
No question about it, women have made significant gains in the workforce since the 1970s. Back then, wom-

en comprised 38 percent of the labor force, while today women make up roughly half.1 Despite these advanc-

es, women often work in low-wage positions with few benefits. In fact, two-thirds of minimum wage workers 

are women.2 Working full-time and year-round at the minimum wage in Illinois places a woman below the 

federal poverty line for a family of three.  

According to the Pew Research Center, mothers are the primary breadwinners in 40 percent of households 

with children under the age of 18.3 Since women play such a vital role in a family’s economic security, it is 

critical that we examine some of the key factors that impact women’s financial stability such as the persistent 

wage gap, livable wages, affordable child care and paid sick leave. 

 

Wage Gap 

 In the 17th Congressional District of Illinois, median earnings for women working full-time year-round 

were just 70 percent of men’s earnings - $31,566 for women compared to $45,312 for men.4 Nationally, 

women fair slightly better, earning 77 percent of what men earn.5  

 Women of color suffer an even greater disparity. African American women working full-time year-round 

earn 64 percent of white men’s earnings and Hispanic women earn 53 percent.6 

Livable Wages 

 According to the U.S. Census Bureau, close to one in five women in the 17th Congressional District live 

below the federal poverty line. And, it’s estimated that two-thirds of minimum wage workers are wom-

en.7 

 Working full-time and year-round at Illinois’ minimum wage of $8.25 per hour, a woman will earn roughly 

$16,500 per year,8 a salary that is $3,290 below the federal poverty line for a family of three.9  

 According to the National Women’s Law Center, increasing the minimum wage to $10.10 per hour would 

boost wages enough to move a family of three above the federal poverty line.10 

 Raising the minimum wage would not only increase women’s earning power, it would also increase their 

spending power. By increasing the minimum wage by $1, a minimum wage worker would spend an addi-

tional $2,800 per year.11 



Affordable Child Care 

 In Illinois, the annual cost of infant care averages $12,697, while the median income for a single mother, 

regardless of family size, is $24,226.12   

 Without help, some women would pay around half of their income for child care, but, at present, 82 per-

cent of eligible children do not receive federal assistance due to a lack of funding for programs like the 

Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG).13   

 The CCDBG, which is available to help Illinois low-income families, is structured to assist families of three 

making less than $35,32814, but federal dollars for child care assistance programs are only  reaching a 

small portion of families in need of support.15 

 Cuts to Illinois’ Early Childhood Block Grant program funds have resulted in 20,000 fewer children partici-

pating in supported programs between 2009 and 2013.16  

 

Paid Sick Leave 

 In Illinois, 43 percent of workers do not receive paid sick leave to care for themselves or a family member. 

Nor do they receive paid leave to seek routine medical care or help with an issue related to domestic vio-

lence.17  

 Were the state of Illinois or the federal government to institute paid sick leave, Illinois employers would 

save roughly $272 million through increased productivity, a reduction in the spread of disease and fewer 

turnovers.18   

 Workers would further benefit from paid sick leave through the early treatment and detection of an ill-

ness and access to preventative screenings, all of which would reduce recovery times and overall health 

care costs.19   
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