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			To my nieces—Tia, Gigi, and Yaya 
Womanhood is expensive, so ask for more—and then some.

		

	
		
			
				In my mind, I see a line.

				And over that line, I see green fields and lovely 
flowers and beautiful white women with their arms stretched out to me over that line, but I can’t seem 
to get there no-how.

				I can’t seem to get over that line.

				—Harriet Tubman

			

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Chelsea Clinton

			Vice Chair of the Clinton Foundation and Bestselling Author

			Conversations on gender often focus on the differences between women and men, yet we know that women’s issues aren’t just women’s issues—they’re family issues, economic issues, and societal issues. Similarly, challenges that are often framed or dismissed as “women’s issues” extend far beyond individual lives, to communities and across generations. And women’s individual experiences vary significantly across race, class, geography, and more. That is why every woman—every person—needs to read this book.

			The Double Tax explores the different ways women are impacted across racial and socioeconomic lines and what policies actually work to reduce or eliminate these explicit and implicit “taxes.” When Anna first shared the concept of this book with me in 2021, I knew it was a book that should exist in the world and help to change it. That is because The Double Tax sheds light on the costs of womanhood in ways that are both deeply personal and undeniably historic—systemic and systematic. The data she shares throughout the book is clear: Investing in women and girls benefits everyone. Families grow stronger, communities become healthier, and economies thrive.

			But this progress isn’t guaranteed unless we address the inequalities that have left, and continue to leave, some women further behind than others. The Double Tax makes the case for focusing on those who are most disadvantaged as a benchmark for true progress. If those with the least gain more rights, more opportunities, and more security, we all have a greater chance to live lives of dignity over time.

			This book is not about assigning blame or evoking shame—it’s about creating a shared foundation to begin addressing the problems we face together and building toward a more equal future. Having this foundation is more urgent than ever. Women’s rights, which are human rights, are under attack globally, from threats to reproductive freedom to entrenched economic inequality, to limited access to education, to the pernicious persistence of child marriage that disproportionately sees young girls married to adult men.

			It feels as though the hard-won progress of previous generations is being continuously challenged, and in some places erased. That is why it is a moral imperative to continue fighting to protect and expand women’s rights around the world, and that change starts by shining a light on the women who suffer the most.

			At its core, The Double Tax is a call to action. It quantifies the visible and too often hidden obstacles women face and provides concrete ways to dismantle them. It pushes us to consider how we can build systems that work for all women, regardless of zip code, race, or other factors, and then calls us to do the work.

			While this is a book about women, it’s a book for anyone who believes that women and girls are human beings deserving of equal rights, dignity, and opportunity. It’s for those who recognize the challenges women face and are ready to be part of the solution. It’s also for women and girls who may feel disillusioned and are searching for productive ways to channel their frustrations and their hopes.

			Ultimately, optimism is a choice. To believe that our energy, work, and dreams can create a better world tomorrow than today, we must choose to believe that better is possible in the first place. Many of the people I most admire are the women who were stubbornly optimistic that they could change the world, even when there were no role models that looked like them and plenty of people telling them to sit down, sit back, or be quiet. Anna fiercely believes that women can and will be catalysts for positive change, and this book proves her right. I’m grateful that she, like countless women worldwide, continues to keep hope alive.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			No one seems to pay attention to what women spend time, money, or effort on unless we are walking down a wedding aisle, giving birth, or buying into the latest beauty trend. Women are often gaslit into believing that the costs we incur must be incurred because womanhood is inherently expensive, not artificially so. What’s more, over the course of a woman’s life, these costs are often much higher for women of color, especially Black women.

			I learned how expensive it is to be a woman at a very young age when I watched my mom and sister get ready for church and special events. They would get their hair done, do their makeup, and spend time putting their outfits together. Meanwhile, my dad and brother would be ready to head out as they were, waiting patiently on the couch. At that early age, it struck me as odd that the women in my life had to spend all this extra time and money to look presentable while men could just roll out of bed.

			As I grew older, I learned that beauty is not the only area of life that demands more from women than men. The unique costs women face are vast, and most of the people telling women what we should or should not be doing don’t consider the price tag of the decisions we have to make. They’ll scream things like “Have kids!” but ignore the fact that childcare costs as much as a mortgage. They’ll tell us which career path to pursue while ignoring that the jobs that pay the best are often the most hostile toward women, especially if we rise through the ranks to the top. The balance sheet of womanhood is extensive, but just how extensive is it? There seems to be a gap between what policymakers, academics, and advocates know about these costs and what the public knows about them. Up-to-date and in-depth research on where women stand economically is scattered at best. And often the sources that do dive into this topic don’t present the information in a way that is easy for the public to understand. That means there is an opportunity to create a bridge—one that brings together in one place the costs faced by women from all walks of life. Enter this book.

			

			—

			Women currently make up more than 40 percent of the global workforce and nearly half of the world’s university students. In the US, women are the majority of the population and the voting electorate. We are expected to outspend men as consumers by 2028 and make up the majority of those over the age of sixty-five in the US. We play a critical role in society and the economy, yet globally, women are more likely to be underpaid or not paid at all, subjected to violence at work and at home, living in areas vulnerable to climate crises, and lacking access to bank accounts. Society takes from women regularly but rarely gives back. What’s so astonishing about this is that the refusal to care about women’s economic circumstances ends up costing everyone. No one wins when women lose, and that holds for the past, the present, and the future.

			A couple of years ago, I was speaking to an audience about how race and gender can create unique obstacles for women in the workplace, especially Black women. I argued that using Black women as a benchmark for progress ensures that everyone is better off.

			This idea, known as Black Women Best, argues that the best outcome for Black women often leads to a better outcome for everyone else. The woman who developed the framework, Janelle Jones, is the first Black woman chief economist of the US Department of Labor. She argues that because Black women tend to fare worse than other groups across multiple policy and economic measures, our progress is the rising tide that lifts all boats. Minority women, especially Black women, have always been dealt a bad hand. We get paid less, our doctors don’t listen to us in the delivery room, and we have the highest student debt.

			Shortly after my speech, a man from the audience stopped me on my way out of the room to share his “thoughts.” He said he didn’t believe that Black women had it much worse than most other groups. He didn’t buy the argument that accommodating Black and minority women would make anyone’s life better. His refusal to acknowledge the harsh reality that I, and so many others, live with is what sparked the idea for this book and my mission to set the record straight.

			Black women have long been seen as mammies, mules, aesthetics, tokens, and superheroes, oftentimes simultaneously. As women who are also racial minorities, we inhabit worlds that are often bombarded with crises. With every news headline, Black women and girls are losing air in an already tight space. We find ourselves at the bottom of the economic heap—not because we want to be there, not because we deserve to be there, but because our racial identity, which intersects with other dimensions of our identity, becomes yet another vehicle to strip us of our humanity. Black women know from childhood that we are either chosen last or not chosen at all, which has left us with a single choice in the face of injustice: We must save ourselves.

			History has shown that every time Black women are thrown a lifeline, or we create one on our own, everyone else ends up surviving the storm. It’s not because we are the designated defenders or saviors of the world, but rather because the lives we lead are deeply interwoven with underprivileged communities globally. And thus, the attempts we make to save ourselves ultimately end up saving everyone else.

			The Double Tax explores the costs across racial lines that define the lives women lead. It’s not that white women do not face an uphill battle too. It’s that for racially diverse women, the conditions of the climb are different. This is why I define “the double tax” as the compounded cost of racial minority status and womanhood. Arguably, race shapes which women make more gains in accruing power, wealth, and access. This dynamic is precisely why in the face of women’s progress, some of us are sprinting toward freedom while others are being dragged toward oppression.

			Throughout the book, I explore the hidden and not-so-hidden costs that arise for all women navigating life’s biggest moments. I define costs as money, time, and effort. I explore and investigate two simultaneously occurring truths: While most women face higher costs than men, Black and other minority women face even higher costs than white women.

			The double tax manifests every day—like white women spending more money on hair care than men, but Black women spending 20 cents more per ounce on hair products than white women. Or the childcare burden being high for white families, but 8 percentage points higher for Black families. These numbers, which I have pulled together after raking through the important work of many researchers and advocates, help tell the story of how expensive womanhood is and why that ought to change.

			The problem with hidden costs is that they are hidden. That’s why my team and I conducted research interviewing more than one hundred women all over the country. The conversations we had revealed the financial, physical, and emotional investments required to be seen, heard, and respected—from lacking networks to advance professionally to being labeled “difficult” before we even speak. These costs—illuminated through the stories we often share in our group chats, at kitchen tables, and on our front porches—now reside in the pages of this book.

			As a PhD student studying policy and economics at Harvard, I have spent countless hours reflecting on how race, gender, and the economy shape our daily lives. As a nonprofit founder, for six years and counting, I have led an organization dedicated to serving minority women and girls, which has given me a front-row seat to how underserved we are in almost every aspect of society. From limited access to opportunities to being undervalued in spaces where we should thrive, I saw firsthand the challenges we face.

			My experiences across academia, policy, media, and corporate spaces deepened my understanding of these issues. In 2022, I published The Black Agenda: Bold Solutions for a Broken System, a collection that amplified Black voices across economics, education, health, climate, technology, and criminal justice, because I knew more people outside of academic and policy circles needed to hear from these experts. Editing The Black Agenda made it clear that The Double Tax couldn’t just be about problems—it had to also center solutions.

			Can I be honest? When I first began writing this book, I felt unqualified to do so, and I know there will be people who believe that I am too young, too academic, too inexperienced, too Black, too much of an activist, or whatever else. But looking back, I see that my background as an advocate, researcher, writer, sister, daughter, mentor, and friend uniquely equips me to reflect holistically on everything I’ve witnessed, heard, and researched, and to make a case for the way forward. To build a better world, we must confront the realities before us. The future depends on what we do in this moment, even though the challenges ahead seem big and scary. And that’s why I wrote this book—to empower us to meet the moment fully.

			

			—

			Three years ago, when I first put out a public call across social media and women’s organizations asking women to share their stories about the costs they face, I did not expect nearly four thousand people to eagerly respond.

			To ensure all walks of life were represented, I first brought together a team of women of all different backgrounds—Adalyn, Kaley, Alexa, and Aiesha—to help collect and organize stories from women across the country. Our sisterhood taught me that this book lives beyond the pages, and change can and often does happen in community.

			Together, we carefully screened thousands of women and randomly selected one hundred of them to be interviewed. The women we spoke with ranged in age from eighteen to seventy-two years old. We mainly focused on Black and white women living in the United States[*1] given that most of the evidence cited looks primarily at these two groups. That said, women from across the world will undoubtedly find themselves in the stories featured in these pages.

			Every session had about four to seven women present. We used pseudonyms to protect their identities so they could speak as freely as possible. Every woman who participated thanked us for creating a space they didn’t know they needed. We too were grateful for the opportunity to learn from women who varied in age, race, socioeconomic background, religion, sexuality, and ethnicity. During these sessions, the interviews for The Double Tax became more than just data; they became a movement.

			We would have included more people, but due to limits on budget and time, we had to narrow the scope, though we also created an online community where the thousands of women and allies who were not selected could connect with one another and learn from each other. As for the women we did speak with, they poured their hearts out week after week to one another and to us. A sight to behold, truly.

			The stories shared, alongside my own, revealed not a random coincidence but a clear pattern of the costs women face across racial lines and a desperate need to bring attention to the many price tags of womanhood. The stories also made clear that women’s bodies and lives are often used as playgrounds for someone else’s wishes and desires. Our discussions were filled with frustration, sadness, joy, and laughter. Yet they also led to a realization: For many of us, these costs can feel endless.

			My team and I learned that even if women choose to embrace what people want for us, we are left with the short end of the stick or no stick at all. While men and women sometimes sit at the extremes of costs related to personhood, white and Black women sit at the extremes of costs related to womanhood. This means that all other women, globally, find themselves somewhere in between. This is what scholars call misogynoir, or misogyny with a painful, racist twist.

			Unfortunately, in a data-driven world, our stories alone are not enough to convince the powers that be that a problem exists. That is why I include data from reports, articles, op-eds, books, and other sources to debunk any claims that what I and other women are saying is a myth. This data not only backs up our stories but also reveals that in nearly every measure of gender inequality, race plays a significant role, often causing Black and white women to lead vastly different lives. How we spend our time, money, and effort reveals much about how inequality manifests and shapes the generations that follow—not just for women and girls, but for everyone. This understanding lays the groundwork for a deeper exploration into how the expectations surrounding womanhood prove to be costly in more ways than one.

			

			—

			The Double Tax, to me, is both a call to action and a reality check for readers who really want to know what’s behind the curtain. Between hair appointments and birthing visits, pay gaps and missed promotions, who is sitting down to calculate the bill that runs high (and increasingly higher) across each stage of life? What became clear from chapter to chapter is that every cost is connected. Alleviating the childcare burden helps with retirement, and access to higher-paying career paths helps with buying a home.

			What this book aims to underscore, again and again, is that the liberation of all women and people from bad bosses, bad hair days, and bad coworkers begins with first noting where the gaps are and where the double tax arises. And because I’m an optimist, we move beyond documenting what’s wrong to discussing how we can make it right through bold policies, individual acts of advocacy, and shifts in our collective behavior, reviewed at the end of each chapter in a section called “Closing the Gap.”

			

			—

			I hope that this book will affirm Black women’s shared lived experience while also giving us the tools to name and shame the wrongs committed against us. I hope white women and other women of color feel seen and heard throughout these pages while also recognizing how they can stand in solidarity with the most vulnerable among us and seek solidarity for themselves. For everyone else, welcome to the Matrix. By reading this book, you are choosing the red pill. Do not be shocked if you encounter feelings of empathy, sympathy, and righteous anger, to name a few. As I wrote these words I cried a couple of times—well, more than a couple of times. Embrace the roller coaster of emotions and hang on tight.

			This book is structured around some of the major milestones a woman may encounter over the course of her life: navigating beauty standards for the first time; applying for a job and choosing a career; progressing through the workplace; buying a home; having a child; becoming a caregiver; and retirement, or lack thereof. We conclude with the final bill, indicating how the double tax compounds over a lifetime and showing what being a woman truly amounts to. While you may not have lived through every one of these moments yourself, the costs of womanhood at these junctures show how the double tax persists throughout women’s lives.

			Before we dive in, I want to note that I am by no means the first person to document the double tax, but I am the first person to coin the term. Decades of scholarship and advocacy precede me—from feminism to womanism to economics to sociology. Many have laid the groundwork for this book, which is now a small part of the legacy of thought and activism on these topics. That said, the term “double tax”—used in this way—is new, and I hope that as you move through life you will use it to call out injustice and inequality wherever and whenever you see it.

			In another timeline, with unlimited resources, I would have invited even more women from around the world to share their insights, allowing us to capture the full range of experiences of all women. I would have covered other dimensions of identity, such as religion, class (which I touch on), sexuality, and more, but budget and time constraints are going to constrain, and the research and evidence at the intersection of race, gender, and some of these dimensions of identity are very limited or don’t exist. I hope my contribution will inspire you to ask more questions about the costs women face. I hope that as a reader you will walk a mile or two in the shoes of women who feed families, clock in to work, lead companies, and play bingo in nursing homes. I hope that The Double Tax sparks conversations in your living rooms, workplaces, corner stores, mommy groups, and book clubs.

			May The Double Tax serve as a catalyst for a better world and a future that leaves no one behind. Here’s to keeping hope alive.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* We explicitly asked about gender expression, race, and class.

				

			

		

	
		
			Good Hair

			Back in grade school, I was desperate for reminders. Reminders that it was not only okay to be Black, but that it was also okay to be as dark as I was. Reminders that my features were worthy and that whoever is deemed beautiful by society does not have to define beauty for me. And for years, I didn’t get them. I did not get those reminders because I am, by many conventional beauty standards, antithetical to beauty itself. Because women and girls like me, who wear our ancestry on our faces and on our heads, incur the double tax.

			At the tender age of five, I went from Head Start to a local private school on full scholarship. There I became keenly aware that my Black skin was apparently too Black, and my curly coiled hair was a bit too kinky. No class picture fully captured the features of my face, and this often became the topic of classroom discussion. “Where did Anna go?” the children would tease, while pointing at my blackened face in the middle of the photo.

			By my thirteenth birthday, I sat down for perms that seeped into my scalp and self-esteem. I would think that if only I had straight hair like my white classmates, maybe I would be more accepted. At fourteen, I considered bleaching my skin to erase the history my melanin carried because of not-so-gentle reminders to “stay out of the sun.” And on my sixteenth birthday, I, like many other teenage girls, believed myself to be the ugliest person on earth. Which is why I remember the first time I saw her, at the age of seventeen.

			It was senior year of high school. The Oscars were on. “Best Supporting Actress” rolled across my television screen, and then her name was announced: Lupita Nyong’o. The audience erupted in applause and then stood up one by one as the camera cut to a woman with skin as dark as mine and a teeny-tiny Afro accessorized with a diamond-studded headband. Her jaw dropped as tears fell down her cheeks. She could only lift herself up, give her brother a hug, and float toward the stage with a confused and dazed look across her face.

			The reason I started crying that night was because she looked like Cinderella, and she looked like me. It felt like a real shift in pop culture, and for the rest of the year, Lupita, with skin and hair like mine, seemed to occupy rare air. When she gripped that golden statue onstage, she gripped the hearts of young Black girls like me, and as part of her ascent, her beauty became central to conversations beyond that moment.

			For months on end, Lupita’s brightly colored patterns and prints were plastered across magazine covers in grocery aisles. She became part of a resurgence of creative natural hairstyles for Black women, including, but not limited to, faded high tops, artistic Afros, and long flowy braids. When she was named People magazine’s Most Beautiful, she became only the third Black woman and the first dark-skinned Black woman to top the list. Her rise inspired me to look at myself in the mirror a little differently. I began to embrace what my melanin represented and what stories my tight curls told. I started to believe that maybe I too could be beauty itself.

			The Cost of Presentability

			Beauty is a form of capital, which makes our appearance a source of power, or lack thereof. The world rewards beauty. Society reveres attractive people. That is why, unsurprisingly, attractiveness is positively associated with elevated levels of happiness and higher pay. Our economic and social utility as women and girls is often rooted in our looks, which reflects either positively or negatively in our pocketbooks.

			In the United States, one study found that the average woman spends $3,756 per year on beauty maintenance, while men spend $2,928. Expenditures on everything from hand creams to gym memberships cost the average American woman $300 per month and $225,360 over her lifetime (about $50,000 more than men). Furthermore, three thousand women in the US, between the ages of sixteen and seventy-five, spent on average about $8 per day just on their face. And that was back in 2017!

			For Black beauty consumers, these price points are often higher. One McKinsey report found that Black consumers of beauty products had to travel longer distances on average than their white counterparts. Not only that, but even neighborhood staples like grocery stores and drugstores were less likely to carry products that catered to Black consumers. Only 13 percent of Black people reported that they could find products meant for them. This means that, in addition to paying higher prices for beauty products, Black people are spending more time and money to travel farther to find the products that are advertised to us. To add insult to injury, Black-owned brands make up only a small part of the beauty market. Investors may not think Black beauty is profitable, despite Black people spending nearly $7 billion on beauty products in 2021, and the story remains the same for hair care.

			For many women and girls, hair can be an extension of beauty, which is why the Venn diagram of people who say “It’s just hair, what’s the big deal?” and people who breathe down your neck in a checkout line is exactly a circle. About a decade ago, researchers found that customers at a restaurant franchise were more likely to tip blond waitresses than other waitresses, holding all else equal. Hair matters for beauty, and that’s probably why the second most common beauty expense for all Americans is hair products, not including shampoo and conditioner. (The most common beauty expense is skincare.) It’s also why a survey administered to two thousand American women reported that the average respondent spent $80 per month on her hair. That’s $55,000 over the course of a lifetime!

			These expenses—buying hair and other beauty products, traveling to buy said products, and spending time using these products—make up the cost of presentability: the price tag of investing in attraction. Women incur these costs because our survival often depends on how our appearance is interpreted and validated by society. For white women, this is “the pink tax,” or the higher prices for products aimed at women, even though those products are often the same as or similar to those marketed to men. For women of color, especially Black women, it is the double tax—the pink tax and then some.

			Black hair is not always seen as desirable or professional in modern-day society. In the United Kingdom, Dove and Censuswide found that nearly half of Black and biracial women reported experiencing hair discrimination in school. Of those women, nearly 60 percent reported still experiencing hair discrimination as adults, and 71 percent cited negative comments made about their hair by peers, teachers, and principals alike. This is the reality for Black women globally. We have to spend more time and money on hair care and hair appointments than any other women.

			The Double Tax:

			Women use hair and beauty products to satisfy beauty standards. However, products used by women of color, especially Black women and girls, are usually more expensive.

			Black hair is not considered the default, so the products we need are not produced en masse. Additionally, Black women and girls often require extra products for detangling, deep conditioning, hair masking, and moisturizing because hair breakage and loss are more prevalent among people of African descent. Ingredients used in popular brands may not always be sufficient for maintaining our hair.

			The opposite is true for most white women, who can likely walk into any local store and find shelves full of products that cater to their hair without causing permanent damage. Black hair products are often relegated to a fraction of a shelf, if that.

			When women and girls of color, especially Black women and girls, do decide to purchase from leading brands, they find that products for coily textured hair are priced higher—about 66 cents per ounce—compared with products for straighter hair, which cost around 46 cents per ounce. A difference in cents can quickly turn into a difference of dollars for full bottles of shampoo and conditioner, and that’s what we see unfold.

			Annual Cost of Leading Brand Shampoo and Conditioner for Coily and Straight Hair
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							Conditioner (12 oz)
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			Women with coily hair spend $5.70 more per purchase of shampoo and conditioner than those with straight hair. Folks, if the average person uses eleven bottles of shampoo (followed by conditioner) per year, a $5.70 difference becomes a nearly $63 cost differential each year. This means that over a decade, women with coily hair are spending about $627 more on shampoo and conditioner alone; meanwhile, the perception of having “good hair” is weaponized against Black women. This further compounds the challenges of navigating beauty standards while contending with unfair expectations tied to what naturally grows from our scalps. When it comes to hair, the pink tax means that women may spend more than men for the same products, and the double tax means that these products are even more expensive or simply do not exist for Black women and other women of color.

			A Tale of Two Strands

			As soon as young girls and women start understanding beauty as a large part of their self-esteem and confidence, they immediately begin to think about how they look and what it will cost them, down to the dollar. I asked high school and college girls about their beauty routines. Most said they start with their hair and then put on makeup (if they wear makeup), then go about their day. I assumed that the difference in money and time spent on makeup would be where the double tax arises, but the big difference between Black and white girls was the money and time they spent on their hair.

			When I asked about the role hair played in their lives, the white girls I spoke to said they didn’t really worry about it. If they had somewhere to be, they might put in a bit more effort, but for the most part, a standard day didn’t demand much.

			In this arena of beauty, white girls and their hair are the beauty standard, so their responses to our questions made sense. Products are made for white women and girls, and meeting expectations doesn’t require bending over backward or traveling long distances. Their hair routines often revolve around daily use products, with little need for special appointments or treatments unless they go out of their way to do something out of the ordinary. One woman, Ruth, summed it up well, saying: “My hair is straight, and it’s been straight my entire life. I’m very thankful and blessed with that, so I let it fly to the wind and focus on skincare instead.” That’s not to say that every white woman has it easy when it comes to hair care. One woman shared with us that it took her many years to figure out what her hair does and “how to make it look decent.” But it was clear from our conversations that not having to worry about hair maintenance allows white women and girls to shift their focus to other aspects of beauty, like skincare, makeup, fashion, fitness, or even plastic surgery, whereas Black women and girls shared that they think about their hair a lot.

			Ace, a Black college student, said that for Black women and girls, hair isn’t just hair; it’s something much more.

			
				It’s almost as if hair defines you. Are you good enough? What does your hair look like; is it kinky? Is it coiled? Does it need to be straight for it to be beautiful and for you to get a job?

			

			The high school girls I spoke with took it one step further. They shared candidly that they felt uncomfortable wearing their natural hair outside of their homes because unfiltered commentary ranges, in their words, from “wild” to “out of control.” Everyone has an opinion on their hair, adults and peers alike. Research shows that women and girls are overpoliced in school settings and organizations—think policies ranging from skirt length to whether our “sexy” shoulders should see the light of day. Yes, the pink tax is the cost of women having to adjust to these unreasonable standards, but the double tax is Black women and girls having to navigate these misogynistic policies and rules rooted in hair discrimination. In work and school environments especially, hair is a professional target that burdens Black people disproportionately because organizations and schools use it to enforce racism. It is a loophole that whispers, “I can’t discriminate against your skin, but I can say that your hair isn’t ‘good’ enough.”

			By contrast, white girls voiced feeling uncomfortable or annoyed about their hair only with regard to frizziness or greasiness. Nothing a bit of shampoo and mousse can’t fix. But the moment Black girls’ hair becomes more difficult to manage, there is an immediate shift toward shame. Shame that rushes from our bones to our faces, enforced by nasty looks or jeers, followed by a lingering anxiety that never really fades. People make assumptions about our identity because of our hair.

			If white girls dye their hair pink, they may be seen as quirky or creative. However, when a Black girl does it, suddenly our economic status becomes a topic of discussion. Negative stereotypes begin to enter the picture. Which is why fitting the archetype usually means that we sidestep ridicule, satisfy a beauty standard, and boost our own self-esteem all in one fell hair swoop. When a simple hairstyle change holds that much power, hours of preparation and dollars spent are seemingly worth it.

			One of the ways Black women and girls conform to beauty standards is by perming our hair. Before the rise of commercialized natural hair products, Black women and girls were pushed toward relaxers and texturizers—creams used to chemically loosen our curl patterns.

			These weren’t the perms that white women used to achieve curls; these were different. Perms were a response to the changing status quo, pioneered by the first Black women millionaires in the US, Madam C.J. Walker and Annie Minerva Turnbo Malone. These perms made our hair more “acceptable” to the world, and that’s why I and so many others started getting them at a young age.

			Tatiana, another Black college student we spoke with, told us that before moving to the US she used to wear her natural hair out in a ’fro or in braids. But when she arrived, she saw that the Black girls all around her had their hair permed or relaxed. As Tatiana got older, she learned that straightened hair was what everyone was praising. “Oh, I guess I have to straighten my hair to be called beautiful,” she recalled, and that’s exactly how I felt too.

