South Carolina's Gender Wealth Gap
A 2020 Policy Brief

The gender and racial wealth gap, or the difference in wealth by
gender and race, constrains the economic security and mobility of
women, their families, and communities in South Carolina. The
wealth gap will certainly widen in the COVID-19 global recession,
which is disproportionately affecting women of color and their
families. This brief aims to raise awareness and inspire action to
close the gap and advance prosperity in South Carolina. It defines
the gender and racial wealth gap; quantifies the gap in South
Carolina; highlights some of the factors that create and
perpetuate it; and offers high-level policy recommendations.
About Women’s Rights and Empowerment Network (WREN)

The Women’s Rights and Empowerment Network (WREN) is a South Carolina-based network that works to
advance the health, economic well-being, and rights of South Carolina’s women, girls, and their families.
Through advocacy, education, community engagement, and coalition-building, WREN seeks to build a
diverse and inclusive movement that amplifies women’s voices, improves the opportunity for South
Carolinians, and advances justice for all.
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Definition of the Wealth Gap
For this discussion, wealth is equivalent to net worth, or the total value of assets minus all
liabilities. The gender and racial wealth gap illustrate the differences in wealth by gender
and race.
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While the “wage gap” is often used as a benchmark for inequality, wealth is a more
comprehensive measure of financial well-being than income alone.1 Wealth is important
because it allows people to plan for the future and weather crises, such as medical
emergencies or job loss.

The Gender Wealth Gap in South Carolina
Methodology

To describe the gender differences in wealth in South Carolina, we used descriptive
summary statistics* to compare the average wealth levels for women and men**, and we
also compared average wealth levels of white people compared to people of color.*** For
comparison, we also present the same set of statistics in neighboring states and the
country.
*Analysis conducted by Jessie Wang, Ph.D., Robert E. Hughes Assistant Professor of Economics, Furman University, using the Survey of Income and Program
Participation (SIPP) from 2014. SIPP is a household-based survey designed as a continuous series of national panels. SIPP serves to collect source and amount
data related to various types of income, labor force participation, social program participation and eligibility, and general demographic characteristics to
measure the effectiveness of existing federal, state, and local programs. We use the person-level net worth data from SIPP to look for the suggestive evidence of
a gender wealth gap. In general, wealth data is hard to collect. The dataset used here is small and not representative of all of the demographic characteristics
that we would like to assess, and it is not possible to identify causation, only correlation.
**The SIPP dataset relies on respondents to identify as "male" or "female" and does not allow for analysis of those who identify as nonbinary or transgender.
There is a paucity of data on the economic well-being of LGBTQ+ individuals, but national research has shown that transgender and nonbinary women earn
significantly less than their cisgender counterparts.
*** “People of color” is a term used to encompass respondents who do not identify as White. Because of the small size of the dataset, we are not able to stratify
findings by race or ethnicity in further detail.
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Findings
By Gender:

The average wealth of women in South Carolina is
$92,610 and the average wealth of men in South
Carolina is $434,641. This equates to a gender wealth
gap of 78.7% for women overall. In other words:
On average, women own 21 cents for every dollar
that men own.
On average, men own nearly 5 (4.69) times more
wealth than women own.

The Wealth Gap by
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This gap is magnified by race. The overall racial wealth gap in South Carolina is 88.64%.
On average, people of color own 11 cents for every dollar that white people own.

By Gender and Race:

The gap between women of color and white women is
77.85%.
On average, women of color own 22 cents for
every dollar that white women own. White women
have 4.5 times more wealth than women of color
do.
The gap between women of color and white men is
95.5%.
On average, women of color own 4.5 cents for
every dollar that white men own. White men own
more than 22 times more wealth than women of
color do.
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gap is higher than the national
average (52.2%) and higher than
neighboring states like Georgia
(40.5%) and Alabama (36%)
with similar wealth levels and
demographics (Appendix A).
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Women of Color
Women of color, namely Black women, Latina/x* women, and Native women, are
disproportionately affected by the wealth gap. Women of color are grappling with
the dual burden of racism and misogyny that have been sustained through
discriminatory institutions, systems, and policies.
Women of color also play a critical role in the financial well-being of their families.
They are more likely to be breadwinners
in their households and more likely to work
2
even if they have young children.
There is no worthy solution to the gender and racial wealth gap if it does not center
women of color and address the long-standing policies that reinforce racism and
discrimination in our country.

