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Economic Status of Latinas in New York City 
Equal Pay Day, commemorated on April 10th this year, marks the symbolic day that women’s 
earnings catch up to what men made during the previous year. However, this date, derived from 
comparing the median earnings of all full-time working women and men, obscures that women 
are not all equally disadvantaged when it comes to pay inequality. In fact, a closer look at the data 
by race and ethnicity reveals that nearly all women of color face larger disparities in earnings and 
therefore have to work longer into the year to make what white, non-Hispanic men are paid in a 
single year. In 2018, for example, Black women do not reach symbolic parity until August 7th, and 
Latina Equal Pay Day is not observed until November 1st – ten months into the calendar. 

Equal pay for equal work is a concept as old as labor organizing and remains elusive today, more 
so for women of color. While the Equal Pay Act of 1963 officially prohibited gender-based wage 
discrimination, it was not until the passage of the Civil Rights Act the following year that race 
became a protected class. That women of color experience discrimination at work on the basis of 
both sex and race—and that it is precisely the intersection of marginalized identities that 
compounds economic disparities—has long been sidelined in prevailing conversations about equal 
pay, especially at the national level.  

New York City Comptroller Scott M. Stringer’s April 2018 report Power and the Gender Wage 
Gap: How Pay Disparities Differ by Race and Occupation in New York City showed that while 
women make less on average than men in New York City, the gender wage gap is significantly 
larger for women of color.1 In this policy brief, the second in a series on the economic experiences 
of women of color, the Comptroller’s Office further analyzes U.S. Census Bureau earnings data to 
examine the scale and impact of the gender wage gap specifically for Latinas in New York City.2 
Findings detailed in this brief include: 

• Latinas experience the largest wage gap among women of color. In 2016, Latinas 
working full-time in New York City made 49 cents for every dollar paid to white 
men—roughly $38,000 less on average. 
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• The wage gap for Latinas in New York City (51 cents) is larger than for Latinas in 
New York (44 cents) and Latinas in the U.S. (46 cents). If New York City were to 
observe its own local Latina Equal Pay Day, it would not be until January 16th, 2019. 

• Over a 40-year career, the median full-time working Latina in New York City would 
lose on average $1.5 million in earnings due to the gender wage gap. She would have 
to work an additional 42 years, more than two careers over, to attain the same 
earnings as the median full-time employed white man. 

• If the gender wage gap were closed, the more than 300,000 Latinas working full-time, 
year-round in New York City would have collectively contributed roughly $11.8 
billion more in earnings to the local economy. 

• Three in ten (29.5 percent) Latinas live in poverty in New York City, the highest 
poverty rate of all groups and three times the poverty rate among white men (9.8 
percent). More than half (53.4 percent) of employed Latinas make less than $25,000. 

• Latinas make up more than one-tenth (12.6 percent) of the city’s labor force but are 
underrepresented in higher-wage occupations, holding roughly one in five (20.3 
percent) jobs in the lower-wage service industry. 

More than 55 years after passage of the first federal labor law recognizing the harms of wage 
discrimination on women, wage disparities clearly persist.3 But data on earnings capture only part 
of the story of economic inequality for Latinas. Indeed, Latinas also have among the highest 
unemployment rates of any group and, despite overall increases in educational attainment, face 
barriers to accessing the higher education needed to gain entry to many higher-paying fields.  

In addition to comprising one-fourth of the female labor force, Latinas also likely take on a 
substantial share of the uncompensated care work in the city. The Comptroller’s analysis found 
that, at 40.5 percent, Latinas account for more female-headed households with children in the city 
than any other group of women. Latinas are more likely than non-Hispanic women to be the 
primary earners in households with multiple generations, which means that in addition to having 
to navigate disadvantages in the labor market, they must also contend with the care needs of 
children, parents, and older relatives—all while having the fewest financial resources to do so. 

