreds of thousands of
Oregonians are working hard
but still not earning enough
to meet basic needs without
public assistance.

$24,250 (about $2,000 per month).
Compare that to the average rent for
a two-bedroom apartment in Portland
($1,470 in August 2015),"* or the
median child-care-center cost for a
toddler in Oregon (about $1,000 per
month for full-time care)," and it is
easy to see the federal poverty level
is a poor reflection of the actual costs
of living today. In fact, that is why
eligibility for the Supplemental Nu-
trition Assistance Program (formerly
called food stamps) is set at 185% of
the federal poverty level.

A better measure of financial secu-
rity comes from the self-sufficiency
standard, a project of the University of
Washington'’s School of Social Work.
Researchers estimated the amount of
income needed to meet basic family
needs without public subsidies or pri-
vate assistance, factoring in spending
on housing, clothing, food, medical
care, and transportation costs. They
found that in Washington County, a
single parent with a preschool-age
child would need to make around
twenty-three dollars an hour to be
self sufficient.” In Wasco County, it
would take around fifteen dollars an
hour.” Half the jobs in Wasco County
paid less than fifteen dollars an hour
in 2014.1°

Because wages are low and full-
time jobs often scarce, hundreds of
thousands of Oregonians are work-
ing hard but still not earning enough
to meet basic needs without public
assistance. Providing food, medical,
and child-care assistance to working
families in Oregon costs taxpayers
more than $1.7 billion a year."” This
spending amounts to a huge subsidy
for employers who pay their work-

OREGON CIVIL RIGHTS NEWSLETTER

force low wages.

A $13.50-per-hour minimum wage
would provide an income that would
allow working adults in most of the
state to be self-sufficient. Overall,
about thirty-five percent of adult
workers in Oregon made less than
$13.50 an hour in 2014."® Since
thirty-nine percent of women make
less than $13.50 per hour, but only
thirty percent of men do, raising the
wage would help reduce the pay gap
as well. To complement that change,
Oregon should also do away with the
law that prevents local jurisdictions
from setting their own wage floor
higher than the state minimum. This
change would give power back to
communities to decide what wages
best reflect living costs in the area.

No singular policy will eliminate
the pay gap, but Oregon’s new law
protecting the ability of workers to
discuss their compensation is a step
in the right direction. In addition,
raising the minimum wage and lifting
preemption so jurisdictions can set
wage floors that make sense for their
community are important steps to
promote pay equity and living wages.
Since women are more likely to work
in low-wage jobs with fewer benefits,
any policy that expands benefits such
as paid sick leave, paid family leave,
and access to retirement savings ac-
counts helps reduce disparities in
compensation. Rejecting anti-union
proposals that make it harder for
workers to collectively bargain for fair
pay, benefits, and workplace policies
is also critical if we are to achieve fair
compensation. 4

Daniel Morris is the research director
for Our Oregon, a nonprofit that fights
for economic and social fairness for all
Oregonians.
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