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Abstract: 

Using quantile regressions and measuring the earnings level and rank gaps across the earnings 
distribution, I evaluate the Black-White earnings gap for women at the 25th, 50th, 75th, and 90th 
percentiles. I find that the women’s racial earning level gap shrank from 1960 to 1980 to zero 
and reversed at some percentiles, only to increase again in the past 40 years.  The largest 
reversion by 2019 in the earnings level gap occurred at the 25th percentile, totaling 36 log 
points, while the largest reversion in the earnings rank gap occurred at the 75th percentile and 
totaled 9 percentage points. Utilizing the Oaxaca-Blinder Recentered Influence Function 
decomposition, estimates suggest that the unexplained gap in the earning level gap decreased 
from 1960 to 1980, then increased from 1990 to 2019. The male Black-White earnings gap has 
received relatively more attention in recent years than the female Black-White earnings gap, in 
part due to concerns about selection bias in labor force participation and employment for 
women over time. This analysis contributes to the literature by focusing on women and 
analyzing more than the median and mean. Comparisons of estimated trends in racial earnings 
gaps for men and women demonstrate that there are dramatic differences over time in the 
measured gaps within and across gender, as well as suggestive evidence that different forces 
are causing the increases for each group.
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Introduction 

 In recent years, there has been increasing focus on the troubling diverging Black-

White earnings gap for men.  Bayer and Charles’ (2018) paper provides insights about this 

gap and decomposes it over time.  The dismal earning distribution they describe for Black 

earners relative to White earners is only one part of the labor market outcomes picture for 

Black and White men—the other being mass incarceration increasingly removing Black men 

from the labor force (Bayer and Charles 2018), only to return them with decreased earnings 

prospects as part and parcel of the U.S. carceral system. 

While mass incarceration is a prominent part of the history of the racial earnings gap 

for men, women are less likely to be directed affected by the rise in mass incarceration than 

men, though women’s households and marriage market decisions certainly can be indirectly 

affected by incarceration (Cox 2012). Additionally, historic trends in educational attainment 

differ across race and gender.  These factors plausibly lend themselves to heterogenous labor 

market outcomes for women versus men and necessitate a separate analysis of the racial 

earnings gap for Black and White women.  

We would also expect the Black-White earnings gap for women to show important 

changes over time, particularly given fluctuations in labor force participation rates (Figure 1), 

the decline of marriage rates, and the rise of women as heads of households and 

breadwinners (Goodman, Choi, and Zhu 2021).  The introduction and availability of oral 

contraception in the 1960s and 1970s is associated with plummeting fertility rates during that 

period (Bailey 2010), and legal abortion, gender-based anti-discrimination laws, and no-fault 

divorce laws likely had an impact on labor force participation and employment.  
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Given the importance of the “gendered earnings gap” and a dearth of literature about it in 

recent years, this paper aims to use methods introduced by Bayer and Charles in their 2018 

paper to track how the Black-White earnings distribution, gap, and rank changed for women 

between 1960 and 2019. 

Literature Review 

The Economic Status of Black Women (Zalokar 1990), which was published by the 

United States Commission on Civil Rights, documented the economic outcomes of Black 

women since 1940.  In addition to other metrics reported, they evaluated the Black-White 

wage gap using data from the 1940-1980 Decennial Census, March CPS 1984, and 1984 

Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) (Zalokar 1990).  They found that Black 

women’s wages relative to White women’s had gone from 50% in 1940 to about 90% in the 

1980s (Zalokar 1990).  They argued that a gap in wages between Black and White women– 
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Figure 1: Proportion of Black and White women out of the labor force 
or making zero earnings in a previous year
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White- Fraction with Zero Earnings in Previous year



3 

 

or lack thereof–could be indicative of the relative impacts of racial discrimination on Black 

women over time (Zalokar 1990).  In many ways, the evidence of the convergence of the 

wage ratio was reason to laud economic and racial progress in the U.S.  The takeaway was 

that remaining inequality between Black and White women was a function of dramatic 

differences in overall family or household income, driven by factors like high rates of single-

parenthood and low average earnings of Black men (Neal 2004), and less so intra-gender 

wage inequality.   

