
 

 

 
Occupational Segregation of Black 
Women Workers in the U.S. 
 
Occupational segregation, the concentration or underrepresentation of groups of workers 

within different jobs or industries, remains a significant driver of racial and gender 

inequities in the labor market. Occupational segregation in the United States is a result of the 

systemic and structural racism embedded into the economy that marginalizes people of 

color. These inequities intersect for Black women workers, who have deliberately been 

relegated to essential yet underpaid and undervalued jobs.  

 

Black women play an integral role in the U.S. economy as workers, organizers, community 

leaders, and activists, with a long history of advocating for workers’ rights and economic 

security.1 Despite being at the forefront as economic drivers and mobilizers of change, Black 

women’s labor is segregated, underpaid, and devalued in the formal economy.2 Our analysis 

of recent American Community Survey data focuses on the segregation of Black women 

workers. To examine the extent to which Black women are concentrated in specific jobs 

while being locked out of others, we categorized occupations into one of four levels of 

representation of Black women workers. We defined these representation levels based on 

the proportion of Black women in an occupation relative to their proportion in the overall 

labor force (6.6 percent): 

1. Underrepresented: Black women make up 5.25 percent or less of all workers in the 

occupation. 

2. Proportionally represented: Black women make up 5.3-7.85 percent of all workers 

in the occupation. 

3. Overrepresented: Black women make up 7.9-13.1 percent of all workers in the 

occupation. 

4. Highly overrepresented: Black women make up 13.2 percent or more of all workers 

in the occupation. 

 

More detailed information about our analytic methods is available upon request. 
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The figure above illustrates our high-level findings. Below, we detail the extent to which 

Black women workers are segregated into lower-paying occupations and out of higher-

paying jobs, how this plays out across geography and education levels, and how the size of 

the wage gap differs in occupations with different levels of representation of Black women 

workers. 

 

Key Findings 

Across the U.S., more than half of Black women work in occupations where they are 

overrepresented. Over 1 in 4 Black women work in occupations where they make up at 

least twice as many workers in the occupation as they do in the overall workforce.  

 

 

Occupations where Black women are overrepresented pay lower median hourly 

wages. Black women are highly overrepresented in essential but underpaid jobs including 

childcare workers, maids and housekeeping cleaners, personal care aides, and social 

workers.   

Figure 1. Proportion of Black Women Workforce, Median Wage, and Example Occupations by Representation Category 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 
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Conversely, Black women workers are largely locked out of higher-

paying occupations held by nearly half of the national workforce. 

Black women are underrepresented in occupations such as software 

developers, lawyers, and marketing and sales managers that tend to 

offer a greater level of autonomy and better benefits, in addition to 

higher wages. 3 
 

 

This stark segregation of Black women workers spans the country. Across states, a 

substantial proportion of Black women work in occupations where they are 

overrepresented, demonstrating that the unequal distribution of Black women in the 

workforce is not isolated to specific regions or states, but profoundly affects Black 

women workers across the country. 

 

  

Figure 2. Proportion of Black women working in occupations where they are 

overrepresented or highly overrepresented by state 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022.  

Note: States with sufficient sample sizes were included in analysis.  
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Our findings suggest that Black women workers are systematically excluded from many 

occupations. Even with higher education, Black women’s access to better-paying jobs where 

they are underrepresented remains limited.  

 

Yet the small proportion of Black women who manage to enter occupations where they 

are underrepresented earn higher wages – a trend observed across all levels of 

educational attainment. Despite earning higher wages, Black women workers in 

occupations where they are underrepresented also contend with larger wage gaps. At 

each level of educational attainment, wage disparities between Black women and white men 

are more pronounced in occupations where Black women are underrepresented.  

 

We highlight two examples below to demonstrate that across education levels, Black women 

working in occupations where they are underrepresented versus highly overrepresented 

experience greater disparities in pay compared to white men working in the same jobs with 

the same educational attainment. Even Black women workers with a graduate degree face a 

significant wage penalty in underrepresented occupations, underscoring that higher 

education alone does not close the wage gap for Black women, who experience a lower 

return on their educational investment in terms of wages. 

Figure 3. Proportion of Black Women Workers with a Graduate Degree in 

Occupations by Representation Category 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 
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Takeaways  

 Occupational segregation hinders the collective economic mobility of Black women by 

systematically confining Black women workers into undervalued occupations and 

excluding them from higher-paying jobs.  

 Occupational segregation of Black women workers is a nationwide issue that demands 

national attention, dialogue, and action to raise job quality in occupations where Black 

women are overrepresented, desegregate work, and support Black women’s economic 

prosperity and overall wellbeing. 

 The persistent confinement of Black women to certain occupations drives lower 

earnings for all Black women workers, perpetuating wage disparities across levels of 

educational attainment. These findings challenge the notion that education or other 

forms of human capital can resolve occupational segregation and instead point to 

systemic and institutional forces as root causes. 

