Implicit Bias and Wage Inequality
Prepared by the Senate Office of Research
April 18, 2017
What is Implicit Bias?
Implicit bias involves “attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and
decisions in an unconscious manner.”1 According to a body of scholarly research, the
unconscious attitudes we hold about other people often are based on categories such as
race, gender, age, or ethnicity. Studies suggest that implicit bias is pervasive, not
necessarily in line with our declared beliefs, developed early in life, and not fixed.2
Further, implicit bias is expressed at both an individual and institutional level.
Institutional bias has been studied in education, employment, and criminal justice
contexts, and it may present itself in an organization’s policies and procedures. In the
employment context, some argue that gender bias influences pay practices and has
contributed to a significant gap in what women and men are paid.
What is the Gender Pay Gap?
The gender pay gap measures what women are paid relative to men. It can be measured as
a median earnings ratio between men and women or as an actual gap in median earnings.
Median earnings generally are reported annually or on a weekly basis. Median earnings
are determined by identifying the “middle” salary of the salary set.
In the United States, as of 2015, women’s median earnings were approximately $40, 700,
compared with $51, 200 for men.3 This translates to women making 80 cents for every
dollar earned by men. In California, the gap is somewhat less, with women making
84 cents on the dollar.4 The gap persists regardless of a woman’s education level. In terms
of tangible income, women are losing a little more than $8,000 annually to the pay gap.
A study of U.S. Census Bureau pay data reveals that California’s gender pay gap in 2014
amounted to $39 billion in lost wages for women.5
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Where are the Greatest Disparities?
Women of color experience a larger gender pay gap relative to white women. Nationally,
African American women are paid 60 cents to every dollar earned by white non-Hispanic
men.6 In California, they fare slightly better, earning 63 cents to the dollar.7 Among women
of color, Latinas experience the worst pay gap, making 55 cents on the dollar nationally
and a meager 43 cents on the dollar in California.8 Conversely, white non-Hispanic women
experience a gap nationally of 81 cents on the dollar.9
As working women age, they experience a larger pay gap. On average, women begin their
careers earning 90 percent of what men earn.10 By the time they reach age 55, women are
paid only 74 percent of what their male counterparts are paid.11 This trend can be
problematic as women enter retirement. Studies have found that the gender pay gap is one
factor that lowers women’s retirement income relative to men.12 Lower lifetime earnings
can translate to lower Social Security benefits, savings, and defined contribution balances.
As a result, women’s average annual retirement income is a paltry $18,000, compared with
$31,000 for men.13 This income level places the majority of women 65 or older below the
supplemental measure for poverty (defining poverty as the lack of economic resources for
consumption of basic needs such as food, housing, clothing, and utilities).
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Working mothers earn less than both working fathers and women without children.14
Researchers call this the “motherhood penalty.” The penalty, even when controlling for
education and experience, translates to nearly 5 percent less pay for women with children,
compared to those without.15 Thus, working mothers experience a double bind when it
comes to compensation.
The gender pay gap cuts across both occupations and industries. In some occupations and
industries, the gender pay gap is particularly profound. Interestingly, the largest pay gap
generally is found in the highest-paid occupations. For example, the gender pay gap for
personal financial advisors is 39 percent, and for physicians, 38 percent.16 In terms of
industry, the gap appears widest for women working in health care and social assistance,
at 29 percent, followed by manufacturing at 25 percent.17
What Explains the Pay Gap?
Researchers have identified a number of factors they believe explain the gender pay gap.
They generally agree that a significant factor is the persistence of gender-based
occupational and industry segregation. One study, in fact, found occupational segregation
to be the single largest factor accounting for the pay gap.18 Work segregation means certain
industries and jobs are characterized as female- or male-dominated. For example, three in
four workers in education and health services are women, nine in 10 workers in the
construction industry are men, and seven out of 10 in the field of computer programming
are men.19 Among occupations, women make up 80 percent of all secretaries, teachers, and
home health aides.20 Gender segregation contributes to the pay gap because both
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historically and presently, female-dominated work pays less overall than male-dominated
work.21
Some researchers maintain that predominately female occupations pay less, in part,
because of gendered cultural beliefs that women’s work is less valuable. According to this
theory, engrained assumptions that men are more status-worthy and competent may lead
employers to pay women less and hire them into lower-wage positions.22 Market forces
also may create pay disparities by assigning a lower value to women’s work. A compelling
study of 50 years of U.S. workforce data found that when an influx of women enter a
previously male-dominated profession, average wages for the occupation decrease.23
A number of studies contend that occupational segregation based on gender is in part a
result of women “choosing” lower-paying occupations because of cultural norms and
gender bias that steer them into female-dominated professions.24 Personal choice and
particular skills and abilities also can play a role in career selection. Gender bias research
focuses on the impact of women’s college major choice on career choice and explores the
societal pressures influencing college major choice. The research reveals that women
overwhelming major and graduate in education, psychology, and social work, while men
favor engineering, a field with much higher earning potential.25 In particular, researchers
have studied how gendered expectations about women’s non-suitability for science and
math careers influence their educational, and ultimately, professional choices.26
Other research highlights women’s overall approach to salary negotiations as contributing
to the gender pay gap. These studies found women often do not attempt to negotiate their
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salary, or when they do, women ask for less compensation than their male counterparts.27
A 2016 study conducted by Hired.com, an online employee recruitment platform, found
that nationally, women ask for $14,000 less in compensation than men.28 A number of
other studies show women also are likely to be offered lower salaries than men. In one
laboratory experiment, science professors reviewing identical résumés of a female and
male applicant for a lab manager position offered the male applicant $4,000 more on
average, also judging him more competent and hirable.29
Researchers also look at women’s work characteristics for explanations for the pay gap.
Women are more likely than men to work part time, which contributes to lower rates of
pay. One study found women are twice as likely to work part time as men.30 In addition,
the likelihood that women will take time off during their career for childbirth, childrearing, and care-taking of family members serves to lower their pay.31 In particular,
mothers may experience a wage penalty for their time away from work in multiple ways,
including lost wages, a lack of promotional opportunities, and decreased hiring potential. 32
Questions to Consider






To what extent have you encountered gender bias in the workplace?
Who or what influenced your career choices?
Did you negotiate your first salary?
What do you believe accounts for the gender pay gap?
What additional laws/policies could the Legislature enact to help close the gender pay
gap?

—Prepared by Megan Lane
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