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Segregation and earnings disparities between 
blacks and whites observed at the turn of the 
twenty-first century are considerably lower 
than those detected in the middle of the twen-
tieth century. The rate of decline in racial 
disparities was quite rapid following the 
enactment of the Civil Rights Act, but it has 
generally slowed in recent decades (Semyonov 
and Lewin-Epstein 2009; Smith and Welch 
1989; Stainback and Tomaskovic-Devey 
2012). Despite the broad consensus that racial 
economic disparities are declining, research-
ers do not fully agree on the sources, causes, 
and trajectory of the decline. Nor do they 
agree on whether the sources of the gaps and 
temporal changes in the decline are similar 
across the two gender groups.

Although the literature on racial earnings 
disparities has grown and become substantial, 
the overwhelming majority of studies on the 
topic focus almost exclusively on the male 
population. The omission of women from 
most studies of trends in racial earnings ine-
quality is unfortunate for several reasons. 
First, the intersection between gender and 
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race produces divergent patterns of economic 
inequality (see Belkhir and Barnett 2001; 
Browne and Misra 2003). Thus, analysis 
based exclusively on men may lead to inac-
curate, even misleading, conclusions regard-
ing the process of racial stratification. Second, 
the divergent patterns are complex and yield, 
at times, unexpected findings. For example, 
the literature on intersectionality emphasizes 
diversity between women from different 
racial groups (Collins 2009; Glenn 1999; 
hooks 1984), but studies on racial inequality 
reveal a greater racial similarity among 
women than among men (e.g., Cancio, Evans, 
and Maume 1996; Greenman and Xie 2008; 
Kilbourne, England, and Beron 1994; Neal 
2004; Thomas 1993). Thus, the expectation 
that black women will suffer a “double disad-
vantage” is contradicted by findings that 
underscore much larger racial earnings gaps 
among men than among women.

Furthermore, differences in racial dispari-
ties across the two gender groups are evident 
in the size of the earnings gap as well as in its 
sources and in the pace of its convergence 
over time. For example, racial discrimination 
is the prime source of racial pay gaps among 
men (Sidanius and Pratto 1999) but not 
among women. In a similar manner, over-
time changes in the structure of the economy 
in the past four decades have not equally 
benefited women and men. Nor have they 
equally benefited blacks and whites (Bern-
hardt, Morris, and Handcock 1995; Blau and 
Beller 1992; Glenn 1992; McCall 2001). For 
example, the occupational distributions of 
black and white women have become more 
similar following the growth of the service 
sector. By contrast, service sector growth has 
followed the reduction in manufacturing jobs 
and the decline in unionization—economic 
changes that were more costly for black men 
than for black women. Thus, structural 
changes have resulted in a more pronounced 
and faster convergence in racial earnings gaps 
among women than among men.

In the present study we fill a lacuna in the 
literature by attending to the intersection 
between race and gender from a longitudinal 
perspective. We examine the extent to which 

the temporal decline in the racial pay gap over 
the past four decades was affected by different 
sources and assumed different trajectories for 
men and for women. In what follows, we 
develop a theoretical framework to establish a 
series of expectations regarding the intersec-
tion between gender and race in relation to 
wage gaps. We then empirically examine these 
expectations within a long-term framework.

In line with the intersectionality perspec-
tive, we expect different patterns of racial 
inequality among the two gender groups. We 
also expect structural changes in the economy 
to differently affect the racial pay gaps among 
men and women. Our expectations, however, 
do not follow the double disadvantage thesis; 
we expect smaller racial earnings disparities 
and faster convergence among women of dif-
ferent races than among men, mainly because 
negative stereotypes of black men are more 
pronounced than are the stereotypes of black 
women. We also suggest that in relation to 
economic achievements, women from differ-
ent races have much more in common than 
men do, due to the universal tension between 
paid and unpaid work.

The analysis is based, for the most part, on 
IPUMS data for five decennial years between 
1970 and 2010; a period that begins after 
implementation of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 
coincides with the enactment of affirmative 
action policies, and extends past the 2008 eco-
nomic recession. The findings lend firm sup-
port to the intersectionality perspective; the 
size of the racial pay gap, its pace of conver-
gence, and its sources differ considerably 
across the two gender groups. Nevertheless, in 
line with our expectations and in contrast to 
expectations derived from the double disad-
vantage thesis, black women are not as disad-
vantaged relative to white women as black 
men are disadvantaged relative to white men.

Despite these differences, the findings 
reveal a striking similarity in the over-time 
trend of the racial pay gap across the two 
gender groups. At the turn of the new millen-
nium, earnings gaps between blacks and 
whites had begun widening among both men 
and women, underscoring a reversal of the 
trend of declining racial disparities. Intrigued 
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by this finding, we offer several alternative 
explanations for the reversal of the trend, and 
we examine their plausibility.

InTeRSeCTIonAlITy AnD 
THe DouBle DISADvAnTAGe 
THeSIS

One of the most pronounced criticisms against 
second-wave feminism is its blindness to 
non-gender social divisions between women. 
This critique aligns with the notion of inter-
sectionality, according to which the neglect of 
social divisions such as race or class limits 
feminist research, which is largely biased 
toward the experience of white, middle-class 
women (Collins 2009; Glenn 1992; hooks 
1984). The notion of intersectionality sug-
gests that additive assumptions regarding the 
effect of gender and race cannot capture the 
circumstances that characterize and shape the 
social and economic experience of black 
women (or other groups of women) as subor-
dinate members of gender and racial groups 
(for a review, see Browne and Misra 2003). 
Although intersectionality is viewed as one of 
the most important theoretical contributions 
of women’s studies, its translation into quan-
titative empirical research has remained 
undeveloped and quite limited (McCall 
2005).1 This is perhaps one of the reasons 
why the quantitative research on racial earn-
ings inequality, despite the centrality of inter-
sectionality in the feminist literature, 
commonly focuses on men (e.g., Chandra 
2000; Grodsky and Pager 2001; Semyonov 
and Lewin-Epstein 2009).

The weak ties between the two bodies of 
literature have resulted in seemingly unex-
pected findings. For example, the literature 
on the intersection between race and gender 
emphasizes diversities between women of 
different races, but empirical comparative 
research reveals greater similarities in eco-
nomic attainments among women than among 
men (e.g., Cancio et al. 1996; Greenman and 
Xie 2008). Likewise, one of the notions sug-
gested in studies on the race/gender intersec-
tion is that women of color face a double 

disadvantage in the labor market (Bell and 
Nkomo 2001; Browne and Misra 2003; Set-
tles 2006). This claim, however, has not 
gained empirical support in studies that com-
pare economic and educational attainments of 
blacks and whites across the two gender 
groups (e.g., Neal 2004; Thomas 1993). 
These seemingly contradictory findings, we 
believe, derive from the different ways the 
double disadvantage thesis is interpreted and 
understood by the two disciplines.

Indeed, women of color tend to occupy the 
lowest positions in the labor market: they 
earn the lowest wages (Browne 1999), have 
the least authority in the workplace (Browne 
et al. 2001; Maume 1999), and are more con-
centrated in “bad jobs” than any other group 
(Spalter-Roth and Deitch 1999). Even the 
privileged among them, those who have bro-
ken through the glass ceiling, are disadvan-
taged relative to men and white women (Bell 
and Nkomo 2001). That said, racial differ-
ences in earnings among women are consid-
erably smaller than those observed among 
men (see Cancio et al. 1996; Cotter, Hermsen, 
and Vanneman 1999; Greenman and Xie 
2008; Neal 2004; Rosenfeld 1980; Thomas 
1993).2 Similarly, in relation to educational 
attainments, black women, in fact, are not 
disadvantaged on the basis of their gender. On 
the contrary, the black-white gap in college 
graduation is significantly larger among male 
students than among female students. Black 
male students are more vulnerable than black 
women and have the lowest likelihood of 
attaining a bachelor’s degree (Alon 2007). 
Likewise, although women’s relative advan-
tage in attaining higher education in recent 
decades is evident for all racial groups, it is 
more evident among black women (DiPrete 
and Buchmann 2013). Because education is a 
prime determinant of earnings, black men’s 
low educational levels are a major source of 
their inferiority in pay relative to white men.

In summary, in contrast to the implications 
yield from the double disadvantage thesis, the 
educational and economic disadvantages 
experienced by black women (compared to 
white women) are smaller than the economic 
disadvantages experienced by black men 
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(compared to white men). This in not to say 
that black women are not the most disadvan-
taged group relative to men and white women, 
but that they are not as disadvantaged as 
black men are relative to white men.

