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In the United States, economic inequality is both racialized and gendered, with 
Black and Latina women consistently at the bottom of the economic hierarchy. Rel-
ative to men (across racial groups) and White women, Black and Latina women 
often have less-desirable jobs, lower earnings, and higher poverty rates. In this es-
say, we draw attention to the role of the state in structuring such inequality. Specif-
ically, we examine how public policy is related to racial inequities in economic posi-
tions among women. Applying an intersectional lens to the contemporary landscape 
of economic inequality, we probe the associations between public policies and eco-
nomic outcomes. We find that policies have unequal consequences across subgroups 
of women, providing prima facie evidence that state-level decisions about how and 
where to invest resources have differential implications based on women’s race and 
ethnicity. We encourage scholars to use aspects of our approach as springboards for 
better specifying and identifying the processes that account for heterogeneous policy 
effects across racial subgroups of women. 

In the United States, economic inequality is both racialized and gendered.1 
This means that the intersecting categories of race and gender are system-
atically associated with wide disparities in economic outcomes. For exam-

ple, women across racial groups earn less income than men, but Black and Lati-
na women earn less than both White women and Black and Latino men.2 Similar 
patterns occur across a variety of economic indicators. In terms of income, pov-
erty, and employment, Black and Latina women remain marginalized: they have 
the lowest earnings, face the most intense occupational segregation, and have the 
highest poverty rates.3

Sociologists, economists, and other social scientists have identified a host of 
factors that explain the relative economic status of Black and Latina women. Racial 
discrimination, constrained social networks, labor market inequities, and much 
more underlie the processes that generate disparate material outcomes for Wom-
en of Color.4 Still, there is a lot we do not know about the mechanisms that stratify 
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Black and Latina women. In particular, scholars have an inadequate understanding 
of how public policy affects women’s economic positioning by gender and race. 

In this essay, we investigate whether and how social and economic policies dif-
ferentially shape women’s economic positioning across racial and ethnic groups. 
We begin by charting disparities between White women and Women of Color 
across a range of key economic indicators including educational attainment, em-
ployment, wages, and poverty. Then, we assess statistical associations between 
economic outcomes and state-level policies for White, Black, and Latina wom-
en. We find substantial heterogeneity in the relationships between economic pol-
icies (such as minimum wage laws and disability insurance), social policies (such 
as cash, food, and medical assistance), and the economic status of women across 
racial and ethnic groups. Our empirical and theoretical approach is grounded in 
the concept of intersectionality, a framework developed by Black feminist schol-
ars to capture how a multiplicity of intersecting social identities determine one’s 
power, life experiences, political interests, and more.5 By adopting an intersec-
tional approach, scholars can study heterogeneous groups with more nuance, re-
maining attentive to various junctions of different social positions and catego-
ries. Applying the lens of intersectionality to questions about economic inequal-
ity prompts us to investigate the ways that Women of Color–specifically Latina 
and Black women–are affected by social and economic policies relative to their 
White counterparts. Doing so reveals the complex role of the state in gendering 
and racializing economic inequality. 

Numerous factors shape race and gender inequalities in economic out-
comes, but we stress the role of policy, bringing the state more into 
view.6 Concentrating on social and economic policies–primary levers 

through which government determines and regulates access to resources–is im-
portant for three reasons. 

First, policy is uniquely vital to producing and reducing inequality. The state wields 
enormous power to differentially determine the fortunes of its denizens.7 The 
New Deal of the 1930s offers especially pertinent lessons on how policy can cre-
ate, maintain, and exacerbate racialized and gendered economic inequality.8 One 
of the centerpieces of the New Deal–Social Security/OAI (Old Age Insurance)–
included provisions that disqualified workers in the agricultural and domestic in-
dustries.9 These provisions meant that nine out of ten African American women 
workers were automatically rendered ineligible.10 Social Security did not incor-
porate domestic workers until 1948 and agricultural laborers were left out until 
1950.11 Despite its prominent status as “the closest thing to a race-blind social pro-
gram the United States has ever known,” Social Security was marked by inequi-
ty at its origins. This was particularly consequential for Black women, who lost 
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state-based financial resources for well over a decade during a time when others 
were gaining them.12 Policy matters for inequality.

