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Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony on behalf of Equal Rights Advocates (ERA), a
national non-profit legal organization dedicated to protecting and expanding economic and educational access
and opportunities for women, girls, and people of marginalized gender identities. For over 47 years, ERA has
worked to advance equity, opportunity and economic security for women and their families, with a focus on
workplace rights. A primary focus of our work is to promote gender equality and advance women’s economic
security by protecting against pay discrimination and wage gaps to ensure equal pay.

I. The Persistent Pay Gap Harmful to the Economic Security of Women & Families

Women are increasingly the primary or co-breadwinner in their families,' yet, they continue to face
obstacles to equality in the workplace and the broader economy, including a substantial wage gap that has
persisted for decades. Overall, when the wages of all women are compared to the wages of all men, women
in the United States working full time, year-round, typically are only paid 82 cents for every dollar paid to
men. For many women of color, the wage gap is much worse. Nationwide, Black women earn 63 cents for
every dollar earned by their white male counterparts, Native women earn 60 cents, and Latinas, just 55 cents
to the dollar> The wage gap persists across industries,’ occupations,and education levels and exacts a heavy
toll not only on women, but also on the families they support and the economy as a whole. Eliminating the
gender wage gap would reduce the poverty rates of working women and their families by more than half and
would add $512.6 billion to the national economy

The wage gap affects women as soon as they enter the labor force, expands over time, and leaves older
women with a gap in retirement income. Over the course of a 40-year career, a woman beginning her career
today typically stands to lose $406,280 to the wage gap.” Women of color stand to lose the most, with Black
women typically losing $964,400, Native American women losing $986,240, and Latinas losing $1,163,920
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over their lifetime to the wage gap as compared to white, non-Hispanic men. These lost wages not only
reduce women’s ability to cover basic living expenses such as food and rent, they also severely reduce their
ability to save for unexpected expenses or retirement.

Unequal wages also contribute to the overall gender wealth gap, which is even larger than the wage gap,
especially for women of color. Different from income, wealth represents a person’s overall net worth, and
the resources they have at their disposal to be used in the future, for example, in an emergency, to pay for
college or retirement, to own a home or a business, or to pass on to their children. While an individual’s
income is essential to covering day-to-day needs, wealth is critical to achieving long term and sustained
economic security. While women overall earn an average of 82 cents to the dollar compared to men (the
wage or income gap), they own just 32 cents to the dollar> The wealth gap is especially stark for women of
color, who own just pennies to the dollar compared to both white women and men." Gender and race-based
wealth disparities create long-term and intergenerational economic inequality. We therefore need strong
policy responses to address the wage gap now, in order to begin breaking the cyclical wealth disparities that
have oppressed women and people of color, for hundreds of years.

II. The COVID-19 Pandemic Has Exacerbated Existing Gender-Based Inequities

Women across the country and in Mississippi already faced substantial economic insecurity prior to the
pandemic. Women are more likely to work in low-wage jobs and have fewer opportunities to advance in their
careers. They are often faced with a lack of affordable child care, as well inadequate leave and other family-
friendly work policies that allow them to earn a living while also caring for their families.

These issues, which contribute to the overall wage gap, have been magnified and exacerbated by the
COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting economic crisis. Prior to the pandemic, women were already
experiencing significant barriers to economic security and were more likely to live in poverty. Financial
insecurity was especially pronounced for Black, Latinx, Native, Asian American, and Pacific Islander women.
The current crisis is the first economic recession in which more women than men lost jobs." Generations of pay
discrimination, gender and racial wage gaps and the resulting wealth gaps mean many families have faced
pronounced economic insecurity during the current economic crisis.

Therefore, passing strong equal pay laws is now more important than ever as the COVID-19 pandemic has
underscored and exacerbated race and gender inequities and barriers in the workplace, especially unequal pay.
We must close gender and race-based wage gaps to ensure that women are able to provide for themselves and
their families as well as weather economic crises.

11I.