THe GenDeReD nATuRe of 
RACIAl InequAlITy
The core message of the intersectionality 
notion, which we embrace, leads us to expect 
substantial gender differences in causes and 
patterns of racial inequality. Nevertheless, 
based on previous empirical findings on race/
gender pay gaps, we do not expect black 
women to be more disadvantaged in pay than 
black men (relative to their white counter-
parts). Below we address what we believe to 
be the sources of the higher wage gaps among 
men and the lower gaps among women.

High Racial Gaps among Men

Sidanius and Pratto (1999) suggest that black 
men’s earnings disadvantage can be partly 
explained by the perceived threat that black 
men (but not black women) pose to whites. 
This threat is rooted in widespread stereo-
types among whites in the United States that 
portray black men, especially young black 
men, as violent, criminal, hostile, unreliable, 
and lazy (Collins 2004). These negative ste-
reotypes have also become widespread in the 
context of employment. In-depth interviews 
with employers reveal that the negative char-
acteristics attributed to blacks are salient in 
the case of men but not for women (Kirschen-
man and Neckerman 1991; Moss and Tilly 
2001; Pager and Karafin 2009; Shih 2002). 
Even when they hold high-status professional 
and managerial jobs, black men are not 
spared from negative stereotypes. Often 
viewed as tokens in these jobs, their creden-
tials and abilities are frequently challenged by 
clients and colleagues (Wingfield 2013). In 
addition, black men may need to work harder 
and longer hours to avoid the stereotype of 
laziness. This, in turn, may strengthen the 
stereotype that they lack the intellectual 

knowledge needed for the job (Carbado and 
Gulati 2000; Wingfield 2013).

Whereas black men are perceived as lazy, 
hostile, and angry, black women are often 
viewed as “easier to get along with” (Shih 
2002:111). Black women are also perceived as 
being more “stable” and more willing to take 
orders and to take the extra steps to learn the 
work, whereas black men are thought to “have 
pride and don’t like to admit that they need 
help” (Shih 2002:111). The positive view of 
black women (relative to black men) in the 
workplace was most succinctly articulated by 
a manager as follows: “[Black] women are far 
more hardworking, loyal, and you count on 
them more. They are less argumentative, less 
tardy. A lot of the times it’s because they are 
single mothers with families and have to sup-
port their kids” (Shih 2002:111).

As reflected in these examples, gender 
plays a crucial role in the creation of racial 
inequality. However, the intersection of gender 
and race (i.e., being black and being a woman 
[or a mother]) does not lead to a double disad-
vantage in relation to economic gains, but vice 
versa. This is also evident in the case of sexual 
orientation discrimination. Black gay men, like 
black women, benefit in the labor market due 
to counter-stereotypical attitudes that balance 
one another: the negative stereotypes associ-
ated with gay men counteract the negative 
stereotypes of black men as being threatening, 
criminal, and violent (Pedulla 2014). Interest-
ingly, the effect of being gay differs by race 
precisely due to its gendered nature. For white 
men, being gay is stereotypically linked to 
being effeminate and weak (and thus reduces 
economic attainment); for black men, how-
ever, being gay mitigates the negative conse-
quences of others’ stereotypical perception of 
them as criminal and violent (and thus helps 
black gay men gain better positions in the labor 
market) (Pedulla 2014).

Low Racial Gaps among Women

Whereas the literature on stereotypes and 
discrimination leads us to expect substantial 
earnings gaps between black and white men, 
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the literature on the interplay between family 
and paid work leads us to expect relatively 
small racial earnings gaps among women: 
regardless of race or ethnicity, women share 
the universal tension between work and fam-
ily responsibilities, and thus seek jobs that 
facilitate resolving the conflict between the 
two. Family responsibility is also a major 
concern for employers when hiring women 
and when allocating them to occupational 
positions, regardless of their race (Browne 
and Kennelly 1999).3 Thus, the interplay 
between family and paid work limits wom-
en’s occupational opportunities, which, in 
turn, results in a more condensed earnings 
distribution and depressed wage structure.

Women’s limited occupational opportuni-
ties are evident in the overriding effect of 
gender on occupational segregation. Gender 
occupational segregation has long been sin-
gled out as one of the prime sources of 
women’s low earnings, and it is considerably 
greater than racial occupational segregation. 
In fact, occupational sex segregation is almost 
twice the level of racial occupational segrega-
tion (Mintz and Krymkowski 2011).4 Thus, 
women, regardless of their race or ethnicity, 
tend to be concentrated in a relatively small 
number of occupations, a concentration that is 
also related to the “glass ceiling effect”—a 
distinctively gendered, but not racial, phe-
nomenon (Cotter et al. 2001).

The interplay between family and paid 
work is also associated with the tendency of 
both black and white women to be over- 
concentrated in the public sector. Employment 
in the public sector is conducive to minimiz-
ing the tension between paid and unpaid work 
due to this sector’s occupational mix and 
more favorable working conditions. Because 
gender and racial pay differentials are much 
smaller in the public sector than in the private 
sector (Asher and Popkin 1984; Mandel and 
Semyonov 2014), and because women are 
more likely to be employed in the public sec-
tor, overall racial pay gaps should be smaller 
among women than among men.

The discussion above leads us to expect 
gender differences not only in the size of the 

racial earnings gap, but also in the sources of 
the gap. Because black men are more likely to 
suffer from the detrimental consequences of 
negative stereotypes, we expect discrimina-
tion to be a major determinant of the pay gap 
between black and white men. In contrast, 
because attributes of femininity and mother-
hood mitigate the negative consequences of 
black stereotypes for women, we do not expect 
discrimination to be a significant determinant 
of the racial pay gap among women.

Furthermore, due to the tension between 
family obligations and paid work—a univer-
sal tension that black and white women 
share—we expect smaller racial pay gaps 
among women relative to men in both abso-
lute and relative terms. Due to the large 
impact of occupational segregation on earn-
ings, we expect pay gaps between white and 
black women to be small once occupational 
segregation between black and white women 
is mitigated. Finally, because educational dif-
ferences are larger among men than among 
women, human capital resources should 
account for a greater portion of the racial pay 
gaps among men than among women.

STRuCTuRAl CHAnGeS 
AnD RACIAl PAy GAPS 
ACRoSS GenDeR GRouPS: A 
HISToRICAl oveRvIew

During the past four decades, institutional, 
political, and structural changes have signifi-
cantly affected gender and racial inequality, 
as well as the intersection between the two. In 
the pre-capitalist period, patterns of employ-
ment were different across the two gender 
groups, so much so that patterns of employ-
ment among women were generally more 
similar to those of men belonging to the same 
racial-ethnic group than to those of women 
belonging to other racial-ethnic groups 
(Amott and Matthaei 1996). The ascendancy 
of the capitalist industrial economy and the 
transition of labor from nonwage agricultural 
employment to wage labor sharpened the 
division between paid and unpaid labor and, 
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consequently, the division of labor between 
the two gender groups. In both racial groups, 
the male breadwinner model was strength-
ened, and both black and white women 
devoted more time to unpaid work (Amott 
and Matthaei 1996).

The era that followed the Second World 
War brought new economic opportunities for 
white women as well as for black women. 
During the 1960s and 1970s, political and eco-
nomic changes benefited both white and black 
women. In the 1960s—the decade of the sec-
ond wave of feminism and the struggle for 
civil rights for African Americans—women’s 
participation in paid work substantially 
increased regardless of race and ethnicity. This 
was followed by changes in the occupational 
structure—first and foremost the growth of the 
service sector—that benefited women. White 
women started joining professional and semi-
professional occupations, and hence experi-
enced upward occupational mobility, whereas 
black women began shifting from domestic 
service employment to low-service occupa-
tions and public service jobs (Amott and Mat-
thaei 1996; Glenn 1985, 1992).