The Racial Wealth Gap In Practice
Many South Carolina voters are struggling financially and worry about the future.
According to a recent poll of South Carolina voters, half of those surveyed say their
family’s income is “falling behind the cost of living” (49 percent).3 The struggle is
especially acute among Black/African American respondents with 65 percent
considering themselves “falling behind the cost of living.

Causes of the Gender Wealth Gap

The wealth gap is a product of historically rooted gender biases about the value of
women’s work and systemic discrimination against women and people of color. Women
earn less, have less access to savings and investments, and carry more debts and expenses.
This section summarizes the following contemporary factors that are most relevant to
women in South Carolina today.

1. Women Earn Less and Have Less Access to Assets
Income Inequality

Income inequality is one of the biggest contributors to the overall wealth gap. Income is
money an individual, or business, receives in exchange for providing labor, producing a
good or service, or through investing capital.5 Individuals most often earn income through
wages or salary; businesses earn income from selling goods or services above their cost of
production.6
*“Latinx” is a gender-inclusive term that describes a person of Latin descent.
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There are significant and persistent disparities in income based on both gender and racial
identity. The gender wage gap is a measure of what women are paid relative to men. It is
commonly calculated by dividing women’s wages by men’s wages, and this ratio is often
expressed as a percent, or in a dollar amount. This calculation tells us how much a woman
is paid for each dollar paid to a man.
South Carolina has a larger
wage gap than the national
average; on average, a black
woman in South Carolina is paid
57.5 cents to every dollar paid
to a white man. 7l Overall, the
average South Carolina woman
is paid 77.3 cents compared to
the average man. 8
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One of the reasons for these income disparities is that women are significantly overrepresented in the low-wage workforce* and are less likely to work in middle-skill jobs.9 In
South Carolina, women compromise over 70 percent of the state’s low-wage workforce.10
As a result of centuries of racial discrimination, Black women in South Carolina are
disproportionately segregated into low-wage ijobs and paid less for their work.
Due to the gender wage gap, women in South Carolina working full-time are likely to
experience an average annual loss of $10,987 compared to their white male counterparts.11
These losses are even greater for women of color, with Black and Latina/x women
experiencing an average annual loss upwards of $22,000.12
To “catch-up” to what the typical white, South Carolina man is paid by the age 60,
depending on her race, a South Carolina woman would need to work anywhere from 12 to
34 additional years.13
Lower wages leave women with fewer funds to contribute toward childcare, mortgage
payments, tuition fees, savings for retirement, paying for health insurance premiums, as
well as covering other important household expenses.

*The “low-wage workforce” is defined here as occupations with median wages of $10.10 or less per hour based on the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational
Employment Statistics.
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COVID-19
The COVID-19 recession is magnifying the health and economic risks that women are
encountering in the workforce. More than two-thirds of jobs deemed high-risk
because of their exposure to the public are held by women. Many of these are lowwage jobs, which lack essential protections, such as health insurance, paid leave, or
access to retirement savings vehicles. 14

Women-Owned Businesses

According to an annual report on the state of women-owned businesses by American
Express, South Carolina has an estimated 167,000 women-owned businesses and is
currently ranked fourth in the nation for the growth of these businesses.15
Women often create their own businesses because the workforce isn’t providing what
they want and need. While data shows women-owned businesses are growing in number,
the businesses are typically smaller in size and generate lower revenues and profits for
their owners and employees. 16 Some of the factors that constrain their performance
include less access to business financing, lower levels of initial wealth, less cash to start
with, and a limited, or lack of access to business education, training, markets, and mentors.17
Also, women and men tend to work in different occupations or industries, a phenomenon
known as “occupational segregation.” 18 Women are less likely to work or own businesses in
high-tech, high-growth industries, and occupations in proportion to their numbers in the
general population.19