Prior to and contemporary to The Economic Status of Black Women’s report, some 

researchers were looking at Black and White earnings ratios.  Blau and Beller (1992) 

document in their paper using CPS data that the 1970s were a strong period of earnings 

growth for Black men and women relative to their White peers, though that progress 

stagnated in the 1980s.  Black women, particularly women with more than 20 years of 

experience, started to outperform Black men in terms of earnings growth and their wages 

increased relative to White women’s wages (Blau and Beller 1992).  There is additional 

evidence that Black women started to earn more than their White peers in the 1970s and 

1980s, as well as some research showing that this trend reversed at the median since the 

1980s (Althoff 2023; Collins and Moody 2017; Pettit and Ewert 2009). 

 Nonetheless, the literature about the gendered earnings gap between Black and 

White women remains sparse. The complex issues of selection into the labor force are 

magnified for women, and the challenges of accounting for this has often influenced choices 

to evaluate only men in Black-White earnings gap research (Charles and Guryan 2011).  It is 

typically assumed that the gap is larger for Black men than for Black women (Charles and 

Guryan 2011). Notably, Neal (2004) found that when he corrected for the selection bias in 
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which Black or Women are in the labor force, the Black-White wage gap for women is larger 

than previously thought—up to 60% larger than gaps previously measured using Current 

Population Survey.   

Given these facts, several questions remain—did the strong estimates of earnings gap 

convergence in the 1970s and 1980s mean the gap closed permanently?  Did the strong 

earnings growth for Black women continue relative to White women’s earnings? This 

analysis aims to address these questions. 

While wage or earnings gap analyses often can seem aimed at understanding the 

labor market outcomes of a marginalized group relative to a more affluent benchmark 

group, the gap is dually affected by changes for the marginalized and the more affluent 

group.  Since both Black and White women are affected by sexism, gender-based 

discrimination, and gender-wage gaps in the work force, changes in both distributions of 

earning are important to observe. This analysis aims to look at the what happened to the 

Black-White wage gap for women, particularly since the 1980s, using both the traditional 

metric of earning level gaps and Bayer and Charles’ “rank gap”, as well decomposing these 

gaps. 

Methodology and Data 

I evaluate earnings level and rank gaps using quantile regressions, similar to Bayer 

and Charles’ (2018) approach for Black and White men.  Earnings level regressions evaluate 

the difference between the log earnings of a White woman and the log earnings of a Black 

woman at the same quantile, e.g. the 90th quantile (Bayer and Charles 2018).  The rank gap 

regressions take the earnings of Black women and map that earnings level onto the 

corresponding portion of the White women’s earnings distribution, such that we might find, 
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e.g. that a median Black woman would be at the 40th percentile of the White women’s 

earnings distribution (Bayer and Charles 2018). As described by Bayer and Charles (2018), 

this can be represented formally by the following equations: 

(1) Log(earnings
it
) = α

t
(qth percentile) + β

t
(qth percentile)r

i
 + ε

it
(qth 

percentile) 

(2) Rank(e
it
) = a

t
(q) + b

t
(q)r

i
 + u

it
(q) 

where r j is a set of  dummies for race and β
t
(q) and b

t
(q) measure the earnings and 

rank gaps respectively. Additionally, as was included in Bayer and Charles (2018), all 

quantile regressions include cohort controls for age bands of 5 years.  The quantile 

regression approach is somewhat novel since previous literature often focused on average or 

median difference in wages, and the use of quantile regressions allows us to evaluate the gap 

at various points in each distribution and make use of annual earnings in lieu of hourly wages 

(Bayer and Charles 2018). 