The introduction of Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act, followed by the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission’s (EEOC) 
monitoring of hiring and pay discrimination, 
contributed to a decline in racial (as well as 
gender) inequality (see Wilson 1980). Blau 
and Beller (1992) found that black men and 
black women made progress from 1971 to 
1988 (compared to white men and white 
women), but progress was more pronounced 
among women (mostly for older black women) 
than among men. This progress was, however, 
more rapid during the 1970s and stagnated in 
the 1980s (Blau and Beller 1992). In contrast 
to these findings, Cancio and colleagues (1996) 
found a rise in earnings differentials against 
young black men and women between 1976 
and 1985, which they attributed to government 
retreat from antidiscrimination initiatives in 
the 1980s. Nevertheless, their findings show 
that while earnings discrimination between 
black and white men increased over time, earn-
ings discrimination between black and white 
women decreased, and even changed direction 

to a wage premium in favor of black women 
(Cancio et al. 1996: Table 4, p. 550). Smith and 
Welch (1989) attribute black women’s eco-
nomic gains to their tendency to replace pri-
vate sector employment with federal and state 
sector employment. They also point to a greater 
tendency among black women than among 
black men to enter EEOC-reporting firms 
(especially in occupations such as officials and 
managers and professionals and technical) 
(Smith and Welch 1989).

The growth of the service sector and the 
enactment of the Civil Rights Act were fol-
lowed by a reduction in manufacturing jobs, a 
structural change that reduced men’s relative 
earnings. Bernhardt and colleagues (1995) 
show that as a result of these changes, wom-
en’s economic gains were greater than men’s 
from 1967 to 1987. Nonetheless, the gains 
were, once again, most dramatic for black 
women—almost three times more than white 
women—a shift Bernhardt and colleagues 
(1995) attribute to black women’s exit from 
private housework services, in the bottom 
wage decile, to public services in higher wage 
deciles during the 1960s and 1970s.

Declining demand for workers in manu-
facturing during the 1980s resulted in falling 
rates of unionization. This process, in turn, 
negatively affected the pay of blacks relative 
to whites, because blacks, in general, have 
higher unionization rates than do whites. 
Indeed, McCall (2001) found that manufac-
turing employment and unionization signifi-
cantly raised the relative wages of black men 
and women across metropolitan labor mar-
kets. Although the reduction in relative pay 
was evident among black women (Bound and 
Dresser 1999) and black men (Bound and 
Freeman 1992), the detrimental impact of the 
declining demand for workers in manufactur-
ing industries, coupled with the reduction in 
rates of unionization, was more consequential 
for black men’s wages (Bound and Holzer 
1996) than for black women’s (Wilson 1996).

The discussion in the previous section 
leads us to expect smaller racial pay gaps 
among women than among men. The discus-
sion in this section leads us to expect a more 
rapid convergence in racial pay gaps among 
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women than among men. Yet not all the find-
ings reported by previous studies are consistent 
with these expectations. Bound and Dresser 
(1999), for example, found that young African 
American women had advanced by the mid-
1970s to a fairly small wage disadvantage (4 
percent) relative to white women, but this 
advance reversed during the 1980s, and black 
women’s wage disadvantage more than tri-
pled, reaching 14 percent by 1991. Morris, 
Bernhardt, and Handcock (1994) found an 
upgrading of black women’s earnings until the 
1980s and then a decline to the bottom of the 
distribution during that decade.

Although most studies agree that net racial 
pay gaps are smaller among women than 
among men, and that structural changes have 
contributed to faster earnings convergence 
among women, several studies have reached 
different and even contradictory conclusions 
regarding the trends and trajectories of racial 
pay gaps among men and women. It is not 
clear, then, whether and to what extent the 
different conclusions reached by previous 
studies are due to differences in the period 
covered by each study, differences in the sub-
populations included in each analysis (young 
or old), different methodologies, or some 
combination of these dimensions.5 Thus, in 
the analysis that follows, not only do we 
cover all points in time utilized in previous 
studies, but we also extend the analysis into 
the twenty-first century. Our aim is to esti-
mate changes in the racial pay gaps and 
changes in the impact of key factors—including 
occupational segregation, human capital 
resources, demographic characteristics, employ-
ment context, and economic discrimination—
on the racial pay gaps across the two gender 
groups.

DATA SouRCe AnD 
vARIABleS
We obtained our data from the Integrated 
Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) for the 
decennial years between 1970 and 2010 
(Ruggles et al. 2015). Data for 1980 and 2000 
were derived from the 5 percent census sam-
ples; data for 1970 and 1990 were derived 

from the 1 percent census sample; and data 
for 2010 were derived from the American 
Community Survey (ACS). Because the anal-
ysis focuses on comparisons between blacks 
and whites, we excluded all other racial/eth-
nic groups (i.e., Hispanics, Asians, and other 
races) from the analysis.

Our analyses include the variables tradi-
tionally utilized in models for predicting 
earnings: level of education (four ordinal 
categories: less than high school, high school 
graduate, some college, and college graduate 
[the omitted category]), potential work expe-
rience and its squared term (age – years of 
schooling – 6),6 weekly working hours, mari-
tal status (married = 1), nativity status (for-
eign-born = 1), number of children, presence 
of a child under age 5 (= 1), sector (public = 
1), region (Midwest, South, West, Northeast 
[the omitted category]), metropolitan area (= 1), 
and occupation.7

Occupation is measured by OCC1990 
(standardized according to 1990s coding), as 
recommended in the IPUMS manual, because 
it is more suitable for analyses of samples 
from 1980 onward.8 The OCC1990 variable 
was originally provided at the three-digit 
classification, but we aggregated it to the two-
digit classification level for our analyses. The 
two-digit classification provides about 80 
occupational categories that are comparable 
across decades. Although aggregation into the 
two-digit classification may conceal part of 
the impact of occupations on earnings dis-
parities, it was necessary for estimation of the 
models, because it was technically impossible 
to estimate the models with 400 detailed 
occupational categories.9

Discrimination is measured by the unex-
plained portion of the earnings gap after con-
trolling for a series of wage-related 
characteristics. Although this is the common 
measure for earnings discrimination (e.g., 
Cancio et al. 1996; Semyonov and Cohen 
1990), it is not free of problems. On the one 
hand, this measure could overestimate dis-
crimination because it does not control for all 
possible predictors of earnings and may pre-
clude other possible explanations. For exam-
ple, the unexplained gap could be partly due 
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to unequal distributions of blacks and whites 
across more detailed occupational categories, 
or across different fields of study. On the 
other hand, using the unexplained portion of 
the gap as a proxy for economic discrimina-
tion could underestimate the level of dis-
crimination: when controlling, for example, 
for education, working hours, or occupations, 
one ignores the possible effect of prior dis-
crimination on the sorting process of blacks 
and whites into educational institutions, jobs 
that require more or less amounts of work, 
and into more or less attractive jobs and occu-
pations (Bell 1998).

Several covariates, such as education, 
occupation, and the unexplained portion, are 
expected to differ by gender, as discussed 
earlier. Other covariates, such as demographic 
factors, labor context, and working hours, 
may or may not differ by gender, but their 
inclusion in the analysis is valuable for two 
reasons. First, their inclusion allows us to 
arrive at a better proxy for discrimination (as 
we eliminate their potential impact on earn-
ings). Second, given the scant research in this 
field, estimation of the changing effects of as 
many as possible wage-related characteristics 
over time and across gender groups is one of 
this study’s contributions.

We measure earnings, the dependent vari-
able, by pretax wages and salary income 
earned in the year prior to the survey divided 
by the number of weeks that a person worked 
in the year prior to the survey, adjusted for 
inflation and converted to log. We restrict 
estimation of the earnings equation to the 
economically active black and white popula-
tion age 25 to 59, after eliminating the top and 
bottom earning percentiles from the analy-
sis.10 The list of variables and their means, by 
race, gender, and decade, are displayed in 
Tables A1a and A1b in the Appendix.

Because the earnings variable in the cen-
suses data refers to the year prior to the survey, 
it does not match the occupation reported in 
the data in cases when workers changed occu-
pation. To check for possible bias, we repro-
duced our main analyses (Tables 1 and 2 and 
the respective figures) using the Current 

Population Survey Merged Outgoing Rotation 
Group (CPS MORG) data, where working 
status and occupation correspond with reported 
wages and usual weekly hours. The results, 
shown in Figure S1 in the online supplement 
(http://asr.sagepub.com/supplemental), are 
very similar to the results based on the cen-
suses data. Although gross gap estimates are 
slightly larger using the CPS MORG data, we 
find only minor differences in the coefficients 
of the components, the over-time trends, and 
the differences between the gender groups.11

MeTHoDoloGy

To decompose the pay gap into different com-
ponents, we adopted the Oaxaca (1973) and 
Blinder (1973) decomposition procedure, one 
of the most prevalent techniques for decom-
posing pay gaps between groups. This tech-
nique uses separate linear regression models, 
one for each group (i.e., blacks and whites), to 
distinguish between two distinctive portions: 
(1) a portion explained by differences in 
work-related characteristics, such as educa-
tion or work experience (the X’s); and (2) the 
unexplained portion of the gap that cannot be 
accounted for by mean differences in wage 
determinants. The latter is attributed to differ-
ences in the intercepts and differences in 
returns to wage determinants (the ß’s).