The second reason we center policy in our analytical approach is because it is 
amenable to change. When the design or implementation of policy exacerbates in-
equality, policy-makers, advocates, and other engaged members of the political 
community can work to modify and improve it. The ability of such actors to ad-
vance change hinges upon knowledge about how public policy affects economic 
inequality. To extend the previous example with a more contemporary focus, So-
cial Security continues to have disproportionate effects on Americans by race and 
ethnicity, with lower total benefit amounts for People of Color.13 This disparity is 
no longer the result of occupational exclusion. Instead, it stems from larger struc-
tural realities: Black and Latino Americans spend fewer years in the workforce, 
make less income from work, and do not live as long as their White counterparts.14 
Unless we are attentive to such policy inequities, we can neither conceptualize nor 
configure policy to account for such disproportionalities.15

The third reason we emphasize policy is because it reflects and affects democracy. 
Political institutions that are part and parcel of the democratic process produce 
and enable economic inequality. Federalism, for instance, exacerbates racialized 
economic inequality through social policy. Historically, Aid for Dependent Chil-
dren (cash assistance) resulted in unbalanced welfare coverage by race and eth-
nicity, with Black Americans receiving significantly less than their White coun-
terparts.16 More contemporary cash assistance programs, such as Aid to Fami-
lies with Dependent Children (AFDC) and its successor Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF), have also been marked by the institution of federalism 
in ways that reinforce economic disparities by geography, race, and ethnicity.17 
Even in-kind benefits like health insurance proliferate such inequities through the 
mechanism of federalism.18 These differential outcomes by state reveal the ways 
policies are shaping Americans differently within a federated political structure. 
By determining access to and experiences with government resources meant to 
bolster economic security, the political institutions that contour the delivery of 
public policy both reflect and affect democratic politics. Such processes of poli-
cy feedback–the term used to describe the recursive relationship between policy 
and politics–have profound implications for democracy.19 Given the relationship 
between policy and democracy, it is imperative to assess the connections between 
public policy, economic inequality, race, and gender.

W hen the economy goes through a process of restructuring, resulting 
changes affect individuals differently based on their gender, class, 
race, and ethnic positioning in the social hierarchy. For example, the 

industrial restructuring of the economy between the 1970s and 1990s had dispa-
rate effects on Americans by race and gender.20 Sociologist Irene Browne found 
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that processes of reindustrialization during this period disproportionately affect-
ed young Black women who experienced high increases in unemployment as a re-
sult of the expansion of retail trade industries.21 Young White women were not 
similarly affected. Although the 1980s are often depicted as an era that reduced 
economic inequalities for women, Black women actually experienced greater eco-
nomic inequality, decreased earnings, and increased unemployment during this 
time.22 

The 2007 recession is another important instance of how economic condi-
tions divergently shape the lives of women. During the recession, Black and Lati-
na women across levels of educational attainment experienced the highest un-
employment rates compared with women from other racial and ethnic groups.23 
Even after the recession officially ended, the unemployment rates for Latina and 
Black women remained high: the number of Latina and Black young women who 
were unemployed increased from 25.3 percent in 2007 to 40.5 percent in 2010.24 
Similarly, while the postrecession poverty gap between men and women reached 
a historic low in 2010 (with 16.2 percent of women and 14.0 percent of men living 
in poverty), poverty rates were highest among Latina and Black women.25 Both 
historical and contemporary economic shifts highlight the exceptionally precari-
ous position of Women of Color in the American economy. 

Public policies are widely purported to provide stability and security in the 
face of such precarity. But do policies counterbalance the racial disproportionali-
ties of the economy or do they perpetuate such imbalances? This question is too 
large for any single essay. Thus, we focus deliberately on social and economic pol-
icies designed to support those who are most vulnerable to shifts in the economy, 
with an emphasis on the divergent implications of such policies for women who 
are differentially positioned within the labor market.