I use the American Community Survey (from IPUMS) and Census data, restricting 

my time horizon to 1960 through 2019 (Ruggles et al 2021), with observations for only 

women aged 25 to 54, totaling 31,754,553. Specifically, I estimate regressions for data from 

the years 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000, 2010, and 2019. I restrict my analysis to evaluating 

the earnings of non-Hispanic white women and men, and non-Hispanic Black women and 

men. Ideally, future analyses would also include some consideration of ethnicity, however, 

given the long time horizon this analysis covers and the changing Census definitions of 

Hispanic as a racial or ethnic category over this period, it made most sense to focus on non-

Hispanic Black and White individuals.   
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I employ quantile regressions for four different specifications: only those with 

positive earnings, native born women, weekly earnings, and only labor market earnings to 

better understand the potential differences and contributing factors in earnings inequality. 

The subsequent discussion of results primarily focuses on the results from the most 

expansive category, those with positive earnings. I also produce estimates by region. It is 

important to note that there is documentation that Black-White earnings gap calculation can 

be sensitive to the data source used, and there are non-trivial differences between some 

NLSY, CPS and Census analyses of wage gaps (Neal 2004). Others have noted that studies 

on wage differentials are also sensitive to sample choices (Heckman, Lyons, and Todd 2000). 

While this analysis is not equipped to compare estimates to other data sources, each of the 

quantile regressions are evaluated with differing specifications, and these specifications help 

ensure some internal validity and robustness. 

Since the American Community Survey and Census data are top-coded for upper 

level earnings (“IPUMS USA | Top and Bottom Codes” n.d.), the data is sufficient for the 

quantiles of interest in this paper, but would not be appropriate for evaluating higher 

percentiles in the distribution of earnings.  All earnings are adjusted to 2019 dollars. 

 To better understand the factors influencing the earnings level gaps for women, I 

employ a decomposition procedure. One of the traditional methods for decomposing wages 

is the Oaxaca-Blinder (OB) decomposition, which decomposes wage gaps between an 

“explained” portion which describes differences in the levels of chosen predictors, and an 

“unexplained” portion which can be understood as different returns to particular 

characteristics (Jann 2008).  A modification of a simple linear model utilizing Oaxaca-Blinder 

is the following: 
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Ywhite = αwhite + βwhiteXwhite 

Yblack = αblack + βblackXblack 

Where Y represents mean log earnings for each group and X is a vector containing the 

predictors.  Therefore,  

Ywhite- Yblack = (αwhite- αblack) + (βwhiteXwhite- βblackXblack) 

 

To decompose the differences in mean values for the variables in X as well as the differences 

in the values of β, we add a term (Jann 2008; Rahimi and Nazari 2021): 

 

Ywhite- Yblack = (αwhite- αblack) + (βwhiteXwhite- βblackXblack) +(βwhiteXblack- βblackXwhite) 

then rearrange to 

Ywhite- Yblack = [(Xwhite-Xblack) βblack] +  [(αwhite- αblack) + (βwhite-βblack)Xwhite] 

which is the standard format of the OB decomposition.   

 
I utilize a variation of the Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition that is suited to quantile 

regressions. Specifically, I decompose the positive earnings level gap using the Oaxaca-

Blinder Recentered Influence Function (OB-RIF) developed by Firpo, Fortin, and Lemieux 

(2018).  As noted by Firpo, Fortin, and Lemieux (2018), the distinct advantage of OB-RIF is 

that it allows for decomposition of other distribution measures, whereas the traditional 

Oaxaca-Blinder procedure only allows for decomposition of means. In particular, OB-RIF is 

appropriate for application to quantile regressions at various points in the distribution 

(Firpo, Fortin, and Lemieux 2018).   
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Results 

I discuss estimates for the Black-White women’s earnings level and rank gaps, at the 

25th, 50th, 75th, and 90th percentiles, primarily through discussion of positive earnings 

(calculated as log real income for women who report real income greater than zero in a given 

year) in order to focus in on women who were presumably concurrently participating in the 

labor force in a given year. Additional and alternative measures included in Appendix Tables 

VII, VIII, IX, and X provide insights about the robustness of these estimates in a given year 

and over time. Figures 2 and 3 and Tables I provide a side-by-side accounting of positive 

earnings across all percentiles, allowing us to analyze the trajectory of each slice of the 

income distribution over time.  

I also discuss estimates from a regional analysis of the median earnings level gap for 

women, results from the decomposition of the earnings level gap for all women and within 

regions, and the results for men in comparison to the estimates for women. 