The severity of the wage gap, extent of poverty, and depths of occupational segregation make clear 
that bold leadership and policy changes are needed to break down structural and social barriers to 
equal pay. As long as the wage gap persists, the economic security of Latinas—and, indeed, the 
economic health of the city—will be compromised. The gender wage gap not only harms 
individual Latinas and their families, limiting their ability to afford housing and higher education, 
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pay down debt, and build savings for the future, it also reinforces disparities in wealth that have 
constrained and will continue to undercut economic activity in the city for years to come. City 
government, public and private employers, partners in higher education and philanthropy, and 
community stakeholders can and must do more to close the gap. To that end, this brief concludes, 
as the first brief in this series did, with a set of overarching recommendations intended to help 
achieve pay equity and, ultimately, greater economic security for women of color in the city. 

Latinas’ Earnings and the Gender Wage Gap 
New York City is home to more than 1.2 million Latinas, whose economic, social, and civic 
contributions are vital to the success of the city. Latinas not only make up more than one-tenth 
(12.6 percent) of the city’s labor force, including one in four (25.7 percent) women, but also 
comprise a growing share of the municipal workforce.4 In the Bronx alone, Latinas are more than 
half the female labor force.  

Despite powering communities and workplaces across the city, Latinas have, historically, 
experienced higher rates of economic insecurity than other groups. In 2016, the median earnings 
of Latinas who worked full-time, year-round were $36,442, less than half the earnings of white, 
non-Hispanic men. The gender wage gap, expressed here as the difference between the median 
earnings of Latinas and white, non-Hispanic men, has also increased slightly over the last several 
years, growing from 50 cents on the dollar in 2010 to 51 cents in 2016, or from a difference of 
around $33,000 annually to nearly $38,000 annually (Chart 1). Put another way, Latinas in New 
York City currently make on average 49 cents for every dollar paid to white men.  

Chart 1: Difference in Latinas’ and White Men's Median Earnings in New York City 
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If the gender wage gap were eliminated, meaning that the median full-time working Latina had 
earnings equal to the median full-time working white man, Latinas working full-time in New York 
City would earn roughly $38,000 more per year. As it stands, over a 40-year career, the median 
full-time employed Latina loses more than $1.5 million in earnings due to the gender wage gap, 
on top of foregone retirement savings, investments, and benefits. Given that women are more likely 
than men to take time away from the workforce to provide care for children, aging parents, or ill 
family members, this likely understates the extent of the earnings differentials over a lifetime. 

 

These losses are deeply felt at an individual and family level, undermining the financial security 
and wellbeing of Latinas across the five boroughs. But the wage gap also limits economic activity 
in the city. If the gender wage gap were closed, the more than 300,000 Latinas working full-time, 
year-round in New York City would have collectively contributed nearly $11.8 billion more in 
earnings to the local economy. 

Comparing the median earnings of women of different racial and ethnic groups to those of white 
men underscores that women are not all similarly situated when it comes to the gender wage gap. 
Although women across race earn less on average than white men, the disparities are much larger 
for Latinas. Indeed, the wage gap for Latinas is nearly three times the size of the gap for white 
women, who make 82 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men. Moreover, the 
gender wage gap for white women, while still substantial, has closed slightly over the last several 
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years, decreasing from 19 cents in 2010 to 18 cents in 2016. Currently, Latinas make just 60 cents 
for every dollar paid to white women. In addition, more than half (53.4 percent) of working Latinas 
make less than $25,000, which is about the annual salary of someone working full-time at the 
minimum wage, compared to one-third (33.7 percent) of all non-Hispanic working women.10 

As Chart 2 shows, Latinas’ median earnings are slightly higher than those of their male 
counterparts, the only group of women for whom that is the case. In 2016, the median earnings of 
full-time employed Latino men were $36,133, making the racial wage gap between Latino men 
and white men roughly the same size as the gender wage gap between Latina women and white 
men. The fact that Latinas’ median earnings are much closer to Latino men than to white women’s 
further points to the role of race and anti-Latinx racism in perpetuating economic disparities.11 

Chart 2: Median Earnings for Full-Time Work in New York City (2016) 

 

The Comptroller’s analysis found that the gender wage gap in New York City is more pronounced 
than at the state and national level, where Latinas experience a wage gap of 44 cents and 46 cents, 
respectively (Chart 3).12 As with the wage gap for other women of color in the city, this is 
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Chart 3: Gender Wage Gap for Latinas in New York City is Higher than State and 
National Averages 