The social policies we are most concerned with are those primarily directed at 
helping people to secure the necessities of material survival like food, med-
ical care, and cash. Key social policies include the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP), TANF, Medicaid, and the Special Supplemental Nu-
trition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). In contrast, the economic  
policies we emphasize are less oriented toward providing specific material resourc-
es and more geared toward shaping the structure and returns of the labor market. 
Such economic policies include minimum wage laws, prevailing wage laws, work-
ers compensation policies, and disability insurance policies. Admittedly, some pol-
icies–like the earned income tax credit (EITC)–straddle the boundaries of the pol-
icy domains we delineate. Notwithstanding the fluidity of the division between so-
cial and economic policies, highlighting this difference is useful for several reasons. 

First, it maps onto practice. Many scholars, practitioners, and policy-makers  
implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) consider these policy realms as separate 
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domains. Second, these policy categories have different implications for the ex-
periences and needs of women. Social policies generally meet the basic needs of 
women across various strata of the labor market, with a particular applicability 
to women living in or near poverty. Economic policies are most relevant to wom-
en who are (or have recently been) employed, particularly those occupying low-
wage jobs. 

This distinction informs the design of the empirical analysis that we offer be-
low by helping us to develop expectations about how policies should affect wom-
en. In particular, we anticipate that social policies will matter most for women 
who are unemployed and economic policies will be most consequential for wom-
en who are employed. Indeed, social policies provide unemployed women with 
supplemental income, resources, and public services (such as food stamps and 
Medicaid) while economic policies tend to provide benefits associated with being 
employed (such as tax credits and workers compensation).

In addition to these core assumptions concerning labor market positioning 
and policy type, we also expect that both social and economic policies will have 
distinct implications for women across racial groups. Existing research provides 
us with a basis for anticipating dissimilar policy effects across racial and ethnic 
groups. For example, recent studies indicate that TANF, a particularly salient so-
cial policy, exacerbates the Black-White child poverty gap.26 Even more general-
ly, access to the benefits that Latina and Black women disproportionately rely on 
is often quite constrained: research suggests that 88 percent of women in poverty 
with children–many of whom are Women of Color–are not receiving social ben-
efits like cash assistance or food and nutritional benefits.27 

Economic policies follow a similar pattern. In the 1970s and 1980s, econom-
ic nondiscrimination policies such as the Equal Employment Opportunity Act 
(EEO) were used as a political tool to reduce gender inequality in the labor force. 
Yet these policies did not shift racialized inequality among women.28 While the 
EEO had the largest effect on Black women’s economic position compared with 
White women, Black women still experienced less wage gains overall compared 
with White women.29 Moreover, decades after the EEO, Black and Latina wom-
en continued to experience labor market discrimination, which affected their em-
ployment status, wage earnings, and economic mobility.30 

Altogether, interdisciplinary research on race and public policy gives us sub-
stantial reason to expect that both social and economic policies will have differen-
tial consequences across racial and ethnic groups.

T o explore this hypothesis, we begin with a description of the contempo-
rary landscape of economic inequality across these groups. We highlight 
four dimensions of economic status for Black, White, and Latina women:  

1) educational attainment; 2) employment status; 3) earnings; and 4) poverty 
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level. These dimensions are not exhaustive; there are other metrics relevant to 
economic positioning. Still, taken together, these outcomes highlight separate, 
interrelated, and complementary elements of economic standing. Notably, they 
are each to some degree a function of both economic conditions and policy real-
ities. Educational attainment is a first-order foundation of economic positioning 
that affects (albeit differentially across groups) one’s economic trajectory across 
the life course. The federal government along with states and localities play a large 
part in determining access to and quality of education. Employment status is de-
termined by factors including educational attainment, national and local labor 
market conditions, and (crucially) economic policies such as nondiscrimination 
policies, laws regulating contracts, and much more. Similarly, one’s work income 
is a product of both individual-level and macroeconomic factors, but is also con-
tingent on a wide range of policy interventions such as minimum wage statutes. 
Finally, the extent to which a person is living below the poverty line is influenced 
by all of the other dimensions we consider (education, employment, wages) and 
is also significantly conditioned by public policy.