Earnings Level Gaps 
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Figure 2: Real Earnings of Black and White Women in 
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 The backdrop for the discussion of the earnings gap from the 1960s to the 2010s is 

an extraordinary expansion of women’s earnings.  Between 1960 and 2019, there was 

substantial growth in women’s earnings, for both White and Black women. Figure 2 

documents trends in real earnings specifically for women with positive earnings.  As shown 

in Figure 2 and adjusted to 2019 dollars, in 1960, Black women at the median were earning 

less than $9,000 annually, while White women at the median were earning more than twice 

that at $19,500 annually. At the 90th percentile in 1960, annual earnings were approximately 

$30,000 and $42,000 for Black and White women respectively.  In 1980, Black and White 

women at the median and 90th percentiles were commanding similar annual earnings, but as 

the decades progress, particularly White women’s earnings pull away from the earnings of 

fellow White women at lower parts of the distribution, as well as Black women, suggesting a 

widening of the overall earnings distribution for White women that is not happening at the 

same scale for Black women. Between 1960 and 2019, earnings for Black women at the 

median and 90th percentiles have grown by 250% and 150% respectively.  During the same 

time frame, earnings for White women at the median and 90th percentiles have more than 

doubled. Therefore, Black women make incredible strides in earnings growth between the 

end of the Jim Crow era and the new millennium, but after the 1980s are unable to keep up 

with the growth of White women’s earnings, particularly at the upper parts of the income 

distribution. 

The Black-White women’s earnings level gap, calculated with the inclusion of age 

categories to control for cohort sizes, provides more in-depth insights regarding earnings 

inequality between Black and White women. Over the past sixty years, there has been both 

dramatic progress in earnings inequality between women from 1960 through 1980, and a 

moderate reversion in that progression in the following 40 years.  Shown in Figure 3 and the 



10 

 

corresponding estimates in Panel A of Table I, at the 25th and 50th percentiles, the racial 

earnings level gap in 1960 for women making positive earnings was 74 log points and 76 

points, respectively. In 1960 Black women at the 75th and 90th percentiles trailed White 

women in positive earnings by a respective 52 and 30 log points—both sizable gaps but 

relatively smaller than the gaps observed at the 25th and 50th percentiles. At nearly every 

measured percentile, there was a precipitous drop in the earnings level gap in just the decade 

between 1960 and 1970. 

 

 By 1980, this racial earnings gap had closed and even reversed for some.  The largest 

reversion in the racial earnings gap occurred for the group which had the largest gap in 

1960—women at the 25th percentile. Strikingly, in 1980 Black women at the 25th percentile of 

the Black earnings distribution would be earning about 21% more than White women at the 

25th percentile of the White earnings distribution.  At the median, Black women earned 
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FIGURE 3: BLACK-WHITE WOMEN'S LEVEL GAP 
FOR POSITIVE EARNINGS
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about 3% more than White women, and at the 75th and 90th percentiles, Black and White 

women were at near parity in earnings. Considering the labor force participation rates in 

Figure 1, 1970 and 1980 are both years where labor force participation rates were not only 

increasing for both Black and White women, but these groups rates of non-participation 

were converging as well.   

 After 1980, there was a slow and steady divergence in the earnings of Black and 

White women at all percentiles.  The biggest loss once again was for Black women at the 25th 

percentile, with an estimated 35 log point tumble (from 0.192 in 1980 to -0.156 in 2019) in 

their earnings relative to white women’s earnings, over the course of 40 years.  At the 

median, 75th, and 90th percentiles, the women’s racial earnings level gap grew by about 22-23 

log points. The earnings level gap at the 90th percentile changed less over the time horizon in 

absolute magnitude relative to 25th percentile. The absolute gap in 1960 at the 90th percentile 

was smaller in absolute magnitude than the gaps at the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles, and the 

earnings level gap at the 90th percentile in 2019 is 75% of the gap in positive earnings in 

