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What is Wealth and Why Does it Matter?
Income has conventionally been used by sociologists as the primary indicator of people’s economic status. But wealth, or net
worth, is a much more comprehensive measure of financial resources. Wealth is the value of one’s assets minus debts. Common
assets include money in savings or checking accounts, stocks, bonds, retirement accounts, businesses, and the market value of
one’s home. Common debts include home mortgages, credit card debt, and loans.
Wealth has several important benefits that income does not: it can generate income (dividends, rent, etc.), it can be passed down
from generation to generation, it can be used as collateral for loans that increase assets directly (such as to purchase property or
businesses) or indirectly (such as by enhancing educational opportunities that increase earnings and future wealth), and it provides
economic resources when income is cut or disrupted due to illness, divorce, unemployment, or emergencies. Furthermore, as this
fact sheet will show, the gender wealth ratio reveals economic inequalities that are masked by gender income ratios.
While historical inequities in class-based and race-based opportunities to build wealth are transmitted across generations through
inheritance,1 gender differences in inheritance currently play a more minor role (if any) in the gender wealth gap observed in the
United States today.2 The women’s wealth gap in the U.S. is primarily a result of the gendered division of labor, gendered power
dynamics within the household, gender inequalities in the labor market, and the corresponding institutionalized rewards based on
these gender differences that make it easier for men to build wealth.
The purpose of this fact sheet is to document the magnitude of the women’s wealth gap, demonstrate the importance of wealth for
understanding women’s economic status, and discuss the likely causes of the women’s wealth gap.

Sources of Wealth Data
One reason income has been the conventional indicator of financial status is that it is easy to measure and data on wealth is more
scarce. But large datasets that include data on wealth are now more common and include: Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX),
Health and Retirement Study (HRS), National Longitudinal Surveys (NLS), Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), Survey of
Consumer Finances (SCF), and Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). Each survey has its own strengths and
weaknesses,3 but only the SCF was designed specifically to measure wealth and is considered the most accurate source of
information about the magnitude of wealth inequality because it oversamples high-income households who are likely to own the
most wealth but are less likely to be included in random samples because they comprise such a small percentage of the
population.4 The data in this fact sheet are derived from the 2007 SCF.5 This fact sheet uses the same definition of wealth
employed by the Federal Reserve Board6 except that the value of vehicles is not included here.7

A Substantial Wealth Gap Exists Between Single Women and Single Men
 Couple households (married and cohabitating)8 have the
highest median wealth and single women have the lowest.
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 The women’s wealth gap is not a relic of prior generations.
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Single women under age 35 have a median wealth of zero
(data not shown) whereas their male counterparts have a median wealth of $3,800.10
Figure 1. Median Wealth of Single Men, Single Women,
and Couples (Married and Cohabitating), 2007
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The Gender Wealth Gap Varies Considerably for People Who are Never-Married, Divorced, and Widowed
 Women who have never married have lower median wealth
than single women who were ever married (i.e., divorced or
widowed).
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Nevertheless, not all widows fare well financially: close to 1
in 5 widows live in poverty, whereas 11% of widowed men and 5% of married couples live in poverty.11
Figure 2. Median Wealth for Never-Married, Divorced , and
Widowed Persons, by Sex, 2007.

The Gender Wealth Ratio Reveals Economic Inequities that are Masked by Gender Income Ratios
Table 1. Gender Income and Wealth Ratios for Full-Time Workers Ages 18-64, 2007.12
Household Type
Median Income
Gender Ratio
Median Wealth
Women
$31,246
100%
$1,550
Never-Married
Men
$31,238
$20,000
Women
$38,046
87%
$63,150
Divorced
Men
$43,621
$66,300
Women
$36,016
73%
$147,950
Widowed
†
Men
$49,051
Women
$37,986
72%
Married
Men
$52,706
†

Gender Ratio
8%
95%
n/a

Unweighted sample size is too small; fewer than 10 widowed men under age 65.