			I grew up being told my hair was too “tough” and too “thick” and that it would need to be tamed. I remember my first perm. The older women surrounding me, the smell of chemical relaxer, and the large bottle of Vaseline sitting to the side. After slathering my hair with gasoline-smelling cream, my aunt and I waited. Five minutes. Ten minutes. Then I started to feel a burning sensation, like my scalp was on fire. I realized, at that moment, that maybe the longer I waited, the better my chances were of being beautiful, having long strands of hair instead of tight curls. If I just waited a little longer, I’d have a shot at having “good hair”—the kind of hair the little girls on those perm boxes had.

			Today, we know that these kinds of perms are linked to health problems such as cancer and uterine fibroids. A recent study from Boston University found that perms marketed for Black women are associated with a 50 percent increased risk of uterine cancer. Imagine that. In an attempt to achieve what society deems “good hair,” Black women risked, and are still risking, their lives. Not to mention those little girls on the perm boxes didn’t even perm their hair. They were natural! Ultimately, the cost of presentability is no longer limited to paying more or traveling farther for hair products—it now extends to the cost of life itself.

			Braided Fate

			Beyond perms, Black women and girls spend large amounts of money on getting our hair braided. This is due in part to the role of braided styles in African society, but also due to centuries of society’s stigma around our natural hair. Take Reese. She shared that, on average, her box braids take five and a half hours to complete and cost $150 per session. This was back in 2020. Adjusting for inflation, she would spend around $185 in 2025. If she gets them redone in the recommended time of eight to ten weeks, and only opts for braided styles, then each year, she is sitting at five braiding appointments for a total of twenty-eight hours and spending $925, and that is a very conservative estimate.

			Five times a year, for ten years, means that Reese could spend at least $9,250 just on braiding appointments. This is on top of paying more for shampoo and conditioner that work for her hair, traveling to find products, and purchasing the extensions used for the braided styles. And here’s the thing: Today’s price is not yesterday’s price.

			At my local braiding salon, a typical braided style will go for at least $250. That is the price for the labor alone. Factor in the price of extensions and hair products, and the total cost is closer to $350 to $400. Now, multiply that by five. I am spending nearly $2,000 a year and $20,000 over a decade on getting my hair done. What’s wild is that this price can vary depending on the supply of braiders in the area. Near Harvard University, for example, prices can range anywhere from $200 to $750 per session. At times, many of us have found it cheaper to take the train to New York City to have our hair braided there rather than in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

			Hairstylists are another driver of high prices for Black women and girls who want braids. The past few years have seen a rise in hairstylists and braiders who introduce “surprise” fees that customers are often unaware of until they arrive at the appointment. Examples of “surprise” fees include charging for one’s hair texture and being late by two seconds—I’m kidding…kind of. I remember the days when most braiders didn’t charge you for parting your hair into small sections; today the number of people who engage in that practice is unfortunately not zero. All of these fees and charges add to an already large bill.

			That said, in many places the increase in price may not be due to individual greed but is reflective of the current state of the economy. In a recent article in The New York Times, Lola Fadulu profiled a New York City–based braider who shared the breakdown of what she spends to maintain her braiding salon. She listed hair packs, combs, lotions and creams, appliances, chairs, food items, drinks, and, of course, rent, among other expenses she must consider. The cost of these things, Xia of Braided New York asserts, is rising—and with it, so does the price of the service. It’s important to remember that these costs may already be higher to begin with since Black hair products are harder to find and are limited in the market.

			Walk with me for a moment. Let’s say you’re a Black salon owner. This means everyone expects you to be able to handle their hair texture. You may want to optimize with products that work on multiple hair textures, but those premium items might cost more than your regular hair products. The problem is that not every hair type uses the same products or requires the same services. How you take care of a perm is not how you would take care of a wash and go for natural hair. Meanwhile, the prices of these items are subject to change because of inflation. Rent is still high, and if you need to purchase hair extensions from suppliers, if there are any taxes on imported goods, you have to incur those too. “Sometimes I would end up not making anything off of one person because I have to provide everything,” Xia commented.

			This is not to say that white women and other women with different hair textures aren’t facing rising costs as salon owners and salon goers. But as we just learned, Black hair carries the double tax in its strands. Higher-priced shampoos and conditioners, health risks associated with products we use, rising prices of braids for both customers and stylists. The systemic barriers that Black women face compound the cost of presentability that many women already have to deal with.

			Closing the Gap

			To close the gap of the double tax as it applies to beauty, we need to see many things happen. We need to pass the Crown Act so that hair discrimination in schools and workplaces cannot continue; we need to fund Black- and minority-owned beauty and hair companies; and we need to reinforce positive images of diverse hair types across all realms of culture so that hair is not stigmatized in its natural form.

			Pass the Crown Act

			The Crown Act is a proposed bill that outlaws race-based hair discrimination, which may result in denial of employment and educational opportunities. The act prohibits organizations and academic institutions from banning dreads, cornrows, twists, braids, fades, Afros, or any style Black people or people of color choose to wear. The law addresses how Black women are nearly twice as likely to be sent home from work for hair-related violations, and how 80 percent of Black women polled are more likely to change their hair to conform to social and workplace norms. Unfortunately, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 has no jurisdiction over hair discrimination. The act only prohibits employment discrimination on attributes we cannot change. What makes the Crown Act an important first step is that while it begins with Black women and girls, any person with a hairstyle that deviates from some supposed standard is included.

			The truth is, hair does not impact productivity or student engagement. There is no evidence that supports that assumption. But go to any corporate workplace or non-Black school district and that is the unspoken rule. People who cite Black hair as a distraction pull from the same playbook as those who say women wearing short skirts tempt men. It’s an absence of cultural competence, rooted in willful ignorance, that unfortunately informs how everyone else has to show up. It’s unjust on purpose.

			Moreover, we all occupy these professional spaces, attempting to make something of ourselves. This is why the Crown Act matters. The policy addresses one hidden form of bias head-on. It forces organizations and schools to be flagged and corrected for relying on policies that inherently exclude marginalized populations. The act serves as a kind of mirror that reveals the true nature of an entity and whether they are as committed to diversity, equity, and inclusion as they purport to be. It is one of the few policy proposals that eliminates the double tax’s contributions to the cost gap of presentability while leaving no one behind. The added benefit here is that organizations and schools will have a fighting chance of eliminating bias for good.

			The Crown Act essentially serves as a long-term solution to a symptom of a problem that is more than four hundred years old. Unfortunately, for the same reasons we see the act as an equity win, those who want to preserve harmful tactics and sow division are actively fighting against it being passed. In the meantime, what we can do is note and address the ways “good hair” is enacted and enforced in our local communities by calling out hair discrimination when we see it.

			To address these long-term costs, anyone can and should push for the Crown Act to be on the ballot in their county, their neighborhood, their congressional district. This may require effort and time to be directed to leaders in your community who have a say over the norms of your school district or local businesses. At an even more local level, those who are working can push to learn more about what informs workplace attire—who it includes and who it excludes. I always say that advocacy is most effective in a collective. Partnering with other employees to address hair discrimination and unfair standards around attire can help leaders recognize that the concerns raised are not just an individual’s but also impact workplace culture. This may also apply globally. In countries like France, anti–hair discrimination bills are already being passed to reduce discrimination against Black women.

			If you serve in a leadership role within the workplace, make the case for the Crown Act by drawing on existing research and policy insights. All of this advice applies in school settings. Parents can join school boards and learn about how school policies around attire are created and enforced. Rule of thumb? If there are gendered expectations, there are likely racialized expectations as well.

			Fund Minority-Owned Beauty and Hair Products

			We also need to address who profits off the hair and beauty industry and how that varies across race, gender, and class. At present, virtually none of the money spent in the Black hair industry is poured back into the Black community—and I imagine that this is also true for other communities of color. One of the main drivers is high production costs for Black entrepreneurs. A McKinsey report found that more than 80 percent of Black-founded beauty and hair brands’ revenue is captured by non-Black brands, and 73 percent of Black customers surveyed reported that beauty products they use were always out of stock.

			Which brings us to funding Black entrepreneurs and Black-owned brands, especially those led by women. When people talk about female representation among entrepreneurs, and improving those outcomes, minority women, specifically Black women, are not usually counted among them.

			And while that difference between men and all women is stark and worth documenting, looking at the stats across racially diverse women also tells a story of disparity. Did you know that white women receive 79 percent of all seed funding for diverse founders, as compared with 5.2 percent for women of color? White women got more than fifteen times the money that women of color received for their companies or small businesses—the difference in funding is more than $2 billion. This is why offers to mentor aren’t entirely useful. What is the point of mentoring if the advice leads to no material change?

			Using the progress on closing the gap in entrepreneurship and funding between well-off white women and men as a signal of how well all women are doing is a red herring. From 2007 to 2018, the average minority woman business owner’s revenues dropped from $84,100 to $66,400, while the average white woman business owner’s revenue rose from $181,000 to $212,300.

			At present, white women make up 11 percent of all venture capitalists, while women of every other racial group combined make up 7 percent. I am genuinely happy that white women have made strides in this arena, but clearly the opportunities for women in business have not cut across race.

			The lack of representation of women of color entrepreneurs may seem trivial until you realize that investors are leaving money on the table. Hair is with many of us throughout our lifetime, which means that there will always be a market for hair products. The Black hair industry is a multibillion-dollar industry. Who knows Black hair better than Black people? The answer is nobody!

			No one “loses” anything by expanding the pie for Black women and other women of color to have a share. Tapping into a multibillion-dollar consumer base is just good business. Also, innovations in Black hair products can have benefits for other groups. Perhaps one of the most shocking things I learned from our interviews for this chapter is that Asian American women also have to buy and try multiple products because the products advertised to white women usually don’t work for them.

			Institutional solutions can seem daunting when you consider the time it may take to get revised or new policies into the hands of the most powerful. In the meantime, individuals can and should support local and national Black beauty brands such as Plantmade (based in the UK), Pattern Beauty, Sienna Naturals, Adwoa, Cécred, tgin, and others by purchasing their products and asking department stores in their neighborhood to stock their products. If you work in a business that has the means to support entrepreneurs, create funding opportunities for minority women business owners in beauty and hair care. Diversifying the kinds of products offered expands the consumer base of companies but also drives down prices for customers. And who wouldn’t want more affordable hair products that actually help and don’t hurt hair follicles? Sign me up!

			Normalize Different Hair Textures

			“Good hair” is defined for us at a very young age. Black girls learn from our elementary school days that our hair doesn’t blow in the wind like our white classmates’. People respond to the beautiful melodies of our beaded braids and the rich vibrancy of our colorful locs with disappointment and disdain. And what doesn’t get discussed is that trauma and anxiety from when we are young only compound as we get older.

			Beyond legislation and investment, the most important thing we must do moving forward is to destigmatize Black hair in all of its textures and instead view Black hair as an opportunity to expand the dialogue about beauty and culture. One way to do this is to promote images that encourage children of all ages to see Black hair as beautiful. Healthy Roots, founded by Yelitsa Jean-Charles, is a doll company that teaches children how to take care of natural Black hair through the texture of the doll’s hair. We’ve increasingly seen a celebration of Black hair in children’s books like Matthew Cherry’s Hair Love and Tabitha Brown’s Hello There, Sunshine. The point here is no one benefits when beauty is only seen through the eyes of one beholder—even the people who supposedly fit the accepted beauty norms.

			At the crux, hair tells stories—stories of where we come from and stories of where we want to go. Different hair textures mean different backgrounds. Different backgrounds mean more diversity. And more diversity means better outcomes for everyone.

		

	
		
			Résumé Whitening

			When we apply for a job, employers don’t know who we are or what we bring to the table. Similarly, we don’t know what kind of boss our employer will be. They could be like Michael Scott from The Office—incompetent and endearing—or cold and accomplished like Miranda Priestly from The Devil Wears Prada.

			The gap between what you and your future employer know about your abilities is an example of information asymmetry, which is when one side has more or better information than the other. We are ultimately the best experts on ourselves, our capabilities, and our possibilities. So, when we apply for jobs, we know more about how productive we will be than our employer does. Which is why interviews or résumés give employers a sense of whether we will be a good fit.

			But the “black box” of hiring means that employers often make assumptions based on the information they can gather about us. They look at what schools we went to, what leadership or work experiences we boast, and what skills we claim to have mastered in order to build a picture of our potential. Although that information can provide additional context regarding our identities and capabilities, until we begin working, all employers can really do is guess.

			What often goes unmentioned is what happens when certain groups of people are given the benefit of the doubt. Those who are hired establish a benchmark for the kinds of people who get opportunities, while others are left unseen because they weren’t hired in the first place. Best-case scenario: Employers will update what they initially believed to be true based on all the evidence and adjust accordingly. That said, what usually happens is that those given a hiring advantage by employers end up shaping who they decide to hire moving forward.

			For decades, social scientists have tried to solve the puzzle of hiring discrimination by coming up with different theories for why it occurs. Two main theories that economists have investigated are statistical discrimination and taste-based discrimination. The former is when employers judge job applicants based on how the group they belong to performs on average. The justification for this kind of discrimination is that if a person belongs to a group that is less productive than another, then over time, employers will observe that. The latter is when employers avoid certain groups because it is less “useful” to interact with them. Only recently have economists attempted to quantify systemic discrimination—which sociologists, race scholars, and political scientists have already studied extensively.

			Nonetheless, these definitions of discrimination impact hiring today. András Tilcsik, a Harvard sociologist, provided different definitions of hiring discrimination to over two thousand people with managerial experience to see how it would impact their hiring behavior. What he found is that introducing statistical discrimination to managers increased their reliance on gender stereotypes and led to more discrimination against women job applicants.

			None of this is surprising when you consider what stereotypes are. Stereotypes are mental shortcuts made either consciously or unconsciously. When we lack information on a person, place, or thing, we use stereotypes to simplify our thinking. However, without all of the information, we can miss important context, and here is where the cost of asymmetry lives.

			The Cost of Asymmetry

			Employers not knowing much about us before we start working affects different groups differently. Limited information doesn’t hurt some candidates’ chances of getting the job. They are presumed capable and productive based on what groups they belong to. They get the benefit of the doubt and are given opportunities based on potential. “Oh, you went to Harvard? You must be good with numbers. Oh, you played lacrosse? Clearly, your networking capabilities are top tier.”

			However, taking a group’s average productivity at face value could spell trouble. Studies that have tried to measure productivity gaps between men and women have not always found that men outperformed women. Yana Gallen, a professor at the University of Chicago, found that in Denmark, before motherhood, women were actually more productive than men. Other studies set in academia have supported the claim that women outperform men, but the jury is still out.

			What we do know is that productivity is not a light switch, and it’s not something that is easy to measure either. There are many inputs that impact our output, and thus there are many reasons why data may show that different groups are less productive than others. For example, women-owned businesses are less productive because women have less access to inputs of business productivity like capital and foreign investment. At the individual level, a woman’s productivity at work may be additionally challenged by a toxic work culture on top of her normal responsibilities.

			In fields dominated by men, data about how productive women are is arguably informed by inaccurate beliefs and a limited number of experiences. For example, if employers think that women will prioritize family over work, they may use that reasoning to predict how productive they think a woman will be on the job, even if the woman hasn’t expressed intentions to marry or have kids. Some employers will just roll with gender stereotypes and assume things about their future female employees. This is the cost of asymmetry at work.

			In the technology sector, for instance, the Women in Tech Network discovered that 72 percent of women surveyed said they do not thrive at work due to a hostile environment.

			Think about that for a moment. Negative workplace experiences impact us in ways that extend beyond our professional lives. Women in some of these work environments endure a hostile culture that may directly harm their productivity. Yet the data on how productive women are does not reflect the realities and nuances of what these women go through. The data does not reflect the harassment women may face or how the constant undermining of our abilities leads us to put in less effort on a given day. These kinds of stories—the ones that the data cannot specifically name—contain multitudes.

			Beyond gender stereotypes about productivity, it’s also no secret that some believe that Black people are inherently less productive than white people. Throughout US history, many have attempted to paint Black Americans as lazy, despite evidence to the contrary. This negative stereotype was deeply entrenched during enslavement with the “Sambo” caricature, which depicted African American men as in need of direction from their masters. Over time, the harmful narrative of laziness evolved into modern racial stereotypes, such as the “welfare queen,” portraying African American women as unwilling to work. These stereotypes were, and still are, used to justify denying social services, fair wages, and job opportunities to Black people.

			Over the years, Black economists such as the late William Spriggs of Howard University have argued that the belief that Black people are inherently less productive than white people is simply another way to dress up racial bias and ignore how systemic racism has shaped American society. But these warnings have not stopped racialized perceptions from informing who is and is not productive in the workplace.

			The Double Tax:

			Women navigate stereotypes employers may have about their productivity due to their gender, while women of color, especially Black women, deal with both gender and racial stereotypes related to their productivity.

			The double tax here means that because of both racial and gender stereotypes around productivity, Black women often face more challenges than white women in the job search, even with the same qualifications. The cost of asymmetry means that those of us who are perceived as unfamiliar or questionable exert more effort to even be considered for work.

			Callbacks

			One of the first well-known studies to document hiring discrimination was an academic paper titled “Are Emily and Greg More Employable Than Lakisha and Jamal? A Field Experiment on Labor Market Discrimination.” The paper evaluated whether companies in Boston and Chicago were more likely to hire someone based on their perceived race and gender, judged by their names. It has since been cited over eight thousand times—triple platinum in the research world.

			In their study, economists Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan from the University of Chicago found two important things: (1) Race and gender determined who got called back for jobs, even when résumés were exactly the same, and (2) white applicants were rewarded more for better résumés but punished less for worse ones. This could mean that even when Black people meet every requirement and do everything right, their efforts are valued less than those of their white counterparts. Essentially, discrimination leaves the discriminated with no way to win.

			In the paper, the researchers reported that white job candidates sent an average of ten résumés to get a callback for a job while Black candidates sent fifteen. That’s a 50 percent gap—just across racial lines. A big [redacted] gap. When they cut across race and gender, they found that half of the Black women’s names used in the study—Aisha, Keisha, Tamika, Lakisha, and Tanisha—got fewer callbacks than the least-called-back white woman’s name—Emily.

			Throughout the years, multiple studies like this one have been done by social scientists. A meta-analysis (or a study that looks at a bunch of similar studies) found that since 1990, white applicants have received 36 percent more callbacks than Black applicants and 24 percent more callbacks than Latino applicants. Thus, for every ten résumés white people send out, Black and Latino applicants have to send out fourteen and twelve résumés, respectively, for the same job.

			In a follow-up study, the same researchers found that not only are white applicants called back more often than Black and Latino applicants, but they are also receiving more job offers. For every ten job offers white applicants received, Black and Latino applicants received six and seven offers, respectively.

			In 2023, economists Pat Kline, Evan Rose, and Chris Walters expanded Bertrand and Mullainathan’s research. They sent 80,000 fictional résumés for 10,000 jobs at 108 of the largest employers in the US, revealing a 10 percent racial gap in callback rate. That means that for every ten résumés a white applicant sent out, a Black applicant needed to send out eleven. While gender did not significantly impact callback rates, they observed that first names—particularly those associated with certain races or genders—played a notable role. Furthermore, they identified twenty-three major companies responsible for nearly 40 percent of the discrimination against Black workers. A year later, Kline and his coauthors ranked companies by how likely they were to discriminate against Black jobseekers and then named the companies that discriminated the most—in The New York Times. While their research shows that much of the discrimination comes from a small number of large companies, the issue remains: Black people aren’t getting opportunities because they’re Black.

			Across all these studies, Black people receive fewer callbacks than white people. We know this. They know this. Black women anticipate discrimination, and because we anticipate discrimination, we send more résumés and spend more time doing so.

			The hiring platform Indeed recommends spending seven to ten hours per week applying for jobs and submitting ten to fifteen applications weekly until landing the desired position. With each application taking about an hour and a half to complete, applying to ten jobs means spending fifteen hours on applications alone. When we adjust job search time for racial disparities in callback rates, Black candidates not only send more résumés but also spend more time doing so.
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			Why might Black people and other racial minorities have to spend extra time and effort to improve their chances of getting hired, you ask? Because there’s a price to pay for being a minority in the job market.

			White Out

			When people of color talk about navigating job interviews, most will talk about code-switching, which means having to change their behavior depending on the setting. Sometimes code-switching will have you uncomfortably smiling through jokes that shouldn’t be told in this decade or trying to sound more cheerful than you actually are, all to seem more “palatable” to the people you’re surrounded by. It’s exhausting.

			Everyone I know learned to code-switch at a very young age. Back in the day, my mom used to tell me to answer the phone by saying, “Hello. Anna speaking. May I help you?” She encouraged me to use my best English to mask the fact that I grew up in a household where English was the second language. Code-switching, as I learned over the years, would be a matter of survival in a world that is committed to punishing authenticity.

			When we spoke with Black and white women about their job search experiences, one woman named Endian shared that since her name does not signal race or gender, most people just default to thinking she’s a man. “I often would get a quick response in terms of a call for an interview. Even when they [the employer] are reaching out to me, most of the time they think I am a male. They’ll address me as sir.” Endian is in fact not a man. She’s a Black woman, but the ambiguity of her name allows her to move more seamlessly through the job search than the other Black women we spoke with.

			In many cases, Black people’s names—and the names of minorities in general—carry the stories of our ancestors, ones that we should not be forced to forget or distance ourselves from. And yet, because of stereotypes and discrimination, we feel obligated to spend time hiding and covering up elements of our existence, not just in person but also on paper.

			In 2016, researchers Sonia K. Kang, Katy DeCelles, András Tilcsik, and Sora Jun coined the term “résumé whitening,” which they defined as hiding or playing down your racial identity on a résumé. Their paper, “Whitened Résumés: Race and Self-Presentation in the Labor Market,” immediately went viral. They broke down their findings into three parts:

			
					
					Why do minorities “résumé whiten,” and what are the pros and cons of the practice?

				

					
					Do minorities whiten their résumés less when companies communicate a pro-diversity stance?

				

					
					How do employers respond to minorities who whiten their résumés and those who do not?

				

			

			Based on the evidence about hiring discrimination, we know names matter. We know that employers determine a person’s ability to work based on their name alone. Thus, the practice of résumé whitening is simply an adaptive response by those discriminated against. The unfortunate takeaway is that résumé whitening in a job market that rewards white people can bear fruit.

			To answer question one, Kang and her coauthors showed that minorities, especially Black and Asian American people, whitened their résumés to appear more favorable in the job market—not because they wanted to, but because they felt like they must. The interviews revealed that there are two main ways people whiten their résumés: altering names and affiliations. Names are adjusted to present as more white-sounding—or the applicant includes an English name alongside their native one to deter employers from defaulting to stereotypes about their background or nationality. To whiten their affiliations, applicants remove identity signifiers from extracurricular activities and organizational affiliations—for example, the Black Gardening Club would become just the Gardening Club.

			In addressing the second question, Kang and her coauthors found that minority applicants tended to whiten their résumés less when companies showed a commitment to diversity. However, while diversity statements encourage more authenticity from minority applicants, this authenticity can harm candidates because companies that are pro-diversity are just as likely to discriminate against minorities. The researchers concluded that employers were more likely to respond favorably to minority candidates who whitened their résumés to some extent. They too identified a significant racial gap in callback rates: Black and Asian college students who whitened their résumés were at least twice as likely to receive a callback compared with those who did not.

			All of this matters when you consider that résumés are not just carefully crafted reflections of our identities but also sometimes the only shot we get at an opportunity we believe we deserve.

			The Hidden Curriculum

			The job search process is also significantly shaped by what job candidates misunderstand about the application process itself.

			I remember getting advice from family members who had the best of intentions but had no understanding of how college applications worked or how to get financial aid. This made the application process more stressful than usual. An applicant can go in thinking, “Oh, I just submit the required documents and complete the short prompts that each college needs and be on my merry way,” only to find out that the optional essay is actually the essay that admissions committees read and that not listing extracurricular activities makes you look like an uncultured swine. The rules are opaque, at times intentionally hidden, and ever changing. Beyond my standardized test scores, my family had little insight about what determined a great application.

			Hidden pathways and trade secrets to opportunity, access, and power have long been protected by race, gender, and class. Being part of the “right” group can open doors to opportunities that some of us can barely fathom, while being part of the “wrong” group can make it difficult for you to even follow a conversation at a cocktail reception. The nooks and crannies of what access affords you, beyond just the opportunity itself, are investigated by consultants who charge thousands of dollars with the promise of getting people into so-called elite spaces. Proximity is everything.

			Both of my siblings and I lead lives we are proud of, but it was clear that my parents’ intentional decision to enroll their last-born—me—in a private school was to set me on a path where these hidden pathways would not be so hidden anymore. They understood, like most Black parents, that opportunities, while in abundance, tend to be rationed out based on what you look like and where you come from.

			One thing that stood out in our conversations with white women who reflected on their job search is that they seemed to understand the ebbs and flows of expectations around what employers sought from applicants. This may be because many of them learned the basics about résumé applications in high school, or had access to personal networks with those insights. One white male economist I follow online shared that when his daughter was applying for her first job, he had to tell her that the “listing your weaknesses” section of the application is a trap, despite her insistence on being honest. His anecdote reminded me of when I applied for my first job at Ross Dress for Less; I answered every question with such brutal honesty, God only knows what the hiring manager must have thought about my application. I didn’t have any guidance about how to handle these situations until much later in life.

			Several white women also shared that they learned how to access career centers and workshops in college that reiterated what they had learned earlier. Those resources offered them tips and tricks that helped them land jobs more often and more quickly, which tracks. When I think back to high school, I remember how my experience with college and career counseling was fundamentally different from the experiences of those in the community I was raised in. I remember there was a point in time when I was the one helping people with their résumés and college applications. Attending a private school meant that I had access to more robust college preparation and better-equipped guidance counselors than some of my friends who attended the public schools in my county. Which is why I wasn’t entirely surprised when the Black women we spoke with shared that they had either heard mixed advice on applying for jobs, learned about applying for jobs online, or were first introduced to career preparation resources in college.

			As we get older, these hidden pathways to “success” only become that much more hidden. When I arrived at graduate school, there were unspoken rules I had no clue existed. For example, the first seminar I went to was arranged with faculty in the front and students toward the back. The students rarely spoke, which felt antithetical to how I typically engage—hand up with plenty of questions. There were smaller things I was unaware of too. I learned that professors do pay attention to students even if they seemingly don’t make you aware of it. I also learned that sometimes being present in a room is enough of an indication that you take your studies seriously. Most academics characterize this as “the hidden curriculum,” not to be confused with the actual curriculum—the main reason I was there in the first place.

			Closing the Gap

			The research around hiring discrimination is frustrating because it highlights the disparities Black people—and more specifically Black women—and other minorities face in the job search, but it rarely specifies how to reduce or even eliminate those disparities. Why are we publishing articles and advice about how qualified Black women should continue to jump through these hoops when we should be challenging the fact that these hoops still exist to begin with?