1960. Across these percentiles of the earnings distribution, the racial earnings gap increased 

by a minimum of 22 log points between 1980 and 2019, despite the convergence in the two 

decades before 1980. 
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Earnings Rank Gaps 

 The earnings rank gap—the percentage point difference between Black women’s 

position in the Black earnings distribution and her position in the White women’s earnings 

distribution—demonstrates similar trends to the earnings level gap. Overall, as shown in 

Figure 4 and Panel B of Table I, there was a decrease in the rank gap from 1960 to 1980, 

even reversing for some percentiles, and then from 1980 onwards, the gap grew again.  For 

the rank gap at the median and the 75th percentiles, the gaps measured by positive earnings 

and alternative specifications (see Appendix I) differ in magnitude and seem sensitive to the 

earnings measure, particularly in 1960 and 1970.  

 Notably, the rank gap fluctuated the least across time for women in the 25th 

percentile. Measured for only women with positive earnings, Black women’s earnings at the 

25th percentile would map to the 21st percentile of the White women’s earnings distribution. 

In 1980, the earning rank gap for positive earnings at the 25th percentile was a positive 2 
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FIGURE 4: BLACK-WHITE WOMEN'S RANK GAP 
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percentage points, such that a Black woman earner at this point in the income distribution 

would map to the 27th percentile of the White women’s earnings distribution. Across all 

percentiles, the rank gap grew between 1980 and 2019, and at the median and 75th 

percentiles, it stood at about -8 and -9 percentage points, respectively.  At the 90th percentile, 

the positive earnings rank gap went from -7 percentage points in 1960, to 0 in 1980, to -6 

percentage points in 2019. Focusing only on women with positive earnings, the reversion 

from 1980 to 2019 led to a rank gap that was at least 65% of the rank gap in 1960, with the 

rank gaps at the median, 75th, and 90th percentiles, approaching or exceed 80% of the 

measured gap in 1960.  Considering the earnings level and rank gaps observed over the same 

period, both measures indicate a clear reversal in progress in closing the women’s racial 

earnings gaps.  In 2019 the absolute value of the increase in the rank gap was largest at the 

median and the 75th percentiles, the absolute value of the earnings level gap was greatest at 

the 75th and 90th percentiles. 

The positive earnings level gap effect in 1980 and subsequent reversion for Black 

women are fairly robust to other specifications, shown in Tables VII, VIII, IX, and X in the 

appendix.  Though the estimates from earlier years exhibit more sensitivity to specifications, 

estimates for 2019 are similar across specifications.  This could be indicator of the sensitivity 

of women’s earnings regressions to the composition of the female labor force and higher 

rates of labor market work performed by women over time. 

Decomposing Women’s Racial Earning Level Gaps 

Using the oaxaca_rif Stata package to calculate a recentered influence function 

decomposition, I produce estimates of the explained and unexplained portions of the 

measured Black-White earnings gap, shown in Table II. Again, I use the positive earnings 

measure since it is the most expansive category of the included specifications. The included 
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independent variables are education (broken into the categories less than high school, high 

school diploma, and college degree); marital status (married or unmarried); geographic region 

dummies for the North, South, Midwest, and West; age; and age squared. For these 

estimates, I utilize log real positive earnings and estimate the gap at the 25th, 50th, 75th, and 

90th percentiles between 1960 and 2019.  

Black is the reference group and therefore the gap is calculated as White log earnings 

minus Black log earnings, showing the reverse sign of the gaps shown in Tables I. A positive 

signed gap means Black women make less than White women, whereas a negative signed gap 

means that Black women make more than White women.  In years where the gap is very 

small or zero, such as 1980 at the 75th and 90th percentiles, these estimates are not 

informative since there is no way to decompose a gap that does not exist. However, in years 

where the gap is larger and statistically significant, the decomposition can be informative.  