Patterns of inequality between women of different racial groups are widely re-
ported but often in a piecemeal fashion and rarely with an eye toward an intersec-
tional assessment of women’s economic positioning. We bring together baseline 
economic data to paint a comprehensive picture. As expected, we find substan-
tial racial disparities across each of the dimensions noted above. Figures 1–4 il-
lustrate these outcomes. 

First, there are wide disparities in educational attainment. Figure 1 shows that 
in 2017, White women led the way in terms of the share of women (ages twenty- 
five and older) with a bachelor’s degree (34 percent). Black women were signifi-
cantly less likely to obtain this degree (24 percent) and Latina women almost half 
as likely as White women to obtain a bachelor’s degree (18 percent).

Similar patterns emerge with employment. Figure 2 displays the share of wom-
en who reported being unemployed in 2016. Even during this postrecession time 
of economic upsurge, Black women had the highest rate of unemployment (7.8 
percent), followed by Latina women (6.3 percent). White women had the lowest 
unemployment rate (4.2 percent). 

Turning to earnings, Figure 3 charts the wide disparity in median earnings be-
tween White, Black, and Latina women. In 2017, White women’s weekly earn-
ings were $814 per week, compared with $673 for Black women and $618 for Lati-
na women.

Finally, a look at poverty uncovers comparable patterns. Figure 4 highlights ra-
cial differences in poverty rates. In 2013, White women had the lowest poverty 
rate (11.7 percent), followed by Latina women (24 percent) and Black women (25.7 
percent). It is quite striking that White women are less than half as likely as either 
Black women or Latina women to be living in poverty. 
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Figure 1
Women Bachelor’s Degree Holders or Higher in 2017 by Race/Ethnicity,  
Ages Twenty-Five and Older

Source: United States Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2017, available through 
IPUMS USA (Integrated Public-Use Microdata Series), https://ipums.org.

Figure 2
Women’s Unemployment Rate in 2016 by Race/Ethnicity,  
Ages Sixteen and Older

Source: United States Census Bureau, Current Population Survey 2016, available through  
IPUMS (Integrated Public-Use Microdata Series), https://ipums.org.
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Figure 3
Women’s Median Weekly Earnings in 2017 by Race/Ethnicity,  
Ages Sixteen and Older

Source: United States Census Bureau, Current Population Survey 2017, accessed via the  
Institute for Women’s Policy Research, https://iwpr.org.

Figure 4
Women’s Poverty Rates in 2013 by Race/Ethnicity, Ages Eighteen and Older

Source: United States Census Bureau, Current Population Survey 2013, accessed via Status of 
Women in the States, https://statusofwomendata.org.
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The patterns shown above are not surprising, but they are important. Dispar-
ities among groups of women are often muted or overlooked in favor of compar-
isons with men. White men generally outpace all women economically.31 Black 
men sometimes fare worse than Black women (especially with respect to educa-
tional outcomes).32 Comparisons to men across and within racial groups are often 
highlighted over and above differences between women. By focusing on compar-
isons among women, we show that across most metrics of economic well-being, 
Black and Latina women are considerably disadvantaged. 

W hat role does public policy play in structuring this state of affairs? 
Making strong causal arguments is beyond the scope of this essay. It 
is difficult enough to make a convincing case that a single policy inter-

vention has affected a single economic outcome for a single racial group. We cannot 
offer causal evidence that a set of economic and social policies caused aggregate 
changes in multiple patterns of inequality across numerous groups of women. In-
stead, we offer correlational analyses to make a prima facie case that state-level so-
cial and economic policies have varied implications across groups of women. We 
argue that this highlights the need for careful thinking about the heterogeneity of 
policy effects. We cannot fully explain why the specific patterns we find exist. In-
stead, we use these analyses as a springboard for encouraging further exploration 
of the policy dimensions of racial differences in economic outcomes.

Our immediate empirical objective is to gauge whether state-level social poli-
cies have varying associations with women’s economic status across racial groups. 
Our emphasis is on the racially heterogeneous individual-level upshots of state-level  
policy. This means that we are not primarily concerned with whether receiv-
ing a particular policy benefit at the individual level is associated with improved  
individual-level economic positioning. Rather, we highlight whether the type or 
generosity of benefits at the state level correlates with individual-level econom-
ic status. Put most straightforward, we consider the consequences of state-policy 
choices for individual-level outcomes. 