			The evidence we currently have on how to stop hiring discrimination is almost entirely across gender. Perhaps that is why we have seen the most gains for women—nonminority women, that is. For example, there are studies that have shown that blind auditions for musicians increase the number of women hired, or that joint evaluations of men and women candidates deter people from relying on gender stereotypes. While the empirical work on race-focused solutions is sparse, and there’s not a lot of causal evidence that looks across both race and gender, it’s still possible to infer how we can address the double tax in the job search through better hiring policies and more targeted accountability.

			Rethinking the Role of Résumés

			If résumés bias employers before they even meet us, we need to reconsider their role in the hiring process. Kate Glazebrook, cofounder of Applied, advocates for removing résumés from the hiring process and replacing them with task-based measures. Employers can then evaluate candidates based on their performance in specific tasks relevant to the job, such as an anonymous tech task. This approach is gaining traction but should be coupled with people from marginalized backgrounds getting exposure to what these tasks would require.

			Simultaneously, we need more companies to intentionally make sustained efforts to attract more diverse candidates and assure them that their identities are valued in the workplace. At the time of this writing, most performative gains made in recent years around diversity, equity, and inclusion have been reframed as “woke.” Talk without substantive action is just complicated airflow. Instead of diversity being a separate department or initiative, diversity, equity, and inclusion should be incorporated into every aspect of an organization. What does this look like? This looks like pushing professional spaces to generate evidence to test accountability mechanisms and implement fairer hiring practices. We need to do better and make sure we don’t backslide all the way to the 1960s or worse.

			Hold Companies Accountable for Discrimination

			Beyond actively working to debias the hiring process, we must hold sectors and industries accountable for their commitments to and results on diversity and inclusion. Stephanie Lampkin-Vanputten’s work with Blendoor used quantitative and qualitative measures to assess and grade a company’s inclusivity. Imagine if every company received such a score and was required to share it with job candidates; it could transform how companies operate.

			Calling out companies that discriminate is also helpful for all of us. I remember when Kline and his coauthors named the organizations that were the top discriminators against Black jobseekers. Critics condemned the study and the New York Times article as unethical for exposing the names of the companies engaged in discriminatory practices. However, I believe this kind of scrutiny is exactly what we need to address hiring discrimination.

			Companies are responsive to what consumers demand and the power of the dollar. Why not leverage our individual and collective power for good?

		

	
		
			Tokens

			The earliest days of my college career were riddled with confusion and disappointment. I had absolutely no idea what I wanted to do with my life. And like so many of my peers, I felt the pressure to figure it out as quickly as possible, because college ain’t cheap and I couldn’t afford to be undecided forever.

			Within the first two months of my freshman year, I transferred from my state’s flagship to a smaller university near home, hoping to feel less like a number, less like an anonymous face in a massive lecture hall. There were times I felt very lonely, walking through a campus so big and having difficulty forming meaningful connections. Which is why I thought a change in environment would bring me clarity on what I wanted to do with my life. It didn’t—at least not for a while.

			Despite there being fewer students on my new campus, I now felt lost in the sea of ambition—among students who seemed to have a full understanding of their path in life and what they were destined to do. I later realized, however, that everyone was kind of winging it.

			The vast majority of people I met did not really know what they wanted to do, but projecting was part of the facade until you figured life out. The thing about choosing a career is that there always seems to be too much input from every side. Your loved ones have opinions. Your friends have thoughts. Advisers and placement directors take a two-second glance at your résumé and size you up. It’s overwhelming.

			Beyond the advice overload, it became clear that choosing a career is more than just checking a box on a piece of paper or taking a class you’re interested in. That’s why, in my junior year of college, against my parents’ wishes, I changed my major to mathematics on a whim and a prayer. Like all good immigrant children, I was supposed to pursue medicine because “doctors are never poor” (except when they’re incurring medical student debt[*1]). Nonetheless, my pivot away from white coats and stethoscopes felt necessary for two reasons: (1) I grimace at the sight of blood, and (2) I do not, nor will I ever, care about the cellular makeup of an elbow.

			Prior to this moment, I’d changed my major five times…in one week. I bounced between engineering, biology, bioinformatics, computer science, and mathematics. Because I rebuke student debt, I stayed within STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) to keep my scholarship and eventually settled on math.

			I remember the relief I felt when I submitted my seventeenth and final “Change of Major” form to a disgruntled school administrator whose exasperated expression read This again? When I broke the news to my parents, my dad rolled his eyes and just told me to graduate, while my mom’s faded smile and blank stare depicted silent disappointment. In one fell swoop, my decision to major in math had destroyed her dream of me becoming a doctor. “Math?” she cried. “What can you do with math?”[*2] That’s when I knew I would be starting this journey mostly on my own.

			The path to math eventually led me to economics, one way to apply math to real-world problems. I had come to learn about the discipline through a friend who told me he was using math to study community colleges. As a lover of politics and policy, what he said changed my brain chemistry. At the time, I had no idea what economists did, which naturally led me to google them in hopes of filling in the gaps.

			When I searched the term, images of people began to populate the page—none of them, however, looked like me or anyone I grew up with. Across the screen, there were lines of photos of deceased and current economists, most of whom were white men with degrees from Harvard, Yale, Princeton, or the University of Chicago. These men were nothing like me, a Black woman from a working-class background who attended a state university. Little did I know that this rude awakening would be followed by an even ruder conversation shortly thereafter.

			It was a Thursday afternoon when I knocked on my academic adviser’s door with no response. So, I knocked again and heard him begrudgingly mumble, “Come in.” I cracked the door open into a dark room where only a little bit of light reflected from a computer screen onto the face of an older white man. He smiled weakly and gestured to the nearest seat. “Hi!” I said, trying to maintain my optimism. “My name is Anna, and I am interested in pursuing a doctorate in economics, so I would like to know what classes to take in the department.”

			“You? You want to pursue a…doctorate?” He laughed, almost in disbelief.

			“Yes! And I would like to know what classes I need to take to do that.” I smiled, nodding politely. He placed his hand on his chin, stroking every last hair, and his weak smile suddenly turned into something less readable. Then he chuckled. “That’s too hard for you,” he asserted. “Why not consider a master’s?” I frowned. How did this man know that I would not be cut out for a PhD based on speaking with me for less than a minute?

			I collected the words bubbling in my throat because none of them were pretty and all of them were petty. “That’s noted,” I replied tersely. “However, I came here to learn about what classes I need for graduate school.” I forced a smile—the one where your lips are pursed but your eyes are glaring. He laughed again. “I just think that this is the wrong career choice for you. You’d be better off doing something else.” I nodded, thanked him, stood up, and left. Two weeks later, I ignored his advice and visited the college registrar one last time to officially add economics as my minor.

			The Cost of Tokenism

			I have spent over two decades of my life being “the only” in academic and professional spaces. At the age of ten, I became the first Black person to graduate from my elementary school. In middle school and high school, I was one of a handful of Black people in my class. At my first job, I was the only Black person on my team; in graduate school, I was the only Black student admitted in my cohort.

			In many of these spaces, I find myself becoming the de facto mouthpiece for Black people and underrepresented minorities overall, despite the fact that this is never—and I do mean never—part of the job description. Throughout my journey, being “the only” has bothered me greatly. I did not want to continue being the sole representative of my community while my white colleagues were afforded individuality. I wanted more people who looked like me to be present in the spaces I found myself in.

			Nonetheless, being “the only” led me to learn about tokenism early on. Tokenism is the practice of making a symbolic effort to include people from underrepresented groups, creating the appearance of diversity rather than genuinely promoting inclusivity and equity. The key word here is “symbolic,” because actions speak louder than platitudes and empty promises, and the latter has seemingly become the norm.

			Tokenism is usually not unique to one particular group but typically includes anyone who occupies a group with (1) low proportional representation and (2) low societal status. The visible cost of tokenism lies in the former. Proportional representation—which I’ll refer to as just representation—is how a group’s share within a career path compares with their nationwide share.

			The less visible cost is centered around the social, emotional, and economic effects of being “the only,” and what that means for how we fit within society. Tokens can feel more pressure to succeed because the way one performs as an individual seemingly represents the potential and capabilities of an entire group. Tokens can also feel “othered” and not part of the in-group. The organization Lean In, for example, has documented how women across different races face different workplace expectations in corporate America. In their 2024 report, women were more likely to feel othered as compared with men, but Black women, when compared with all other women, reported the highest rates of feeling othered in the workplace. Those surveyed shared that feeling othered looked like not being able to talk freely about themselves, or hearing people act surprised by their competence (something we’ll address in the chapter “Broken Rungs”).

			The visible costs of tokenism are plain as day in the data. The Center for American Progress reports that in 2019 men dominated the ten highest-paid careers. This includes physicians, dentists, chief executives, lawyers, engineering managers, and financial and investment analysts, to name a few. On the opposite end, women make up the majority of workers among the ten lowest-paid careers. In fact, only two of the lowest-paying careers are predominantly made up of men: dishwashers and “other entertainment attendants and related workers.”

			Among the highest-paid careers, white men make up at least 50 percent of each of the top ten career paths despite comprising only 30 percent of the US population. White women are the next-largest group, with representation ranging from 6 percent to 32 percent. This isn’t terrible when you remember that white women are approximately 31 percent of the US population. This means white women have achieved representation in three of the top ten highest-paid careers as of 2019. The same cannot be said about Black women or any minority group for that matter.

			Top Ten Highest-Paid Career Paths by Race and Gender (2019)[*3]
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			Although Black women make up nearly 8 percent of the nation’s population, Black women’s representation in the highest-paid careers ranges from 0 percent to 6 percent. In other words, Black women do not have proportional representation in any of the highest-paid careers. Essentially, where representation of Black women ends is where white women’s representation begins. This is the double tax.

			The Double Tax:

			Women experience tokenism in the majority of high-paying careers where they are underrepresented across gender lines. However, women of color, especially Black women, experience tokenism across all high-paying careers because they navigate both the lack of gender and racial representation.

			When it comes to the lowest-paying professions, the gap in the number of career paths where white and Black women have representation closes. Both groups have representation in eight of the ten lowest-paying careers in the US.

			Although the numbers above do not highlight Asian American representation explicitly, a separate analysis by the Center for American Progress shows that Asian American and Pacific Islander women—making up about 4 percent of the US population—have representation in high-paying careers such as medicine and computer systems and related services. Two for ten. Not bad, but definitely not great.

			A Woman’s Job

			Careers have always been separated by race, gender, and class. Historically, policies—both implicit and explicit—have barred certain groups from working in certain professions or pursuing career paths. Experts call this occupational segregation.

			The differences in gender representation we see across high- and low-paying careers should not be a surprise because women have been deliberately shunned in some careers, like economics, computer science, and engineering. Even when women venture into traditionally male-dominated fields, they often are overrepresented in lower-paying specialties. For instance, while women represent around half of all medical school graduates, we’re overrepresented in fields like pediatrics and obstetrics and gynecology, which offer lower salaries. These trends become grimmer when we also consider differences in racial representation among women in high-paying professions.

			Black women have historically faced completely different labor market conditions than white women because of the long shadow of slavery in the US. Since the time Black women began working for pay in the United States, we have consistently spent more time looking for jobs or working than white women. Black women were paid little to nothing, especially in jobs that were residuals of enslavement, and although Black women with more education have faced less occupational segregation over time, the reality is that even in the careers that Black women have broken into, we are still significantly underrepresented.

			An argument often used to justify the underrepresentation of women, particularly women of color, in high-paying fields, is that we either lack the skills to succeed or simply don’t choose these career paths. However, the facts tell a different story.

			In academic settings, there are policies within higher education that have driven minorities away from high-paying career paths. Economists Zachary Bleemer and Aashish Mehta found that since the 1990s, GPA cutoff policies for high-paying majors (like economics, engineering, and computer science) have driven underrepresented minorities away from pursuing lucrative majors altogether. In fact, these policies do not improve educational outcomes or major sorting among students. The added insult to injury is that many of these majors can also be pathways toward economic mobility and generational wealth.

			What’s more, the systemic issue of educational inequality shapes the kinds of career opportunities individuals have access to early on. Scholar Bettina Love, for example, explains that Ronald Reagan’s A Nation at Risk report emphasized carceral punishment, shaping public school reforms that disproportionately harmed Black children and limited their opportunities. Today, Black, Native, and Latino children are more likely to live in poverty and attend a school that is more segregated and underfunded than children of other races. They are also less likely to attend schools with advanced courses, adequate instructional materials, and qualified teachers.

			Many of the top-paying careers, especially those in STEM, require a solid foundation that is not always accessible to all students. Dania Francis, an economics professor at the University of Massachusetts–Boston, found that all else being equal, Black girls in particular are disproportionately recommended less by teachers for advanced placement calculus—a gateway course for more quantitative college majors that often lead to high-paying career paths.

			Culturally, women, especially women of color, are also subject to negative stereotypes along different career paths, which informs whether we enter certain fields or are encouraged to participate. Stereotypes can shape the perceptions people have of us and what we think of ourselves, as briefly discussed in the chapter “Résumé Whitening.”

			In math, a lot of anxiety among women and girls is driven by the assertion that men are “naturally” better at math. This then translates into girls being held to lower expectations of math performance than boys, which can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. The phenomenon known as “stereotype threat” comes to mind here. When we are informed that the group we belong to underperformed or performed badly, we become fearful of confirming that negative stereotype. Which makes me think: How many women have claimed to not be “math people” because of the fear of proving some hater right?

			Beyond these barriers, it’s still worth thinking about what happens to the small percentage of women who push through to high-paying fields where they are severely underrepresented. Are they rewarded? Are they promoted? The short answer is not enough.

			In 2019, white women accounted for 22 percent of STEM leadership roles, men of color made up 9 percent, and women of color represented only 4 percent of STEM managers. White men made up 65 percent of STEM leadership roles. How is it that Black, Hispanic, and Asian women haven’t collectively cracked 5 percent of research management when we earn at least as many STEM degrees as our male counterparts? Make it make sense.

			These disparities make it clear that the gains made in the name of gender equality have not always spilled over to Black women or other women of color. In the arts, for example, only one biracial woman (Halle Berry) and one Asian woman (Michelle Yeoh) have been awarded the Oscar for Best Actress in a Leading Role—no other women of color. Y’all, the award has been presented ninety-seven times. It’s noteworthy that in the supporting actress category, women of color have won ten times, which may be why women of color feel the pressure to submit consideration for these types of awards even if they occupy a leading role—see Viola Davis in Fences. In corporate America, as of 2023, Thasunda Brown Duckett and Toni Townes-Whitley were the only Black women Fortune 500 CEOs. That’s two out of five hundred, or less than half of 1 percent. In music, people—like me—are still asking why it took the Grammys fifteen years to give Beyoncé the most coveted award, Album of the Year, when her albums continue to break records.

			Because the lack of representation is worse for minority women, our experiences in predominantly male environments can be more acute and negative. Perhaps that’s why my smile is tinged with a bit of disappointment whenever I hear about another “first.” It’s not that I am not proud of women of color for breaking barriers. It’s that being the first, the only, or the one—in the year of our Lord 2025—is not a flex. It’s a sign of how little things have changed and how much further we need to go.

			The Myth of Meritocracy

			This brings us to the definition of merit—the real definition. Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines “merit” as earning or deserving something, which is why it’s always telling when someone’s response to the lack of representation for women, especially women of color, is that we lack merit.

			The merit warriors claim that people are underrepresented in a particular sector or industry because they did not earn their spot or deserve to be there in the first place. Now, we know better. We know that there’s evidence of higher education policies and occupational segregation pushing people away from certain jobs. We know that people who say that increasing diversity comes at the expense of merit don’t read, because if they did, they would know that diversity and merit are not substitutes, they’re complements. And thus, the claim that increasing diversity is synonymous with admitting and hiring less-qualified people isn’t really rooted in facts, but in misplaced feelings. Unfortunately, these misplaced feelings can translate into real policy outcomes. Exhibit A: the affirmative action ruling by the Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS).

			In 2023, SCOTUS made the decision that race should be removed from consideration in college and university admissions. In their lawsuit, the plaintiffs alleged that affirmative action grants an unfair advantage to Black, Latino, and Native students at the expense of Asian American students. Some Asian American families felt that their children’s spots were being taken by “unqualified minorities,” which they claimed was an “unfair advantage.” This claim is devoid of facts.

			Back in 2020, economist Zachary Bleemer looked at what happened when Proposition 209, an affirmative action ban enacted in California in the 1990s, went into effect. He found that white and Asian students did not suffer from the policy change. It did, however, make things worse for minorities. In his study, he shows that after Prop 209 went into effect, fewer minorities applied to selective universities. This wasn’t necessarily because they were less qualified but because they felt discouraged from applying. The ban acted as a deterrent, preventing minority students who would otherwise get into selective schools from even giving these schools a shot. Over time, this chilling effect compounded inequities, and minorities who would have attended selective schools instead earned 5 percent less per year, between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-four, than those who did attend these schools, highlighting the long-term consequences of misplaced feelings.

			Then there are the facts. Based on real numbers, white and/or rich applicants get boosts at selective colleges and universities. Did you know that 43 percent of white students who started at Harvard in 2019 identified as recruited athletes, legacy students, children of faculty or staff, or children of donors? Yup, that’s right! Among admits who were Black, Asian American, or Latino, the share of the types of students that fell into each one of these groups was less than 16 percent. GPA and SAT scores have absolutely nothing to do with being an athlete, a legacy admit, or a relative of donors or staff. That said, those groups, especially legacy admits, continue to be favored in college admissions. A Harvard study also showed that legacy applicants at selective universities are seven times more likely to be admitted if they are among the top 0.1 percent of the wealth distribution. And who makes up the majority of people in the 0.1 percent? Not minorities, I’ll tell you that much.

			Since the ruling, all the evidence shared above has been affirmed twice over. Asian Americans saw both increases and declines at some of the most selective colleges and universities, which is in line with evidence that affirmative action just shifts Asian American representation to different selective colleges and universities. And minority representation at graduate and professional schools, like Harvard Law School, has plummeted—arguably the goal of those who pushed for the reversal of affirmative action in the first place.

			This is why the merit argument falls flat. The facts are still the facts. Minorities are qualified for selective schools and pathways but are pushed away from opportunities. And parents who can afford to pay $1.5 million to keep resources from other children will continue to push their children to the top through unmeritocratic means.

			While the defenders of the merit argument have called and continue to call for “true equality,” a single question remains: Who do these individuals see themselves as equal to, and why? Race-neutral policies in higher education don’t sufficiently address the representation lost in the absence of affirmative action, yet that is what critics of affirmative action and diversity efforts keep citing as their reason for eliminating these types of programs. Equality is impossible to achieve without acknowledging and correcting the legacy of inequality. How can communities built on exclusion move forward toward equality without engaging deeply and thoughtfully with inclusion? (Spoiler: They can’t.)

			Closing the Gap

			It may seem obvious that the way to address the lack of representation for women in high-paying fields overall, but especially for women of color, is to solve the supply problem. We should encourage more women of color to pursue these careers, right? Sure, but shouldn’t we also expect companies to be prepared to hire and train women? That could solve a demand problem. What the work of researchers, policymakers, and practitioners alike reveals is that closing both the supply and demand gaps requires systemic solutions.

			Encourage Participation in High-Paying Fields

			There is evidence that light touch interventions can play a substantial role in generating more interest among underrepresented groups to pursue quantitative majors. Back in 2019, economist Amanda Bayer and her coauthors tested an informational intervention that shared variations of a “Welcome to Economics” email to college students at nine private liberal arts colleges with a record of sending students to doctoral programs. They shared two types of welcome emails with 2,710 students: one that featured diverse voices in economics and one that did not. What they found was that providing students with information to try out a career path that suffered from underrepresentation increased underrepresented students’ likelihood of enrolling in a first-semester economics course by nearly 20 percent.

			Additional work has also investigated the impact of role models for women and college major choice. Economists Danila Serra and Catherine Porter found that exposing young women to female experts in economics increased the likelihood that they would consider majoring in economics as compared with students who were not exposed.

			Similar work about role models in STEM has shown that role models must cut across both demographic and psychological similarity. This makes sense considering the cost of tokenism, which we defined earlier as low proportional representation and low societal status. Role models can disrupt both. By seeing someone who looks like you, you may positively internalize your place within society and within your field.

			Exposing underrepresented groups to role models need not start and end in the classroom. The accessibility of the internet and social media allows positive messaging around representation to travel faster and farther than ever before. In the wake of Ahmaud Arbery’s murder and birdwatcher Christian Cooper’s racial profiling, I found myself in the midst of heartache and headache with tens of thousands of other scientists.

			Alongside a group of Black scientists and naturalists, I cofounded Black Birders Week as a way to celebrate Black birders across the world. The initiative went viral. We were covered by CNN, the BBC, and many other outlets, eventually landing on Wikipedia. The success of Black Birders Week led to initiatives such as #BlackInChem, #BlackInGeosciences, and #BlackInNeuro. In each of these digital campaigns, Black people were encouraged to share photos of themselves in their element, be it presenting research or hosting a community event. What started as a painful reminder of bigotry has since become a catalyst for Black curiosity, joy, and innovation. Part of the goal for each of these initiatives was to disrupt the notion that Black people cannot be scientists, astronauts, or artists. It turns out we can be anything we set our minds to be!

			Support Programs That Increase Access to Academic and Job Opportunities

			Beyond role models and light touch interventions, it’s also important to redefine what talent and merit are. I remember reading comments from the CEO of Wells Fargo about a supposed lack of Black talent to hire from for jobs in corporate America in 2020. “While it might sound like an excuse,” he shared in a public memo, “the unfortunate reality is that there is a very limited pool of Black talent to recruit from.”[*4] I promise you that this exact sentence has been uttered across many organizations at least a thousand times over, and it is simply not true.

			So, my question is, where are you looking? These kinds of conversations, the ones that lament “pipeline and pathway problems,” always begin and end the same—a loud sigh to signify great concern, limited to no eye contact, and a sympathetic expression. “It’s just that…” they say. “We don’t see anyone from [insert group] apply to our [insert program]. It’s not that we don’t want diversity, it’s that it’s hard to achieve our goals when no one applies.” These types of responses are arguably rooted in the same thing: willful ignorance. It’s hard to find something that you are simply not looking for.

			Many Black college graduates, for example, are trained at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), which enrolled approximately 219,000 students in 2022. There are ninety-nine HBCUs that educate and prepare Black students for different career paths. Despite this fact, many recruiters mainly focus on Spelman College, Morehouse College, and Howard University, if that. There are other minority-serving institutions and women’s colleges that are also excellent sources for talent, but organizations drag their feet to get there.

			A notable example that I am personally familiar with is the Meyerhoff Scholars Program, based out of the University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC). The Meyerhoff Program began as a unique model to train Black men in the sciences at the graduate level. To date, the program has expanded to include all genders and races. Over three decades, the program partnered with leading institutions, such as the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, NASA, and the National Institutes of Health, to provide students with access to advising, tutoring, research, and community throughout their entire collegiate career and beyond.

			Since its founding, the Meyerhoff Program has led UMBC to become the top producer of Black holders of a joint MD and PhD as well as the second top producer of Black STEM PhDs. Among the program’s alumni are leading researchers like Kizzmekia Corbett, who spearheaded efforts to address the COVID-19 pandemic and develop a vaccine, and yours truly. The model is now being replicated at UC Berkeley, Penn State, and UNC-Chapel Hill.

			Beyond academic institutions, there are a multitude of organizations, ranging from national ones—such as the Grace Hopper Celebration and the National Society of Black Engineers—to smaller grassroots groups that intend to meet the needs of severely underrepresented groups in certain career paths.

			Where there is a will, there is a way. And what all of these organizations have above all else is the capital to continue to produce and cultivate the kind of talent that the CEO of Wells Fargo claims he didn’t see. This isn’t a “lack of talent problem.” It’s a problem of organizations refusing to see minority talent, and women more broadly, as talented. It’s a problem of dated and tired hiring practices that punish individuals from diverse backgrounds for being from diverse groups. It’s a problem of racialized job networks that bar people from the resources to help them succeed. And in recent years, it’s a problem of the overreliance on AI, with its known racial biases, to do initial screening that eliminates minorities before they even get a chance to make a case for themselves.

			Push Back Against Discriminatory Legislation at Every Level

			All of this necessary work has become extremely difficult in a political climate where individuals are hell-bent on dragging us back to the 1800s. When you realize that anti-DEI rhetoric is synonymous with anti-Black rhetoric, the unraveling of all the diversity efforts makes sense. There is nothing new under the sun: When things start working for Black folks, racists will say that whatever the new system is only helps Black folks; therefore, we shouldn’t use it. Black people make strides. Racists tell lies. History is rewritten. And everybody loses. Rinse, repeat.

			That said, what happens to Black people does matter for everyone else. It matters for all minorities. It matters for all women. It matters for veterans. It matters for people with disabilities. It matters for low-income people. That is why it is in the best interest of white women, and other groups, to stand in solidarity with women of color, especially Black women, because the cost of tokenism is not fixed. Whoever becomes least represented bears the cost, and the rollback of DEI could leave many people fighting for their lives.

			There also is a societal loss when communities are missing from the room, when differing perspectives are given up in the name of groupthink. I wonder if leaders adamant on rolling back policies that promote diversity know the numbers, if they know that companies with diverse leadership across race and gender are 9 percent more likely to outperform their peers, or that in 2023, companies with the least diverse leadership were 66 percent less likely to achieve strong financial performance compared with those with more diversity. Maybe they do, maybe they don’t, but one thing is clear: Anti-DEI policies won’t get us any closer to equality.

			

			—

			To this day, what puzzles me about that conversation with my academic adviser was how he felt entitled to tell me upon first glance what I could or could not do. The gall. The gumption. I hate to say it, but he was not the first nor was he the last to doubt my abilities before seeing the evidence. The reason it took me so long to make the decision to major in math was because a teacher made an offhand comment one semester into my freshman year of college. When I mentioned that I might be interested in majoring in math, he told me that the subject would be too “hard” for me and that I asked “a lot of questions.”

			I forced another smile and concluded that perhaps he was right, math was hard, and my hand was too often up in class. Not many people who looked like me majored in math anyway. I figured I would probably exhaust my professors with my constant engagement, annoy them with my curiosity, and perhaps fail every test that I attempted to study for. I was convinced that even though I loved the journey of discovering numbers, I was probably the wrong person to take that journey.