The analysis is formulated as follows:

Y Y X X

X

w b w b w

b w b w b

− = −( )
+ −( ) + −( )





∑
∑

β

β β α α

where Y w  and Yb  are log weekly wages of 
whites and blacks, respectively. Xw  and Xb  
are means of all predictors, and βw  and βb
are the coefficients of these predictors for whites 

and blacks, respectively. ∑ −( )X Xw b wβ  is 
the portion of the gap explained by racial dif-
ferences in mean wage-related attributes.

∑ −( ) + −( )Xb w b w bβ β α α  is the portion of 
the gap attributed to differences in returns to 
wage-related attributes (on the left side) and 
differences in intercepts (right side). This  
portion, which cannot be explained by 
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wage-related attributes, is attributable to 
either unmeasured characteristics or eco-
nomic discrimination.

In the analysis that follows, we first com-
pare the explained and unexplained portions 
of the gap by decade, for men and women 
separately. Then we compare the contribution 
of each component (i.e., human capital, occu-
pations, weekly working hours, demographic 
attributes, and labor market context) to 
explaining the race gap after distinguishing 
between the explained portion (e.g., racial 
differences in average educational levels) and 
the unexplained portion (e.g., racial differ-
ences in returns to education), by decade.

AnAlySIS AnD fInDInGS
Descriptive: Over-Time Comparison 
of the Gross Racial Earnings Gap

Figure 1 displays over-time trends in the aver-
age weekly earnings (in U.S. dollars, adjusted 
for inflation) for the four groups classified by 
race and gender. The figure shows a substan-
tial earnings gap between white men—the 
most advantaged group—and all other groups 
throughout the period. In 1970, white men’s 
average weekly earnings were more than 
double those of black women, and almost 150 
percent those of black men. During the 1970s, 
however, the racial gap declined considerably 
for both men and women, mostly because the 
absolute earnings of black men and black 
women increased dramatically (by 15 and 23 
percent, respectively, in only one decade), 
whereas the absolute earnings of white men 
and women remained stable. The substantial 
increase in blacks’ earnings during the 1970s 
followed the Civil Rights Act. As suggested 
at the outset of this article, these changes have 
stimulated the convergence in attainments 
between white and blacks.

Among women, the racial earnings gap 
had diminished by 1980. Indeed, during the 
1970s, not only did black women’s education 
levels rise (an increase in college graduates 
from 8 to 14 percent in only one decade; see 
Table A1b in the Appendix), but their 

concentration in private household service 
dramatically declined (Glenn 1992).12 The 
similar earnings level among black and white 
women was preserved during the 1980s and 
1990s, when both groups’ earnings rose dra-
matically and at a similar pace. In 2010, how-
ever, the gap between black and white women 
broadened in favor of white women, as black 
women’s gross earnings declined after a con-
tinual increase of three decades. The reversal 
of the trend occurred simultaneously with a 
stagnation in segregation levels among 
women. Indeed, the decline in the index of 
dissimilarly between 1970 and 2000 stalled 
post-2000 (see Table A1b in the Appendix). 
The index of dissimilarity for occupational 
distributions indicates the percentage of either 
blacks or whites that would have to change 
occupation to reach equal occupational distri-
butions. During the 1970s, this percentage 
declined from 35 to 24 percent in only one 
decade, which may indicate that a substantial 
portion of the racial pay gap among women 
before 1980 was related to occupational 
segregation.

A similar trend appears among men—a 
sharp decline from the 1970s to the 1990s and 
a reversal of the trend during the first decade 
of the twenty-first century. However, in line 
with previous findings and with theoretical 
expectations, unlike in the case of women, the 
earnings gap among black and white men 
remained substantial at all points in time. 
Likewise, the pace of convergence was faster 
among women than among men. Neverthe-
less, as for women, black men’s education 
levels also improved, with more black men 
attaining an academic degree (an increase 
from 5 percent in 1970 to 23 percent in 2010) 
(see also DiPrete and Buchmann 2013). Like-
wise, occupational segregation between black 
and white men decreased considerably 
between 1970 and 2010, from 37 to 25 per-
cent. As we saw with women, the sharp 
decline in occupational segregation occurred 
during the 1970s, followed by a mitigation of 
the process until 2000, and complete stagna-
tion post-2000 (see also Stainback and 
Tomaskovic-Devey 2012).
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Consistent with theoretical expectations, 
Figure 1 reveals the gendered nature of racial 
inequality. The findings suggest that earnings 
inequality is more gendered than racialized. 
The figure clearly shows that women of both 
races share a considerable earnings disadvan-
tage relative to men, and racial earnings gaps 
among men are much more pronounced than 
among women. It is therefore crucial to distin-
guish between men and women when examin-
ing trends in racial inequality. The findings 
also show that post-2000 the pattern changed: 
white women’s earnings in 2000 were no 
longer similar to those of black women. Rather, 
white women’s earnings had become similar to 
the earnings of black men. This change is quite 
intriguing: despite sharp differences in the 
magnitude of the gaps between gender groups, 
the over-time trend is quite similar for black 
men and black women, especially the sharp 
decline in racial earnings gaps during the 
1970s and the reversal of the trend post-2000.

Explained and Unexplained Portions 
of the Racial Gap

To gain a deeper understanding of the trends 
in racial earnings disparities across the two 

genders, Table 1 displays results of the decom-
position procedure with a distinction between 
the two main components—the explained and 
unexplained portions of the racial gap—by 
decade and by gender. The unexplained por-
tion of the gap is the portion remaining after 
all covariates (presented in Tables A1a, A1b, 
A2a, and A2b in the Appendix) are introduced 
into the model. Column 1 of Table 1 pertains 
to the total (gross) gap in terms of log earnings 
between the average earnings of blacks and 
whites, and columns 2 and 3 pertain to the 
explained and unexplained portions of the 
gap, respectively, obtained through the Oaxaca-
Blinder decomposition procedure.

Consistent with the descriptive statistics 
displayed in Figure 1, the results for men 
show a decline in the pay gap throughout the 
period, from –.44 log units in 1970 to –.332 
log units in 2010—a reduction of 25 percent 
over four decades. Almost all the decline, 
however, took place during the 1970s, when 
the pay gap was cut by over 28 percent. From 
1980 to 2000, the decline was minimal, and by 
the turn of the new millennium the gap had 
widened, exceeding the level of the gap three 
decades earlier. The sharp decline during the 
1970s and the moderate decline during the 

figure 1. Average Weekly Earnings (in Constant $US) by Race and Gender, 1970 to 2010
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1980s and 1990s, as well as the expansion of 
the gap during the 2000s, is mainly due to a 
decrease in the size of the unexplained portion 
of the gap—the portion that represents eco-
nomic discrimination, among other unob-
served factors. The decrease in the unexplained 
portion of the racial gap was especially pro-
nounced during the 1970s (38 percent)—the 
decade that followed the Civil Rights Act. 
However, as in the case of the gross gap, the 
pace of the decline slowed from 1980 to 2000, 
and actually reversed during the first decade 
of the new century, mainly because of an 
increase in the unexplained portion of the gap.

Similar to the trend observed for men, the 
racial pay gap among women decreased dra-
matically during the 1970s and has increased 
during the new millennium. Nonetheless, the 
patterns among women are remarkably differ-
ent from those detected among men. First and 
foremost, the gross racial earnings gap is sub-
stantially larger among men than among 
women at all points in time. In the extreme 
case, 1980, the pay gap between black and 
white men exceeded 30 percent, whereas 
among women it was less than 1 percent. These 
results correspond with theoretical expectations 
regarding similarities in attainment of eco-
nomic outcomes among women belonging to 

different races. Also, the unexplained portion of 
the gap was considerably larger among men 
than among women, a finding consistent with 
the theoretical expectation that black men are 
the prime target of economic discrimination. In 
fact, throughout most of the period—as of 1980 
and until 2000—not only was the racial gap 
among women negligible, but black women’s 
earnings were actually higher compared to the 
earnings of white women with similar charac-
teristics (as evidenced by the negative sign of 
the unexplained portion of the gap). During the 
1970s, the unexplained portion of the racial pay 
gap among women declined by 150 percent—
from a net advantage for white women to an 
earnings advantage for black women. The slight 
net advantage among black women in earnings 
attainment was evident until 2000. However, as 
with men, the trend of declining disparities 
reversed in 2010 (as evidenced by the positive 
sign of the unexplained component).