Empirically identifying the relationship between economic status and pub-
lic policy is difficult for numerous reasons.33 In particular, economic status is cor-
related with both access to and experiences with public policy, especially at the in-
dividual level. Using state-level policies as our main independent variables helps 
to mitigate this. More substantively, taking this approach allows us to consider 
the consequences of state-level policy regimes for women across racial groups. 
This is in line with our larger emphasis: not on the discrete “effects” of any single 
policy for an individual person who receives that policy benefit, but on the over-
arching role of social and economic policy in structuring outcomes for women. 

We also recognize that one’s economic position is complex and not dependent 
on one factor, such as wages or poverty. Thus, we make the choice to include an 
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index variable that accounts for this complexity. We conceptualize economic status 
as an (additive) function of three factors that each (dichotomously) reflect an im-
portant aspect of respondents’ position in the economy: 1) whether a respondent 
had any education beyond high school; 2) whether a respondent is below or above 
the official poverty line; and 3) whether a respondent earns a wage above the me-
dian of sampled respondents. We chose to include dichotomous measures of these 
outcomes because these markers (such as having college experience or being be-
low or above the poverty line) are often associated with substantial differences in 
economic trajectory.34 The index we created gauges respondents’ combined posi-
tioning in each of these domains. Increasing scores indicate more “positive” eco-
nomic status (the highest-scoring respondents have an education beyond high 
school, wages above the median, and are not living in poverty). 

To construct this economic status index, we used 2009 individual-level micro- 
data from the Annual Social and Economic Supplement of the Current Popula-
tion Survey (CPS) available through the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series  
(IPUMS).35 The CPS contains responses from over seventy-five thousand Black, 
White (non-Hispanic), and Hispanic/Latina women across the United States.36 
We selected 2009 as the year for our analysis both for ease and for its theoretical 
value. Our honesty about presenting correlations (as opposed to causal estimates) 
follows from this choice. Coming at the tail end of the most recent recession 
(2007–2009), 2009 was one of the most difficult years in recent economic mem-
ory, and the supportive and stabilizing effects of public policy were acutely impor- 
tant during this time. We thus underscore a time that is especially significant vis-à-
vis how policy operates when women are most vulnerable in the larger economy.

Our key independent variables gauge social and economic policy at the state 
level. These variables come from multiple sources, but each is housed in the Cor-
relates of State Policy database.37 Our social policy variables include measures of 
states’ provision of food assistance (levels of SNAP and WIC participation), cash 
(TANF benefit levels), and health care (proportion of population with any public 
health insurance). Our economic policy variables include measures of the state 
EITC rate; the availability of state disability insurance; an indicator of whether 
the state minimum wage is above the federal minimum; an indicator of whether a 
state has prevailing wage laws; and a measure of states’ average amount for unem-
ployment compensation. Finally, we incorporate a basic set of controls at the indi-
vidual level (from the CPS), including age, marital status, number of children, citi-
zenship status, disability status; and at the state level (from the Correlates of State 
Policy data set), including state poverty rate and state general expenditures.38 

To examine the correlations between economic status and state policy, we em-
ploy multilevel regression.39 Following the theoretical expectations described 
earlier, we model economic status separately for each racial/ethnic subgroup as 
well as for women who are employed and unemployed.
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Recall that the goal of these models is to assess the heterogeneity of cor-
relations between women’s economic status and state-level public policy 
across racial groups. Tables 1 and 2 along with Figure 5 illustrate significant 

heterogeneity.40 We can neither explain nor account for each of the correlations. 
Instead, we describe some notable patterns. State TANF policy has few significant 
correlations with women’s economic status, with one exception: a marginally sig-
nificant economic boost for unemployed Latina women.41 Higher levels of state 
SNAP benefits are moderately (positively) correlated with economic positioning 
for employed White women. More expansive WIC policy appears to correlate sig-
nificantly (and positively) to economic status for unemployed Black and White 
women. State provisions of public health insurance are associated with more 