Access to Credit and Wealth Building Tools

With limited earnings and extra expenses, including the cost of childcare, women often
have fewer dollars available for investments and savings. 20
A person’s credit score plays a significant role in their ability to build wealth. A low credit
score can hinder a person’s ability to secure a loan or require them to take out a high-cost
loan. 21 Access to credit is often the key to purchasing a home, financing a business, or
getting a higher education.22 While women tend to owe less than men they also, on
average, have lower credit scores than men.23 This often leads women to become the
victims of predatory lending, utilizing subprime loans, which often lead to more debts and
overall less wealth.24
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Retirement

On average, women live longer than men and tend to outlive their spouses.25 They have
less access to certain retirement savings such as pensions.26 Women are less likely than
men to be eligible for employer-based retirement savings accounts or public tax subsidies
that support savings and investment. 27 Lower-income women and women of color are less
likely to benefit from tax subsidies due to the way they are structured, incentivizing
individuals who own homes, work full time, have retirement savings and own stocks. 28

Women are more likely than men to rely
on Social Security but receive less Social
Security benefits during retirement
because of their lower wages and years
out of the labor force or working parttime reduces their average benefits. 29

Unpaid Labor

Women provide most of the unpaid labor in our society. The Organization of Economic
Cooperation and Development defines “unpaid labor” as time spent doing routine
housework, shopping for necessary household goods, child care, tending to the elderly and
other household or non-household members, and other unpaid activities related to
household maintenance.30

The financial burden of caregiving
forces women to do more tasks
with fewer means. In the US, the
annual cost of unpaid labor
provided by women ranges from
$148 billion to $188 billion. 31
Caregiving for younger and older family members, as well as family members in need of
support, is a routine aspect of life for millions of women who are charged with providing
care for other individuals.
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2. Women Have Significant Expenses
Educational Debt

Higher education has long been viewed as a pathway for building wealth; however,
higher education carries high amounts of debt.

Since 1982, women have been enrolling
in higher education and obtaining
degrees at greater rates than men. 32
By 1987, women were earning more
than half of all associate, bachelor’s, and
master’s degrees; as of 2006, women
have earned more than half of all
doctoral degrees. 33
This comes with the cost of high amounts of debt that place significant limits on
graduates’ prospects to make investments in their future. The gender wage gap
exacerbates the burden of student debt, which leads to women paying a higher
percentage of their already lower income to student debt loans each month. This, in
turn, leaves less income to meet expenses and to save and invest; it also makes it more
difficult for women to finance other purchases, such as vehicles, and to make ends
meet generally, resulting in higher debt overall and making them susceptible to
subprime loans with exorbitant interest rates that compound debt.

Medical Debt

South Carolina makes health care inaccessible to too many individuals, which
contributes to poor health outcomes and perpetuates racial health disparities. The
state ranked 12th worst in the country in 2017 when it came to the number of insured
women.34 Black women, Latina/x women, and Asian American women in South
Carolina are disproportionately likely to lack health insurance.35 Black women are 31.1
percent of uninsured women in South Carolina but are 27.2 percent of the state’s
population of adult women.36 Latina/x women are 13.7 percent of the uninsured women
in South Carolina, but are 4.2 percent of the state’s population of adult women.37
Overall, women between the age of 19-64 living in South Carolina are more likely to
be uninsured than the national average (13.5 percent, versus 11.0 percent nationally),
as are women of reproductive age (14.2 percent, versus 11.9 percent nationally.38
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Childcare