Gender Differences and Similarities 
in Sources and Trends in the Racial 
Pay Gap

To uncover the sources of the gap at the five 
decennial time points, Table 2 presents results 
obtained from the Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition 

Table 1. Explained and Unexplained Portions of the Racial Pay Gaps, by Gender, 1970 to 
2010 (Oaxaca-Blinder Decomposition)

Men Women

 Gross Gap Explained Unexplained Gross Gap Explained Unexplained

Year  
 1970 .440 .216 .224 .266 .174 .092
 1980 .317 .177 .140 .008 .059 −.051
 1990 .289 .191 .098 .014 .035 −.021
 2000 .279 .192 .087 .042 .049 −.007
 2010 .332 .218 .114 .120 .077 .043

Percent change  
1970 to 1980

−28% 18% −38% −97% −66% −155%

Percent change  
1970 to 2000

−37% 11% −61% −84% −72% −108%

Percent change 
1970 to 2010

−25% 1% −49% −55% −56% −53%
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procedure disaggregated by components, by 
gender and by period. The coefficients for the 
explained portions of the gap are displayed in 
the upper panel of the table, and coefficients 
for the unexplained portions of the gap are 
displayed in the lower panel.13 Although each 
variable is introduced into the regression 
equations separately, for the purpose of the 
presentation we aggregated the coefficients 
of related variables and divided them into 
five groups: measured indicators of human 
capital resources (i.e., education and work 
experience), sociodemographic attributes 
(i.e., marital/parental status and nativity sta-
tus), weekly working hours, labor market 
context (sector, region, metropolitan area), 
and occupations (at the two-digit classifica-
tion level). The coefficients are presented in 
terms of log weekly wages of the gross racial 
pay gap. The bottom row of the upper panel 
of Table 2 displays changes in the coeffi-
cients throughout the period. Figure 2 also 
depicts results of the decomposition (listed in 
Table 2).14 Means and coefficients of the 
regressions on which the decomposition was 
based are presented in Tables A1a and A1b 
(means) and A2a and A2b (coefficients) in 
the Appendix.15

The data included in Table 2 and Figure 2 
underscore apparent dissimilarities between 
the two gender groups. Among men, at the 
beginning of the period (1970) most of the 
explained portion of the racial pay gap was 
accounted for by two groups of variables: 
racial differences in occupational distribu-
tions and racial differences in human capital 
resources. The role played by occupational 
segregation sharply declined after 1970, as 
evidenced by the decrease in the size of the 
index of occupational dissimilarity (Appen-
dix Table A1a). The findings also show that 
the growing similarity in the occupational 
distributions of black and white men was fol-
lowed by a convergence in earnings for black 
and white men employed in the same occupa-
tion (i.e., the former is shown by the decrease 
in the explained portion of the gap, the latter 
by the decrease in the unexplained portion of 
the gap). However, the impact of declining 

occupational segregation is much more domi-
nant in explaining the declining pay gap than 
is the impact of racial convergence in earn-
ings within occupations, as evidenced by the 
differences in the size of the coefficients for 
occupations in the upper versus lower parts of 
the table: in 1970, occupational segregation 
accounted for over one quarter (26 percent) of 
the gap (.113 out of .440), whereas within-
occupation inequality explained only 1 per-
cent (.004/.440) of the gap. Four decades 
later, in 2010, occupational segregation still 
accounted for a relatively large portion of the 
gap (24 percent; .081/.332), whereas within-
occupation inequality accounted for only 2 
percent (.007/.332) of the gap.

Human capital resources (e.g., education 
and experience) make up the second major 
component that accounts for racial disparities 
in earnings. Table 2 shows that the portion of 
the pay gap that can be attributed to differ-
ences in human capital resources between 
black and white men remained relatively sta-
ble over the decades in absolute as well as 
relative terms. The decline in the unexplained 
portion of the gap during the 1970s can be 
attributed to greater similarity in rewarding 
education and potential work experience; dur-
ing this decade, the gap between workers with 
and without academic degrees widened, as did 
the gap between workers with more/less edu-
cation (see Tables A2a and A2b in the Appen-
dix). However, whereas the growth in rewards 
to education and to potential work experience 
was evident for both black and white workers, 
it was substantially larger among black men 
than among white men, and this may account 
for the sharp reduction in the unexplained por-
tion of the gap during the 1970s.16

The other three components—weekly 
working hours, demographic characteristics, 
and labor context—account for only a small 
portion of the pay gap between black and 
white men. Note, however, that while the 
effects of demographic characteristics and 
labor context remained relatively small and 
stable throughout the entire period, working 
hours became a much more important deter-
minant of pay over the years (see Tabe A2a in 
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the Appendix, and also Cha and Weeden 2014; 
Kuhn and Lozano 2008; Mandel and Semy-
onov 2014), thus exerting a greater influence 
on over-time change in pay disparities. The 
rewards for working hours were slightly 
higher for black men than for white men in 
1970, but as of 1980, rewards for working 
hours had become higher among white men.17 
In general, two opposing forces drove the 
influence of working hours on earnings dis-
parities: a small convergence in mean working 
hours of black and white men, and an increase 
in rewards to working hours for both races, 
but more so for white men. Because the latter 
was much more significant than the former, 
the change in the impact of working hours on 

pay disparities among men was quite dra-
matic—from an insignificant determinant of 
the pay gap in 1970 to a variable that accounts 
for 18 percent of the gap in 2010 (second only 
to occupation in its significance).

The size of the unexplained portion of the 
gap—the portion that serves as a proxy for 
economic discrimination—generally declined 
among men between 1970 and 2000, but it 
widened at the turn of the new millennium. 
Although the unexplained portion of the gap 
in 2010 was smaller than its 1970 level, it 
remained quite substantial throughout the 
entire period (ranging from less than a third to 
half of the gross gap) and was larger than any 
other single component.
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figure 2. Components of the Racial Pay Gap, by Gender, 1970 to 2010
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The gaps observed among women differ 
considerably from those observed among men. 
The differences are evident in the size of the 
gap, the components that account for the gap, 
and the trend. In 1970, black women’s average 
earnings were approximately 16 percent lower 
than those of white women. Most of the gap 
(54 percent = .143/.266) was attributable to a 
single component—occupational segregation. 
The rest of it was attributable to human capital 
resources (10 percent) or remained unex-
plained (35 percent). Only one decade later, in 
1980, the earnings gap between the two groups 
had virtually disappeared (earnings disparity 
was at less than 1 percent). The convergence in 
the earnings of white and black women can be 
attributed, once again, to the sharp decline in 
occupational segregation, as evidenced by the 
decline in the value of the index of dissimilar-
ity (see Table A1b in the Appendix). This find-
ing supports the argument that changes in the 
economy and labor force (i.e., the increase in 
service sector jobs coupled with the exit of 
black women from private household service 
to public service) made the occupational distri-
bution of black and white women more simi-
lar, thus contributing to a greater convergence 
in women’s earnings than in men’s earnings. 
Indeed, Table 2 shows that the earnings dispar-
ity between black and white women had prac-
tically vanished by 1980, and thereafter 
remained negligible for three decades. That 
said, although the gross gap has been negligi-
ble, the decomposition of the gap into its com-
ponents reveals two opposite effects that offset 
each other.

Unlike in the case of men, the role played 
by human capital resources in explaining the 
racial pay gap among women increased over 
the years (the coefficients range between .027 
and .046). This is somewhat curious in light 
of two contradictory processes: higher rewards 
to academic degrees for black women than 
for white women, meaning that black women 
benefit more from academic degrees relative 
to white women (as shown by the negative 
sign in the unexplained portion of the gap in 
Table 2 [also see Table A2b in the Appen-
dix]), and a convergence in educational 

attainments of black and white women (from 
an odds ratio of .66 in 1970 to a ratio of .71 in 
2010). However, despite the convergence, the 
gap between black and white women in 
attaining higher education remained substan-
tial (around 30 percent in all periods). Because 
the importance of academic degrees for pay 
(see also Table A2b in the Appendix) grew 
substantially from 1980 onward (for both 
groups, but even more so for white women), 
the existing educational gap became more 
costly for black women.