To interpret the decomposition, the values for each predictor in the explained 

portion can be understood as a difference in the levels of a certain characteristic between 

White women and Black women.  A large explained portion of the total difference implies 

that the earnings gap is mostly attributable to differences in, e.g. educational attainment. For 

instance, we can understand a positive sign on high school diploma as, if Black and White 

women started attaining high school diplomas at the same rates, we might expect this to 

decrease the earnings gap. On the other hand, we can understand the unexplained gap as 

differences in the returns to certain characteristics for each group. 
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Examining Table II, in 1960 the largest gaps across percentiles are almost entirely 

attributable to the unexplained portion, i.e. differences in the effects of education, marriage, 

geographic regions, and age on each group, and very little is attributable to the differences in 

explained portion, i.e. the composition of each of the covariates by group (Firpo, Fortin, and 

Lemieux 2018). Only 7.6% of the 73 log point gap in 1960 at the 25th percentile is explained.  

As the total gap decreases in 1970 and 1980, the unexplained portion decreases as well. 

Conversely, as the gap increases at the 50th, 75th, and 90th percentiles in the 1990s and 2000s, 

the unexplained portion increases as well. However, for similar gaps in earlier periods versus 

more recent periods, the unexplained portion accounts for less of the gap. The 12.5 log 

point gap at the 75th percentile in 1970 was 58.6% unexplained, while the 18.8 log point gap 

at the 75th percentile in 2019 is only 25.5% unexplained.   

Closely examining the explained gap throughout this period, differences in education 

levels are the main driver of inequality. Interestingly, differential attainment of high school 

diplomas was a large portion of the explained gap in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, but by 1990 the 

sign on high school diploma flips to negative.  Starting during this same period, college 

education becomes an increasingly large contributor to the earning gap overall and the 

explained portion. By 2019, college education is the leading contributor to the gap at all 

percentiles. Interestingly, in 2019, college education levels are a smaller portion of the 

explained gap for women at the 75th and 90th percentiles, and overall, the unexplained 

portion of the earnings gap is larger at these percentiles than at the median and 25th 

percentile. 
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Regional Analysis at the Median 

 To evaluate whether there were differences across regions in measured Black-White 

earnings gaps, I evaluated the median gap across four regions: North, South, Midwest, and 

West. The IPUMS ACS variable description (Ruggles et al 2021) defines each of these 

regions: 

- Northeast (which I call “North”): Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, 

Rhode Island, Vermont, and Mid-Atlantic states, New Jersey, New York, and 

Pennsylvania 

- South: Delaware, District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, North Carolina, 

South Carolina, Virginia, West Virginia, Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee, 

Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma/Indian Territory, and Texas  

- Midwest: Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, Wisconsin, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, 

Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota 

- West: Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, 

Alaska, California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington  

As shown in Table III in 1960, it is perhaps unsurprising that the gap of -104 log points 

at the median in the South post-Brown v. Board of Education (1954), pre-Civil Rights Act 

of 1964, far exceeds the gap in other regions by more than 70 log points.  By 1970, in all 

regions except the South, Black women are out-earning White women by up to 6 log points. 

In 1980, once again, the South lags behind other regions, but the gap has fallen to the 

lowest level it would fall to between 1960 and 2019—just under 10 log points.  Meanwhile, 

in 1980, Black women at the median in the Midwest are out-earning White women at the  
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median by 23 log points. Yet, in 2010, every region reports a negative earnings gap again of 

between 5-15 log points.  By 2019, the level gap exceeds -14 log points in every region, and 

the South has the second smallest gap while the North reports the largest gap at -24 log 

points.   

 

Throughout this period, the South never reaches parity between Black and White women’s 

earnings, but by the 2000s this region is no longer an extreme outlier. Together, these 

estimates suggest that while the South’s earnings level gap exceeded all other regions’ gaps in 

the earlier periods, the possible forces causing the reversion of the median earnings gap 

post-1980 may have been less impactful in the South.  Notably, the North’s level gap of -24 

log points in 2019 is the largest gap measured for this region between 1960 and 2019, the 

largest gap reported in all regions post-1970, and it exceeds the measured gap in the South in 

1980, 1990, 2000, 2010, and 2019. 