Figure 5
State Policy and Women’s Economic Position in 2009 by Race  
and Employment

Source: United States Census Bureau, Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic 
Supplement, available through IPUMS (Integrated Public-Use Microdata Series) and CPS (Cur-
rent Population Survey), https://ipums.org.
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Table 1
State Policies and Women’s Economic Position in 2009 by Race (Employed)

 White Latina Black

Age 0.0172*** 0.0129*** 0.0187***

 (0.000918) (0.00219) (0.00220)

Married 0.457*** 0.385*** 0.498***

 (0.0266) (0.0577) (0.0603)

Number of Children 0.0762*** −0.106*** −0.0312

 (0.0112) (0.0229) (0.0239)

Disability −0.683*** −0.564*** −0.806***

 (0.0610) (0.162) (0.141)

Citizen 0.373*** 1.021*** 0.442***

 (0.0966) (0.0605) (0.121)

State Poverty Rate −0.00265 −0.0108 −0.0296**

 (0.00835) (0.0213) (0.0139)

State General Expenditures 0.00000 −0.00000 −0.00000

 (0.00000) (0.00000) (0.00000)
TANF 0.00530 −0.0224 0.00886

 (0.0295) (0.0780) (0.0545)
SNAP 0.0385* 0.0276 0.00581

 (0.0232) (0.0645) (0.0538)
WIC 0.0275 −0.323 0.121

 (0.111) (0.268) (0.139)

Public Health Insurance 0.0274 0.430 0.187

 (0.200) (0.465) (0.265)
EITC 0.791*** 0.428 0.849*

 (0.253) (0.738) (0.476)

Minimum Wage 0.0855* −0.0845 −0.104

 (0.0498) (0.132) (0.0982)

Prevailing Wage −0.0674 −0.0562 −0.0185

 (0.0502) (0.142) (0.0860)

Disability Insurance 0.0155 −0.00243 −0.233

 (0.117) (0.296) (0.199)

Unemployment Compensation 0.000019 0.000149 −0.000192

 (0.000339) (0.000948) (0.000546)

Level 1 N (Individual) 29,728 6,243 5,168

Level 2 N (State) 50 50 50

Note: Standard errors in parenthesis. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Source: United States 
Census Bureau, Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement, available 
through IPUMS (Integrated Public-Use Microdata Series) and CPS (Current Population 
Survey), https://ipums.org.
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 White Latina Black

Age 0.00118** 0.00004 0.00240**

 (0.000502) (0.00109) (0.00115)

Married 0.538*** 0.457*** 0.582***

 (0.0225) (0.0440) (0.0561)

Number of Children 0.0828*** −0.0220 0.0468**

 (0.0100) (0.0162) (0.0213)

Disability −0.350*** −0.286*** −0.414***

 (0.0269) (0.0605) (0.0584)

Citizen 0.329*** 0.533*** 0.313***

 (0.0731) (0.0427) (0.102)

State Poverty Rate −0.0217*** −0.0342*** −0.00813

 (0.00761) (0.00896) (0.00938)

State General Expenditures −0.00000 −0.00000** −0.00000

 (0.00000) (0.00000) (0.00000)
TANF 0.0402 0.0633* 0.0227

 (0.0276) (0.0366) (0.0375)
SNAP 0.0186 −0.000906 0.0594

 (0.0219) (0.0349) (0.0408)
WIC 0.201* 0.0428 0.338***

 (0.105) (0.0985) (0.0895)

Public Health Insurance −0.0104 0.336** −0.0141

 (0.187) (0.160) (0.169)
EITC 0.0402 0.366 1.076***

 (0.243) (0.393) (0.339)

Minimum Wage 0.0936** −0.0380 −0.0146

 (0.0471) (0.0586) (0.0687)

Prevailing Wage −0.0881* −0.0383 0.0846

 (0.0473) (0.0691) (0.0638)

Disability Insurance 0.124 0.138 −0.141

 (0.111) (0.129) (0.144)