In contrast to human capital resources, 
sociodemographic differences are almost of 
no relevance to earnings disparities between 
black and white women. This is not because 
there are no racial differences in sociodemo-
graphic attributes between the groups (see 
Table A1b in the Appendix), but because the 
effects of sociodemographic attributes on 
wages are relatively small (see Table A2b in 
the Appendix). The effect of the labor market 
context component is also very small, but it 
conceals the gap (i.e., the gap widens when we 
control for labor market context). This is so 
because black women are more likely to work 
in the public sector, in which women’s earn-
ings are higher (see Tables A1b and A2b in the 
Appendix).

Working hours further contribute to miti-
gating the racial earnings gap. Between 1980 
and 2000, black women’s earnings were simi-
lar to white women’s earnings despite white 
women working fewer hours. Furthermore, 
although white women tended to work fewer 
hours than black women, their pay per work-
ing hour in all decades was higher than that of 
black women (see Table A2b in the Appendix). 
In 1990, black women worked an additional 
weekly hour (51 minutes) more than white 
women. Nevertheless, after 1990 the working 
hours of black and white women gradually 
converged (see Table A1b in the Appendix). 
Consequently, the effect of working hours on 
the pay gap has also been declining. In 2010, 
the racial difference in working hours was rela-
tively small (around 19 minutes per week). 
Nevertheless, the effect of this variable on pay 
disparities was still substantial, as rewards to 
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working hours had considerably increased; 
that is, the amount of working hours became 
more consequential for pay.

The last, and perhaps the most interesting 
and meaningful, component is the unex-
plained portion of the gap, that is, the portion 
attributable to economic discrimination and 
unmeasured factors. In 1970, black women 
were disadvantaged in earnings attainment 
compared to white women (the positive sign 
of the unexplained component). However, 
between 1980 and 2000, black women were 
actually advantaged in earnings attainment 
when compared to white women with similar 
characteristics (the negative sign of the unex-
plained component). That is, when wage-
related characteristics (first and foremost 
occupations and human capital characteris-
tics) are controlled for, black women’s earnings 
were higher than the earnings of comparable 
white women. The net advantage among 
black women was substantial in 1980, but it 
declined in 1990 and further declined in 2000. 
However, during the first decade of the new 
millennium the trend reversed. Although the 
earnings penalty associated with race in 2010 
amounted to only one third of the penalty in 
1970, the pay gap between black and white 
women widened in both absolute (gross gap) 
and net (unexplained component) terms com-
pared to the previous decades.

exPlAnATIonS foR THe 
ReveRSAl TRenD In THe 
new MIllennIuM

In light of the substantial differences in the 
size of the racial pay gap across the gender 
groups, the uniform widening of the gap 
among both men and women at the turn of 
the new millennium is intriguing and requires 
further discussion and additional explana-
tions. To evaluate potential sources of the 
reversal trend, the following sections 
advance several alternative explanations. 
These explanations are by no means contra-
dictory or mutually exclusive but rather 
complementary.

Rising Income Inequality

A common explanation, usually advanced by 
economists, focuses on rising income inequal-
ity in the U.S. labor force as a possible cause 
of an increase in racial pay gaps. The logic 
embodied in the rise in inequality thesis con-
tends that because blacks are overrepresented 
at the bottom of the wage hierarchy, and whites 
are overrepresented at the top of the income 
distribution, a rise in overall income inequality 
(which extends the entire distance between the 
top and bottom) could result in an increase in 
the racial wage gap (see Blau and Kahn 1994).

To test the possibility that an increase in 
pay inequality is one of the sources of the 
increase in racial pay gaps post-2000, we first 
computed the ratios between the top and bot-
tom deciles of the (weekly) earnings distribu-
tions as an indicator of income inequality. 
The findings, displayed in Figure S2 in the 
online supplement, reveal that income ine-
quality grew over the entire period, and the 
most significant rise in income inequality 
took place during the 2000s. These findings, 
although in line with the rise in inequality 
thesis, provide only indirect confirmation of 
the thesis that the increase in racial pay gaps 
is attributable to rising income inequality.

Therefore, to more directly examine the 
effect of the shift in income inequality on  
the racial gap, we eliminated differences in the 
shape of the income distributions across the 
years. Specifically, we standardized the income 
distributions by converting them into percen-
tile distributions at all points in time to arrive 
at an ordinal rank-ordered scale. This proce-
dure eliminates differences in the distributions 
that result from changes in levels of income 
inequality over the years (for the rationale of 
this analysis, see Mandel and Semyonov 
2005). We then applied the Oaxaca-Blinder 
decomposition procedure to the standardized 
income distribution in each decade (as in the 
analysis presented in Table 2 and Figure 2). 
Figure 3 presents results of the re-analysis.18

The findings support the argument that rising 
inequality contributed to the increase in the 
racial pay gaps, but only in the case of men. In 
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general, the results for both men and women are 
very similar to those observed in Table 2 and 
Figure 2. There is, however, one solid excep-
tion—the trend between 2000 and 2010 for men 
is very different. In Table 2 and Figure 2, when 
the racial gap is measured in log earnings (i.e., 
not standardized), the increase in the gap during 
the 2000s is substantial (about 19 percent). 
However, after the income distribution is con-
verted into percentiles, the increase in the gap 
among men is much smaller (only 5.5 percent). 
As noted, the trends observed from 1970 to 
2000, as well as the trends for women during 
the entire period, are very similar in both the 

standardized and non-standardized analyses. 
This implies that the increase in earnings ine-
quality had no effect on racial pay gaps until 
2000, perhaps because it was much smaller in 
magnitude (see Figure S2 in the online supple-
ment), hence its potential widening effect on the 
racial gap was offset by other countervailing 
forces (e.g., a reduction in racial occupational 
segregation or convergence in education levels). 
In contrast, the substantial rise in income ine-
quality during the first decade of the new mil-
lennium contributed greatly to the rising racial 
pay inequality in the case of men but not in the 
case of women.

-5 0 5 10 15 20 25

1970

1980

1990

2000

2010
Men

Human capital Demographics Hours Occupa�on Labor Context Unexplained

-5 0 5 10 15 20 25

1970

1980

1990

2000

2010

Women

Human capital Demographics Hours Occupa�on Labor Context Unexplained

figure 3. Components of the Racial Pay Gap in Percentiles, by Gender, 1970 to 2010
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Increasing Rewards to Education and 
Working Hours

Economists also point to rising rewards 
(returns) to skills and other wage determi-
nants as potential contributors to rising 
inequality between groups (e.g., Juhn, Murphy, 
and Brooks 1993; Murphy and Welch 1993). 
According to this view, an increase in returns 
to education (i.e., an increase in the gap 
between highly educated and low-educated 
workers) is expected to benefit whites more 
than blacks due to whites’ higher educational 
levels. Indeed, the data presented here show 
that rewards to academic degree increased 
and that—despite the convergence in educa-
tional levels—there are still substantial gaps 
between blacks and whites in the level of 
education for both gender groups (see Tables 
A1a, A1b, A2a, and A2b in the Appendix). 
This, however, cannot account for the rever-
sal of the trend, because the portion of the gap 
that is attributable to human capital resources 
has not increased during the new millennium 
(see Figures 2 and 3). Among both gender 
groups, between 2000 and 2010, rewards to 
education remained stable for blacks but 
increased for whites (see Tables A2a and A2b 
in the Appendix). Therefore, if changes in 
rewards (returns) to higher education are 
responsible for the reversal of the trend, it is 
not due to an overall rise in rewards to educa-
tion, but rather due to differential rewards for 
blacks and whites in favor of whites (which 
may result from either different quality of 
education or racial discrimination).

Similarly, the increase in rewards to work-
ing hours may also have contributed to the 
increase in racial pay gaps at the turn of the 
new millennium. The data provide support for 
such an explanation, but once again, only in 
the case of men. Working hours account for a 
relatively small portion of the pay gap 
between black and white men. Therefore, if 
such an effect exists, it cannot be large or 
consequential for the size of the racial gap. 
Nevertheless, because black men tend to 
work fewer hours than white men (around 
three weekly hours, see Table A1a in the 
Appendix), the existing gap in working hours 

becomes more costly to black men over time, 
other things being equal (regarding black 
men’s lower amount of weekly work, see Bell 
1998).

