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SNAPSHOT Economic Independence

In 2002, the Women’s Fund of Rhode Island partnered with the Institute for Women’s Policy Research to publish Status of
Women in Rhode Island, a report that gauged women’s well-being by comparing the status of women in Rhode Island to that
of women in other states as well as across the nation. In 2006, an update to the 2002 report concluded that Rhode Island
women continue to face barriers to political, economic, and social equality and that the status of women has deteriorated

on several fronts.

One fundamental measure of women'’s status is their economic independence, which has an enormous impact on women’s
ability to exercise choice and control their own lives. Women’s earnings and employment play a large role in determining
their economic independence. So, too, does their level of education, which directly influences women’s employment and
earning potential. And the comparative rate at which women live in poverty—which severely limits choices and opportunities—

is another gauge of economic status.

EDUCATION

Not surprisingly, women who have
received more formal education earn
substantially more than women with
less education. At higher education
levels, the wage gap with men narrows—
women with advanced degrees earn
80 cents for every dollar earned by
men with advanced degrees, while
women with less than a high school
education earn only 66.9 cents for
every dollar earned by men at the
same educational level.

Women and men in Rhode Island
generally achieve similar levels of
education: about 45 percent have only
a high school diploma or less, and
about 30 percent have a bachelor’s or
advanced degree. The biggest gain in
education has been the proportion of
Rhode Island women with four or more
years of college—this number has
increased substantially over the past
15 years, from 18 percent in 1990 to
28.5 percent in 2005. And women in
Rhode Island are now more apt than men
to participate in higher education—in
2005, 9.3 percent of women and only
7.4 percent of men were enrolled in
college or graduate school.
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EARNINGS

Although women in Rhode Island have made tremendous progress in closing
the wage gap over the past 25 years, they still lag behind men. In 1980, Rhode
Island women earned 63 cents for every dollar earned by their male counterparts;
in 2005, they earned 84 cents to the dollar. That is better than the national
rate of 82 cents (up from 80 cents in 2000).

Women are inching closer to their male counterparts, but this improvement is
caused as much by men’s falling wages as it is by women’s rising wages. The
median wage paid to male workers in Rhode Island fell by 4.5 percent between
2000 and 2005. And the ratio of female-to-male earnings is lower yet when
only full-time, year-round workers are considered. Women working in full-time,
year-round jobs earned only 77 percent as much their male counterparts in
2005—and women in Rhode Island are far more likely than men to choose
part-time work. In 2005, 39 percent of women but only 21 percent of men
chose to work part-time.

The good news is that both female and male annual earnings are 10 percent
higher in Rhode Island than they are in the U.S. as a whole—the U.S. Census
Bureau ranks Rhode Island 12th in the U.S. for household median income.
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Source: 2006 Status of Women in Rhode Island report



EMPLOYMENT

Sixty-three percent of women were working or actively seeking paid
work in 2005—a two percent rise from 2000—compared to 73 percent
of men. Since 1979, the percentage of Rhode Island women in the
workforce has increased by nearly 20 percent.

Rhode Island women have made great strides in professional
occupations (like medicine, law, and engineering), but they continue
to be underrepresented in managerial and financial occupations.
Women are also underrepresented in relatively well-paid occupations
like construction. And more than half of female workers in Rhode
Island are employed in sales, service, or administrative positions—
positions that generally pay less.

Self-employment and business ownership can be an important
source of economic independence for women—and business
ownership by women is on the rise in Rhode Island. In 2004, nearly
a third of privately-held firms in Rhode Island were majority
women-owned, according to the Center for Women’s Business
Research. And in 2002, there were 23,209 majority women-owned
firms in Rhode Island with total revenues of $3.8 billion, a 17 percent
increase since 1997.

Women make up about one-third of self-employed workers in Rhode
Island. Self-employment, however, includes such relatively poorly-
paid occupations as child care and is no guarantee of economic
independence.

POVERTY

In 2005, 12.4 percent of Rhode Island women aged
18 or older lived below the federal poverty level, nearly
double the rate of men (7.5 percent). Rhode Island
women who head households are particularly disad-
vantaged because they earn less, are more likely to
work in lower-earning occupations, are more likely to
work part-time, and bear greater responsibility for
child and elder care than men. Nearly 43 percent of
female-headed households with dependent children in
Rhode Island have incomes below the federal poverty
level—more than double the poverty rate of male-
headed households.

In 2005, the median income of Rhode Island female-
headed households was $19,964, only slightly above
the federal poverty level of $16,090 for a family of
three, even though 60 percent of single mothers in
Rhode Island held jobs. (Median income for house-
holds headed by single fathers was $31,016—for
households headed by married couples, median
income was $79,159.) And single female-headed
households with dependent children headed by black
and Hispanic women suffer alarming rates of depri-
vation, with 62 percent of black and 72 percent of
Hispanic female-headed households living in poverty.

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

ADVOCATE FOR EQUAL PAY.

Check out initiatives like the Paycheck
Fairness Act, which is intended

to strengthen current laws against
wage discrimination. For more
information, visit
www.clinton.senate.gov/issues/women

ASK FOR HELP—IT’S OUT THERE.
If you're among those women living
at or below the federal poverty level,
there are resources you can turn to
for help.

¢ Rlte Care provides comprehensive
health coverage for families on the
Family Independence Program and
eligible uninsured pregnant women,
parents, and children up to age 19.
You can go to a local Department
of Human Services office to apply,
or you can print a copy of the
application online and apply by mail.
Office locations and the application
are online at www.dhs.state.ri.us.

Women Ending Hunger is a program
of the Rhode Island Community
Food Bank that helps people in need
access the federal food stamp program
and the Food Bank’s network of food
pantries and other resources.
www.rifoodbank.org

HIT THE BOOKS!

Research shows that education pays
off. Women with more education make
more, giving them more choices. The
wage gap between men and women
narrows significantly as education
levels increase.

GO AHEAD—ASK FOR A RAISE.
Studies show that women tend to ask
for raises less frequently than men.
ABC News reports that men are almost
four times more likely to negotiate first
offers—and their willingness to negotiate
results in an average of $500,000
more in their paychecks by age 60. If
you work just as hard for less, don’t be
afraid to ask for what you’re worth.

STRIKE OUT ON YOUR OWN.
Become one of the rising number
of Rhode Island women business
owners! For more information on
owning your own business, visit the
Center for Women & Enterprise (CWE).
Established in 1995, CWE is a
non-profit organization dedicated
to helping women start and grow
their own businesses, with offices in
Providence, Boston, and Worcester.
www.cweboston.org
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For more information please contact:
Marcia Coné-Tighe, Executive Director
mctighe@wfri.org

401.274.4564
www.wfri.org

The Women’s Fund of Rhode Island—Ileveling the playing field for women and girls.