 

“Latina Equal Pay Day”—the symbolic day that Latinas’ earnings catch up to what white, non-
Hispanic men made during the previous calendar year—is observed nationally on November 1st, 
2018.13 However, given that the gender wage gap is larger for Latinas across the five boroughs, in 
New York City, Latinas will not catch up to what white men made until January 16th, 2019. In 
other words, Latinas have to work more than two years to make what white men make in a single 
year. Were the current gender wage gap to hold over a 40-year career, the typical Latina would 
have to work an additional 42 years—likely into her hundreds—to attain the same earnings as her 
white male counterpart. 
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Chart 4: Median Earnings of Latinas & White Men for Full-Time, Year-Round Work (2016) 
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(15.1%) women in management, business, science, and arts occupations, and more than one in 
three (36.6%) women in service occupations.14 

Chart 5: Proportion of Latinas & White Men by Occupation (2016) 
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Educational Attainment 
Like occupation, differences in educational attainment contribute to the wage disparities between 
Latinas and other groups in New York City. While less than half (41.1 percent) of all Latinas over 
25 have completed at least some college, more than two-thirds (74.7 percent) of white, non-
Hispanic men have. Almost four times as many white men as Latinas have a bachelor’s degree or 
higher, and Latinas remain overrepresented among New Yorkers who have not completed high 
school.  

In New York City as across the country, Latinas and white men have, on average, different access 
to and opportunities for quality education. Despite this uneven playing field, more Latinas are 
earning college degrees now than in 2010, and the proportion of Latinas with bachelor’s and 
advanced degrees is growing faster than most other groups. As Chart 6 illustrates, between 2010 
and 2016, the proportion of Latinas over 25 with a bachelor’s degree or higher increased 13.9 
percent, compared to 9.0 percent among white, non-Hispanic men and 10.9 percent among all 
women. While access to higher education should on average lead to better earnings and job 
prospects, existing research on gender and racial/ethnic wage gaps shows that disparities often 
remain even among women and men with comparable education. Indeed, a recent Economic Policy 
Institute analysis found that Latinas earn less on average than white, non-Hispanic men at every 
educational level, with Latinas with advanced degrees earning less than college-educated white 
men without advanced degrees.16 

Chart 6: Percent Change in Proportion of New Yorkers with Bachelor's or Advanced 
Degree, 2010-2016 
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Labor Force Participation and Unemployment 
In New York City, more than half (55.5 percent) of Latinas over 16-years-old are in the labor 
force.17 While their labor force participation rate has increased slightly since 2010, it remains 
below white women (60.5 percent), Latino men (70.2 percent), and white men (71.8 percent). 
Latinas also experience higher rates of unemployment. As Chart 7 shows, in 2016, the 
unemployment rate among Latinas was 11.2 percent, about twice the rate among both white 
women (5.2 percent) and white men (5.6 percent). 

Chart 7: Unemployment Rate 
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Chart 8: Proportion of Employees Working Part-Time by Gender and Race/Ethnicity 

 

Poverty and Inequality 
In addition to experiencing the largest gender and racial/ethnic wage gap, Latinas are also more 
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Further analysis of U.S. Census data shows that one in five (19.6 percent) employed Latinas who 
are heads of households are in poverty, compared to 8.1 percent of all non-Hispanic working 
women who are heads of households.21 That a far larger proportion of Latinas than Latino men in 
New York City live in poverty likely reflects at least in part the underemployment of Latinas 
relative to their male counterparts and the higher labor force participation of Latino men.  

Causes and Impacts of Economic Disparities 
The causes of the economic disparities observed among Latinas in New York City are many and 
interconnected. Structural barriers, including uneven access to quality education and child care, 
inflexible hours, inadequate accommodations for pregnant and nursing mothers, and exclusionary 
hiring and performance evaluation processes, all contribute to women remaining in lower-paying 
positions, if not getting pushed out of the formal workforce altogether. There is evidence to suggest 
that this may be especially true for Latinas. Nationally, for example, Latinas are the least likely 
among women across race and ethnicity to use paid leave before or after giving birth and most 
likely to be subsequently let go from their jobs.22 Given the high proportion of Latina-headed 
households with children in the city, structural barriers to motherhood in the workplace likely 
contribute to their lower earnings relative to other groups of women. 