The Role of Segregation

Changes in blacks’ and whites’ occupational 
distributions can affect the pay gaps between 
the groups. An increase in the concentration 
of whites in high-paid occupations, or an 
increase in the concentration of blacks in 
low-paid occupations, may heighten racial 
pay disparities (Kilbourne et al. 1994; Kletzer 
1991). Our findings show, for example, that 
the largest reduction in racial pay gaps (dur-
ing the 1970s) took place at the same time as 
the largest reduction in occupational segrega-
tion (see Tables A1a and A1b in the Appen-
dix). These findings, however, do not provide 
sufficient evidence to firmly support the 
expectation that the rise in occupational 
inequality is responsible for the reversal of 
the trend for two main reasons: first, because 
the analysis measures occupational segrega-
tion and not occupational inequality, and 
second, because segregation levels did not 
increase during the past decade. The findings 
do reveal that the decline in occupational 
segregation between blacks and whites 
between 1970 and 2000 completely halted 
during the last decade (among both men and 
women), and the role of occupations in 
explaining the pay gap increased over the last 
decade. Therefore, we cannot reject the pos-
sibility that differential concentrations of 
blacks and whites in occupations might have 
contributed to the reversal of the trend.

Increased Economic Discrimination

The findings presented here imply a rise in 
market discrimination against blacks during 
the 2000s, as indicated by the growing size of 
the unexplained portion of the racial pay gap 
during this decade. Part of the unexplained 
portion of the gap results from structural 
changes that favor whites (i.e., growing 
income inequality and an increase in rewards 
to working hours), but some of it might be 
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attributable to economic discrimination. Dis-
crimination is not measured directly, but by 
differences between the constants and the 
rewards to wage-related characteristics 
among blacks and whites. Higher rewards to 
education19 and working hours for whites 
relative to blacks may indicate economic dis-
crimination against blacks, although they 
may also reflect differences in quality of edu-
cation or differences in the kinds of occupa-
tions that blacks and whites hold. Previous 
studies have demonstrated that longer weekly 
working hours are more common among 
highly educated, professional, and managerial 
workers (Kuhn and Lozano 2008), and that 
workers in such lucrative occupations experi-
enced the greatest wage growth (Cha and 
Weeden 2014). Although the analysis con-
ducted here disaggregates the unexplained 
portion of the gap into components, it can 
only indirectly point to growing discrimina-
tion. Future studies are required to more fully 
distinguish between allocative discrimina-
tion, pay discrimination, and other sources for 
the gap.

Post-Recession Effect

The Great Recession, which officially started 
in December 2007 and officially ended in 
June 2009, had detrimental consequences for 
the economic well-being of many Americans. 
Not only did unemployment and poverty rates 
grow substantially, but the economic security 
of many workers also declined due to the 
slow pace of job growth (Jacobsen and Mather 
2011). The detrimental consequences of the 
recession were unequally distributed across 
racial groups. Low-income workers, in par-
ticular, black and Latino men, as well as low-
educated and young workers, bore the greatest 
cost (Hoynes, Miller, and Schaller 2012).

To examine whether the increase in ine-
quality is, indeed, a post-recession phenom-
enon, we conducted an additional analysis 
focusing on specific separate years, based on 
the ACS yearly data for the years 2001 to 
2013. The results, displayed in Figure 4 (and 
Table S1 in the online supplement), are strik-
ing and consistent. Generally speaking, with 

some fluctuations for both men and women, 
racial gaps gradually widened over the years, 
finally peaking in 2013. Racial gaps widened 
not only in the size of the total gross gap but 
also in the size of the unexplained portion of 
the gap. Because no dramatic fluctuations 
occurred either before or after the recession 
period, the trends displayed in the figure lead 
us to conclude that the reversal of the trend is 
a continual process rather than a post-reces-
sion effect. Nevertheless, although the reces-
sion officially ended in 2009, we cannot 
flatly reject the possibility that its lingering 
effects persist after 2013.

ConCluSIonS AnD 
DISCuSSIon
Using data for five decennial years, we 
decomposed the racial pay gap into compo-
nents to compare the sources of the gap 
among men and women in the U.S. labor 
force between 1970 and 2010. From the abun-
dance of findings arising from the race/gen-
der/time point comparisons, four significant 
points deserve special attention. First, com-
parison of the racial pay gap between gender 
groups underscores the significance of the 
intersection between gender and race; differ-
ences between gender groups in gross and net 
racial pay gaps were highly pronounced. The 
differences are so pronounced that it is diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to reach conclusions 
regarding racial pay gaps based on data for 
only one of the two gender groups. Our find-
ings thus provide empirical support for the 
intersectionality thesis, showing the impor-
tance of the intersection between gender and 
race in determination of pay (Collins 2009; 
Glenn 1999).

Second, racial pay gaps were substantially 
larger among men than among women at all 
time points. In addition, the unexplained por-
tion of the gap—the indicator we used as a 
proxy for racial discrimination—was much 
larger among men than among women. In fact, 
from 1980 until 2000, there were virtually no 
racial pay gaps among women (and the net 
gaps in these years were actually in favor of 
black women). Although pointing to the 
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intersection of gender and race, these findings 
do not support the double disadvantage hypoth-
esis. Rather, they show that black men, and not 
black women, are the prime target of economic 
discrimination, supporting the argument that 
black men, more than black women, are sub-
ject to negative stereotypes (Pager and Karafin 
2009; Shih 2002; Sidanius and Pratto 1999; 
Wingfield 2013). Our findings are also in line 
with the argument that women of different 
races have much more in common than men 
do; an argument based on the universal tension 
between family obligations and paid work that 

black and white women share, and the impact 
this has on occupational opportunities and 
earnings inequality. Indeed, these data show 
that between 1980 and 2000, black women’s 
economic subordination was mainly due to 
gender and not to race.

Third, the findings suggest that earnings 
inequality is more gendered than racialized; 
women of both races share a considerable earn-
ings disadvantage relative to men. Thus, the 
“racial advantage” of black women (compared 
to black men) should be understood within the 
context of their “gender disadvantage.” As 

figure 4. Components of the Racial Pay Gap in the Years Pre and Post the 2008 Recession, 
by Gender, 2001 to 2013
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Figure 1 shows, up until 2000, white as well as 
black women were disadvantaged in relation to 
men, first and foremost white men. Therefore, 
it is crucial to distinguish between men and 
women when examining trends in racial ine-
quality, but also to acknowledge that the rela-
tive equality among black and white women is 
an “equality of the disadvantaged.”

Fourth, despite the gender differences, the 
over-time trend of the racial gaps is strikingly 
similar for men and women. Furthermore, the 
trend of declining racial earnings gaps observed 
throughout the second half of the twentieth 
century changed at the turn of the millennium 
among both gender groups. In 2010—for the 
first time since 1980—white women’s earn-
ings became more similar to the earnings of 
black men than to those of black women. Simi-
larly, among men, for the first time since 1970, 
the gross and net racial earnings gap widened. 
In light of the gender differences in the size of 
the gap and in the components that account for 
it, this uniform change is intriguing. Especially 
intriguing are the similar trends during the 
1970s (a sharp narrowing of the gaps) and the 
reversal of the trend in the new millennium 
among both men and women. The former—the 
post-1970 decline in the gap—can be under-
stood as resulting from the enactment of the 
Civil Rights Act and implementation of affirm-
ative action policies. The latter—the reversal 
of the trend at the turn of the millennium—
deserves further examination.

Inquiring into the sources of the reversal of 
the trend post-2000, we entertain several 
potential explanations. One important expla-
nation relates the widening racial gaps to the 
sharp increase in overall income inequality 
during the 2000s. The findings show that, in 
the case of men (but not women), once we 
control for variations in income inequality 
across decades, the increase in the racial pay 
gap during the 2000s is much smaller among 
men. This finding implies that in addition to 
changes that are directly related to race, shifts 
in income distribution during the first decade 
of the millennium were more detrimental to 
the earnings of blacks, especially black men, 
than to those of whites.

Some of the evidence may suggest an 
increase in market discrimination against 
blacks at the beginning of the new millen-
nium. During the 2000s, rewards to academic 
degree increased for whites more than for 
blacks; that is, whites benefited more from 
high education relative to blacks. This was 
followed by stagnation in the processes of 
desegregation, which may also indirectly 
indicate a rise in economic discrimination 
against blacks. Although different rewards to 
education for blacks and whites, as well as 
stagnation in desegregation, are only implicit 
indicators for discrimination, the simultane-
ous changes in the two trends—that is, the 
reversal trend among the two gender groups 
and the change in government reforms—may 
indicate growing discrimination.