Ensuring equal pay is not only critical for women and their families, but it also benefits employers.
Equitable employment practices, including preventing and addressing pay disparities, can confer a wide array of
benefits on a company, including decreased risk of liability, access to the best talent, increased employee
satisfaction and productivity.” Ensuring equal pay is critical to employers’ ability to recruit and retain high
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performers, particularly for younger women workers Strong equal bay protections therefore help employers
remain competitive. Furthermore, when workers are confident they are being paid fairly, they are more likely to
be engaged and productive .«

Significantly, shareholders and potential investors are recognizing the benefits of ensuring equal pay and are
increasingly interested in companies’ commitment to addressing the Wage gap. Activist investors, including
Arjuna Capital and Trillium Asset Management, have led successfu] campaigns to €ncourage certain companies
to publicly disclose their efforts to address gender pay nequity.» And the Bloomberg Gender Equality Index

1v. Eliminating “Pay Secrec}:” Policies is Critical to Closing the Wage Gap

One contributor (o the wage gap is that pay discrimination is often “hidden from sight” and can be 3
result of unconscious biases or historical inequities, Thus, employees and in some cases - especially in larger
companies — even employers themselves, may not be aware of gender or race-based pay disparities that exist.
The prevalence of “pay secrecy” policies, Whereby employers discourage or prohibit their employees from
discussing or disclosing pay, compounds the problem and often prevents employees from gaining the
information necessary to identify pay disparities. About 609 of workers in the private sector nationally are
cither forbidden or strongly discouraged from discussing their pay with their colleagues,

information about pay. Providing this type of protection for employees will enable nore workers to share what
they are paid without fear of negative Tepercussions and uncover potentially unlawfy] gender or race-based pay
disparities. Sixteen states and the District of Columbia have ¢nacted provisions to Stop employers from
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retaliating against employees who discuss their wages with each other, or from outright prohibiting these
discussions.”

Employers’ reliance on an applicant’s prior salary in setting pay is a key contributor to structural inequities.
Because women, particularly women of color, earn less than their male counterparts in virtually every industry
and occupation in this country, employer reliance on prior salary in hiring and compensation perpetuates gender
and race-based wage gaps.

In an attempt to prevent past pay discrimination from following women from job to job, a growing number
of states and cities have passed laws that prohibit employers from asking about or relying on a job applicant’s
prior pay to set their new pay. Currently, a total of 19 states, 17 cities, DC, and Puerto Rico have passed laws or
executive orders prohibiting employers from asking about or relying on prior salary, often referred to as Salary
History Bans. The research that has been conducted thus far on the impact of these laws has confirmed what
many legislators, equal pay advocates, and proactive employers have long suspected: when employers do not
seek or rely on a job candidate’s prior salary, it results in a narrowing of the overall gender wage gap »

A growing number of companies have voluntarily opted to change their hiring policies to eliminate
questions about a job candidate’s prior pay, even when they are not required to do so by law, recognizing the
harm of perpetuating pay discrimination of the past» The Society for Human Resource Management — a trusted
resource for HR professionals — has declared that “salary history should not be a factor in setting
compensation,” and instead: “compensation decisions should be based on the value of the position to the
organization, competition in the market and other bona fide business factors.”»

VI. Equal Pay Protections that Cover Other Protected Classes Are Critical

As set forth above, it is well-documented that there is a pervasive gender wage gap in this country, which
exacts a heavy toll on the economic security of women and their families. The wage gap is most pronounced
for Black, Latinx, Native/Indigenous, and certain groups of AAPI women, who often face pay discrimination
because of both their gender and their race or ethnicity. It is therefore important that a robust equal pay law
cover other protected classes in addition to sex. In fact, although the federal Equal Pay Act only covers sex-
based pay disparities, a growing number of states have enacted equal pay laws to cover other protected
classes in addition to sex, such as race and ethnicity in order to better address intersectional discrimination.
For example, in 2019, Alabama finally enacted a state equal pay law and it requires employers to pay
employees of different sexes or races equal pay for equal work =

VII. Conclusion

Gender and race-based wage gaps contribute to and exacerbate the structural discrimination and economic
mequality that women and people of color face, further harming their economic stability and their ability to
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provide for their families. It is imperative that Mississippi enact a robust equal pay law to close the gender and
racial wage gaps that harm women, particularly women of color, in this state. The COVID-19 pandemic has
exposed how pervasive gender and race-based pay disparities put women at higher risk of economic insecurity
and contribute to higher poverty rates overall. The resulting economic harm of the wage gap on women and
families is especially magnified during times of crisis. Action is needed now. We urge the members of this
Committee to stand up for working people in Mississippi by passing an equal pay law that that contains the
provisions described herein.



