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Women are a critical part of the U.S. labor force and contribute significantly both to their families’ economic 
security and the U.S. economy. Yet women, especially women of color, have experienced longstanding 
disparities in the labor force that exacerbated the problems caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Women 
have persistently lower wages and fewer workplace benefits than men, disparities that are even more 
significant for Black, Hispanic, and some subsets of Asian American and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander 
women. Women-dominated jobs, including care work, have been devalued. Decades of underinvestment in 
social safety net policies like childcare and paid leave and declining unionization rates left women with few 
supports to manage work and their unpaid family caregiving responsibilities amid the pandemic.

The COVID-19 Pandemic’s Disproportionate Impact on Women

When the pandemic hit in March 2020, these preexisting vulnerabilities worsened its impact on women’s 
employment. For the first time since data began being collected in 1948, women lost more jobs than men 
during the depths of the COVID-19-related economic crisis. Women had varied experiences during the 
pandemic depending on their ability to telework, whether they lost their job, or were essential workers — 
many of whom experienced higher health and safety risks.

• Women lost 11.9 million jobs compared to 10.1 million jobs lost by men from February to April 2020.1

• 4.4 million women left the labor force between February and April 2020, compared to 3.9 million men.2 In 
April 2020, women’s labor force participation rate was at a 35-year low.3

• Mothers’ work hours declined by an estimated 3.5 hours per week between February and April 2020, 
greater than the 2.5 hours per week decline for fathers’ work hours.4

Women of color experienced the most significant employment impacts across nearly all groups during the 
pandemic. For Black and Hispanic women, these impacts were exacerbated by historic discrimination and 
occupational segregation, making them more vulnerable to job losses, less availability of remote work, and 
access to workplace benefits.

•Black and Hispanic women had higher and more persistently elevated unemployment rates in 2020 
compared to white women.5 This is a continuation of patterns that existed before the pandemic, including 
that workers of color, especially Black workers, are the first to experience unemployment during a 
recession and the last to transition back into employment.6 The preexisting vulnerabilities of Black and 
Hispanic working women are due to longstanding labor market policies and practices, rooted in a history 
of racism and xenophobia, that systematically devalue and disadvantage women of color.

•American Indian and Alaska Native workers had an unemployment rate (not seasonally adjusted) of 
28.6% in April 2020, up from 6.1% a year prior.7

•Asian women’s unemployment rate (not seasonally adjusted) peaked at 16.6% in May 2020, but 
subgroups of Asian women experienced different vulnerabilities pre-pandemic, leading to varying 
experiences during the pandemic.8



Older women and women with disabilities also experienced greater negative outcomes than other workers.

•	41% of midcareer and older women ages 40 to 65 reported losing their jobs or income during the 
pandemic and many retired early.9

•	Women with disabilities had a higher unemployment rate than men with disabilities in 2020 — an annual 
average of 13.2% compared to 12.0%.10

Why the COVID-19 Pandemic More Severely Impacted Working Women

During the pandemic, two primary factors contributed to women experiencing more negative employment 
impacts.

1.	Women — who have always performed the majority of unpaid family caregiving — coped with greater 
challenges managing work and care, with children home from school and disabled and older family 
members losing access to critical care services, which often disrupted their employment and work hours.

• Mothers, in particular, were significantly impacted by these changes and the declines were even more 
severe for unpartnered (unmarried or not cohabitating) mothers. The drop in employment between 
September 2019 and September 2020 was significantly worse for Black (10.5 percentage points) and 
Hispanic unpartnered mothers (10.7 percentage points) compared to white unpartnered mothers (5.8 
percentage points).11

• 61% of caregivers for older adults or children with special needs were women in 2019. Like mothers of 
younger children, they too were at greater risk of negative work impacts during the pandemic due to 
the need to juggle caregiving with paid employment.12

2.	Women were overrepresented in industries that experienced the pandemic’s worst job losses. This 
occupational and industry segregation — the overrepresentation or underrepresentation of women 
in certain jobs and sectors — resulted in women and women of color experiencing a disproportionate 
number of job losses in many sectors that exceeded their share of the workforce.13 For example:

• Women were 51.2% of workers in leisure and hospitality in 2019, but they represented 54.2% of jobs 
lost in that sector between 2019 and 2020.14

• Women were 74.8% of workers in education and health services in 2019, but 78.8% of jobs lost in that 
sector.15

Understanding and addressing occupational segregation is a critical step to recover from the 
disproportionate impacts of the pandemic on women, particularly women of color.