Latinas are also disproportionally concentrated in low-wage industries in which they are likely to 
be more vulnerable to exploitative practices, including wage theft and other contract violations, 
which suppress annual earnings. In fact, a representative survey of low-wage employees in New 
York City showed that laundry services, domestic work, and beauty and nail salons, all professions 
in which Latinas are overrepresented, are the top three sources of minimum-wage violations in the 
city.23  

Importantly, however, vulnerability to such abuse tends to be compounded by immigration status, 
regardless of industry. The same analysis found that while women are more likely than men to 
experience minimum-wage violations, the risk is heightened for women not born in the U.S. While 
more than one in four (27.3 percent) Latinx workers had experienced minimum wage violations, 
only 3.2 percent of white workers had, and foreign-born Latinx workers experienced the highest 
minimum wage violation rates of any racial or ethnic group.24 Survey results from Chicago, New 
York City, and Los Angeles further reveal that Latina workers have a far higher violation rate than 
Latino men, 40 percent compared to 24 percent, with foreign-born women more likely to 
experience violations than foreign-born men.25 Although higher education appears to provide 
some protection against such violations, it is no guarantee.  

Fear of retaliation likely prevents many Latinas, in particular those who are undocumented, from 
coming forward to report suspected wage violations, harassment, discrimination, or, even, ask for 
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raises.26 Although the survey data highlighted above predate a number of policy developments at 
the city and state level designed to improve conditions in lower-wage industries, enforcement is a 
consistent challenge. Moreover, recent reporting has illustrated the harm that anti-immigrant 
discrimination, and specifically the anti-Latin American discrimination espoused by the current 
federal administration, has done in silencing Latinx communities.27 The pathways, both perceived 
and actual, that are available to immigrant Latinas to discuss wage disparities are then further 
limited by their gender identity, sexual orientation, disability, religion, if they are monolingual 
non-English speakers, and other factors. 

While differences in occupation and education likely account for a significant portion of the wage 
disparities observed in New York City, existing research confirms that a gender wage gap remains 
in their absence. Even controlling for occupation, as the Comptroller’s April 2018 analysis did for 
instance, reveals gaps for Latinas as large as 55 cents on the dollar.28 Indeed, the model that 
economists Francine D. Blau and Lawrence M. Kahn developed to disaggregate the causes of the 
gender wage gap in the U.S. concluded that 38 percent of the gap in women’s and men’s earnings 
cannot be explained by observable differences such as work experience. Rather, it must be 
attributed to “unexplained factors.”29 Such factors might include different styles of negotiating, as 
well as unconscious bias and overt discrimination against Latinas. 

Although there is no precise way to measure how much gender- and race-based discrimination 
contributes to economic insecurities among Latinas in New York City, institutionalized sexism 
and racism have undoubtedly reinforced and reproduced them over time. The fact that nearly one 
in three Latinas in New York City live below the poverty level is, in part, a consequence of the 
little social and literal value that has been afforded to Latinas’ work. And the collateral harms have 
been widespread and long-lasting, compromising Latinas’ spending power and their ability to 
accumulate wealth over time. The effects compound over women’s lifetimes and across 
generations, impacting women’s capacity to pay down debt, build retirement savings, contribute 
to their children’s education, and access the kinds of opportunities that all New Yorkers hope to 
provide for themselves and their families.  