 Black women are paid less for the same work done by white men with the same 

educational attainment, and disparities are larger in occupations where Black women 

are underrepresented. This underscores the need for comprehensive solutions to 

address cultural biases, discriminatory employment practices, and limited advancement 

opportunities in these workplaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Example Wage Gaps between Black Women and white Men by Occupation 

and Education Level 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 
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Discussion and Recommendations  

The systematic segregation of Black women’s labor into underpaid and undervalued jobs 

perpetuates a restrictive labor market, stifling Black women’s wages and collective economic 

mobility. This segregation also leads to worse outcomes in job quality for Black women 

workers, who experience lower autonomy, higher rates of workplace discrimination, 

unpredictable and inflexible work schedules, and limited access to benefits like employer-

sponsored health insurance and paid leave.4 

 

Occupational segregation of Black women workers is deeply rooted 

in policy choices, racialized and gendered stereotypes, and structural 

racism dating back to chattel slavery. However, transformative 

approaches that confront the historical legacies of slavery and 

systemic racism and center Black women as key stakeholders can 

uproot systemic injustice and promote economic security and 

overall wellbeing for Black women and their families.  

 

Addressing occupational segregation requires bold and sustained policy, program, and 

narrative solutions to remove structural barriers limiting Black women’s opportunities for 

high-quality work and economic mobility, dismantle racist stereotypes and narratives, and 

ensure every job is a good job. Centering Black women’s voices and expertise in this work is 

critical. Through conversation with Black women workers across the country about their 

roles and experiences with occupational segregation, we uplift narratives centered on 

dignity, meaning making, and abundance.5 

 

The Congressional Caucus on Black Women and Girls developed a comprehensive, multi-

faceted policy approach based on the Black Women Best framework. A Black Women Best 

policy approach is needed to address occupational segregation in the context of intersecting 

systems and structural barriers that have impacted Black women and communities for 

generations.6 Employment policies and practices such as paid family and sick leave, pay 

transparency, flexible and predictable scheduling, expanded collective bargaining, and 

stronger anti-discrimination law enforcement can help build worker power, promote pay 

equity, and desegregate opportunity. Additionally, policies such as universal health care, 

student loan forgiveness, eliminating criminal legal fines and fees, and expanding high-

quality and affordable childcare assistance can have wide-reaching impacts on Black women 

workers and help build an economy where everyone can thrive.  

  

https://watsoncoleman.house.gov/imo/media/doc/bwb_report_20220331.pdf
https://watsoncoleman.house.gov/imo/media/doc/bwb_report_20220331.pdf
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/RI_Black-Women-Best_IssueBrief-202009.pdf
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Occupational Segregation of Black Women 

Workers in the U.S. Data Supplement 
 

Detailed information about our data and analytic methods is available upon request 

(hchimowitz@nelp.org).  

 

 

Table 1. Proportion of Black Women and All Workers in Occupations by 

Representation of Black Women Workers 

Representation of Black Women Workers Black Women Workers All Workers 

Highly overrepresented 25.17% 9.14% 

Overrepresented 31.83% 19.71% 

Proportionally represented 25.95% 26.45% 

Underrepresented 17.05% 44.70% 

 Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 

 

Table 2. Median Wage of Black Women and All Workers in Occupations by 

Representation of Black Women Workers 

Representation of Black Women Workers 

Median Wage of Black 

Women Workers Median Wage of All Workers 

Highly overrepresented $18.15 $19.37 

Overrepresented $22.96 $24.92 

Proportionally represented $21.14 $23.87 

Underrepresented $29.00 $31.86 

 Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:hchimowitz@nelp.org
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Table 3. Proportion of Black Women in Occupations by Education and Representation 

Representation of Black 

Women Workers 

Less than high 

school 

High school 

graduate/GED 

Some college/ 

Associate's 

degree 

Bachelor's 

degree 

Graduate 

school 

Highly overrepresented 29.40% 31.33% 28.97% 16.81% 11.37% 

Overrepresented 27.92% 28.56% 33.65% 35.17% 30.10% 

Proportionally represented 32.83% 27.75% 23.54% 25.52% 26.48% 

Underrepresented 9.85% 12.36% 13.84% 22.50% 32.05% 

 Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 

 

Table 4. Median Wage of Black Women Workers by Education and Representation 

Representation of Black 

Women Workers 

Less than high 

school 

High school 

graduate/GED 

Some college/ 

Associate's 

degree 

Bachelor's 

degree 

Graduate 

school 

Highly overrepresented $14.72 $16.28 $18.19 $22.34 $28.09 

Overrepresented $16.42 $17.45 $20.84 $29.27 $35.75 

Proportionally represented $14.07 $16.07 $19.20 $27.18 $34.26 

Underrepresented $17.96 $18.78 $23.29 $33.80 $43.91 

 Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 

 

Table 5. Cents Earned by Black Women Workers for Every Dollar Made by White Men by 

Education and Representation 

Representation of Black 

Women Workers 

Less than high 

school 

High school 

graduate/GED 

Some college/ 

Associate's 

degree 

Bachelor's 

degree 

Graduate 

school 

Highly overrepresented 94.30 86.90 84.27 80.21 81.62 

Overrepresented 93.46 83.09 82.12 85.83 81.05 

Proportionally represented 78.32 76.51 78.21 75.63 75.73 

Underrepresented 81.03 73.75 75.24 74.44 76.01 

 Source: Authors’ analysis of IPUMS American Community Survey, 2018-2022. 
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