			Similar thoughts swirled through my mind years later as I found myself telling my assigned college adviser, yet again, of my decision to pursue a PhD, assuring him and myself that I could do this, that I would do this. When he finally caught a glimpse of my class schedule, his eyes widened with confusion. He stammered out, “Applied statistics? Differential equations? Linear algebra? Are you taking these classes?” I smiled slightly and stood up a little straighter. “Yes. As I’ve said before, I am looking to pursue a doctorate.” He looked at me, frozen in his bigotry. A year later I graduated with honors with a bachelor’s in mathematics and a minor in economics, and two years after graduation, I enrolled at Harvard University, where I am now doing my PhD in public policy and economics. The very thing he said I could not do, I did, and then some.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 The average medical school debt is $202,453, excluding premedical undergraduate and other educational debt. (Hanson, Melanie. “Average Medical School Debt.” Education Data Initiative, August 28, 2024. https://educationdata.org/average-medical-school-debt.)

				

				
					*2 To be fair, she came around to the path eventually.

				

				
					*3 Each row doesn’t add up perfectly to 100 percent because Hispanic-identifying people can also identify as another racial group.

				

				
					*4 *He has since retracted his statement. (Isidore, Chris, and Matt Egan. “Wells Fargo CEO Apologizes for Saying the Black Talent Pool Is Limited.” CNN Business, September 23, 2020. https://edition.cnn.com/2020/09/23/business/wells-fargo-ceo-bias.)

				

			

		

	
		
			Dollars and Sense

			The first time I negotiated anything in my life was at the age of seven when my dad asked me to wash the dishes. I looked at him intently and named my price. “Ten dollars?” I asked. My dad’s gaze momentarily fixed on me as he began to realize that his youngest of three had discovered bargaining. As the wheels turned in his head, he replied, “I can give you two.” I shook my head vigorously. Two dollars was chump change, and he knew that. “Seven dollars,” I cried out. His gaze screamed Not a chance. I subsequently dropped my offer to five. Needless to say, the conversation bore no fruit. I never got the money I asked for, and I still had to wash the dishes.

			Though seven-year-old me put up a tough fight, I did not fully engage in my first big-girl negotiation until one year after college graduation. Although college is supposed to prepare you for the job market, no one really taught me how to ask for what I want and what I deserve. Salary negotiation is one of those skills you’re just supposed to know the moment you cross over into adulthood—like doing your taxes or fixing a flat tire. Until you get there, society just assumes you don’t need the information.

			Growing up, I was often discouraged from explicitly asking for more of anything. I remember when my parents found out that I was asking other kids for snacks during lunchtime. My parents rarely gave me snacks in my lunchbox. It was always spinach and rice, chicken on occasion, and a juice box. My parents scolded me and told me to be grateful that my mom spent time making me such a delicious and nutritious meal. In hindsight, they were right.

			But over the course of my life, the prevailing sentiment I was taught by society, that I ought to be grateful, started to grate. From educators, employers, loved ones, friends, and strangers alike, I was told again and again to be grateful that someone somewhere wanted to give me something. The insinuation was always that I should be grateful because people who look like me don’t often get opportunities like this.

			In academia, where my career currently sits, the expectation of pay for graduate students, postdocs, and sometimes junior professors is low, even at well-resourced universities. If you are offered a stipend, you take it, because the intellectual rigor supposedly makes up for a meager paycheck. Forget a living wage, some say—the true reward is pushing the frontiers of cutting-edge research to the ends of the earth! Let the record show that the “some” who purport this gospel are often seated in a well-lit office and not living paycheck to paycheck.

			What no one tells you about being in a perpetual state of gratefulness is that if you’re not careful, you will accept everything and question nothing, even if you objectively deserve more. If people think you undervalue yourself, they will lowball you to the pits of hell. Which is why I began to unlearn the practice of not asking for more when I first applied to jobs in corporate America.

			The year was 2020. I had just graduated from college, the world was a mess (what’s new), and your least favorite celebrity was probably in that one “Imagine” video no one asked for. When the news of the pandemic broke, I found myself back at my parents’ house, unemployed and hunting for jobs between Netflix shows.

			At that point, I had decided to take a break from academic research and dive headfirst into corporate America. I was naive about the job market I was entering because in my family, I was the first woman to navigate such a scene. I also had no idea that a salary band, the range of salaries a job offers, tends to not be reflective of what they actually pay you. Very few jobs checked off all my boxes, but I still managed to find myself on calls for jobs that seemed to have it all.

			A recruiter called to tell me that an organization I had applied to was very impressed by my résumé and was so excited to be talking to me about the job. She sounded like an infomercial, and I was buying what she was selling.

			When she began describing the role, I nearly jumped through the phone. The job was amazing. This would be the first time I could save toward retirement, and I didn’t have to go into the office. After laying out the specifics and the benefits, she transitioned into the conversation I was itching to have: money. “I would like to share with you how much we are excited to offer you for the role,” she said. I inhaled. She stated the offer. I exhaled, and then chuckled a little louder than I should have.

			The Cost of Compromise

			Those who say money can’t buy happiness probably never had to stretch a dollar. While money can’t purchase the feeling of happiness, it can buy things that bring you joy, like a poster of Morris Chestnut or a pint of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream. Anyone who acts like an additional $10,000 on a starting salary can’t make a huge difference has never worried about being broke.

			As discussed in the chapter “Résumé Whitening,” employers don’t know you, and because they don’t know you, they will make guesses about what you will do based on your résumé, your race, your gender, and your network, among other things. After you clear the obstacle course of the job search, they will then turn all that information about you into a literal value of your potential—a starting salary, and this is where the cost of compromise begins to take shape.

			Pew Research Center reports that approximately 28 percent of women polled negotiate their initial salary, as compared with 32 percent of men. Although there is new evidence that women are beginning to negotiate their salaries more, Pew Research Center also found that 42 percent of women polled reported feeling uncomfortable asking for higher pay, as compared with 33 percent of men. This is not remotely surprising when you consider how our world devalues the work women do while simultaneously demanding that we be grateful for what we’re offered. It’s no wonder that advocating for ourselves can be such a difficult task. It almost feels like a setup—maybe because it is.

			Kimberly Nguyen, a Vietnamese American woman and poet, shared what happened when she asked for a raise, as compared with her male peer:

			
				My male coworker and I both asked for raises in 2022 and were told we’d be notified in April. In April, performance reviews were suspended indefinitely. I just found out my coworker still got his raise and was told not to tell [me] so they could get away with not giving me mine.

			

			Kimberly’s experience highlights why conversations about fair pay need to move beyond telling women to “just ask for more,” because women do ask for more. We do ask to be paid what we deserve, but just because we ask doesn’t mean that our wishes are granted. In fact, sometimes asking can be used against us.

			In 2019, four social psychologists conducted a simulation showing that when Black people attempted to negotiate higher salaries, racially biased evaluators would award them lower wages. In a series of experiments, the researchers found that Black negotiators who asked for more were offered, on average, $300 less than the initial offer compared with Black people who didn’t negotiate. When they dug into the reasons why, evaluators with higher racial bias against Black people shared that they did not expect Black people to earn more than white people. Thus, they negatively viewed Black people who asked for more.

			When Black people ask for more, we are viewed less favorably than those who do not ask at all. We are also penalized for standing up for ourselves in ways that our white colleagues are not. Consider this in light of the fact that we may be “the only one” who made it to the interview stage. We may be in an even worse position than Billy Bob at the negotiating table.

			The Double Tax:

			Women face more challenges when asking for higher pay than men, but Black and minority women, who earn less, face additional penalties when asking for higher pay.

			To understand the double tax in pay negotiation is to consider the position from which minority women are negotiating. In 2023, white women earned 73 cents for every dollar white men made, as compared with Black women, who earned just 64 cents (Latinas earned 51 cents and Native women earned 52 cents). Asian American women earned 83 cents. Across all occupations, the weekly median earnings gap between white women and minority women is at least $216, resulting in over $11,200 in lost wages annually for Black and Latina women.

			
				[image: ]
			

			While the unconditional gap—which I will just refer to as the pay gap moving forward—is largest between Latinas and white men, Black women are often among the lowest paid. This is why Michelle Holder, an economics professor at John Jay College, coined the phrase “the double gap” to describe the gap between Black women and white men.

			In her definition, she states that “Black women are subject to at least two types of discrimination in wages—racial and gender.” Holder doesn’t describe this as an additive relationship but rather a compounded cost Black women have to bear in order to be paid fairly. Sound familiar? She calculates that the double gap amounted to at least $50 billion in lost wages from corporate America—and that was back in 2017. Who knows how much more money Black women have lost since then?

			Throughout American history, Black women have always worked more than white women, but the kinds of jobs Black women worked often reflected enslavement and, as a result, lower-wage work. Post-slavery, Black women toiled through both unpaid and paid agricultural and domestic jobs while white women were largely expected not to work. In fact, white women hired Black women to serve their households (more on that later). Anyone remember the movie The Help?

			Over the course of forty years, the pay gap between white women and white men closed by 22 cents on the dollar while the gap for Black women narrowed by only 9 cents. Yet research shows that Black women earn more than white women when their parents come from similar income backgrounds; however, historical and structural factors shape the kinds of economic realities Black women and white women are born into. For example, the only time the household income gap between white and Black women narrowed was before 1980, specifically during the civil rights movement and the Great Migration—two politically and economically significant times in US history for African Americans. Unfortunately, the household income gap hasn’t moved much since then.

			Paydays and Heydays

			It’s hard to ask for more when the stakes vary because of your racial and gender identity. Sitting down with women across the country only confirmed this observation. Most women shared stories that lined up with the evidence. Nearly all the women we spoke with felt uncomfortable asking for more, expressed regret for not asking at all, and/or experienced some form of pushback when attempting to negotiate their salaries.

			When we spoke with white women, many of them noted that being a woman added another layer of anxiety to the negotiation process, especially when they felt that their work was already undervalued because of their gender. One woman described how, in contrast to her husband’s negotiating confidence, she struggled with the discomfort of asking for more.

			
				I’ve watched my husband go through negotiations, and he’s found out that he makes more than other female partners, and it’s just because he solely asked. I don’t always feel as comfortable asking for more, or I’m afraid I won’t get it.

			

			Despite these fears, the vast majority of white women in the group still asked for more, knowing that their requests wouldn’t always be met with the number they wanted. While they recognized that they faced challenges compared with men, most of the white women we spoke to felt they had little to lose by asking. And guess what? Some of them eventually received their ideal pay, either by successfully negotiating their current salary or moving to another job altogether!

			I observed that for white women, asking for more sometimes felt like a matter of time. If not now, then tomorrow. If not this opportunity, then the next one. It wasn’t that they didn’t also struggle with fears around salary negotiation—many of them shared their horror stories with harsh noes and dismissive not-yets. It’s to say that almost all the white women we spoke with knew that asking for more was something they should do, even if they were scared to do it. Unfortunately, Black women could not say the same.

			The discomfort white women shared with us was experienced at another level by the Black women we spoke with. For them, it wasn’t just dealing with the challenges around negotiating the right amount—it was about mustering the courage to negotiate at all. There was a real fear that because the prevailing expectation is that minorities should be grateful for being at the table in the first place, asking for anything could spell trouble.

			One Black woman shared that she initially didn’t feel she could negotiate salary during her job search because of the pressure to accept whatever was offered. Raised in a household where asking for more was seen as ungrateful, she found it difficult to assert herself when she knew her value. Even when it came time to negotiate, she felt the weight of that uncertainty: Was she asking for too much? Would she jeopardize her chances by pushing for a higher salary? These fears, coupled with a sense of not being in a position to demand more, made salary negotiation feel like a real risk.

			Another Black woman shared a similar thought. She described how her first job offer came with a salary she knew was too low, but she hesitated to push back. She was scared that if she spoke up, she would lose the job offer altogether. It wasn’t until years later, when she learned about her coworkers making significantly more than her, that she realized how much she had left on the table. “I should have asked for more,” she lamented.

			What the numbers hide is that knowing when to ask and how much to ask for is a function of our networks. Networks can be as informal as a group of close friends or as formal as suited-up individuals at a conference. Many white women spoke about talking to people at school, contacting family, or looking at career counselors to learn about how much to ask for above starting price. They relied on their networks to learn about how much wiggle room they had to work with. The opposite was true for Black women. Sometimes the people they sought help from weren’t actually helpful—they were harmful.

			Meet Naomi. After getting her first job, Naomi was pulled aside by her manager, a white woman, who told her there was absolutely no room to negotiate. As a result, Naomi didn’t push. A couple years into the job, she learned that the manager’s advice was selective. Not only was her manager helping others interview for the same entry-level job Naomi applied for years ago, but she was also helping them negotiate $30,000 more than what Naomi was initially offered—and no, the individuals that the manager helped did not look like Naomi.

			Nothing similar to Naomi’s experience came up in our conversations with white women. Upon realizing the disparity between their initial job offers and their expectations, most of the white women we interviewed became more aware of how important salary negotiation was over time. Even if they lacked the knowledge initially, they eventually learned through their networks and experiences how much they should be making relative to everyone else. Caroline, a white woman in the group, mentioned that her professional network provided valuable insights into appropriate salary levels for her current position. Other white women also noted that in cases where the conditions of their job, such as being on contract, limited their ability to negotiate higher pay, their only recourse was to explore new job opportunities. In other words, they had outside options.

			I am not surprised that white women benefit from their networks. After all, white job networks are usually better positioned to provide white job candidates with opportunities and connections. We know from the “Tokens” and “Résumé Whitening” chapters that severe underrepresentation in higher-paying career paths, combined with longer job searches, means that minority women, especially Black women, are worse positioned than white women in the job market. And even when Black people attempt to expand their networks, we’re met with rejection. For example, did you know that Black people’s connection requests on LinkedIn are 13 percent less likely to be accepted than white people’s?

			In the words of Michelle Holder, “White male networks in the workforce have a potent and historical reach.” That means white women, who are more likely to have access to these networks, can also benefit from their proximity.

			Closing the Gap

			The takeaway from this chapter is not that salary negotiation closes the gender wage gap or the double gap. It is that asking for more is often harder for women, in particular Black and other minority women, to do because of the systemic barriers stacked against us. We are penalized for asking for more because people assume that we will accept less, and we are negotiating from a position where we are offered less to begin with. That means that we are much more likely to compromise because the stakes of pushing for our worth are high.

			My conversations with early career women taught me that some white women have success in negotiating salaries, while some Black women are still making trade-offs about whether to ask for more and how much more to ask for. It makes sense that Black women have these trade-offs in mind when you remember the difference in callback rates (“Résumé Whitening”) and the utter lack of representation within high-paying career paths (“Tokens”). What this means is that solutions have to go beyond merely encouraging women, especially Black women, to negotiate for more. We need to start chipping away at the root of the problem by understanding just how much worse off minority women are in terms of pay.

			Disaggregate the Data Across Race and Gender

			One of the most important ways to address the double tax in pay negotiation is to better understand how pay varies across race and gender. Disaggregating the numbers whenever possible gives us a fuller picture of which groups of women are most vulnerable. Michelle Holder is one of many Black women economists who do this kind of work. Her clear analysis, which we reference throughout this chapter, provides us with the language to name, shame, and correct the inequalities faced by Black and other minority women in terms of pay. Think tanks and government agencies that produce reports should also avoid focusing solely on race, solely on gender, or neither. There are individuals at the intersection of these groups who offer a better understanding of pay inequality at the axes of oppression. In your own workplace, school district, and local government, you can also advocate for the collection of all relevant data and challenge leaders to share the full story of what is happening. Be prepared for pushback, as when people are asked to consider both race and gender, they often cite the lack of representation at the intersection as a reason for not recognizing these people. However, the stories of those at the intersection frequently hold the keys to solutions that address the inequities faced by all, as this entire book demonstrates.

			Pass the Paycheck Fairness Act

			We must also go beyond acknowledging that there is inequality and begin addressing it. As Michelle Holder correctly points out, “Equal Pay Day” makes it sound like we’re observing a day where Black women, or women in general, are paid equitably, “[but] what we’re really acknowledging with this day is how underpaid Black women are.” And even still, the days that highlight how different racial groups of women navigate the pay gap do not get nearly enough attention as Equal Pay Day, which has existed since June 10, 1963. Funnily enough, that is also the day the Equal Pay Act was signed.

			The numbers we track and our ability to demand more in the face of compromise must include every kind of woman, and that means we need to lead with a broader and more inclusive definition of unequal pay. Beyond the Equal Pay Act, which requires pay parity irrespective of sex, we must also update, expand, and pass the Paycheck Fairness Act. Cosponsored by two members of the US Congress, Senator Patty Murray and Representative Rosa DeLauro, the Paycheck Fairness Act addresses wage discrimination based on sex, which includes pregnancy, sexual orientation, gender identity, and sex characteristics. It requires employers to cite valid job-related reasons for pay differences. That is, you can’t guess that a woman might be pregnant and use that against paying her what she deserves. It also strengthens protections for employees against retaliation and makes it illegal for employers to force employees to sign agreements that prevent them from discussing their wages. The bill also raises penalties for violations of equal pay laws. Doing more legislatively on this front is critical because entire communities rely on women, families depend on women, and our country needs women who can make economic decisions that strengthen not just our economy but the world.

			Promote Pay Transparency

			It’s important to remember that companies are not always making neutral decisions about how much we should be paid. Emilio Castilla, a sociologist, finds that even when people perform similarly in the workplace, salary discrepancies still exist across gender, race, and nationality in large service organizations in the United States. He defines this as performance-reward bias, or when women and minority men receive less money than white men for the same level of performance. This is why pay transparency can be a useful tool moving forward.

			Practically, this can look like speaking with other women about how much you are paid and what you expect to make in the future. The evidence suggests that the disparities in negotiation diminish when people have all of the information about what they can make. Institutionally, pay transparency laws can make a difference, but the evidence is mixed at best. At least one study suggests that sharing salary information can help lower-paid workers negotiate higher wages, but other factors, like public scrutiny or workplace dynamics, can influence the long-term outcomes. That said, in Canada, pay transparency laws in the public sector led to a 20 to 40 percent reduction in the gender pay gap. What remains clear is that pay transparency laws alone cannot be a remedy to pay inequality. More has to be done.

			Join a Union and Strengthen Unions

			Continuing with institutional solutions, the role of unions cannot be overstated. It is a well-known fact that unions can help increase workers’ wages and improve workplace conditions through collective bargaining, or negotiating as an organized body of employees. We also know that unionization can help reduce wage inequality, meaning that it decreases pay differences between workers.

			The presence of unions, worker protections, and demands for public accountability can also shape how employers decide on wages. Where we see the greatest transparency in pay is in union jobs, which often include government jobs. This makes sense when you consider that there is less of a pay gap where pay rates are clearly published. This is not because it encourages people to negotiate individually, but because transparency creates accountability.

			In the UK, trade unions have increased pay for workers and improved the productivity of businesses. Similarly, unions in the US have been linked to smaller racial wealth gaps and higher women’s pay, especially among service occupations, where minority women are disproportionately represented. The National Women’s Law Center (NWLC) reported that, among Black women who work full time, those who belong to a union are paid nearly 20 percent more than those who do not. In fact, the wage gap between Black women and white men in a union is smaller than it is for those who are non-union members. The benefits don’t stop with Black women. The National Partnership for Women and Families found that full-time Latina workers in unions made $14,000 more than those who were not union members, and Asian American women in unions earned up to 7 percent more per week than their non-union counterparts. One of the best things you can do to improve your salary and fix the double tax is join a union, support union-strong local representatives and politicians, and encourage your friends and colleagues to join one too.

			I’ll end with this: The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) reports that it will take over two hundred years—or until 2227—for Black women’s pay to match that of white men working full time year-round. IWPR estimates that it will take 135 more years—or until 2362—to achieve full pay equity across all demographics. Why do we want to wait this long for everyone to be paid a fair wage? Why do we not want to see what economic prosperity could look like in this generation?

			With these solutions, and more, I believe we don’t have to wait. Pay equity is possible in this lifetime if we enact our current policy levers, hold our local, national, and global leaders accountable, and empower workers to advocate for what they deserve. Why wait another 337 years for our dollars to make sense?

		

	
		
			Broken Rungs

			In 2022, President Biden nominated Lisa Cook to be a member of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors, one of the most important posts in economic policy. Once sworn in, she would become the first African American woman and woman of color to hold the position, directly influencing how our economy responds to changes in our society and across the world.

			Given that she would be the first Black woman in such a position, backlash was to be expected. Despite claims that she was unqualified, her record remained louder than her critics. She made history as Spelman College’s first Marshall Scholar, later graduating from Oxford with a second bachelor’s degree in philosophy, politics, and economics. Afterward, she earned her PhD at the University of California, Berkeley, under the guidance of world-renowned economists and Nobel Prize laureates. She served as senior adviser in the US Department of the Treasury and as a White House aide during the Obama administration. She worked for four of the twelve Federal Reserve banks across the country—New York, Chicago, Minneapolis, and Philadelphia—during her career. She was the only Black woman economist appointed to President Biden’s transition team. And the list goes on. To her loudest naysayers, she did not look the part, but that did not matter when Vice President Kamala Harris cast the final, tiebreaking vote to confirm Lisa Cook as the first Black woman to serve on the Federal Reserve Board of Governors.

			The contested rise of women, especially minority women, to positions of power is often met with backlash from those who believe that diversity and merit are at odds with each other. Just a few months prior to Cook’s nomination, Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson underwent similar scrutiny when she was appointed to the Supreme Court of the United States. Jackson’s record, like Governor Cook’s, was both impressive and extensive: Harvard College, Harvard Law, Harvard Law Review, magna cum laude graduate, public defender, and nearly a decade of judicial experience in the District of Columbia’s circuit court under her belt. Yet some pundits, who lacked those qualifications, called for Jackson’s LSAT scores to be made public, implying that she was not only unqualified to attend Harvard Law but also that her admittance to the university was contingent on race alone. They called her a “diversity hire” in an effort to dismiss her achievements. Nonetheless, she too made history when she became the first African American woman SCOTUS justice on June 30, 2022.

			These stories may not be surprising to women (of color) reading this book. Generally speaking, women climbing any professional ladder face challenges being taken seriously or having our work questioned by our boss and colleagues. As discussed in the chapter “Tokens,” the absence of women in certain workplaces allows stereotypes to creep in, affecting how we are perceived. Perhaps this is why there was an open call for women to lean in in 2013 and assert ourselves more at the table. However, here’s the thing: Some of us aren’t even at the table, let alone in the building.

			Although many efforts aim at getting more women to the top of the professional ladder, anyone can observe that the higher the climb, the more devoid of melanin each level becomes. We know this from the numbers. We know this from the stories. We know this from the C-suite’s headshots. Does this mean that women of color can’t climb to the top? No, of course not! The stories I shared provide two examples of Black women reaching the pinnacle of their careers. If anything, their stories illustrate that the professional ladder can look very different across gender and racial lines, and naming that fact matters.

			The Cost of Competency

			Organizations reward competency. If you are productive, your employer may reward you at some point via raises, extra benefits, or new roles. In economics and business, they call this “employer learning.” The trouble is, sometimes the benchmark of productivity that the employer has for you is defined by your race, gender, class, or something else. This can then factor into whom your boss rewards.

			Across our society, the most visible leaders—think presidents, CEOs, tech giants, the pope—are white men. Did you know that thirty-seven of the fifty top Fortune 500 CEOs of 2024 were white men? In most Western societies, no one questions when a white guy gets promoted. They don’t write think pieces about whether he deserved it. If he fails, his failure does not become an indictment on everyone who looks or acts like him. He is allowed to fall seven times and get up eight. He is allowed to fail up and keep failing.

			The issue is that white men, or men in general, almost exclusively occupy positions of power. And in a world that is nearly half women, majority Black and Brown, majority low or middle income, a single face of leadership fails to represent the vastness of people across the globe. That said, those who occupy roles of leadership define what competency looks like and often get to determine how good someone is at a task or job—as well as who gets rewarded for their efforts. They get to blow the whistle when the rules are violated because they set the rules. And because they are at the top, they are assumed to be competent without question, while everyone else must fight to be recognized. This is the cost of competency in a nutshell.

			As women, how qualified we are is contested at every turn. The organization Lean In reports that between 2019 and 2024, the share of women who were asked about their expertise did not change. While there were slight improvements for women of color and women with disabilities, these groups still reported higher levels of questioning about their competence relative to all men. These assumptions about what women can and cannot do can also feed into a phenomenon that experts call “the broken rung,” which impacts how high up the professional ladder women can climb.

			Lean In defines the broken rung as “women getting stuck at the entry level and fewer women becoming managers.” They share staggering numbers on the subject: In 2024, 61 percent of men held manager-level positions while only 39 percent of women did, and this is exactly where the double tax shows up.

			The Double Tax:

			Women struggle to advance from entry-level positions more than men. Minority women face even greater challenges due to the combined effects of racism and sexism.

			The annual Women in the Workplace report for 2024 by Lean In and McKinsey & Company stated that from 2018 to 2024, white and Asian women consistently outpaced all women in promotion rates, while Black women exceeded the average promotion rate for women only once—in 2022. For every one hundred men promoted to manager roles in 2024, eighty-one women were promoted overall. If we break this down by race? Eighty-nine white women, ninety-nine Asian women, sixty-five Latina women, and just fifty-four Black women were promoted. Although Native women were not included in this study, we can infer based on what we learned about their representation in “Tokens” that they fall significantly below white and Asian women in promotion rates.

			Women Managers Promoted per 100 Men Managers by Race and Year
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			These trends line up with researchers’ findings regarding the impact of race and gender on employees’ continued work at a company and their chances for promotion. Social scientists Elizabeth Linos, Sanaz Mobasseri, and Nina Roussille focused on 9,037 new hires who were randomly assigned to teams upon joining the company. These teams differed by race and gender. The study found that having more white coworkers negatively affected promotion and turnover outcomes for one group and one group only: Black women.

			Specifically, a 21 percent increase in the share of white coworkers was associated with an almost 16 percent increase in the two-year turnover rate for Black women at the company. The group that was on the complete opposite end of outcomes? White women.

			Black women who worked on predominantly white teams were 51 percent more likely to leave their positions than white women. White women were the least likely group to leave, while Black women were the most likely. White women were also the most likely to be promoted on time, while Black women were the least likely.

			When they investigated these gaps further, they found that Black women assigned to teams with a higher share of white coworkers were more likely to be labeled as low performers and spent more time training than working on client projects. The researchers later learned that being labeled a low performer and spending more time training was predictive of high turnover and low promotion overall.

			What the data reveals is that the pace and shape of the ascent up the professional ladder differs depending on who is climbing it, and those differences can become costly early on in one’s career. If we take the broken rung metaphor further, women overall deal with rungs spaced farther apart on the professional ladder because of sexism, while minority women, especially Black women, climb those same professional ladders with each rung broken by racism.