-1.1

-0.9

-0.7

-0.5

-0.3

-0.1

0.1

0.3
1 9 6 0 1 9 7 0 1 9 8 0 1 9 9 0 2 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 2 0 1 9

FIGURE 5: BLACK-WHITE WOMEN'S 
EARNINGS LEVEL GAP BY REGION

North South Midwest West
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To further investigate the regional differences, I decomposed the earnings gaps in 

the North and South separately to see how observable factors may be impacting this gap. 

Looking first at the North shown in Table IV, consider the negative total difference at every 

percentile in 1980. At every percentile, the majority of the gap is unexplained, and this is true 

in 1990 when the gaps are still small or reversed. In 2000, the gap begins to open, first at the 

75th and 90th percentiles, and then all percentiles by 2019. These more recent gaps are almost 

entirely attributable to the explained portion, and in particular, differences in college 

education become prominent, particularly at lower percentiles. 

 Examining Table V which centers on the South, the fluctuating gap is decreasingly 

unexplained.  In 1990, 78% of the gap at the median was unexplained, while in 2019, only 

4% of the gap at the median is unexplained.  College education is still a prominent feature of 

the explained gap in the South particularly after 1980, but not to the same extent that college 

education is a large part of the explained gap in the North during the same period. 

 Taken together, different trends in the earnings gap are taking place in the North and 

South, and while the South seems to shake its status as an extreme outlier on the dimension 

of earnings inequality, the North’s earnings inequality between Black and White women 

steadily increases, and largely due to differences in college education. 
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Comparison to Men’s Black-White Earnings Gaps 

Bayer and Charles (2018) focus their analysis solely on the median and 90th percentile 

earnings level and rank gaps.  To facilitate comparisons to the results for women presented 

above, I reproduce estimates for positive earnings at the 50th and 90th percentiles, as well as 

new estimates for the 25th and 75th percentiles for men. 

 In 1960, the earnings gap for men at the 25th percentile, -82 log points, exceeded the 

earnings gap for women at the same percentile by 8 log points. At the median, the earnings 

gap for women exceeded the earnings level gap for men in 1960 by 16 log points, while the 

gap is almost the same (-51 log points) at the 75th percentile.  From 1970 through 2019, the 

men’s earnings level gap maximums and minimums in log points at the 25th, 50th, 75th, and 

90th percentiles are -58  

(1970) and -45 (2019), -44 (1970) and -36 (2000), -42 (1970) and -31 (1980), and -46 (1970) 

and -33 (1980), respectively.  There is no clear upside-down V as seen for the women’s gap, 

and post 1960, the men’s racial earnings level gap exceeds the women’s gap at every 
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FIGURE 6: BLACK-WHITE MEN'S LEVEL GAP FOR 
POSITIVE EARNINGS

25th 50th 75th 90th
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percentile.  In 2019, the earnings level gap for men is nearly double the women’s gap at every 

level. 

 

The rank gap is little different. The rank gap in every year, across every percentile is 

larger for men than for women.  There is a drop in the rank gap through 2010, after  which 

the rank gap holds constant or increases by no more than 3 log points.  The smallest 

observed rank gap across all percentiles and years was at the 25th percentile in 2010, 

measuring -10 log points, such that Black men at X percentile map to a minimum of X-10 

percentile on the White men’s earning distribution.  
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The racial earnings gaps for men are often largest at the tails of the distribution (the 

25th and the 90th percentiles), while for women the gap in recent years is often largest in 

absolute magnitude at higher points of the income distribution.  In 2019, the largest earnings 

level gaps for women were observed at the 75th and 90th percentiles, while the largest 

earnings level gaps for men were at the 25th and the 90th.  This suggests, in a naïve sense, that 

racial earnings inequality is greater at the tails of the income distribution for men, while 

earnings inequality is greater in the upper half of the income distribution for women.  

Discussion 

.   In 1980, Black women at the 25th percentile and at median made more than White 

women at the same percentiles and were at parity with White women at the 75th and 90th 

percentiles. During the 1960-2019 period of rapid convergence and then divergence in the 

Black-White women’s earnings gaps, the labor force participation of White and Black 

women converged.  Consider that though in 1960 less than 40% of White women 

participated in the labor force, at the 25th, 50th, 75th, and 90th percentiles, they made 

significantly more than their Black women counterparts in 1960. In the span of 60 years, 

there was an apparent closing of the earnings level and rank gaps at the 25th, 50th, 75th, and 

90th percentiles by 1980, and then it opened again.   