The gender wage gap not only impacts Latinas’ economic security but also their physical health 
and safety. The precariousness associated with living close to or below the poverty level limits 
Latinas’ access to adequate, regular health care, and the stress resulting from living with inadequate 
resources can itself cause poor health outcomes.30 A substantial body of research has established 
the link between economic insecurity and domestic and gender-based violence. For the purposes 
of this brief, what remains important to underscore is that eliminating the gender wage gap would 
have a positive effect on a range of social and health outcomes associated with economic 
insecurity. Given that Latinas are overrepresented among all women-headed households with 
children, these benefits would extend to thousands of children in the city.  
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Realizing Economic Justice for all Latinas 
This analysis of the latest U.S. Census data shows that, despite vast contributions to the city, 
Latinas face striking, persistent disparities in earnings and other indicators of economic well-being, 
including the highest gender wage gap among women and the highest rate of poverty among all 
adult New Yorkers. Policy developments in recent years, including increases in the minimum 
wage, the implementation of paid sick and family leave, and establishment of the Domestic 
Workers’ Bill of Rights, are significant steps in the right direction, but the Comptroller’s 
analysis—and Latinas’ lived experiences—make clear that additional solutions are needed. 

What would an economic justice policy agenda inclusive of Latinas look like? The four 
overarching recommendations below offer a starting point, but it will take proactive, thoughtful 
work between government, employers, educators, and community leaders to begin to address the 
structural racism and sexism underlying existing disparities. Moreover, Latinas are racially and 
ethnically diverse. Central American, Mexican, and Dominican women, for instance, face some of 
the largest wage gaps among women.31 Failing, then, to account for intragroup differences and 
tailor interventions to the needs of particular communities is likely to reproduce the same 
exclusionary practices that have perpetuated inequalities between Latinas and non-Hispanic 
women. 

To help address these inequities and close existing pay gaps, the Comptroller’s Office makes the 
following recommendations: 

1. Guarantee family-sustaining wages: Although the minimum wage will reach $15 per 
hour in New York City by the end of 2018, Latinas are concentrated in jobs in which the 
minimum wage is too often the ceiling, rather than the floor. The City and State should 
promote additional strategies to raise wages, strengthen protections, and address the 
devaluing of jobs in which Latinas have historically been and continue to be 
overrepresented. This includes supporting existing campaigns to increase and enhance the 
Earned Income Tax Credit and to boost the wages of New York City’s early childhood 
educators, the majority of whom are women.32 It also includes increasing access to and 
protecting the collective bargaining process, as existing research shows that the gender 
wage gap narrows for women in unions.33 

2. Expand and create equitable access to affordable child care and paid leave: Greater 
access to resources like child care as well as paid time off to care for loved ones would 
help Latinas remain connected to the workforce and advance in their careers. Strategies to 
achieve this include expanding access to subsidized child care, including for women who 
work nights and weekends, hours typical of service-sector jobs. And while most private 
employers in New York City are now required to provide earned paid sick days and paid 
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family leave to their employees, improvements can be made. For example, a private right 
of action for paid sick leave would enhance enforcement. In addition, paid parental leave 
should be extended to all municipal workers, tens of thousands of whom, overwhelmingly 
women of color, still lack access to leave following the birth or adoption of a child. 

3. Advance educational and occupational equity: In order to address educational and 
occupational segregation, policies and programs should be adopted that support access to 
higher education, increase recruitment in higher-paying occupations, and raise the visibility 
of Latinas in leadership. New York City’s Tech Talent Pipeline and the State’s “If You 
Can See It, You Can Be It” initiative offer different models of public-private partnerships 
designed to achieve these aims. Additional resources should be invested in such efforts, 
with an emphasis on programming informed by and targeted directly to young girls of 
color. The City should also examine strategies to direct more capital to Latina 
entrepreneurs and to sustain Latina-owned businesses. As the Comptroller’s Office has 
recommended elsewhere, a Chief Diversity Officer position should be created within the 
mayor’s cabinet to deepen the City’s commitment to this work, including expanding its 
utilization of Minority and Women-owned Business Enterprises (M/WBEs).34 

4. Strengthen enforcement of anti-discrimination laws and labor practices: Despite the 
fact that New York City has among the strongest anti-discrimination laws in the country, 
discrimination clearly persists. That is why oversight and enforcement of current statutes 
must be vigilant. This includes not only holding those in violation accountable but also 
raising awareness among impacted communities about existing rights and means of seeking 
recourse. It is imperative that the City foster an environment where all Latinas have the 
means to safely come forward to share their experiences of discrimination. It also means 
using the City’s legislative and regulatory powers to create greater transparency around 
compensation and promote the use of standardized pay rates. 
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