			The Glass Cliff

			Black women are among the least likely to be promoted, but that doesn’t mean we’re never promoted. (Come on, somebody!) When Black women are promoted, there is a paradox of visibility and invisibility. We become more visible because we are promoted to leadership positions where we are underrepresented, but we are also invisible because our contributions and authority are often overlooked or questioned—or both. This creates a catch-22 wherein our increased visibility doesn’t lead to greater recognition or respect; instead, it leads to “hypervisibility,” where we are scrutinized more closely than others in similar roles, making it harder to succeed or thrive without facing additional obstacles. Our negative experiences in these positions are then used to justify the reasons people like us shouldn’t climb the ladder in the first place. Talk about tokenism ruining the party yet again.

			In their paper “Making the Invisible Visible,” organizational experts and academics Alexis Nicole Smith, Marla Baskerville Watkins, Jamie J. Ladge, and Pamela Carlton explored how fifty-nine Black women in top positions in the US navigated their underrepresentation in executive roles. Virginia, a program director in a nonprofit, shared, “It’s always only one or two of us [Black women] at this level anywhere in the country you look,” and this creates an “insider-outsider” dynamic that leaves many Black women isolated from the informal networks crucial to professional success. Additionally, Black women face the constant challenge of combating racial and gender stereotypes. Grace, a senior vice president in financial services, shared that Black women executives must repeatedly prove their worth: “You have to find a way to eliminate the question marks in people’s minds…because of stereotypes.” And even when we reach the highest of heights, cross every t, and dot every i, Black women will often only be promoted to face what’s called “the glass cliff.”

			The glass cliff refers to situations where women, especially minority women, are promoted into leadership during times of crisis and/or when the risk of failure is high. If we succeed, we get none of the credit. If we fail, we get all the blame. In predominantly male environments, women are presumed to know nothing until we counter the narrative. Now add lack of racial diversity to the mix, and minority women, especially Black women, are continually presumed incompetent until proven otherwise. This is the cost of competency at work.

			Vice President Kamala Harris’s entrance into the 2024 election is an example of the glass cliff. At the time, President Joe Biden’s poll numbers were plummeting, Democrats were divided over his presidency and his delay in stepping aside, and Harris, whom he endorsed as his replacement, was handed an impossible task: Build a presidential campaign in just one hundred days and win.

			While pundits busied themselves nitpicking Harris’s campaign, one thing was abundantly clear: She was held to the highest standards of leadership while her opponent was arguably held to no standard at all. Where Harris was pressed to present concrete, detailed policy stances, her opponent skated by with mere “concepts of plans.”

			Throughout the campaign, people called her unserious if she smiled too wide or laughed too loud. If she stumbled over her words, they said she was unprepared. If she came prepared, she was robotic or serving a word salad. When she lost the election, everyone from pundits to journalists to voters to policymakers blamed her for not doing this or not doing that.

			No one is saying Vice President Harris ran a perfect campaign, but what happened to her during the 2024 election, and afterward, mirrors many minority women’s experiences following a big promotion. We are often expected to work twice as hard to achieve half as much under less-than-ideal conditions; and when we rise to meet the moment, we are too often pushed off the glass cliff when the moment fails to meet us.

			Give and Take

			It’s hard to move up the professional ladder when you have no idea if you measure up to the next level; this is why performance reviews matter. Feedback about our performance in the workplace can mean the difference between a promotion or a demotion, a raise or more of the same. And unfortunately, when people give feedback to women in the workplace, their depictions of us can be tainted with harmful stereotypes.

			In 2023, a team of economists studied gender bias in twelve thousand recommendation letters for economics PhD candidates applying for academic jobs. They identified and defined six language categories used in these letters: Ability, Grindstone, Research, Standout, Teaching and Citizenship, and Recruitment Prospects.
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			The study found that certain words and terms characterized as Grindstone and Teaching and Citizenship were more common in letters for women, while Ability terms were used more for men. These results corroborate similar studies done in the US and the UK.

			In the US, a sociology study found that gendered language directly linked to lower-quality performance reviews for women in Silicon Valley. Kate Weisshaar and her colleagues sorted common phrases used in performance reviews into eighty-eight categories. They reported that gender stereotypes emerged even when men and women earned the same ratings and demonstrated the same technical ability. Men received 60 percent of the “ideal worker” phrases and 61 percent of the “visionary” phrases in their performance reviews. Across the pond, the trend is the same.

			A study on political leaders in the UK shows that their peers give markedly different feedback for men and women. Men were given more specific feedback on setting a political vision while women were critiqued on the delivery of said vision. Men were encouraged to be assertive while women were criticized for not being friendly. Different countries. Different sectors. Same old, tired story.

			These studies match the experiences shared by women in our focus groups. In our conversations with six white mid-career women, we asked what kinds of words had been used to describe their performance at work. Although their careers spanned law, business, and project management, their responses reflected a pattern of descriptors that often focused on personal traits rather than specific actions or achievements. Common words included “high energy,” “goofy,” “organized,” “creative,” “positive,” and “passionate.” These words, though mostly positive, were often vague and not directly related to measurable outcomes or skills. As a quick aside, calling someone goofy in a workplace is nuts. What about my performance is goofy?

			Here the double tax rears its head. Women are given less actionable feedback overall, but the tenor of the feedback women receive can vary across racial lines. While white women’s feedback aligns more with positive personality traits, negative personality traits are reserved for Black women.

			Of the five Black mid-career women we spoke with, three expressed that they either received no actionable feedback at all or were described negatively after they set boundaries in the workplace. The words “bossy” and “judgmental” came up. One woman, Anne, spoke candidly about how harsh her performance review was. “I [was] seen as mean and superior where I thought I was still being competent.”

			Black women stated that they experienced some of their most negative interactions with white women supervisors. Many of them voiced their frustrations with how white women communicated feedback. They described feedback that lacked directness and was delivered in a passive-aggressive way, which created unnecessary tension. While white women navigate the patriarchy to climb the professional ladder, Black women often have to navigate both the patriarchy and white women—yet another double tax.

			Closing the Gap

			In any workplace, competence or the perception of competence is a key ingredient for moving to the next level. But the definition of “competence” can be rooted in narrow ideals of work and professionalism, which are often biased and exclusionary. For instance, in a country like France, taking a monthlong vacation may not damage perceptions of your professionalism or harm your chances of getting promoted—at least that’s what two episodes of Emily in Paris taught me. Bring that approach to the US? Within twenty-four hours, the headlines would scream “No Rest for the Wicked? How Quiet Quitting Is Hurting the Bottom Line.”

			The cost of competence is that some people are presumed competent from the start while others are not. Black and other minority women especially are usually expected to work harder, achieve more, and excel just to be seen as “enough.” This double standard means that women, especially women of color, are constantly questioned and undervalued. In a world where competence should speak for itself, women of color are required to shout—and even then, we may not be heard. Which is why the first step to closing these gaps is acknowledging that there are gaps in the first place, followed by meaningful efforts to reduce and eliminate bias in the workplace.

			Organizations Should Work with Researchers to Identify Gaps

			In the workplace, closing the gap—going beyond equality—is often where most companies, organizations, and schools fall very short. Institutions don’t know how bad the problem is because they haven’t looked. And they haven’t looked because they are afraid of what they’ll find. But you can’t heal a gaping wound if you refuse to acknowledge the injury, and you can’t put a Band-Aid on a gaping wound either. Willful ignorance and temporary solutions aren’t systemic fixes.

			As of this writing, there is unfortunately little evidence on how to make performance evaluations and promotions fairer and more meritocratic, which means that organizations and employees have an opportunity to be part of the solution. If you lead a business, partner with and cite researchers who study ways to improve organizations. Dig into the data. Ask hard questions. Hear the stories, however painful, and adjust accordingly. Don’t shy away from the truth, because the truth will not shy away from you.

			Increase Transparency Around Evaluations

			One of my academic advisers, Iris Bohnet—arguably the world’s leading economics expert on gender in the workplace—coauthored a groundbreaking paper, “Can Gender and Race Dynamics in Performance Appraisals Be Disrupted?”

			In the paper, the researchers first showed a pattern of lower manager ratings that persisted for all women but was more significant for women of color. They then presented suggestive evidence (from a small sample) that when these self-evaluations were removed for newly hired employees, managers didn’t have the chance to be influenced by overly critical self-assessments; thus, evaluations for women of color improved the most, compared with other groups. As a result, the multinational firm the researchers worked with decided to stop sharing self-evaluations with managers before employees’ reviews were finalized. Bohnet discusses this in her book Make Work Fair: Data-Driven Design for Real Results, coauthored with Siri Chilazi.

			Relatedly, Bohnet describes a more helpful type of evaluation: the joint evaluation—where two employees are assessed side by side. Alongside behavioral scientists Alexandra van Geen and Max Bazerman, Bohnet finds that when decision-makers jointly evaluate workers, they are less likely to rely on stereotypes. For example, it becomes harder for decision-makers to justify a biased decision when evaluating two comparable candidates whose main difference is their gender identity. The visibility of such bias acts as a deterrent, encouraging decision-makers to make less discriminatory choices. Advocating for the increased use of joint evaluations could be a powerful way to eliminate the cost of competence that women face, especially across racial lines.

			Empower and Equip Workplace Leaders to Address Bias

			In late 2023, one of my favorite comedians, Lisa Beasley, assumed a new persona called “Corporate Erin,” a scarily accurate parody of a corporate leader who says a whole lot without saying much at all.

			Her videos have racked up millions of views and hundreds of thousands of Likes across TikTok and other social media platforms, drawing coverage from leading media outlets and celebrities alike. Between forcing gulps and pushing her disheveled wig behind her ears, Corporate Erin captured the essence of some corporate leaders’ failure to meet the needs of their employees in favor of protecting the company.

			Anne, one of the mid-career Black women we interviewed, shared that her biggest frustration with human resources (HR) was that “[its] function is to protect the organization.” This made her feel alone and unprotected in the workplace when she faced bias. Her sentiment is not wholly unfamiliar to minority women, especially those who speak out in career paths where they may be tokenized. When Timnit Gebru was let go from a prominent technology company’s AI team back in 2020, many Black women on- and offline shared their horror stories about feeling unprotected and mistreated by workplace leaders.

			I have spoken to numerous workplace leaders over the years, and it’s important to note that many want to do right by people who are affected by bias, but some HR professionals are ill-equipped to handle bias when they see it. That said, as one economist put it, “just because people are biased doesn’t mean organizations have to be.” HR departments have the potential, especially in different political climates, to serve as catalysts for equity and equality if they so choose. This can be achieved by analyzing HR data to uncover disparities in pay and promotions, taking employee feedback seriously, and developing processes and metrics that reflect everyone’s insights and experiences.

			Going beyond performative commitments begins with action—action that addresses injustice and provides employees with resources and support.

		

	
		
			Black Picket Fences

			The closest I ever got to the American Dream was back in 2011. The housing boom had come to a screeching halt following the financial crisis of 2008, and houses across the nation were cheaper than they had been in years. My parents, keen on moving from our affordable housing neighborhood, could finally afford to purchase their first home in the United States, at the age of fifty-four.

			We spent our weekends visiting model homes. Every time we arrived at one, an agent on-site would greet us with a warm smile, eagerly waiting to offer us the house tour of a lifetime. I vividly remember the homes we visited. They were exactly what I thought of when people said “the American Dream.” They looked like the homes my wealthy classmates lived in. A freshly cut green lawn, surrounded by a white picket fence, with a multicar garage and a sprawling deck in the back. Enough rooms to accommodate the perfect nuclear family and the occasional guest or two. A backyard with a pool. A golden retriever barking in the distance, and neighbors who would bake you an apple pie just because.

			Every time my family and I visited these model homes, our conversations, from room to room, would oscillate between who would sleep where and which relatives we could host for familial celebrations. The backyard, filled to the brim with amenities, became my dad’s favorite part of the house. Though I’d never seen him grill in my life, a smile would spread across his face every time he saw a stainless steel appliance perched on a deck. That was his American Dream. My mom, a top chef of sorts, would always stand stunned at the sight of the kitchen—double oven, multipurpose refrigerator, and an island for hosting—her American Dream. My brother was always drawn to the in-home theater in the basement—a perfect place to watch his favorite football team, the New England Patriots. His American Dream. My sister loved the idea of coming home to her own room and decompressing from eldest daughter duties—her American Dream. As for me, the child’s room in every model home felt like my own. I would often find myself grazing each bed frame and walking through the walk-in closets, trying to imagine a day when I could finally invite my friends over for birthday parties and sleepovers. That was my American Dream.

			At the end of every tour, we would leave elated, brimming with hope that this house would be the one that would make each of our American Dreams come true. But every time, like clockwork, my parents would disappointingly share the news that this house was not the one, that we would not be moving, and that we would—as we always had—stay put in a neighborhood where we shared our lawn with other families and our thin walls told the stories of our neighbors’ lives. Instead of a multicar garage, we returned to unmarked parking spaces that we had to call dibs on before everyone returned from work. No backyard. No pool. No amenities. There was only a slab of concrete with enough dirt on each side to grow a tomato plant or two. This was home. And, though rich in tradition and love, it was not our American Dream, but our American reality.

			The Cost of Ownership

			Although 66 percent of Americans owned homes in 2024, homelessness reached an all-time high, and half of all renters were considered cost-burdened, meaning that they spent more than 30 percent of their income on housing.

			Single women currently outpace single men in homeownership, owning nearly three million more homes than single men as of January 2024. Clearly this is progress, but racial gaps among single women homeowners tell us we’ve got a ways to go.

			According to the National Women’s Law Center, from 2007 through 2021, single white women remained at the highest levels of homeownership among all women, followed by Native and AAPINH (Asian American, Pacific Islander, and Native Hawaiian) women, Latinas, and finally Black women. The homeownership gap between single white and Black women is 25 percentage points.

			Share of Homeowners Among Single Adults Living Alone by Race and Gender (2007–2021)
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			Researchers from the Yale School of Management also identified significant gender gaps in buying and selling homes. Did you know that women tend to spend 2 percent more when purchasing homes and receive 2 to 3 percent less when selling them? This means the median single female homeowner loses $1,600 per year compared with single men—regardless of market timing, differences in access to cash, risk tolerance, or property upkeep—on a $200,000 house.

			A similar study examining racial disparities in buying and selling homes reveals a troubling trend between Black and non-Black homeownership. Imagine two identical homes in the same neighborhood, priced at $250,000 in 2012; the home value increases 60 percent to $400,000 over eight years. If Black people own the home, the house loses approximately $11,323 in value as compared with non-Black homeowners. This loss considers factors like property upkeep and the race of the buyer, real estate agents, and appraisers. Herein lies the double tax. When it comes to homeownership, buying and selling homes becomes an extreme sport for those who face extra friction due to race and gender.

			The Double Tax:

			The housing market places women at a disadvantage by making them lose money when they are buying and selling homes. The situation is worse for women of color, especially Black women, due to racial inequality stacked on all sides of the housing market.

			Race and gender historically have impacted homeownership opportunities in the US. Women weren’t even allowed to buy homes until about sixty years ago with the passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968. The act outlawed housing discrimination on the basis of sex, race, religion, and other protected characteristics. Even after the passage of this act, single women couldn’t apply for loans or credit at a bank—both of which are needed to purchase or rent homes—until the Equal Credit Opportunity Act in 1974.

			Racial discrimination in housing has taken many forms, including redlining, where local, state, and federal governments created policies that divested from Black communities. These policies aimed to support the white middle class and exclude Black individuals from homeownership opportunities, as seen in the GI Bill provisions. Following the end of World War II, the GI Bill, formally known as the 1944 Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, provided veterans funding for housing and education. However, African American and white veterans had very different experiences with receiving benefits. Additionally, the phenomenon of white flight—where white residents leave neighborhoods as Black and other minority populations move in—led to reduced investment in these communities over time. As a result, neighborhoods with higher Black populations often experience declining property values and diminished tax revenue, which affects funding for neighborhood institutions like public schools and community centers. These are likely some of the reasons why the racial gap in homeownership is at least 30 percentage points in thirty-seven states.

			The Right Buyer

			Unsurprisingly, the double tax shows up at every stage of homeownership, including qualifying to buy a home in the first place. Experts have attributed the challenges of becoming a homeowner to inequitable mortgage access, alongside high student debt and low-wage employment. And guess who’s worse off in those three areas? Women—more specifically, Black women.

			We know broadly that women hold more student debt than men. Women comprise about 57 percent of college students in the US, but this only partially explains the gap, as they represent 66 percent of all student debt borrowers. Economist Melanie Long found that before the financial crisis of 2008, single women were already borrowing $2,000 more than single men. After the crisis, households headed by women had accrued $3,400 more in student debt on average, compared with a $2,800 increase for men.

			However, when you break down women’s student debt burden by race, things get interesting (in a bad way). In the United States, Black women have the highest student debt while having the lowest gains in premiums for college degrees, with Latina and Native women not too far behind. Fifty-seven percent of Black women repaying student loans in 2016 reported that they were unable to meet essential expenses. The same report found that Black parents borrow $4,600 more than all other groups. When you consider these numbers in light of the fact that Black mothers are also more than twice as likely as white mothers to be their family’s breadwinner, it becomes damn near impossible not to be stuck between a rock and a hard place.

			Mortgage access is another financial sore spot for women trying to buy homes. Experts have shown that 63 percent of people who were eligible for prime mortgages ended up with subprime mortgages. Subprime mortgages are riskier loans given to people with lower credit scores, and they tend to have higher interest rates and fees. Across gender, single women are more likely to be recipients of subprime loans than single men, even after considering a person’s credit score, neighborhood, and income. However, across race and gender, Black women were the most likely to receive subprime mortgages as compared with similarly positioned white men, followed by Latina and white women.

			It is a well-known fact that predatory lenders targeted Black and Latino communities before the Great Recession. One study found that among all women, Black women were the most targeted for subprime loans. Get this: High-earning Black and Latina women were at least three times more likely to be targeted for these types of loans than similarly positioned white men. Wild.

			Finally, purchasing or renting a home often requires proof of stable income. In many places, landlords follow the “3x” rule, where tenants are required to have a monthly income that is three times their rent payment. Having a monthly income requires a stable job that can pay the bills. However, women are severely underrepresented in the highest-paying jobs and overrepresented in the lowest-paying jobs. Low-wage work can also be unstable, meaning that economic crises that hurt everyone are likely to impact those making the least amount of money first. This may explain why Black women lost 258,000 jobs—more than twice the number of jobs lost by Black men, and more than any other group of women—following the economic crisis of 2008. And despite hitting a historically low unemployment rate of 4.4 percent in July 2019, within a month of the pandemic Black women’s unemployment rate had climbed to almost 17 percent—the highest for any group.

			Economists posit that these trends are likely due to the fact that Black women are disproportionately among the lowest-paid workers in the country. Loss of a stable income is more likely to follow job losses and/or lost wages, and buying and renting a home thus becomes even more unlikely.

			Women making less money are also less likely to pay rent, which can result in rent evictions. Multiple studies show that women are more likely than their male counterparts to face rent eviction. However, Black women face eviction rates that are at least two times higher than rates for white people in seventeen states and counting.

			What these numbers tell us is a troubling story about who gets to buy and rent homes in America. While some are experiencing the American Dream, or some version of it, others are trying to wake themselves up from an American nightmare.

			Old Money, No Money

			No one can deny the relationship between property ownership and wealth throughout the world. Owning land, commercial property, or personal real estate is a flex. There has been debate about how the gaps that punctuate the cost of ownership drive the wealth gaps we see between different groups.

			Many have said that reducing the homeownership gap would subsequently close the racial wealth gap. While it wouldn’t solve everything, it could certainly help. Wealth begets wealth, and in the words of economists William “Sandy” Darity and Darrick Hamilton, “Rather than homeownership creating wealth, having family wealth in the first place leads to homeownership.”

			Back in 2022, Princeton professor Ellora Derenoncourt and her coauthors went viral for conducting a longitudinal study documenting the evolution of the racial wealth gap in America. Her coauthored work is appropriately titled “Wealth of Two Nations,” and it tracks the racial wealth gap from 1860 through 2020. Initially, their findings didn’t look too surprising. After all, the racial wealth gap exists due to the enduring legacy of enslavement. However, upon closer examination of the graphs and how the racial gap changed over time, it became evident that there was more to this story than met the eye.

			At its peak, right before slavery was abolished, the wealth gap between white and Black Americans was nearly sixty to one. That means that for every dollar white people had in wealth, Black people had less than 2 cents. Read that again.

			They document the dramatic fall in this gap to twenty to one after slavery was “abolished” in the United States in 1865. This was followed by a steady decline throughout the late 1800s and 1900s, a time that happens to overlap with the Reconstruction era, a period where the federal government enforced the integration of formerly enslaved Black people into society.

			Many notable hallmarks of this era were aimed squarely at increasing the wealth and political agency of Black Americans. The famous “forty acres and a mule” was born out of Special Field Order No. 15, which aimed to assign forty acres to newly freed Black American families across Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida. When the Reconstruction era ended under President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1877, Southern states had already begun enacting racial segregation laws, known as Jim Crow laws. This system of legal segregation lasted until 1965, with the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

			What the researchers found is that the racial wealth gap was so large after emancipation that even if Black Americans had the same opportunity to earn and save as white people, there would still be a gap. In fact, there has been no time over the course of 160 years that the racial wealth gap has closed. The only time there was a narrowing of the gap was during the Reconstruction era and right after the civil rights period.

			Researchers conclude that for Black Americans to catch up to white Americans, several damn-near-impossible changes must take place. Black Americans would need a capital gains rate of 7.5 percent, compared with just 2 percent for white Americans. Black Americans would need a savings rate of 37 percent, compared with 4 percent for white Americans, or annual income growth of nearly 15 percent, while white Americans experience only 1.5 percent growth. Black Americans would have to outperform white Americans economically on nearly every metric that contributed to white wealth to close the gap. And considering the subject of this book, we know that ain’t happening anytime soon.

			Derenoncourt shares that the activism during the civil rights era also led to “civil rights legislation, a larger social safety net, and better labor standards, [which] may have given an extra boost to Black wealth accumulation” and helped narrow the gap. After the civil rights period, the decline in the racial wealth gap came to a screeching halt. Derenoncourt and her coauthors attribute this to the introduction of capital gains (e.g., stocks, investment portfolios) in the late twentieth century. Not-so-fun fact: Did you know that even though the New York Stock Exchange was founded in 1792, it wasn’t until 1970 that a Black American—Joseph L. Searles III—traded on the floor? That’s 178 years!

			The claim that Black Americans and white Americans have always had the same access to opportunities to build wealth also completely ignores the fact that the former were previously considered part of the latter’s wealth portfolio. It also does not account for the barriers upon barriers that have been placed in the way of Black Americans, past and present, who have wanted to own homes. Research finds that during the Great Migration, Northern communities that saw an influx of Black residents also saw a major reduction in home valuation over time.

			This is the reality of the American Dream. While some have old money, and others have new money, there are those with no money through no fault of their own. We cannot say that owning a home is the vehicle to wealth-building when some people were given a four-hundred-year head start. This is not to say that every white person is wealthy. In fact, the class gap within white America is growing—that is, the rich white folks are getting richer, and the poor white folks are getting poorer. But that trend does not negate the significant gap between white families’ and Black families’ net worth.

			In 2024, the Federal Reserve reported that for every one dollar of white family wealth, Black people owned an average of 23 cents. At the median, the picture is even bleaker. While median wealth across the board grew by approximately $52,000 between 2019 and 2022, the racial wealth gap also increased by about the same amount. These gaps may be due to how the wealth portfolios for Black and white families differ: 30 percent of white households’ wealth portfolios are made up of stocks and investments, while only 4 percent of Black wealth portfolios include stocks and investments.

			These trends hold when we look squarely at Black women and white women at the median, regardless of education level, marital status, and family structure. In 2022, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis reported that the gap between Black and white women was still large. For every one dollar of wealth held by white men, white women had 78 cents, while Black women had 8 cents!

			Access to generational wealth means that from the beginning of your life, you have a well you can draw from. You may even be able to buy more than one home in your lifetime. You are better positioned to leave something behind for your children or loved ones who are in need. This is not the case for Black and Latina women. Whiteness, in this country and beyond, defines wealth—and wealth defines homeownership.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Second Homes

			When we spoke to women across the country about their experiences with homeownership, it became immediately apparent that navigating homeownership is about more than just the numbers. It involves sacrifices from loved ones, crucial decisions, and the societal “isms” that seep into interactions during the home-buying process.

			We first asked women for the percentage of their family members who owned homes. The ranges were 70 percent to 100 percent for the white women and 10 percent to 90 percent for the Black women. The disparity between the floors of those ranges made me jump back a little.

			In our conversation with white women, I couldn’t get over how many mentioned buying their second homes. Evelyn shared that her middle-class background across multiple generations enabled her to purchase her first home right after college and then use the sale of that home to buy a second home after law school. Other white women shared similar stories, noting that selling their first home ultimately became one of the ways they funded their second, larger home.

			When we asked how they afforded their homes, many white women said they received help from family members. Evelyn shared that she received a loan from her parents for her second home, and she had access to a trust set up by her grandparents, which made a huge difference. Another woman, Sarah, said she didn’t receive financial help from her parents because they were in a tough spot at the time, but her parents paid for her sister’s closing costs when things improved.

			Out of all the white women we spoke to, only one didn’t receive any help from family. Everyone else knew someone in their family who could help them pay down the mortgage, finance the closing costs, cover the down payment, or better yet, pass down a home. Additionally, because white women could accumulate equity from previous homes they owned, they could then finance their next purchase all on their own.

			Our conversation with Black women was not at all the same—getting financial support from family for buying a home wasn’t as common. While one person got a loan from a friend, and another person had property in the family, the remaining women had to seek out ways to finance their homebuying dreams on their own. Bianca shared candidly that she had no idea families could even help with down payments and closing costs. “Is that normal?” she asked.

			As the conversation continued, a Black woman shared that no one in her family had any way of helping her purchase a home. In fact, no one knew much about the process, and it never occurred to her that she would need closing costs until she went to secure her bank loan. She unfortunately had to abandon buying a home altogether until the money was right, an experience echoed by many others in the group.

			Some shared that they enrolled in programs and classes, sometimes through the bank, to gather more information designed for first-time homebuyers. Others mentioned relying on someone in their network who was knowledgeable about homeownership because they either owned a home or sold homes themselves. However, one woman highlighted the significant role her white partner played in the homebuying process, as she had never been able to buy a home, whereas he had:

			
				My husband’s parents started a retirement fund for him when he was young. His dad is an accountant and was a teacher and taught accounting in high school. They were also able to help us with the down payment and with the initial house emergency costs that we had.