We are not the only ones to relate pay dis-
crimination and stagnation in the processes of 
desegregation to government reforms. Stain-
back and Tomaskovic-Devey (2012), for 
example, show that from 1980 to 2005 (a 
period they call the “Neoliberal era”), the pace 
of improvement in blacks’ access to good jobs 
and the decrease in racial occupational segre-
gation largely declined, and the economic 
gains of blacks and women became more lim-
ited. What can explain such a change after a 
steady and consistent decline in segregation 
and pay gaps? One may speculate that the 
cumulative effects of the processes of racial 
desegregation and upward occupational mobil-
ity may have increased the “threat” to majority 
groups. From a social closure perspective, 
when a threat is apparent, members of the 
advantaged group are more likely to practice 
collective action to exclude members of the 
disadvantaged group from (attractive) occupa-
tions (Parkin 1979; Tilly 2004; Weber, Roth, 
and Wittich 1978). Although the analysis pre-
sented here cannot provide direct empirical 
support for this theoretical speculation, it does 
point to the fact that post-2000, occupations 
became a more significant determinant of 
racial pay gaps among the two gender groups.

Stainback and Tomaskovic-Devey (2012) 
relate government reforms to inequality, show-
ing that the period following the 1964 Civil 
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Rights Act produced widespread equal-oppor-
tunity progress for women and blacks, and that 
the pace of improvement slowed in the Neolib-
eral era after 1980, when the regulatory environ-
ment switched to advancing diversity programs 
rather than affirmative action policy. Such a 
switch is also described by Cancio and col-
leagues (1996), who attribute the rise in eco-
nomic discrimination against blacks after 1980 
to government retreat from enforcement of anti-
discrimination policies during the Reagan and 
George H. W. Bush presidential administrations. 
Wilson, Roscigno, and Huffman (2013, 2015) 
show that after the reform period (2002 to 2007), 
racial pay gaps in the public sector widened 
substantially. They argue that the adoption of a 
“new government business model” (i.e., privati-
zation of employment practices) contributed to 
downward occupational mobility of blacks rela-
tive to whites. Our findings lend support for this 
argument, but only indirectly, by revealing once 
again the affinity between government reforms 
and fluctuations in racial gaps after the Civil 
Rights Act and in the new millennium.

Government support is critical for mini-
mizing inequality and mitigating economic 
discrimination against minorities, especially 
during times of economic crisis (Hoynes et 
al. 2012; Jacobsen and Mather 2011). During 
times of economic decline, economically 
vulnerable populations are more likely than 
other groups to become a target of economic 
discrimination. Growing income inequality 
can further deteriorate the relative economic 
standing of disadvantaged groups, as we 
show in the case of black men. Although the 
results show no dramatic fluctuations before 
or after the recession, a lingering effect of the 
recession may possibly still persist after 
2013. At this time, we have no direct way to 
examine whether the reversal of the trend 
indicates a one-time deviation from the gen-
eral trend of declining racial earnings dis-
parities or a real and consistent change. It is 
our hope that future research will provide 
further direct tests of the explanations enter-
tained in this article and clear answers to the 
questions that remain.
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notes
 1.  As a notion that underscores complexity and con-

tingent and non-distinct identity categories (Brown 
1997; hooks 1984), intersectionality is more com-
monly studied using methodologies that deconstruct 
categories or focus on a unique social group (i.e., 
ethnography) than by a methodology that analyti-
cally distinguishes between them (i.e., quantitative 
research methods) (McCall 2005). In this regard, 
McCall’s (2005) distinction between the intercat-
egorical (or categorical) approach, the anticategori-
cal approach, and the intracategorical approach is 
particularity important. The latter two challenge 
or interrogate categorical boundaries, whereas the 
former assumes analytically distinct boundaries 
between multiple social groups (while attending to 
the relationships among and between them).

 2.  African Americans and other disadvantaged ethnic 
groups have a lot in common but also significant 
differences. Because the analyses presented here are 
complicated—including time, gender, and race com-
parisons—we chose to focus on the black/white split. 
See also Concoran’s (1999) comment on this issue.

 3.  Among white employers, 42 percent associate 
female workers with parenthood and family, com-
pared to only 7 percent of employers with regard to 
male workers (Browne and Kennelly 1999).

 4.  The index of occupational dissimilarity between 
men and women is similar among blacks and among 
whites at D = .52. Racial segregation is much lower, 
and it is lowest among women (among black and 
white women D = .28, among black and white men 
D = .32) (Mintz and Krymkowski 2011).

 5.  For example, the inconsistency of trends in declin-
ing/widening pay gaps among black and white 
women may, at least in part, be related to age or 
potential work experience. Whereas Bound and 
Dresser (1999) document erosion in the relative 
wages of black women with up to 10 years of poten-
tial experience, Blau and Beller (1992) found the 
improvement in blacks’ relative wage to be most 
pronounced among older black women (with more 
than 20 years work experience).

 6.  Age minus years of education minus six is a preva-
lent but poor proxy for experience, especially in 
the case of women, as it assumes continuous work 
experience post education. To check the possible 
bias of this measure, we reproduced our analyses 
using as an alternative measure, “number of years 
the respondent has worked in his/her current job” 
from the biennial January “job tenure” supplement. 
We then estimated regression models with the two 

measurements (one based on age and education, 
and the other on “years working in current job”) for 
the years 2000 and 2010 (because data are available 
only from 1996). The two analyses yield very simi-
lar results for men and women in 2000 and 2010. 
Although the measure based on age and education 
may underestimate the effect of human capital attri-
butes, and thus enlarges the unexplained portions 
of the wage gap, there is a great deal of similar-
ity between the two analyses, an indication of the 
robustness of the results. Results based on the “job 
tenure” supplement data are available upon request.

 7.  Union membership is not available in census and 
ACS files administered by IPUMS. However, in an 
attempt to understand the possible effect of this vari-
able, we reproduced the analysis using CPS MORG 
data for the years where all other data were avail-
able (1990, 2000, and 2010). We found that among 
both men and women, union membership acts as a 
suppressor, meaning that gross income of whites is 
higher despite union membership being less preva-
lent among them. Nevertheless, adding union mem-
bership to the regression did not alter the results.

 8.  More details are available online (http://usa.ipums 
.org/usa-action/variables/OCC1990#description_tab).

 9.  On the other hand, the use of 80 (instead of 400) 
categories improves the comparison between occu-
pations over time, because the two-digit classifica-
tion is less affected by over-time modification than 
is the three-digit classification.

10.  Because extreme cases may affect each subgroup 
differently, we eliminated the top and bottom 
earning percentiles. This ensures comparability 
across gender by racial subgroups as well as across 
decades. An analysis without elimination of extreme 
cases resulted in findings highly similar to those 
reported here and led to virtually the same conclu-
sions (results are available upon request). That said, 
we prefer the original results because they are more 
conservative (i.e., the exclusion of extreme cases 
produces net and gross gaps that are a bit smaller 
than the gaps when all cases are included).

11.  Due to limitations of the data in the CPS MORG, 
we were able to reproduce analyses only from 1990 
onward.

12.  The data reveal that the share of black women in 
private household service declined from 20 percent 
to less than 7 percent in only one decade.

13.  The unexplained portion is composed of differences 
between the intercepts plus differences between 
coefficients, which are not mutually exclusive, as 
the intercept is derived from the size of the coef-
ficients (see Methodology section).

14.  Table 2 shows the disaggregated coefficients of 
both the explained and unexplained portions of the 
gap. However, Figure 2 displays only the disaggre-
gated components of the explained portion. The dis-
aggregated components of the unexplained portion 
cannot be presented visually because the positive 
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and negative values of the intercept and the coef-
ficients conceal one another.

15.  The coefficients of occupations (about 80 in each 
decade) are not presented.

16.  Because academic degree is the reference group, 
this is shown by the wage penalty for a nonaca-
demic education. For example, between 1970 and 
1980, the penalty for nonacademic education 
(shown by the negative sign of the coefficient of 
academic degree) increased from –.77 to –.96 for 
white men and from –.78 to –1.05 for black men.

17.  It is possible that the higher rewards for working 
hours for white men from 1980 on reflect, to some 
extent, the effect of occupations: white men had 
higher representation in professional and manage-
rial jobs, where longer weekly working hours are 
more common (Kuhn and Lozano 2008). Although 
we introduced occupations into the model, we con-
trolled for them using only two-digit classifications.

18.  For the sake of parsimony and space, we present 
these results only graphically. The table is available 
from the authors upon request.

19.  Recall that rewards (returns) to academic degree 
were higher for blacks between 1980 and 2000, but 
this changed in 2010 in both gender groups (see 
Tables A2a and A2b in the Appendix).
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