The results of the level and rank quantile regressions, regional analysis, and the 

Oaxaca Blinder Recentered Influence Function decompositions for all women and by region 

come together to provide insights about how this Black-White earnings gap for women 

evolved in recent decades. These estimates may also provide suggestive evidence about how 

and why earnings gaps evolved in this way.  After the racial earnings level gap closed in 1980 

at all percentiles, earnings for white women at upper percentiles exploded and Black 

women’s earnings post 1980 failed to keep up, despite tripling and doubling at the median 
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and 90th percentiles respectively.  It was “too little, too late” compared to the steady upward 

growth in earnings for White women. Unsurprisingly, the earnings level gaps increase 

heading into 2019, and the rank gaps at the median, 75th, and 90th percentiles in 2019 rival 

the rank gaps in the 1960s. 

 The decompositions demonstrate that the racial earnings gaps for women are driven 

by different forces heading into the 2000s.  The unexplained portion of the gap falls over 

time, and college education levels as a portion of the explained gap becomes a driving force, 

though less so at the 75th and 90th percentiles.  At the highest percentiles, the unexplained 

portion of the gap grew in the 2000s. 

 Regional differences also prove to be salient, and the South is the only region to 

never reach parity in Black and White women’s earnings during this period. Nonetheless, by 

2019 the South is no longer an extreme outlier on the dimension of earnings inequality, 

suggesting that the forces driving increasing gaps in other regions post 1980 are relatively 

less important in the South.  The North simultaneously shows an increase in the explained 

portion of the earnings gap, particularly driven by college education, while the South’s 

unexplained gap fell to its lowest levels in the 60 year time frame. 

 Throughout this analysis, it becomes clear how distinct the trajectory of the Black-

White earnings gaps for women is from the earnings gaps for men. The racial earnings gap 

for men never converges to zero and is consistent and large across percentiles. The largest 

gaps for men occur at the tails of their earning distributions, while the largest gaps for 

women are observed at the 75th and 90th percentiles. 

 The results of this analysis likely leave more questions than it can conclusively 

answer. Is the contemporaneous rise in the college wage premium starting in the 1980s and 
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1990s (James 2012) possibly at fault for the growing Black-White earnings gap for women?  

The results from the decompositions provide some support for this hypothesis, but leave 

questions about how this would apply to Black women at the 75th and 90th percentiles, where 

the unexplained gap has grown and differences in levels of college education are smaller. If 

we indulge an interpretation of the unexplained gap as discrimination, is it possible that 

higher income, college-educated Black women are experiencing more discrimination in 

recent years than in the past, and differential returns to education compared to their White 

female peers?   

While there are no certain answers to these questions from this analysis, several 

things are clear. Firstly, the strong relative earnings growth for Black women spoken about 

in The Economic Status of Black Women (1990) report did not persist.  The most dramatic 

reversion in the earnings level gap since the 1980s has been at the lower part of the earnings 

distribution, the 25th percentile, totaling 36 log points, while the largest reversion in the 

earnings rank gap occurred at the 75th percentile, with a 75th percentile Black woman’s 

earnings mapping to the 66th percentile of the White women’s earnings distribution in 2019.   

Also, while the earnings gaps for women may not be as large as they are for men in 

Bayer and Charles (2018), they certainly are not non-existent, and the results of the 

decompositions suggest that these gaps may be influenced by different factors. Given this 

evidence, it is not enough to solely look at men’s racial earning gaps and extrapolate the 

trends there to women.  Additionally, examining the gaps for both men and women beyond 

the mean and the median provide unique insights about where earnings inequality is highly 

concentrated. Overall, this analysis tells a nuanced story about Black-White earnings gaps for 
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women and demonstrates that progress is certainly not guaranteed nor linear, and the closing 

earnings gaps seen in the 1980s and 1990s were unfortunately fleeting. 
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Appendix I: Alternative specifications 
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