The labor and finances required for raising children fall disproportionately on women.
In a state where single women head over four times as many households with young
children as single men, the costs of childcare are a major driver of the gender wealth
gap.39 For a single parent in South Carolina, the cost of center-based child care would
consume 39.9 percent of total income; married parents of two children living at the
poverty line would spend 68.9 percent of their income on center-based child care -40
well above the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ (HHS) affordability
guideline of seven percent of family income. Using the HHS threshold, infant care
would only be considered “affordable” for the top 21.4 percent of South Carolina
families.41

According to South Carolina
women and LGBTQ likely voters,
the second most unaffordable
expense is child care, behind
healthcare. 42 49 percent of
respondents think that childcare
is expensive. 43

Implications Of The Wealth Gap
The wealth gap limits women’s ability to weather emergencies and to plan for and
invest in their futures. The wealth gap does more than disadvantage women as
individuals. It is an impediment to household economic security and intergenerational
economic mobility.44 While women are more likely than men to invest their resources
into the health, education, and well-being of their children, they cannot invest what
they do not have. In South Carolina, more than one-quarter of households with
children under the age of 18 (270,000 households) are led by single women.45
Without access to wealth, they are less able to care for their households and plan for
their futures. The wealth gap has intergenerational consequences, as it severely
restricts a child’s chance of moving up in the income distribution relative to her
parents.
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Policy Recommendations
To unleash intergenerational economic mobility in our state, we must acknowledge and
address gender and race-related disparities. This is a matter of urgent importance now,
as the gap is likely to grow in the current COVID-19- recession, which is
disproportionately affecting women. The gap will not close without targeted
interventions at the federal, state, and local levels. Policy recommendations fall into
three broad categories: a) income and work-based solutions; b) asset building and
preservation solutions; and c) education solutions.

Income and Work-Based Solutions

Women perform essential roles in the workplace and in caregiving. Work-based
solutions should reflect the importance of women’s work by compensating women
fairly, treating them with dignity and respect, and supporting their roles as caregivers.
These should include:
increasing access to affordable, high quality childcare;
paying living wages and ensuring wages are equitable;
and ensuring all employees have access to comprehensive leave programs that
include paid sick leave and paid family medical leave.

Asset Building and Preservation Solutions

Building wealth requires women to be able to preserve the resources that they have
while increasing access to wealth-building platforms. Policies to preserve and build
assets include:
removing asset limits from public benefit programs;
preserving bodily autonomy;
investing in women-owned businesses;
increasing tax-based benefits;
expanding Medicaid;
and expanding access to homeownership incentives.

Education Solutions

In order for education to truly be a resource for building wealth, policies need to
address the large outstanding education disparities that students face. This includes:
eliminating student debt;
providing free college tuition;
and investing in k-12 public education.

South Carolina's Gender Wealth Gap: A 2020 Policy Brief

10

Given the limitations of the data we currently have on the gender and racial wealth
gap, additional research and analysis are needed to identify innovative opportunities for
wealth-building in South Carolina. In order to develop equitable solutions that will help
people who need them most, needs assessments and policy evaluations should collect
and disaggregate data by race, gender, and age, at a minimum. Collaboration with
people who are most affected by the wealth gap will provide more insights into
pathways for wealth accumulation and economic security.

Conclusion

As both a cause and a consequence of intergenerational poverty and systemic gender
and racial inequality, the gender wealth gap lies at the heart of other social inequities
impacting children, families, and communities in South Carolina. Investing in strategies
that promote women’s asset building, increase financial stability, and help women build
a solid financial base for themselves and their families will improve women’s financial
status, as well as the economic well-being of subsequent generations and the overall
health of our economy. As we confront an unprecedented economic recession, it has
never been more urgent to facilitate the creation of a more inclusive and resilient
economy that works for all of us.
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Appendix A
The following table describes the average wealth of individuals and the gender
difference as a percentage of the level of the corresponding male group.46
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Appendix B
The table below describes the average wealth of individuals separated by gender and
race. Gender differences are represented as a percentage of the corresponding
male group. The last column shows the wealth gap between white and people of
color. 47
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