Unemployment Compensation −0.00007 −0.000884* −0.000141

(0.000316) (0.000458) (0.000397)

Level 1 N (Individual) 22,406 22,406  4,942

Level 2 N (State) 50 50 49

Table 2
State Policies and Women’s Economic Position in 2009 by Race (Unemployed)

Note: Standard errors in parenthesis. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Source: United States 
Census Bureau, Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement, available 
through IPUMS (Integrated Public-Use Microdata Series) and CPS (Current Population  
Survey), https://ipums.org.
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positive economic status for unemployed Latina women. A higher state EITC rate 
stands out as having positive associations with improved economic status for em-
ployed Black and White women, and even for unemployed Black women. How-
ever, the EITC is not correlated with Latina women’s economic positioning. State 
minimum wage laws that are above the federal minimum wage are associated 
with economic improvements for both employed and unemployed White wom-
en, while prevailing wage laws are (marginally) negatively correlated with eco-
nomic positioning for employed White women. State unemployment compensa-
tion is (marginally) negatively correlated with unemployed Latina women’s eco-
nomic status. 

W hile we offer no easy takeaways, our central argument is that wom-
en’s economic positioning and the policies that shape it are heter-
ogenous across racial and ethnic groups. We offer an index variable 

as a way of measuring the complex positionality of women in the economy. Our 
goal in doing so is not to determine a perfect measurement of economic standing, 
but to account for the multidimensionality of women’s economic positionality in 
the United States. When we study the relationship between this positionality and 
public policies, we find considerable differences among women.

Indeed, we find that public policies have significant (positive and negative) 
relationships with women’s economic position that differ by race and ethnicity. 
Although Latina and Black women share many similarities in terms of how they 
are disadvantaged by the labor market, their economic positions have very dif-
ferent relationships with social and economic policies. For Latina women, TANF 
and public health insurance are positively correlated with their economic posi-
tion while for Black women, WIC and EITC are positively correlated. Meanwhile, 
though both White and Black unemployed women’s economic positions are posi-
tively correlated with state WIC policy, no such correlation exists for Latina wom-
en. These outcomes are important because they illustrate that differences among 
women–their employment status, race, ethnicity–underlie variation in the rela-
tionships between their economic standing and policies that are facially neutral.

We do not attempt to determine the causal mechanisms driving these differ-
ences among women. Instead, we point to well-established mechanisms from pre-
vious literature to make sense of the observed inequities. Political institutions like 
federalism and partisanship both structure and incentivize unequal policy benefits, 
divergent policy experiences, and inequitable policy outcomes for people across 
states, localities, and demographic categories. These institutional parameters map 
onto state racial and ethnic composition. In this way, institutions and the forms 
of policy design and implementation that they enable shape the extent to which 
policy is either a buffer against inequality or a channel through which it operates. 
We provide state-level policy analyses to highlight some of these processes, not to 
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determine the specific mechanisms driving inequality among women, but to illus-
trate that state policy regimes have racialized consequences for women’s econom-
ic standing.

One of our key contributions here is to underscore the policy implications of an 
intersectional approach to economic inequality. Women of Color are in a unique-
ly precarious economic position in the United States. Making significant progress 
with regard to poverty reduction and economic mobility hinges in significant part 
on their economic status and trajectory. More fully understanding that trajectory 
 –and the policy avenues for altering it–requires attentiveness to how policy oper-
ates across racial groups. Moreover, the dual policy dimensions we concentrate on 
here (social policies and economic policies) are often considered separately, either 
with respect to individual policies or with respect to only one policy dimension. 
Though the correlations we highlight should not be taken at face value, they do 
provide prima facie evidence that in the realms of both social policy and econom-
ic policy, the choices that we make about how and where to invest have differential 
consequences for racial disparities among women. We hope to encourage scholars 
to ask why, to delve more deeply into specific mechanisms, and to more thorough-
ly identify the processes that account for heterogeneous policy effects across racial 
groups. Racial equitability is one important metric by which we can prioritize and 
assess policy. First, however, we must ask and answer many more questions about 
the contours of racially heterogeneous policy effects.
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