			

			It’s important to note that in 2024, 82 percent of homebuyers were white. Among first-time homebuyers, 49 percent were Black and 20 percent were white. Think about what that means: 80 percent of white homebuyers were buying their second, third, fourth, or fifth home, while half of all Black homebuyers were just beginning to build home equity. When I spoke about this with Daryl Fairweather, Redfin’s chief economist and author of Hate the Game, she mentioned that white homebuyers use proceeds from selling a previous primary residence to fund their next purchase, which echoes exactly what the white women homebuyers shared.

			Given these different experiences with homeownership, I wanted to know if there were also differences in the homebuying experience. Here is where the story for white women takes a turn. Nearly every single white woman shared that they faced sexism in the process. If they were married, someone was asking about their husband’s opinions and approval. If they were single, people were asking where their husband was. Specifically, one woman shared that even though her name was on the mortgage, all the communication about the mortgage process was directed to her husband. If it wasn’t the loan, it was the home inspection. If it wasn’t the home inspection, it was something else. That said, none of the bias she faced affected the purchase of the home. At the end of the day, even if there were realized and unrealized fears about gender discrimination, she still bought the house. For Black women, this wasn’t the case. The bias they experienced could impact whether or not they successfully purchased the home.

			Like white women, Black women faced sexism—but with a helping of racism. In one instance, Kwai shared that “the seller did not want to sell to me,” and her dream of buying a home died for some time. When asked why the American Dream seems out of reach for Black women, Black women homebuyers noted that they had negative interactions in the homebuying process with real estate agents, especially if they were male and/or white.

			To zoom out for a moment, the demographics of real estate agents are forty shades of beige. Remember the “Tokens” chapter? Well, there is a representation problem in the real estate industry too. Black people make up 14 percent of the population yet only 6 percent of real estate agents and brokers. The National Association of Realtors also indicates that the earnings gap between white and Black real estate agents and brokers is nearly three to one. I was today years old when I learned that nine out of ten appraisers—those determining the value of a home—are white. That may mean nothing until you realize that appraisers value a home differently depending on the race of the home’s owner.

			What’s more, the costs we’ve previously discussed—the cost of compromise (pay equity) and the cost of asymmetry (résumé whitening)—come into play here. Black real estate agents get fewer clients, are paid less, and must often conceal their racial identity to attract and advocate for clients. Ultimately, Black homebuyers, especially Black women, encounter barriers in pursuing the American dream of homeownership as they face discrimination directed toward themselves and their real estate agents.

			Closing the Gap

			It is abundantly clear that women encounter a more hostile housing market than men, and the housing market often displays racist hostility toward Black people. Therefore, it stands to reason that Black women, who are at the intersection of race and gender, have the harshest housing market experiences. This is why the key to improving the homeownership experience in America begins with addressing barriers disproportionately encountered by us.

			Fairer Lending Practices

			Brookings Metro outlines several policy solutions for addressing the mortgage lending crisis across racial lines. First, it’s important to increase support for small-dollar mortgage programs. If banks think that lower-value homes are riskier investments, they won’t lend to buyers who can only afford lower-value homes. The evidence is clear that lower-value homes aren’t riskier investments, as buyers of these homes often have credit scores and loan-to-value (LTV) ratios similar to those buying more expensive properties. A loan-to-value ratio is the percentage of a property’s value that is financed through the mortgage. For example, if someone buys a home for $100,000 and borrows $80,000, the LTV ratio is 80 percent.

			And another thing: Creating a rate-and-term refinancing option could help lower mortgage costs, especially for Black homeowners. Rate-and-term refinancing allows homeowners to replace their existing mortgage with a new one at a lower interest rate or better terms, reducing monthly payments and making homeownership more affordable. Finally, the experts at Brookings also suggest extending lines of credit and down payment assistance to people historically impacted by racist policies.

			Student Loan Forgiveness

			Public policy professor Fenaba Addo’s research indicates that young Black people tend to have higher levels of debt than their white counterparts. This can be partly attributed to differences in family backgrounds and educational opportunities. Addo’s study goes on to show that as parents’ net worth grows, so does the racial gap in student debt for young adults. Not at all what I was expecting! Addressing student debt through strategies such as forgiveness policies is going to be crucial to addressing wealth-building capabilities. The promising news on this front is that the Biden administration took steps in this direction by forgiving $144 billion in federal student loan debt for nearly four million borrowers. Eliminating debt will also help provide more individuals with the opportunity to save, build reserves, and ultimately pursue homeownership.

			Affordable Housing and Supporting Tenants’ Rights

			This brings me to the role of quality affordable housing and the need for more housing in general. The case for affordable housing begins with building more of these types of units in areas where neighborhoods have amenities. Findings from a 2015 study showed that children who move to lower-poverty neighborhoods at a young age, using a housing voucher, see a lifetime earnings boost of about $302,000.

			In the US, rising housing costs are often attributed to a lack of supply, leading to a growing debate between NIMBYism (Not in My Backyard) and YIMBYism (Yes in My Backyard). NIMBYism involves local residents rejecting proposed housing developments in their area, which limits housing supply, while YIMBYism advocates for more housing to help drive down prices. The real challenge, however, is whether the housing being built will fundamentally change existing neighborhoods—particularly those inhabited by marginalized groups.

			Although building more affordable housing could be helpful, we also need to hold cities and predatory landlords accountable. In 2021, sixty thousand rent-stabilized units in New York City were sitting empty. This trend is called “warehousing,” where landlords leave rent-stabilized apartments vacant, arguably to generate a fake housing shortage.

			In response, organizations like the Coalition to End Apartment Warehousing—a collective of tenants and fifteen community organizations—are fighting back and arguing that practices like warehousing are unconstitutional. Renters are also coming together to form tenant unions to advocate for better living conditions. Similar to workplace unions, tenant unions allow renters to work as a collective to deal with rent increases, evictions, and more.

			As someone who grew up in an affordable housing neighborhood in a wealthy area, I saw firsthand the economic and educational opportunities it opened for my family. With subsidized rent and access to better school districts, living in a low-poverty area helped my family climb the economic ladder. That said, it’s important to note that improving existing housing and neighborhoods for marginalized communities should also be a top priority, ensuring that everyone, regardless of zip code, has a shot at economic opportunity and mobility.

			Reparations for Black Americans

			The legacy of enslavement continues to cast a long shadow on wealth access and wealth-building in America, and to meaningfully close the racial wealth gap, we need to implement policies that eliminate disparities in wealth and saving rates based on race. One solution experts have proposed is reparations to the descendants of the formerly enslaved. This approach aims to narrow the racial wealth gap rather than solely focusing on increasing capital gains portfolios, which could take centuries.

			In 2020, economists Sandy Darity and Kirsten Mullen calculated that a reparations payment of approximately $267,000 per person could effectively eliminate the wealth gap between Black and white Americans. This would reduce the racial wealth gap to 1.4, meaning that for every dollar a Black person has, a white person would have $1.40. This would be a huge step up from the current gap, where white people have $7 for every dollar a Black person has. Paying reparations is currently the only policy proposal that would completely eliminate the racial wealth gap.

			Tackling Discrimination in Real Estate

			Nearly all the women we spoke to, whether Black or white, recounted facing some form of sexism, racism, or both when buying a home. To address this, real estate organizations and homeowner associations should prioritize accountability and actively work to combat discrimination within the real estate profession and homebuying process. They can do this by advocating for more opportunities to advance for women of color in real estate and by increasing transparency around buying, selling, and renting homes.

			

			—

			When my sister and I reflected on my family’s visits to model homes, we realized the real reason we visited so many. Though my parents knew they probably wouldn’t be able to line up everything they needed to buy a new home outright and leave our neighborhood, they wanted to believe they could. “It was like make-believe,” my sister shared. “For a moment, you’re in a state of bliss, imagining a life better than your current one, imagining a life where the American Dream is at your fingertips.”

			That’s why we kept going to those homes—it was our attempt to grasp the American Dream. When we were in those homes, we could pretend, for just an hour or two, that this beautiful home, surrounded by a picket fence, was ours. And that’s how it is for many of us. Some of us can only afford to drive by and visit the American Dream for a couple of hours, while others are born into it. For the former, it’s not that the American Dream has died—it’s that it was never truly alive to begin with, and that needs to change.

		

	
		
			Mothering

			Motherhood was tough for Ruby. Would she have preferred to stay home with her barely three-month-old daughter? Absolutely. Could she afford to? No.

			A new mom at the age of twenty-six, Ruby did what most mothers do—she used as much of her paid and unpaid leave as possible to take care of her newborn baby. At the time, she was working hard to climb the corporate ladder at a local start-up. Amid the journey, she and her husband decided to start a family.

			For Ruby, taking time off involved using all the vacation and sick time her company provided, plus taking twelve weeks of unpaid leave under the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), which still meant she would have to return to work shortly after her daughter was born. To make matters worse, her husband’s union job allowed only two unpaid weeks off for paternal leave. Thus, their cherished time with their newborn daughter would soon come to an end as they began the search for daycare facilities.

			Newborn daycare was the only option that allowed both Ruby and her husband to pay the bills and keep a roof over all their heads. Ruby recalls that the separation was painful and didn’t help her postpartum anxiety. She constantly worried about her daughter’s care—who would be watching her, what they were doing, whether she was safe and well taken care of. These worries plagued her daily while costs began piling up.

			They first tried a Black-owned daycare that cost $1,000 a month. This was separate from all the other expenses associated with caring for a newborn—diapers, food, comfort items, and a crib. While the daycare worked out initially, Ruby and her husband opted to hire a nanny instead. They wanted someone who spoke Spanish to help their Afro-Latina daughter develop fluency. “I found this young lady, and she was around the same price as the daycare—$1,200—and I said to my husband, ‘For just $200 more, our baby can be with this young woman in our house and have one-on-one care.’ ” Ruby was hopeful. Finally, her daughter would be in the comfort of their home while she and her husband were at work.

			Although the nanny worked well for a while, they eventually resumed their search for a childcare provider. This time around, they decided to ask Ruby’s family for help. With no siblings, Ruby could only turn to her mother, whom she wasn’t particularly keen on seeking help from. After a short stint of her mother’s help, Ruby and her husband began searching for childcare options yet again. Her postpartum anxiety worsened. “I had no idea how I was going to afford $1,000 to $1,500 a month making $50,000 (before taxes) a year,” especially now that her daughter was getting older and would need to spend more time in an educational environment. The pressure of not being a good mom was getting to her. She wanted to give her daughter everything, but also felt like all she had to give wasn’t enough.

			As their baby girl grew older, Ruby and her husband faced a tough decision. Should they continue to pay affordable rent, sacrificing the quality of their daughter’s education? Or should they move to a wealthier area with a better school district, which would force them to downsize? They opted for the latter. “I wanted her to have the best,” Ruby admitted. “I wanted to give her every leg up that I could to ensure that one day, when I’m not here, she’s okay.”

			The decision to move to a better school district ended up being more costly than they anticipated. Their rent increased from where they were living before, and the nursery school added another $1,650 to their monthly bill. Thankfully, Ruby’s career began taking off. Between client-facing trips and lead agency pitches, she went from making less than her husband to becoming the primary breadwinner. Her husband kept working, but his job demanded odd hours, which meant that he could not always pick up their daughter after school and stay with her until someone returned home. This meant that beyond nursery expenses, they would need aftercare, an additional $175 per week, or $700 per month—yet another item to add to the bill.

			The Cost of Parenthood

			On one side of the internet, there is genuine confusion about why women are having fewer children these days. But the answers are right there to smack you upside the head. Raising a human is a J-O-B. It’s a hard job. But very few people—especially not mothers, for fear of judgment—will admit just how hard raising a human is. That’s why exploring the costs surrounding parenthood is critical.

			The current discourse is punctuated with graphs of falling birth rates and hot takes on hot mics about how women should remember their role in society. The declining birth rate is so concerning to some experts that they are calling it the “baby bust,” to contrast the baby boom that took place in the US between 1946 and 1964.

			In conversations about whether women should have fewer kids or more kids, we don’t hear much about the increasing costs related to parenthood. From prenatal care to the birthing process to education, having ONE KID costs a lot of money, especially during the early years of a child’s life.

			Most people are also completely unaware that birthing a child is expensive in the United States, and the costs of childbirth vary depending on the type of delivery. Did you know that ultrasounds—just checking to see if you may be pregnant—can cost anywhere from $200 to over $1,000? And that the average total out-of-pocket cost for all births is $18,865, with a vaginal birth costing $14,768 on the lower end and a C-section being $26,280 on the higher end? The difference between C-section and vaginal deliveries nationwide is about $11,500—and people can’t always avoid a C-section. While people with health insurance don’t confront the full sticker price of childbirth, they can still pay around $3,000 on average to bear children. The point is, having kids comes at a price, literally.

			There is also evidence that African American mothers are significantly more likely to undergo an unplanned C-section as compared with all other races, and Black women with unscheduled deliveries are nearly 25 percent more likely than white women to have a C-section.

			About three years ago, one of my loved ones gave birth. Although her pregnancy was relatively healthy, complications arose in the delivery room. The scene was chaotic. The doctor walked in and insisted that an unplanned C-section was the only way she could safely give birth. Nurses rushed in shortly thereafter and asked her to consent to something she hadn’t given much thought to in between painful contractions. At no point in that room did the doctors or nurses mention that the C-section would be the most expensive option or that extra days in the hospital and postpartum care would create additional costs. That’s not to say the medical professionals kept her in the dark on purpose, but that a cost-benefit analysis of having a baby is the last thing people are worried about—or should have to be worried about—in the delivery room.

			National Average Cost for Baby Delivery per Year Between 2018 and 2020
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			If Black women are more likely to be recommended—or even required—to have C-section births, then we are undoubtedly spending more dollars to physically have children.

			The Double Tax:

			Mothers can face high up-front costs associated with childbirth and childcare. However, mothers of color are subject to racial and economic inequality in the delivery room and beyond.

			It’s no surprise that Black women have completely different care experiences from other women in the delivery room. One survey on mothers in California found that 11 percent of Black mothers reported unfair treatment due to race or ethnicity, while only 1 percent of white women reported the same. It would be one thing if this were just a US phenomenon, but Black women in other wealthy countries have reported similar experiences. Five X More, an organization dedicated to highlighting the experiences of Black mothers in the UK, reported that out of 1,340 Black and mixed-race women, more than half reported negative experiences with healthcare professionals during maternity care. Additionally, more than half of these women felt discriminated against because of their race and ethnicity.

			And who could forget when Serena Williams, twenty-three-time Grand Slam champion and one of the greatest athletes of all time, recounted her near-death experience following the delivery of her firstborn, Alexis Olympia, because the healthcare team would not check to see if she had a blood clot? Unfortunately, her experience is the norm rather than the exception. Across the US and the UK, Black mothers experience the brunt of culturally incompetent care in the delivery room.

			The CDC reports that as of 2022, Black women die at higher rates than white women during childbirth, Black babies have a higher mortality rate than white babies, and Black women are 50 percent more likely to have premature babies than white and Hispanic women. In fact, in 2023, maternal mortality rates dropped for women of every racial group except Black women. The undermining of women’s reproductive rights, particularly with the overturning of Roe v. Wade in the US, further exacerbates these issues. Globally, Black mothers are also more likely to experience pregnancy complications and miscarriages (the latter of which, thanks to the fall of Roe, can now be criminalized).

			Epidemiologist Jamie Slaughter finds that Black mothers face “multiple and simultaneous sources of chronic stress, stigma and discrimination.” These facts have remained as plain as day from the inception of slavery itself. If Black women have to visit multiple providers to find culturally competent care, or if they must stay in the hospital longer due to complications, the cost of parenthood can become much higher than expected—and in some cases, even fatal.

			After the delivery room, the price only goes up. The estimated cost of raising a child to age eighteen is about $300,000, on average, and that does not include extracurriculars, summer camps, and vacations. When you tack on the average cost of college, families may be spending at least $350,000 per child!

			A Second Mortgage

			Before college, the cost of parenthood begins mounting with the cost of childcare. In 2014, average monthly childcare expenses were 10 percent of the household income. About a decade later, the sticker price for childcare has increased substantially. The Center for American Progress (CAP) reports that, on average, childcare options in 2021 cost at least $889 per month, depending on the care option. One word: expensive.

			Most of the time, the cost of childcare can depend on the quality of service. CAP defines two types of childcare quality: base and high-quality. The main differences between the two are teacher-child ratios, types of facilities, and classroom resources. In 2023, the annual difference in cost between base and high-quality childcare was at least $7,200 on average.

			Annual Price of Childcare by Quality and Option in 2023[*1]
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			Naturally, the next question to ask is: What share of family incomes can these childcare costs make up if parents and guardians opt in?

			In 2023, the median household income in the US was $80,610, while the median income for white households was $89,050. That same year, Black families specifically earned $56,490, the lowest median income across all races and ethnicities, which means that a larger share of their incomes were used to pay for childcare. Those shares can range anywhere from 21 percent to almost a third of household income for Black families. And this is notably different for white families, where the range is 13 percent to 20 percent. Put differently, where the cost of childcare ends for white families is where the cost begins for Black families.

			Childcare Costs as a share[*2] of Median Household Income by Race in 2023
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			The Motherhood Penalty

			Between worrying about diapers, babysitters, and daycare centers, mothers must also consider how motherhood will impact their careers moving forward. Researchers call this “the motherhood penalty,” or the global cost borne by women when they become mothers. Women who opt into motherhood must think about how becoming a mother affects the types of jobs they can apply for, how much they make, and the promotions they get.

			In 2006, economists found that the gender gap in earnings expanded the longer men and women with a master of business administration (MBA) from the University of Chicago Booth School of Business spent in the workforce. They documented that nine years out, men made an average of $400,000 while women earned $250,000, despite identical earnings and labor outcomes right after graduation. The researchers found that specifically after the first child, labor market outcomes, such as job experience, career continuity, and earnings, were negatively impacted.

			Career interruption due to parenthood is one driver of this gap. Women experience more interruptions than men, which shouldn’t surprise anyone who has attended a child’s birthday party in the past year. Mothers are expected to be actively present in their children’s lives while fathers are excused from clocking in daily.

			Globally, this trend holds. Across Denmark and Switzerland, men’s employment and earnings remain practically unchanged after the first child, while there is a drop in employment and earnings for women. In Denmark the drop is less steep than in Switzerland, but both have an impact on mothers for at least a year. Across the US, the motherhood penalty for earnings lies somewhere between Denmark’s 24 percent and Switzerland’s 68 percent. Economist Henrik Kleven calls this “the child penalty,” but for the sake of this chapter, it is part of the motherhood penalty.

			On the employment front, sociologists Shelley J. Correll, Stephen Benard, and In Paik corroborated this global trend by revealing that motherhood could also lead to more hiring and workplace discrimination. Their study found that mothers were seen as less competent than men and women without kids, and that moms were also more likely to be perceived as less committed to their jobs than women who were not mothers. The presumption is that when you have kids, your attention is divided and thus you cannot do your very hard job (despite parenthood actually being one of the hardest jobs ever).

			These numbers get worse when you consider hiring, promotion, and salary. Mothers are six times less likely than women without children to be recommended for hire and are eight times less likely than child-free women to be recommended for promotions. Mothers are also then offered lower starting salaries than child-free women, or, in the case of seven-time Olympic gold medalist Allyson Felix, lose their contracts with big brands because they decided to get pregnant.

			I want to pause here for a second and note how ridiculous all of this is, considering the discourse. Why should you be punished for choosing to be a mother? Why should you be punished for waking up your child and helping them get ready for the day? Why should you be assumed to be less competent than other capable women who choose not to have kids (who also face a stigma for not choosing motherhood)? The rich irony of all this is that the researchers found that fathers didn’t face discrimination for being dads. They were given more grace than mothers when they were late for work. Some call this “the fatherhood bonus.” I call this a very loud double standard.

			It shouldn’t surprise anyone that the motherhood penalty is also subject to the double tax.

			Black mothers, as discussed, are more likely to be the breadwinners of their household. Which means the motherhood penalty is not only hitting their pockets but can also affect the sole income source for a family. All of this compounds the facts we’ve already established: Black women are the least likely group to be promoted, face greater barriers with pay equity, and tend to be subjected to more discrimination in the job market. Thus, the motherhood penalty and all its implications make working Black moms worse off than working white moms when it comes to taking care of their children—and this phenomenon is global.

			In the UK, Black and Brown mothers are hit with a steeper motherhood penalty than their white counterparts. Mothers of African heritage face a 10 percent hourly pay gap compared with child-free women of the same ethnicity, while for mothers of Pakistani and Bangladeshi heritage, the gap is even larger at 13 percent. For white and Indian women, the pay gap between mothers and child-free women is 1 percent. It’s almost like society wants women to have children—right up until we have to raise and support them. Funny how that works.

			From Mammies to Nannies

			There is an aspect of the conversation about childcare that reminds me of the movie The Help, starring Viola Davis, Octavia Spencer, and Emma Stone. Throughout the film, we follow several Black women who care for white families for a living, yet we only get glimpses of their private lives. The film does not spend much time on what these Black women do after they clock out. In a few scenes, we see that caring for someone else’s children is how they support their own—a story all too familiar to many minority mothers working in childcare, and one that is foundational to care systems around the world.

			On September 9, 2024, The New Yorker magazine published a cover illustrated by R. Kikuo Johnson, depicting two mothers of color exchanging photos of their children while supervising white children at a playground. The cover evoked a visceral reaction from the internet, prompting discussions about the implications of women of color caring for white children and why highlighting this phenomenon is important.

			One reason for the strong reaction may lie in the historical role minority women have played in caring for white children on behalf of wealthy white mothers. As one researcher noted, “The relationships that exist between these women of color and white mother-employers are defined by an inherent power imbalance” that extends through time, especially to slavery and shortly thereafter.

			Both the past and present demonstrate that the mammy-fication of Black women and the nanny-fication of other women of color serve as a quiet undercurrent in the childcare industry globally. The former relies on a stereotype depicting older Black women as “happy and content” to endlessly serve white families, while the latter is illustrated by a scene in a wealthy New York City neighborhood on a Tuesday afternoon.

			At the end of the day, the roles of mammies and nannies in society reveal that mothers of color in childcare bear the costs of parenthood—and then some. When mothering is your day job, the expectations of motherhood don’t end with your own children; they extend to the children you’re paid to care for. Meanwhile, your labor and your worth are undervalued in more ways than one. Childcare is among the lowest-paid professions, and women of color face additional barriers in pay, promotion, and wealth—making it even harder to meet expectations at home. A double tax that works double time.

			Peace and Quiet

			It should be no surprise to anyone that mothers are typically seen as the default parent when it comes to kids. As economists Kristy Buzard, Laura Gee, and Olga Stoddard explain, school principals are more likely to call mothers even when fathers share that they are available. Herein lies yet another cost moms have to consider: workday disruptions.

			Women face more workday disruptions due to childcare than men. These disruptions extend beyond a child’s “Watch this!” during a Zoom call and often result in mothers taking unpaid leave, using paid leave or sick days, reducing working hours, or leaving their jobs entirely. Families of color are more likely to experience these kinds of disruptions, especially if they are Black. The truth is that if you are seen as the main caretaker of your children, when your children need you, they call you. And this expectation to be present at all times becomes a breeding ground for “mom guilt.”

			Mothers, who are often seen as the primary caregivers of their children, can experience mom guilt, or feelings of guilt and shame for not living up to their own expectations of their role as a parent. Put differently: These feelings of guilt don’t just drop out of the sky. There is an expectation set by society that motherhood is a full-time job—even if you already have a full-time job.

			When we spoke to mothers across the country, it was not surprising that this idea of being the default parent rang true to them. For white mothers, being the default parent persists even if they make more than their spouse. Charlotte, who is an entrepreneur, earns significantly more than her husband. Despite having a demanding job with demanding hours, she still ends up in charge of all things related to the kids.

			
				It’s like I am making the lists and making sure that we have everything we need, and he just kind of sets out his clothes. We [have] worked really hard to try to improve on not having all of the mental load for that stuff on me, but it’s just never gonna be fifty-fifty.

			

			Many white mothers echoed these sentiments and shared that attempts to make childcare more equitable can feed into tensions with their spouses—an additional mental and emotional toll they wanted to avoid.

			Another concern white mothers expressed was with failing to embody some ideal of motherhood. It’s not just that society expects you to be a mother of two with one on the way, but you also have to own a family-friendly house, prepare gourmet meals daily for your children, put your kids in every after-school activity, and be present during those activities with homemade snacks in hand. All of this contributes to mom guilt and the literal cost of signaling a “quality experience” for your children.

			Hannah, another white woman, shared that the guilt is real for her. Her kids will ask her at the store if they can get games or go to the movies, and she literally cannot afford it. “We’ll go to the grocery store, and I have food money, but not money to buy my kids other things, and that is hard.” Hannah’s story reminds me of my childhood. I remember the days when my mom and I would visit the mall. I’d point to the McDonald’s, and without missing a beat, she would turn to me and respond, “We can make McDonald’s at home.”

			I have learned from these conversations that mom guilt is a journey, and even when women come to terms with how to navigate it, society still tries to drag moms into feeling guilty for doing things that don’t center their kids. There’s a presumption that if your life as a mother isn’t solely about your children, you’re being selfish. Since white women are often society’s reference point for women, the expectations and standards they are held to become the baseline for everyone else. But as we have discussed throughout this book, the costs white women experience are compounded for minority women. And this could not be more true in Black motherhood.

			In our conversations with Black moms, mom guilt remained center stage but looked slightly different. Like white mothers, Black mothers go out of their way to take care of their kids. They too want to make sure that their children are safe and sound. However, systemic barriers that exist for Black women make it harder for Black mothers to satisfy the ideal archetype of the “perfect mother.” Not to mention that because society presumes that Black mothers—especially those who are low-income—are not good mothers, the need to signal the ideal archetype becomes a necessity.

			Ruby, the mother I introduced earlier, shared a story that highlighted what mom guilt can look like for Black mothers. It all started when a stomach virus swept through her daughter’s class. Her daughter was the first to get sick. The school called Ruby to ask her to pick up her daughter. Unfortunately, Ruby was on a plane at the time, so she was unable to answer the phone. The school then called her husband, who could not pick up their daughter either, so he asked Ruby’s mother to go instead.

			When Ruby and her husband sat down for their first parent-teacher conference, an older white woman educator shared glowing reviews of Ruby’s daughter. “She loves school. She’s doing well!” They beamed with pride. Then the educator turned her entire body toward Ruby, scoffing. “That said, I don’t think your daughter’s been the same since you weren’t there that day she got sick in school. We called you and you didn’t come pick up your child.” Ruby sat there in disbelief. “Although they ended up calling my husband, who also didn’t pick up our child that day,” Ruby recounted, “I was supposed to be the caregiver. I was the one who was supposed to show up.”