The Causes of Occupational Segregation

There are many factors that contribute to occupational segregation that were exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

• Social norms and stereotypes can pressure workers into jobs stereotypical to their gender or race/
ethnicity. For example, the belief that women are better at “caring” occupations, or that men are better 
at dangerous or more physically demanding work.16 

• Educational attainment, sorting, and training gaps can create barriers for women entering certain 
occupations, especially as they are less likely to study math or science or participate in vocational 
training programs and registered apprenticeships.17 

• Uneven family caregiving responsibilities that are disproportionately performed by women limit the time 
they can spend on paid work and the types of jobs they can accept.18



• Networks and mentors, especially of the same gender or race/ethnicity, can help women get referrals for 
job openings, hiring, or promotions, but these are limited in non-traditional jobs for women.19

• Wealth gaps and limited access to capital create barriers for women to start their own business.20

• Workplace discrimination can deter women, especially women of color, from applying for a job, deter a 
hiring manager from selecting women, and impact women’s evaluation and promotion.21

• Workplace culture and harassment can include hostile work environments for women and a workplace 
with policies that are unfriendly to workers with family caregiving responsibilities.22

The Consequences of Occupational Segregation

Occupational segregation creates many inequities in the labor market, including lower wages — especially 
for women and workers of color — wider gender and racial wage gaps, and reduced economic growth.

• Occupational segregation leads to the devaluation of jobs dominated by women, especially women of 
color. 23 This is especially true in care work, such as child care, domestic workers, and home health aides, 
which pay below average wages.24 And, as more women enter an occupation, the wages drop.25 Women-
dominated jobs are also less likely to include benefits like health care and retirement.26

• Occupational segregation contributes to gender and racial wage gaps. Black women lost $39.3 billion, 
and Hispanic women lost $46.7 billion, in wages compared to white men due to differences in industry 
and occupation in 2019.27

• Occupational segregation inhibits innovation, makes the labor force less adaptable to changes, reduces 
families’ earnings and their spending back in the economy, and lowers economic growth.28

The Biden-Harris Administration’s Commitment to Addressing Occupational Segregation

Addressing occupational segregation is a critical goal of the Biden-Harris Administration to ensure women 
do not return to the pre-pandemic status quo, but instead achieve an equitable recovery. The following 
initiatives and policy proposals will help improve job quality in women-dominated jobs, support workers to 
enter non-traditional occupations, and ensure all jobs, especially new jobs in the growing infrastructure and 
climate sectors, include equity from the start.

• Improve Gender, Racial, and Ethnic Equity by elevating women and women of color in leadership 
positions across the administration and promoting diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility in hiring 
across the federal workforce.

• Increase Access and Equity in Education and Training Programs through increasing affordability of 
higher education and expanding access and funding for women to enter Registered Apprenticeships.

• Support Workers with Caregiving Through Work-Family Policies and Workplace Flexibility, including 
making high-quality childcare affordable and accessible; increasing funding for home- and community-
based care; supporting paid family and medical leave, paid sick leave, workplace flexibility, overtime 
protections, and predictable scheduling.

• Increase Women’s Access to Capital by increasing resources and support for women entrepreneurs.

• Address Discrimination by Employers by investigating and prosecuting complaints, enforcing non-
discrimination laws with federal contractors and subcontractors, and educating workers of their rights.

• Address Workplace Harassment by preventing harassment within the federal workforce and armed 
services and ending the use of forced arbitration agreements that contribute to hiding employer abuse.

• Improve Job Quality, especially in women-dominated jobs, through the Good Jobs Initiative, raising 
the federal minimum wage, expanding access to workplace benefits, ensuring safe and healthy working 
conditions, strengthening workers’ collective bargaining and unions, and combating misclassification.
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