			Beyond expectations to be present, Black mothers shared something interesting about seeking help from nannies and babysitters: They often felt emotionally taxed by these strangers coming into their homes and judging them more harshly because of their race. On two occasions, two Black mothers, Susie and Dee, both noted the stress they felt knowing that a babysitter was coming to their house. Dee candidly expressed that she didn’t want to look bad in front of guests or have people judging her. At that point, she says, “It’s not actually about the money. The cost [of parenthood] is a labor and time cost. I gotta clean the bathrooms. I gotta make sure there’s juice boxes.”

			This hospitality concern didn’t come up in our conversations with white mothers (though based on viral videos, I know it is also something they consider). That said, having a clean or dirty home carries different meanings across race for moms, especially when you remember that Black mothers are not only signaling that they’re good mothers but also overcoming negative racial stereotypes.

			It is hard enough for anyone to raise kids, but it is especially hard to raise kids when society believes that you can’t do so “correctly.” In the late 1970s and early 1980s, President Reagan popularized the myth of the “welfare queen.” The myth implied that Black moms would rather spend the government’s money on fancy things for themselves than take care of their kids. It claimed these moms would abuse welfare programs to pay for their luxurious lifestyles. The assumption was that Black moms are lazy and can’t properly care for their children. Of course, this is a lie—my own life is proof of that—but a lie broadcast as fact has wide implications.

			Closing the Gap

			We need to get real about how expensive motherhood actually is, how the double tax creates a dire situation for mothers of color, and why these realities hold true across the Atlantic. The entire discourse surrounding parenthood and declining birth rates is infuriating because the same people who shame folks for not having kids never seem to mention the bill parents face when they do. What remains baffling is that some societies have normalized the push for having kids while providing little to no support to parents. While there are many countries that have implemented policies to help new families or even incentivize raising kids, there are countries that have yet to protect maternity and family leave nationwide. I’m looking at you, United States of America.

			Tackling the Maternal Mortality Crisis

			To address the maternal mortality crisis, experts suggest that we not only tackle the absence of parent-friendly policies but also further empower and support women who decide to start a family. On the former, the most obvious push over the past few decades has been more robust maternal and infant care. What has become painfully clear through writing this chapter is that the lack of support for parents, especially mothers, begins even before a child is conceived. This could not be truer for Black women, who are more likely to experience pregnancy complications or death as compared with other groups of women—a risk that compounds when your melanin appears to be louder than your pain.

			One basic but structural way to address this is to ensure that everyone has access to healthcare coverage or pathways to getting healthcare access. As discussed earlier, the costs of even having a baby skyrocket when health insurance is not footing most of the bill. Ensuring that people have coverage is a clear first step, which is why laws like the Affordable Care Act (ACA, or Obamacare) have been a game changer in the lives of pregnant women. Did you know that before the Affordable Care Act, pregnancy was considered a preexisting condition? This means that health insurance companies could deny coverage, and we know that the sticker price for out-of-pocket births is at least $14,000 in the US.

			One thing to note here is that much of the focus around women’s health is on maternal and infant health, but those are not the only issues that can affect fertility. We also need more research and resources poured into other aspects of women’s health that could impact whether or not women even have children in the first place. Think PCOS or endometriosis. Greater study of health issues that affect fertility also helps us better serve women who decide to give birth.

			Additionally, we need to expand the types of people who can tend to birth. In the US, nearly all births take place in hospitals, with doctors overseeing over 90 percent of them. This is vastly different from other wealthy countries like Sweden, France, and Japan, where the majority of births are tended to by midwives.

			In the US, expanding and investing in organizations that support midwives and doulas—common in other high-income countries—could significantly improve maternal care, especially for minority women. Midwives are trained professionals who provide comprehensive care during pregnancy, birth, and postpartum. Doulas, though nonclinical, offer physical, emotional, and informational support during these same periods, acting as advocates for pregnant individuals, particularly those at risk of bias and discrimination. Both midwives and doulas are linked to better maternal health outcomes and fewer medical interventions.

			Allowing midwives and doulas to assist with births without requiring physician supervision—as practiced in many other countries—could significantly expand access to quality, person-centered care. Additionally, utilizing these services reinforces to policymakers the vital role midwives and doulas play during childbirth. Supporting organizations like Five X More, birthFUND (founded by Elaine Welteroth), and the Black Mamas Matter Alliance can help sustain critical avenues for maternal and infant care for vulnerable populations, even in the absence of broader systemic changes.

			Paid Family Leave Policies

			At the time of this writing, there is no federal law that requires paid family leave in the private sector in the US. This is a huge problem because approximately 135 million people were employed by the private sector as of May 2025. That is nearly a third of the US population.

			If paid family leave is offered, the decision is made at the state level. As of 2024, only thirteen states have mandatory paid family leave. As a loud reminder, there are fifty states. However, the FMLA, or Family and Medical Leave Act, is federal law, and it allows certain employees to take twelve weeks of unpaid leave per year, including to take care of children. The key word here, of course, is “unpaid.” Mandating paid family leave at the federal level would give everyone the option, whether they work in the public or private sector, to get paid as they take care of their children or any other family member in need (more on that later). Having parents choose between putting groceries on the table and taking care of their babies is cruel, especially for parents who are the breadwinners of their families—as Black mothers tend to be.

			Expand the Child Tax Credit and Pass the Care for All Agenda

			We can also support politicians and policymakers who want to pass the expansion of the Child Tax Credit (CTC) and the Care for All agenda. The latter encompasses provisions for the CTC and also care services more broadly.

			The CTC offers up to $2,000 per year for each child under seventeen. Of course, the amount will depend on a variety of factors, such as how much you make, your marital status, and your family size. There is also the Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC), which can be used toward childcare costs such as babysitters and summer camps.

			If passed by Congress, the expansion of the CTC would directly impact sixteen million kids from low-income families and lift hundreds of thousands of kids above the poverty line. It would also help 33 percent of Black and Latino children, 30 percent of American Indian and Alaska Native children, and 14 percent of white and Asian children under the age of seventeen. Families overall would see an increase in their income and economic gains conditional on how many parents and children are in the home.

			Passing the Care for All agenda would also increase investments in universal public programs to ensure access to high-quality healthcare, childcare, home and community-based services, and paid family leave for everyone. The agenda, if passed, could also raise wages, benefits, protections, and union opportunities for care workers while creating millions of new jobs in the care sector over the next decade. In short, let’s get it done, Congress.

			Public Investments in Childcare

			We wouldn’t need to try to give families and parents more money if public facilities and neighborhoods of all shapes, sizes, and colors were invested in the same way. In our conversations with women, including Ruby, one topic that kept coming up was that many were choosing private options over public options to ensure top-notch-quality childcare for their children. Ruby framed it beautifully by stating that the private option “allows you to customize and curate experiences for your child, while the public option only provides a standard that may or may not be of high quality.”

			Countries where all children are accommodated and quality childcare and educational access are available to everyone are not a fantasy—those countries exist. Other wealthy countries spend substantially on public childcare options. The US is the oddball that does not. According to UNICEF, the US ranks second to last for childcare among the forty-one richest countries in the world. Yikes.

			Which brings me to my plea to fund Head Start, a government program that provides care to low-income working families. We know that Head Start works. The program has led to huge gains in language, literacy, and math. Students are better off emotionally and cognitively after Head Start. We know Head Start serves the students they enroll and helps parents who cannot afford to stay home with their children. In addition to investing in Head Start, we need to make substantive expansions to the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG), which right now is the primary source of government funding for childcare programs for low-income families. These types of investments pay for themselves in the long run through the kinds of people we raise in our nation.

			I am living proof that these investments make a difference. I had access to a good public school when I started kindergarten. I was also eligible for Head Start, which became a game changer for my working-class parents at the time. My love of reading and writing started in the halls of my local Head Start facility, which was named after Harriet Tubman. Frankly, this book wouldn’t exist without my experiences with the educators at Head Start. They laid the foundation that has set me up for the rest of my life. This is all to say that lack of funding for public childcare options is happening at the expense of children above all else. Parents should not have to sacrifice their own well-being to ensure the well-being of their children, and if the government can step in to help, it should.

			Transparency in Motherhood

			We need to firmly address mom guilt and the different forms it takes. Transparency is one place to start. Social media can be a tool for this. People can use parenting groups and videos to navigate the cost of parenthood rather than using them to set unrealistic expectations of what parents should do. Yes, I know that mom is preparing food from scratch in an exceedingly organized kitchen, but perhaps what you aren’t seeing is the maid service that comes in every day to clean up after her kids. Rooting our expectations of motherhood in reality and community means shutting down the app, celebrating the small wins of parenting, and talking with other parents about the ebbs and flows of what it’s really like to take care of kids—snot and all.

			In addition to addressing guilt, society needs to exalt mothers of color, who oftentimes are seen as the opposite of the “perfect parent.” I believe this begins with dismantling societal tropes about what Black motherhood looks like, as sociologist Dawn Dow did in Mothering While Black. This requires us to be willing to learn from Black mothers’ experiences and to understand how racism and sexism shape our perception of who is a “good mother.”

			Finally, I want to note that women are punished for having kids or not having kids, and therein lies the problem. The truth is, not all women have kids, want to have kids, or can have kids, yet child-free women will still have to bear all sorts of assumptions, burdens, and even taxes around motherhood. Whether it’s being passed over for a promotion by a boss who assumes they might want kids and therefore views their productivity differently, or being asked invasive questions like “Don’t you want kids?,” all women are hurt by having their existence reduced to childbearing and child-rearing. At the end of the day, if men are not reduced to how they reproduce, why should women be? After all, a woman’s worth does not come from her womb, and a mother’s worth does not come from her children.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 I’ve adjusted the figures from CAP’s 2021 research to 2023 dollars because the most recent information we have about median household income in the US comes from the 2023 census.
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			The Balancing Act

			If you talk to any child of immigrants—hell, any child with melanin—they will tell you that there comes a time in their life that almost feels like a rite of passage, where they are no longer woken up by the sun or an annoying alarm clock but rather by a loud phone conversation, starring their parents. Oftentimes, they speak with relatives overseas about their wants and needs. The reason the conversation happens early in the morning is because of the time difference.

			Up until the sixth grade, I would wake up with a grimace on my face as I heard my mom from downstairs, repeating the same phrase on the phone fourteen times. It wasn’t until I got much older that I learned just how many of her extended family members depended on her. She was, in fact, one of the few children in her family who eventually moved to the US, and by her own family’s metrics, she had, for all intents and purposes, made it. Thus, throughout her life, she was expected to care for the family who raised her in addition to the family she was raising.

			Sociologist Jessica Calarco argues in her book Holding It Together: How Women Became America’s Safety Net that in the absence of government programs, women become the safety net. And for centuries on end, women have been expected to take care of their communities, big or small. The very idea of caregiving—that is, regularly looking after children or sick, elderly, or disabled people—is defined in many societies and cultures across gender lines. If you ask people, “Who takes care of the kids? Who takes care of the grandparents?” many will say “women” instinctively—mothers, daughters, grandmothers, aunts, and nieces.

			In 2009, the average family caregiver was a married and employed forty-nine-year-old woman. She was likely taking care of her sixty-nine-year-old mother. She may have had children or grandchildren under the age of eighteen living with her. Today, the average caregiver is a fifty-year-old woman who spends an average of almost twenty-four hours per week providing care to loved ones she doesn’t live with, or thirty-seven hours per week caring for loved ones she does live with. Nearly fifteen years later, the profile of a caregiver hasn’t budged even a little bit.

			If women are society’s safety net, it should come as no surprise that the caregiving discussion is usually absent of men. As with childcare, there is little to no expectation of men’s participation, even when they enthusiastically volunteer. Men are not synonymous with care the way women are.

			Reflecting on the role my mom has played in our family over time, I wonder why society expects women, especially toward the middle and end of our lives, to take care of everyone else. Why does the physical and mental toll of care fall entirely on us when society bears witness to ridiculous costs in other areas of our lives? And what happens when this burden becomes too much to bear for those who provide care? This is the kind of balancing act that would rival Cirque du Soleil’s finest.

			Over the course of our conversations with caregivers, women described what it means to be the de facto caretaker of everyone else. The through line was that there is never an official conversation about care—only assumptions. If we are the ones who are at home with the baby, the ones who stay home with our sick kids, the ones who tend to our aging parents, the expectation that we should be the ones to provide care at every stage of life is set. What follows is no reward, no praise, and no compensation, and that is where the double tax lives.

			The Cost of Care

			People are getting older and it is about time we had an honest-to-God conversation about what that means for society. The World Health Organization (WHO) projects that by 2030, only five years from the time of this writing, the world’s population over the age of sixty will increase to 1.4 billion people.

			In the United States, the number of people sixty-five and over will increase from fifty-eight million in 2022 to eighty-two million by 2050. Whoa, nelly! These increases in the aging population globally also mean that caregiving for the elderly is not only a growing necessity but an untapped economic opportunity.

			Did you know that if care workers worldwide earned the US minimum wage, their unpaid labor would be worth almost $11 trillion? Despite the economic value of care work, caregivers and countries alike never see the millions or billions the industry could generate. The National Partnership for Women and Families reports that, in 2022 in the US, the total value of unpaid caregiving amounted to $300 billion in lost wages for men as compared with $625 billion in lost wages for women.

			As discussed in the chapter “Mothering,” if your household income is already low to begin with, the cost of care could suddenly make up a huge share of your household expenses, and that can spell trouble if you’re not in any position to handle unexpected bills. Caregivers of aging adults reported that they incurred more debt, borrowed money from friends and family, used up their savings, left bills unpaid, or did some or all of the above to cover the expenses of eldercare. Similar to childcare, the cost of eldercare—which we will be focusing on in this chapter—is borne by any and every caregiver of aging adults. However, disparities start to arise across race and gender because identity determines who is expected to help with care and what people have in their bank accounts to begin with.

			The Double Tax:

			Women spend more time and money caring for aging adults because caregiving is seen as women’s job. But for women of color, who face greater economic challenges, the burden is even heavier.

			Women of color who serve as caregivers feel the financial and time strains the most, as compared with white women caregivers. In 2021, Hispanic/Latina female caregivers spent 56 percent of their annual income on caregiving expenses, followed by Black (35 percent) and Asian American (32 percent) female caregivers, while white women spent only 17 percent of their annual income on such expenses (see the graph below). This checks out because we know that Black and Hispanic/Latino households make less than white households at the median. What’s most shocking about these numbers is that white women are the only women facing less financial strain from the cost of eldercare than their male counterparts.
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			On top of financial strain, there is time burden. People don’t talk enough about how taking care of someone else takes time. To check in on somebody, to ensure that they have their medications, that they’re in good health, that they have everything they need to function, is a significant effort. Even if you are not doing the caregiving yourself, hiring someone else, introducing them into your community and family, and coordinating with the care team still takes time. Therefore, beyond the literal cost of care, caregiving is also time spent.

			The vast majority of eldercare providers take care of their loved ones daily. In 2015, one survey found that many caregivers who also worked full-time jobs quit or took an early retirement. When asked why, many cited that the jobs they worked did not accommodate the hours they needed to administer care.

			While women spend slightly more time on eldercare than men, what caregivers do with their time differs greatly across gender lines. The average female caregiver’s typical day consists of regular and consistent household chores—food preparation, cleanup, purchasing goods and services, providing physical and medical care, picking up and dropping off elders, communicating on behalf of elders (phone, email, mail), and traveling. On the contrary, male caregivers, on average, split their time between occasional physical tasks like mowing the lawn, hanging a picture, changing a lightbulb, and/or enjoying leisure activities alongside elders. This is my “surprised” face.

			Across racial lines, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reports that although there is practically no difference in the share of Black and white women who are eldercare providers, there is a gap in how much time is being spent weekly on care. Black caregivers spend on average eleven hours on eldercare, followed by Hispanic/Latino and white caregivers at approximately six hours.

			Trade-Off Tolls

			With responsibilities of their own, caregivers balance caring for their aging family members and loved ones alongside everything else required of them. Which begs the question: Who takes care of the caregivers?

			When we spoke with women across the country about caregiving, they had much to say on the topic. Many of these women, who were in their late forties to late fifties, felt the burden of familial and financial expectations. One of the first things we learned from the women we spoke with is that no one explicitly asked them to take on the caregiving role in their families; the people around them just assumed they would.

			Two white women caregivers, Anna and Carol, shared that they believe the expectations surrounding caregiving are simply an extension of what society expects from women the moment we decide to become parents. Anna reflected on this observation:

			
				My mother-in-law said the other day that I was a natural-born nurse and had missed my calling. I’m like, no, I just raised a bunch of kids, and I know how to keep track of four different people’s calendars and soccer schedules. That’s not much different from keeping track of two different people’s doctor appointments and medication needs.

			

			My namesake is right, and her story resonated with other women we spoke to. To be a caregiver is to be a project manager. However, taking on this role often comes at a significant personal cost. When we asked white women about their feelings during the caregiving process, words like “exhausting,” “emotional,” “conflict,” and “resentment” consistently emerged.

			One woman’s story nearly brought me to tears. She said, “I don’t know if I fully acknowledged, while in the midst of it, how incredibly exhausting [caregiving] was day after day, month after month, year after year, because you just keep doing it.” This woman had taken on caregiving responsibilities for both of her parents, who passed away less than a month apart. Just as she was preparing to grieve one parent, she lost the other.

			Outside of expectations regarding caregiving roles, the reality that caregivers face can be physically, emotionally, and financially taxing. Black women caregivers shared as much when we spoke to them. Lulu remarked that caregiving might seem “easy” initially, but it becomes increasingly difficult over time, particularly if a loved one has a chronic illness or is disabled. It involves more than just checking in to see if someone is okay; it requires coordinating schedules, managing medications, attending doctor appointments, and navigating numerous other tasks to ensure a loved one’s well-being is prioritized.

			During our conversation, Black women also emphasized the financial burdens associated with caregiving and how managing these costs can be a significant source of anxiety. If we consider that Black women face steeper financial strain in caregiving costs, cost burden being a source of concern makes sense.

			Across both conversations, what many caregivers seemed to give up for their aging loved ones was time—time at work, time with other family members, time to pursue passions like writing books, starting businesses, or embarking on new adventures, and even time to rest. And it’s not like caregiving is constant. As Yvonne, another white woman, pointed out, one month of caregiving is very different from two months in a row, or three months. The cost of care compounds.

			For time off the clock, nearly all the white women caregivers spoke of taking some time for themselves; many noted that resting remained a top priority. One woman shared her routine: “A monthly massage appointment that I don’t miss. Mani. Pedi. I have to keep a list of friends, so I can remind myself that I’m not alone, and that I’m not just dumping on one person.”

			It’s not that Black women caregivers didn’t want to relax or get a massage too; rather, many of them used their time off to fulfill other familial responsibilities and household chores. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen the older Black women in my life take a spa day or vacation just because. For many of them, there is always someone else to take care of.

			Closing the Gap

			Let me start off by stating the obvious: We need caregivers. We need them badly, and we need them to be paid. As the global population ages, the need for care work will continue to grow in both long-term care facilities and private residences. We do not have to sit idly and wait for an iceberg to hit us before we do something. We can look to experts and caregivers to help us inform how we manage this massive societal opportunity responsibly.

			One place to begin looking is my last book (I know, shameless plug), The Black Agenda: Bold Solutions for a Broken System, which features Yolonda Wilson, a philosopher and bioethicist. In her chapter about race, gender, and caregiving, she makes a powerful argument: There is no health justice without the legitimization of care work, which requires us to provide livable wages for caregivers, academic pathways to the care workforce, and substantial investments in the care infrastructure globally. I would also add that there need to be more efforts that encourage women who find themselves in the caregiving era to rest.

			Livable Wages for Caregivers and Paid Leave Policies

			If you take on the role of caregiver as your job, you should be paid, because that’s labor. Taking care of people is work—plain and simple. If people who work in healthcare get paid, we should also be able to pay those who do live-in care. As we know from the numbers, a mass exodus of workers to caregiving duties means that countries lose out on economic contributions that could make them better and richer. Why leave money on the table?

			Perhaps a more fundamental way to shift the value of care work is to stop devaluing work done by women generally. Why should we miss out on huge global economic opportunities that cut across education, health, the environment, and work because women make up most of the sector? This is why improving pay equity, representation, and opportunity in the workplace matters. Women should not be synonymous with lesser value. Duh!

			On an individual level, we—ordinary citizens—can advocate for better policies within our own states, towns, and workplaces. If your job doesn’t have a family leave policy, ask why and work alongside colleagues to advocate for such. We can push to negotiate for that at future jobs or in future contracts. We can also vote for local, state, and national political leaders who prioritize caregiving and address the cost of care. Furthermore, across the US, local organizations have banded together to pass local and state-level paid leave policies. Find those organizations and work with them to achieve goals. I might add that many of the solutions I suggested in previous chapters are relevant here too!

			Academic Pathways for Care Work

			We can also create sustainable and accessible career and academic pathways for care workers. Here is where local governments, organizations, academic institutions, and philanthropists can step in. Incentivize young people to get into the care workforce by first making the career pathway one that is viable and livable. This can look like research opportunities, scholarships, after-school programs, internships, and more.

			Like the STEM workforce, which already gets lots of funding and global attention, the care workforce will be pivotal to our society, both nationally and globally, moving forward. Wilson advises that colleges and universities, especially Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs), can be instrumental in creating awareness about the types of jobs in the caregiving sector while leveraging institutional resources to train students. In practice, this can look like having caregiving degree paths in colleges or developing a certification program for those who may be interested in serving the aging population.

			Global Investments in the Care Industry

			Beyond livable wages and workforce development, governments should fund care services, provide social protection and benefits to care workers, legalize nationwide family leave policies, provide support to families who are navigating work arrangements, steer technological innovation toward care needs, and fund the care infrastructure that makes this work less taxing on caregivers. This requires a multifaceted and hands-on approach from governments, businesses, and local leaders.

			For even a fraction of the above to take place, however, the world needs to change its relationship with the care system and elders globally. One way to do that is through intergenerational cohousing. The Netherlands has multiple housing schemes that incentivize young people to live near older adults and spend time with them. For example, students can live rent-free in a retirement home in exchange for spending a minimum of thirty hours per month helping elderly residents. A 2019 study evaluating this living arrangement found that with just six students and 160 elderly residents, elders and young people felt a greater sense of community and joy. Today, we’re starting to see similar cohousing schemes stateside, which is a promising step forward.

			Cultivating Self-Care and Rest

			In 2024, my good friend Ashlee Wisdom, the founder of Health in Her Hue—an organization that connects women of color to healthcare providers—gifted me a massage. I had never gotten a massage before (true story), and the idea of having someone service me for an hour without interruption seemed ludicrous. However, when I experienced it, I realized how necessary it was.

			Women in the caregiving era should prioritize rest, when possible, as much as possible. As Tricia Hersey, founder of the Nap Ministry, often says, “Rest is resistance.” Rest can take many forms: getting a massage, taking a walk, giving yourself time to be present. It can also mean going on vacation or spending time with friends, laughing and finding joy in the ordinary.

			There will always be demands on women’s time, energy, and money, especially those in caregiving roles, but that doesn’t mean caregivers should sacrifice their entire well-being. So, if you’re looking for a reminder to rest, here it is.

			At some point, the balancing act must end—either we slowly dismount onto stable, thriving ground where all caregivers, especially women, have dignity and earn a living wage, or we crash, and so does our economy. The choice is ours.

		

	
		
			Pennies and Pensions

			Meet Lena, a seventy-year-old white woman who has not yet retired. As a divorcée living alone, she has spent much of her life juggling various minimum-wage jobs to make ends meet. After marrying young and then going through a divorce, she found herself with just $200 to her name.

			Unlike many of her peers, Lena is neither married nor does she have children. Although she considered adoption, she later learned that the process could cost at least $20,000 or more. Lacking the funds, she embraced the role of the “cool auntie,” supporting her loved ones whenever she could.

			As the youngest and only daughter, Lena also became the primary caregiver in her family as her parents aged. “Even when they lived in another state, I was usually the one who responded during emergencies,” she recalls. As caregiving grew more demanding, Lena found herself emotionally and financially spent. Despite their good healthcare coverage, pension, and Social Security, she often dipped into her savings to help cover her parents’ costs. “At the end of the day, I spent a lot of my own money on their expenses because there was no family wealth left,” she sadly noted.

			After turning sixty-five, Lena faced significant costs related to health checkups and consultations with various specialists. Although Medicare (healthcare for older adults) provided some relief, costs for prescription medications, procedures, and other medical necessities quickly piled up. For Lena, accumulating medical debt seemed inevitable, given that she struggled to find consistent work as an older woman.

			Lena’s career path continued to ebb and flow over the years. She initially trained as a historian and attended graduate school; she gained opportunities to lecture nationwide, write articles, and conduct research. However, after turning sixty, she encountered ageism in the job market. “I had already dealt with being overeducated and overqualified; now it felt like I was too old to be hired, even if they didn’t say it outright.” This led to a prolonged period of unemployment followed by minimum-wage jobs. In her words, “Some seniors, as they age, are still required to work because Social Security or pensions simply aren’t enough.” Only recently have the winds shifted. In 2024, her academic career saw a resurgence. She secured two research fellowships and a state-funded research grant. “This isn’t retirement,” she declared. “My new motto is that I will work for as long as I can because there will come a time when I can’t work anymore!”

			Lena’s experiences encapsulate many obstacles women face throughout their lives—issues related to career, caregiving, pay equity, and more. After hearing about her journey, I couldn’t shake the feeling that society has fallen short in supporting older women: women who are grandmothers and matriarchs; women who postponed their aspirations to meet the needs of others; women who wish to live long, healthy lives; women who dare to age.

			The Many Costs of Aging

			Getting older is a part of life, and while that seems like an obvious thing to say, some people are in staunch denial of that fact. Ageism is defined as prejudice or discrimination against someone’s age and is often discussed in the context of the workplace but arguably extends to other parts of life.

			Aging certainly comes with its own set of complications and limitations as our bodies start to decline. Yet, for some reason, society seems to believe that older people stop being able to do a lot of ordinary things. This is probably why the comments on social media are filled with open-mouth emojis and lots of wows (Shoutout Retirement House!) when older people are seen dancing and having a good time or lifting weights. We don’t expect old people—like children—to have agency, and this informs how they are treated in society.

			The costs of aging for women coalesce around age discrimination in the workplace, leading to low pay or no job opportunities at all, the financial burden of upholding maddening beauty standards, and healthcare issues unique to women that are often under-researched and underfunded. Women pay a higher price than men in every one of these areas.

			In the workplace, older women are treated differently than older men. A hiring study in Sweden, like the ones discussed in the “Résumé Whitening” chapter, measured whether ageism impacts callback rates for older adults. The researchers found that both women and men are called back more when they are younger, and there is a decline in callback rate that begins around a job candidate’s early forties.

			They also show that after the age of thirty-five, the callback rate declines faster for women. We now know that with the cost of asymmetry, racial discrimination in hiring will likely make it even harder for minority applicants, especially older Black women, to receive a callback for a job they’ve applied for.

			On top of that are the pressures of beauty standards older women have to navigate. No group is more scrutinized for aging than aging women. The hyperfocus on staying young has become a cultural touchpoint. From Botox to antiaging serums, many treatments and surgeries are marketed almost exclusively to women and girls. Society’s antagonistic relationship with women’s wrinkles is concerning to say the least, and often begins before girls even know what wrinkles are. The insistence that women should never grow up and that when we begin to enter our thirties, forties, fifties, and so forth we should begin counting backward is nuts. Society calls a woman who ages an old hag, but an older man is afforded sex appeal. Make it make sense.

			The demand for youth exists because youth is often equated with beauty, and women are taught from a young age that being beautiful is the most important thing to be. (The irony, of course, is that when we are young, we feel that we are at our ugliest.) This means fighting the clock is not just psychologically burdensome but financially taxing too. Those antiaging serums can be expensive, and the average person cannot afford to pinch and pluck away years from their face forever. Now imagine having to navigate the pressures of looking youthful and also dealing with a steeper cost of presentability because higher risks and costs surround your hair type and skin tone. It’s all a bit much.

			Older women also face myriad health-related issues that can result in additional costs. Did you know that nearly 95 percent of adults who are sixty years old or older have at least one chronic health condition? Studies have shown that elderly women have high rates of hypertension, osteoarthritis, anemia, and depression. When you consider that our bodies carry all our life experiences—the good, the bad, and the ugly—it’s no surprise that the wear and tear of a lifetime of hidden and not-so-hidden costs further exacerbates health issues toward the end of life.

			Professor Arline T. Geronimus at the University of Michigan calls this “weathering,” or the idea that health and aging have more to do with societal circumstances than our own personal choices. Weathering is why Black women are 50 percent more likely to have high blood pressure than white women. Weathering is why Black and Hispanic women are more likely to develop diabetes after age fifty-five as compared with white women. Weathering is the sum of the double tax trapped in our bodies. And all the while we are still expected to take care of everyone else.

			While the costs of aging are surely cumulative, there are unfortunately new costs in our old age that we have to consider, such as whether we will be able to retire.

			The Cost of Retirement

			The question of retirement is one that many don’t think about until it’s far too late; this is namely because, until we reach retirement age, everyone calls us young and tells us to enjoy whatever decade we find ourselves in. However, retirement income, which people often don’t plan far enough in advance for, matters a lot.

			It is highly advisable that you take a bit of every paycheck and save it toward your future self before you decide to stop working for the rest of your life. The way we do this and plan to do this varies depending on what our jobs offer and what sort of income we’re bringing in. There are three primary ways people do this in the US—Social Security payments, pensions, and retirement savings accounts.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Retirement Income

						
							
							Definition

						
					

					
							
							Social Security

						
							
							A benefit from the government based on how much you earn over time. You contribute to Social Security with every paycheck.

						
					

					
							
							Pensions

						
							
							A retirement plan where an employer sets aside money for an employee, which is then paid out regularly after the employee retires.

						
					

					
							
							Retirement savings accounts

						
							
							Money you can set aside for retirement that often has tax benefits.

						
					

				
			

			In my opinion, saving for retirement is not always straightforward. “Just open an account” or “Ask your job for a 401(k) matching scheme,” they purport. However, what this advice often misses is how access to different types of retirement income is yet another place where the double tax shows up.

			The Double Tax:

			Older women retire with less than men due to lifelong gender pay gaps. Women of color fare even worse, facing both racial and gender gaps.

			There are persistent gender gaps in retirement income. In 2021, the median retirement income for women over sixty-five was nearly 33 percent lower than men’s income. The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) finds that this gap was largely driven by gender gaps in career paths and pay. The differences in retirement income don’t stop there—they’re a feature of Social Security and pensions too.

			We know that due to racial and gender inequality, women of color lack different sources of retirement income as compared with white women and their male counterparts. In 2020, 39 percent of white women received retirement income from either a pension, annuities, or a retirement savings account; the percentages were far less for Black (29 percent), Asian (26 percent), and Hispanic (20 percent) women. Unsurprisingly, a higher share of men across every single racial group received more retirement income.

			Which begs the question: Why?

			In a 2024 study, economists identified three reasons why retirement wealth looks different across race and gender. They first showed that women contributed differently toward their retirement funds. While white women tended to contribute the same share of their salary as white men, Black and Hispanic women contributed a lower share of their salaries, even after accounting for age, job tenure, and retirement plan design. This makes sense given the compounded nature of the double tax. Think about the additional costs of beauty (“Good Hair”), childcare (“Mothering”), occupational segregation (“Tokens”), lack of promotion (“Broken Rungs”), and more. Minority women aren’t just earning less—they’re also dealing with more costs before the end of life that make saving toward retirement harder to do.

			Additionally, the number of withdrawals from retirement savings accounts also differed across race and gender. Black and Hispanic people, especially Black women, took the most from their retirement fund before retirement. This aligns with the National Association of Realtors reporting that Black homebuyers were more likely to use money from their 401(k) accounts to buy their homes.

			As we know from the chapter “Black Picket Fences,” wealth portfolios for Black and white people look different from each other. Given that housing is the predominant form of wealth-building for Black people, Black wealth is at the mercy of the health of the housing market, while white people tend to have a more diversified portfolio. With that in mind, we also must acknowledge that government policies work against wealth-building efforts of Black Americans especially, as well as other marginalized groups. Those who have access to capital today will likely benefit from capital tomorrow.

			
				[image: ]
			

			At the end of life, older women who should be resting and reflecting are working hard to simply survive. Data shows that older single women are more likely to fall below the poverty line than older single men, and older women of color are even worse off on this front.

			By the time certain women reach retirement age, a depleted retirement account makes it impossible for them to actually retire. And that, my friends, is an indictment of how society views aging women.

			Counting the Years

			The double tax a woman of color experiences throughout her life compounds in many ways to make retirement difficult and unattainable. We see how job prospects and types of jobs play a role in whether people get pensions. We see how pay, both throughout life and at the very end of it, continues to make the everyday unaffordable. We see how wealth portfolios, passed down through generations, can make the difference in an emergency. Lena recognized all of this too.

			Despite the struggles she faced in getting hired for work she was qualified for, as well as her financial challenges, Lena noted that it could be worse. She understood that although she came from a poor family, she still had privileges—privileges because of her race. “Regardless of my income, I’m white. There are certain things people don’t question me about.”

			That said, being a woman is clearly difficult. “Back in my time,” Lena recounted, “women couldn’t have credit cards, we couldn’t get loans, we couldn’t buy anything.” This is an important reminder. Most women have been full, legal participants of American society for only the last sixty years, and there are still parts of the country and the world today where women are policed and persecuted for simply existing.

			Lena shared that, because of these limitations—the inequality across pay, opportunity, and wealth—her life is only now, at the age of seventy, after decades of progress, finally heading in the direction she wants. These days, people will ask Lena why she isn’t retired. Why is she continuing to do research? Why is she still working toward her goals? In her own words, if she had applied for these opportunities fifteen years ago, she wouldn’t have gotten them. Now, as she approaches the end of her life, it’s her time to shine, and rightfully so.

			Closing the Gap

			Over the course of this book I’ve highlighted many ways we can address the double tax that women of color face as they age. Tackling the costs associated with beauty, career, motherhood, caregiving, and generational wealth can help reduce the collective burden borne by women as they approach the later stages of life. In addition to the solutions presented throughout the book, we must also protect and preserve safety nets for older populations, reduce healthcare costs, and look to other countries for inspiration on dignifying our seniors.

			Protect and Preserve Safety Nets for the Elderly

			In the US, Social Security is often misunderstood as a government-funded program for retirement, but it actually doesn’t operate that way. Throughout our working lives, money is set aside by both ourselves and our employers, in the form of taxes, to create a pool of funds that we can draw upon when we retire or leave the workforce due to disability. This system is arguably one of the most important anti-poverty programs in our nation, and it lifted approximately twenty-nine million people out of poverty in 2022. It creates a direct link between our contributions and future benefits, reinforcing the idea that Social Security is not a handout but rather an earned benefit.

			Today, Social Security is a vehicle against poverty for elderly populations. The program currently serves as one of the few sources of retirement income for women, especially minority women. In 2021, Social Security kept ten million women aged sixty-five and over out of poverty. The breakdown is nothing short of remarkable: 1.3 million Black women, 885,000 Latinas, 329,000 Asian women, and 7.8 million white women all received income from the program. Social Security also provides insurance coverage to older women, particularly those who have never married. These women tend to rely more heavily on Social Security benefits as their sole source of retirement income.

			At the time of this writing, politicians and policymakers alike have proposed reforms to cut Social Security taxes, which will impact how much money will be left for the current and next generation of retirees. There have also been calls to raise costs on Medicare and cut disability benefits (which would impact older adults). The idea of endangering programs that support elders, particularly aging women, is problematic because other sources of support are riddled with systemic bias. As a result of the racial wealth gap, which reflects the long shadow of slavery, the wells of wealth white people draw from are likely deeper than what Black people, especially Black Americans, have access to.

			In 2024 the Biden administration put forth a plan that addressed these concerns directly. The administration proposed that, beyond maintaining benefits, Social Security taxes remain, given that Social Security disproportionately helps most poor and working-class people in the US. The Biden administration’s agenda also advocated for improving access to Social Security benefits and investing in the Social Security Administration, which manages these payments. With all of this in mind, strengthening, not weakening, Social Security should be the top priority moving forward.

			Address Healthcare Costs with Aging

			Beyond protecting and preserving the social safety net for elders, we can also advocate for lowering healthcare costs. In 2020, women aged sixty-five and over in the US accounted for 55 percent of total healthcare spending for older adults, totaling $683 billion.

			To address this, we must ensure that people have access to healthcare services and providers they can see regularly. What this could look like is maintaining existing policies, like the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare), that increase access and prevent premiums from being tied to preexisting conditions—preexisting conditions that could worsen over time if left unaddressed. This is why healthcare access throughout one’s life matters. Moreover, healthcare for all could have a positive spillover effect on the elderly, because the well-being of caregivers affects the health of older populations (as discussed in the chapter “The Balancing Act”).

			Another important step is advocating for the reduction of prescription drug costs, ensuring that our elders, who often suffer from chronic diseases, receive the medication they need to live long and healthy lives. Finally, we can advocate for cancellation of the medical debt that burdens women like Lena, who are trying to navigate the later years of their lives. By addressing these challenges, we can help ensure that older women—and older people overall—are not weighed down by unnecessary bills as they age.

			Consider Global Policies for Aging Populations

			Countries like Japan, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Singapore offer valuable ideas for supporting older people. Japan has raised the retirement age and provides bonuses to people who contribute to the pension system over a longer period of time. The Netherlands is gradually raising the retirement age to give people time to prepare, while Denmark allows people to work part time or retire early if they have health issues, making transitions smoother. Singapore takes a broad approach by combining pension reforms, job training programs, better housing policies, and healthcare programs to support older adults.

			These policies, among others across the globe, make it clear that providing healthcare and other retirement benefits will be important to ensure that no one, especially at the end of life, faces financial struggle because of what is or isn’t in their bank account.

		

	
		
			The Final Bill

			At the beginning of this book, we talked about how Black women continue to pay for America’s sins. We talked about how we are all worse off when Black women are worse off. The data and stories reveal exactly that. The double tax—the compounded cost of race and gender—builds upon itself with each passing life stage. These costs do not just take the form of money and time but also manifest as a heavy psychological and societal price tag.

			For many women across the world, all these costs rack up to create one hefty final bill. Women are expected to participate in certain beauty trends, overcome social and economic barriers to pursue the careers they want, negotiate what they deserve, fight their way up a broken ladder, navigate impossible parenting expectations, take care of everyone, and sit put with all the burden of the costs we bear at the end of life. At no point does society ask: How can we make this easier? In fact, the opposite tends to happen. Women are constantly fighting a war to preserve the rights and freedoms that make these costs at least somewhat bearable.

			Then there is what lies beyond the numbers each milestone presents. In societies where a woman’s worth is tied to motherhood or where women are generally viewed as incompetent until “proven” otherwise, the emotional and psychological burden also weighs us down and seeps into the view we hold of ourselves.

			While the final bill is borne by all women, the price is much steeper for women of color, especially Black women. Across each of these line items, women of color are taxed doubly, triply in some cases. Beauty costs more because beauty standards are not anchored on us. Our competence is questioned more from the moment we step into the job interview or boardroom because no one expected us to be in the building.

			The truth is, we cannot fully understand how inequality is laced throughout our society without understanding what happens to those at the bottom of the totem pole. Much attention has been paid to those women who have made it and the wins they tout in the name of equality. But the numbers and the women behind them tell a different story: Women who are forgotten and left behind often do not look like the ones hailed as the heroes of progress. They are ordinary women navigating extraordinary circumstances, working tirelessly to make their part of the world a little better for their communities in a society that consistently overcharges and underpays them.

			By naming what it really costs to be a woman, especially across racial lines, we are, as women, better equipped to advocate for ourselves, call out inequality when we recognize it, and force the powers that be to stop feigning ignorance.

			As this book has shown, the gains of some women do not always trickle down to all women. And highlighting the differences between women can help anchor us in the realities our communities face and reveal what we need to do next. That is why calculating the final bill is an important step moving forward. Once you know the numbers, and the differences that exist across racial lines between women, you can no longer go back. Either you decide to ignore what’s in front of you, or you decide to do something about it.

			The Lifetime Cost of the Double Tax

			Not much leaves me speechless. But the two receipts on the following pages—showing the cost gaps between white men and women, and between Black and white women—come close. Read these tables from left to right. The first column lists the chapter the cost is from. The next column outlines what the cost is, followed by two columns that show the cost for each group. The final column highlights the cost gap between the two groups. In the first table, this represents the gender gap, while in the second table, it reflects the double tax.

			The costs presented in these tables are the clear comparison data points I researched and summarized for this book. Naturally, there are costs women face that go undocumented that I would have loved to include. For now, I present to you the lifetime cost of the double tax, a look into the depth of disparity that cuts across race and gender.

			

			The Gender Gap

			White Women Compared with White Men

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Chapter

						
							
							Cost

						
							
							White Men

						
							
							White Women

						
							
							How White Women Compare with White Men

						
					

					
							
							Good Hair

						
							
							Average cost of shampoo and conditioner

						
							
							—

						
							
							—

						
							
							—

						
					

					
							
							Résumé Whitening

						
							
							Résumés sent per job callback

						
							
							—

						
							
							—

						
							
							—

						
					

					
							
							Tokens

						
							
							Proportional representation in top 10 highest-paying careers

						
							
							10/10 careers

						
							
							3/10 careers

						
							
							White women are represented in 7 fewer high-paying careers

						
					

					
							
							Dollars and Sense

						
							
							Weekly median pay (all jobs)

						
							
							$1,352

						
							
							$1,105

						
							
							White women make $247 less per week

						
					

					
							
							Broken Rungs

						
							
							Promoted to manager

						
							
							100 men

						
							
							89 women

						
							
							White women have 11 fewer promotions

						
					

					
							
							Black Picket Fences

						
							
							Percentage of single people who own a home

						
							
							57%

						
							
							62%

						
							
							White women are 5 percentage points higher in homeownership

						
					

					
							
							
							Wealth per $1 white men have

						
							
							$1.00

						
							
							$0.78

						
							
							White women have 22 cents less in wealth per dollar

						
					

					
							
							Mothering

						
							
							Childcare as a percentage of household income

						
							
							—

						
							
							—

						
							
							—

						
					

					
							
							The Balancing Act

						
							
							Caregiving as a percentage of household expenses

						
							
							20%

						
							
							17%

						
							
							White women have a lower burden in caregiving expenses by 3 percentage points

						
					

					
							
							Pennies and Pensions

						
							
							Percentage of people with retirement income

						
							
							47%

						
							
							39%

						
							
							White women have a lower share of people with retirement income by 8 percentage points

						
					

				
			

			Total   The Gender Gap

			

			The Double Tax

			Black Women Compared with White Women

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Chapter

						
							
							Cost

						
							
							White Women

						
							
							Black Women

						
							
							How Black Women Compare with White Women

						
					

					
							
							Good Hair

						
							
							Annual average cost of hair care

						
							
							$144

						
							
							$207

						
							
							Black women spend $63 more on shampoo and conditioner

						
					

					
							
							Résumé Whitening

						
							
							Résumés sent per job callback

						
							
							10 résumés

						
							
							13 résumés

						
							
							Black women send 3 more résumés per callback

						
					

					
							
							Tokens

						
							
							Proportional representation in top 10 highest-paying careers

						
							
							3/10 careers

						
							
							0/10 careers

						
							
							Black women are not represented in high-paying careers

						
					

					
							
							Dollars and Sense

						
							
							Weekly median pay (all jobs)

						
							
							$1,105

						
							
							$889

						
							
							Black women make $216 less per week

						
					

					
							
							Broken Rungs

						
							
							For every 100 men promoted

						
							
							89 women

						
							
							54 women

						
							
							Black women have 35 fewer promotions

						
					

					
							
							Black Picket Fences

						
							
							Percentage of single people who own a home

						
							
							62%

						
							
							37%

						
							
							Black women are 25 percentage points lower in homeownership

						
					

					
							
							
							Wealth per $1 white men have

						
							
							78 cents

						
							
							8 cents

						
							
							Black women have 70 cents less wealth per dollar

						
					

					
							
							Mothering

						
							
							Childcare as a percentage of household income

						
							
							17%

						
							
							26%

						
							
							Black women have a higher burden in childcare expenses by 9 percentage points

						
					

					
							
							The Balancing Act

						
							
							Caregiving as a percentage of household expenses

						
							
							17%

						
							
							35%

						
							
							Black women have a higher burden in caregiving expenses by 18 percentage points

						
					

					
							
							Pennies and Pensions

						
							
							Percentage of people with retirement income

						
							
							39%

						
							
							29%

						
							
							Black women have a lower share of people with retirement income by 10 percentage points

						
					

				
			

			Total   The Double Tax

			When I created these receipts, I showed them to a couple of friends, and each one was shocked. If there was any doubt that race and gender shape the experiences of women today, lay those doubts to rest. For decades, mainstream discourse about gender inequality has ignored this reality, despite what the Combahee River Collective, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and many other Black women have shouted from the rooftops. People can no longer say that minority women made this up to excuse our circumstances or to play victim. The numbers are crystal clear: Race colors the costs women face.

			Check, Please

			Every cost women incur adds up to a high bill, and for women of color—especially Black women—the bill looks like a scroll unfurling on Machu Picchu. Honestly, it’s painful to look at all the costs we bear. We are essentially being punished for existing. “Preposterous” is not a strong enough word.

			Each chapter of this book contains multitudes of examples, some named and many more unnamed, of the double tax showing up in women’s lives. The ultimate takeaway is that there is no way women will survive the next twenty, thirty, or forty years without addressing the double tax at its root. There is no gender equality without addressing the rot that is racial inequality.

			These receipts are not saying that white women do not suffer or go through their own oppression and misalignment. In fact, our first receipt clearly demonstrates that white women have yet to see progress in every area of their lives. That said, white women’s experiences should not be taken as the measure of true progress for all women when it comes to conversations about gender equality.

			When we take the ten-thousand-foot view and look at how the day-to-day costs accumulate, it’s clear that women, especially minority women, are paying a massive financial and emotional bill that we are not given the choice to decline.

			And that is what drove me to write this book—righteous anger. Righteous anger in the face of inaction against the harms committed against women, especially women who look like me. Righteous anger concerning the countless stories shared online about women’s frustrations that are often dismissed or ignored. Righteous anger that despite the gains made for white women at the top, white women living in lesser-known neighborhoods haven’t seen that same level of opportunity. I believe that we can channel this righteous anger into sustained action as shown in the table below.

			

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							The Cost

						
							
							The Solutions

						
					

					
							
							Beauty and Hair

						
							
							Pass the Crown Act

							Fund Black entrepreneurs in beauty and hair

							Destigmatize hair texture

						
					

					
							
							Job Applications

						
							
							Hold companies accountable for discriminatory hiring practices

							Adjust the résumé screening process

						
					

					
							
							Career Paths

						
							
							Fund programs that increase access to job opportunities

							Encourage curiosity through educational interventions and role models

							Fight against anti-DEI legislation

						
					

					
							
							Pay Inequity

						
							
							Pass pay transparency laws

							Pass the Paycheck Fairness Act

							Strengthen unions

						
					

					
							
							Workplace Promotion

						
							
							Work with researchers to identify workplace gaps

							Increase transparency around evaluations

							Equip HR departments to address bias

						
					

					
							
							Homeownership and Wealth

						
							
							Fairer mortgage lending practices

							Student debt cancellation

							Reparations for African Americans

							Affordable housing and tenant unions

							Tackle discriminatory behavior in real estate

						
					

					
							
							Childcare Costs

						
							
							Increase access to maternal and infant healthcare

							Federal family leave

							Expand the Child Tax Credit

							Invest in childcare for low-income families

							Increase transparency around motherhood

						
					

					
							
							Caregiving Costs

						
							
							Livable wages for caregivers

							Academic pathways for caregiving

							Global investments in the care industry

							Self-care and rest for caregivers

						
					

					
							
							Retirement

						
							
							Protect and preserve safety nets for the elderly

							Address healthcare costs with aging

							Consider global policies for aging populations

						
					

				
			

			Reducing and eliminating these costs in our lifetimes is possible. I am writing this in 2025. We have evolved beyond the floppy disk and now carry small, powerful computers in our palms. We have self-driving cars and websites that connect people from all over the world. If advances in technology and infrastructure are possible, surely we can dignify a woman’s work and worth in this lifetime.

			At the start of this book, I shared that I am not the first person to document the double tax, but I am the first to coin the phrase in this way. I’ve drawn upon the research of many academics, experts, and advocates who have analyzed how these disparities show up in our wallets and our timetables for decades on end. This book seeks to gather the findings and emphasize that this is not merely a coincidence but rather a recurring pattern—a pattern that extends throughout a woman’s life. Each of these costs affects millions, even billions, of people around the world. For that reason alone, we must fight to see these costs eliminated or greatly reduced sooner rather than later.

			While there are many other costs I haven’t addressed that undoubtedly add to the bill, and solutions to make things substantively better that I have not accounted for, my hope is that you will take this new knowledge and build upon it. Identify the double tax when you see it and fight for solutions that make the lives of women across the world better. This book does not have to be where the story ends, but rather where true progress begins.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Writing this book changed me. I now know too much and can’t really go back. Seeing all of those costs listed side by side (whew) has shifted the ground beneath my feet.

			The biggest takeaway from this book is that what happens to women at the extremes tells us a lot about what’s going on in between. On one end are women whose fight has paid off, and on the other end are women who are still fighting. While they are similar, they are not the same. We already knew that women spend more time, energy, and money than men just to exist. However, what became clear while writing this book is that race makes the price of womanhood steeper.

			I never meant to write this book with the intent of learning more about myself, but in writing, I found myself exploring the woman I am, the girl I had been, and the woman I hope to become. Writing about the different life stages throughout womanhood bred more empathy in me for the women in my life—my mother, who faced workplace discrimination and raised me as a stay-at-home mom; my sister, who is currently navigating motherhood as she climbs the professional ladder; my friends who are buying homes and advocating for higher pay; and just everyday women I pass in the street who have complicated and beautiful lives I’ll never know about.

			I also left this process with more grace for myself. As women and girls, we are often so hard on ourselves because everyone expects the world from us. Writing this book taught me that, given all that is stacked against us daily, simply living our best life is an act of resistance. Writing gave me clarity on how, despite leading very different lives, many of us share some version of the costs outlined in these pages.

			In my humble yet completely biased opinion, this book is what I would have wanted to read before, during, and after becoming an adult. It’s a book that I hope my nieces will read when they turn eighteen, thirty, sixty, and eighty. It’s a book that gives women of all shades the language to say, “Actually, you’re not giving me what I deserve.” I personally plan to come back often to make sure I know what to fight for and why.

			As I shared at the very beginning of our journey, reading this book is like taking the red pill in The Matrix and praying for the best. Once you know the double tax, you can’t go back. Your eyes are wide open, and now you have the total bill of womanhood in your back pocket. We are wiser now. We have graduated from juice boxes to wineglasses. We have taken a necessary step toward imagining what true equality will require.

			By anchoring ourselves in the facts, by listening closely to the stories, we have a much better understanding of who we are and what solidarity truly looks like. That is why I hope that as you read this book again and again and again, you learn something new each time you flip through these pages.

			This book is also meant to be a conversation starter, or as my adviser would say, a “hypothesis-generating” book. I am not promising you all the answers here, and if I was, consider me delusional. I expect, by now, that you may be left with more questions than answers. Questions like: “What the hell?” or “How did we get here?” They are appropriate places to begin. But the question of what’s next is the most important one. And really it is a question of what we are willing to do and what we are prepared to fight for. Will you address these costs for real, or ignore a reality that will leave all of us worse off than before? That decision is ultimately up to you.

			As a reluctant optimist, I believe and will continue to believe that women can change the world, because women have changed my world. I owe my life to a woman, my style to a woman, my confidence to a woman, and this book to women. I am inspired by women daily. Women are truly the salt of our earth, and the world would be lost without us. I cannot envision a future that leaves out women. That future does not and cannot exist. That is why I desperately hope you take every solution that resonates with you back to the communities that you know and love, communities that may need some love—and get to work. This journey will be long, and we may not see the fruits of our labor before our time ends, but I promise you, from the depths of my heart, it will be worth it.

			I leave you with this: There is no real progress for women as long as minority women, the most vulnerable among us, continue to bear the full cost of womanhood. There is no progress for women as long as poor women are made to pay the price for wealthy women’s inaction. Solidarity must span groups, neighborhoods, schools, countries, and really anywhere we find ourselves. As long as the bill is always higher for one woman than another, we all—every kind of woman, every kind of person—will suffer at the hands of injustice.

			
				Nobody’s free until everybody’s free.

				—Fannie Lou Hamer
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