 Wealth inequality is not only more extreme than income inequality, but reveals disparities that are hidden when income is the
indicator of economic status. For instance, never-married women working full-time closed the income gap in 2007; however,
they owned only 8% of the wealth of never-married men.
 Married women have the largest income gap, but if one assumes married couples have equal ownership of marital assets, then
they experience no wealth gap. (But see section below that discusses the sharing of wealth gap by married couples.)
 At every income level, men have more wealth than women.13

Single Women of Color14 and Women with Children are More Likely to Have Little or No Wealth
The legacy of historical policies and practices that prevented people of color from building wealth still impact people of color
today through inheritance. Women of color face the compounding negative wealth effects of being both a woman and a person of
color.
 Single black and Hispanic women ages 18-64 have a median wealth of $100 and $120, respectively, which is less than 1% of
the wealth of their same-race single male counterparts (with a median wealth of $7,900 and $9,730 respectively).15
 Nearly half of all single black and Hispanic women under age 65 have zero, or negative wealth (negative wealth occurs when
the value of assets is lower than the value of debts). In contrast 23% of single white women, 33% of single black men and 38%
of single Hispanic men have zero or negative wealth.16
 Women of color are disproportionately targeted by subprime lenders.17
Mothers face tremendous obstacles to building wealth, including the motherhood wage penalty, inadequate child support, and
reduced access to the types of benefits (such as employer-sponsored retirement plans) that help people build wealth.
 Single women with children in the household have a median wealth of $1,000, which is less than 3% of the median wealth of
single men with children in the household ($35,300).18
 22% of single men and 42% of single women with children living in the household have zero or negative wealth.19 Women of
color fare even worse: 52% of black and 57% of Hispanic women with children in the household have zero or negative wealth.
 Because of gender differences in responsibilities for caregiving, women are more likely than men to work part-time or to leave
the labor force, thus reducing their income trajectories and limiting their retirement wealth.
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Gender, Wealth, and Married Households

 Nine states are community property states, in which all assets acquired during marriage are equally co-owned by spouses.20
 In developing countries, married women have more bargaining power if they have their own source of wealth.21
 Gendered power differentials and women’s economic dependency often limit women’s control over financial resources and make
it more difficult for women to leave relationships.22
 Men are likely to enter marriage with greater financial resources (due to gender wage gap and because women are more likely to
marry men who are older than they are and have had more years to build wealth before marriage), which contributes to women’s
economic dependency and gender differences in marital power.
 Married and cohabitating couples do not always control or share financial resources equally.23 Couples sometimes keep their
incomes and finances separate and devise strategies for meeting household expenses.24
 Due to gendered perceptions of financial expertise, men often make major saving and investment decisions.

Why Do Women Have Less Wealth than Men?
The gender income gap no doubt contributes to the wealth gap, but even if women and men had the same incomes, women would
have less wealth for several reasons:
 Single women are more likely than single men to have the financial burden of custodial parenthood.
 Women lack wealth-building fringe benefits (such as employer-sponsored retirement plans) because they are more likely to work
in jobs (such as service occupations) that are least likely to provide fringe benefits and because women are more likely to work
part-time and such benefits are often denied to part-time workers.25
 Because women bear a greater responsibility for caregiving than men, they are more likely to work part-time and to leave the
labor force, reducing their earnings and retirement assets.
 Women generally experience steeper economic declines than men when they divorce.26
 Even with similar credit profiles, women are 32% more likely to receive subprime mortgages than men, typically adding $85,000
to $186,000 more in interest over the life of the loan.27

Consequences of the Women’s Wealth Gap
 Women experience greater economic vulnerability than men. Women have less wealth to support themselves in retirement and to
help them weather economic, familial, and medical crises.
 Children receive fewer financial resources and educational opportunities. Women are more likely to use economic resources to
benefit children.28 In addition, children of single mothers with assets have higher educational achievement, even when
controlling for other important factors that predict children’s educational attainment.29
 Women have less bargaining power in marriage.
 Women’s financial dependency makes it more difficult for them to leave abusive relationships.
 Because black and Hispanic women are less likely to marry and more likely to be single parents than white women, the racial
wealth gap cannot close unless the gender wealth gap closes.

Sample of Organizations that Focus on Asset-Building Policies
Assets Alliance (assetsalliance.org), Corporation for Enterprise Development (cfed.org), Demos (demos.org), Insight Center for
Community Economic Development (insightcced.org), Institute on Assets and Social Policy, Brandeis University
(iasp.brandeis.edu), Institute for Women’s Policy Research (iwpr.org), National Association for Latino Community Asset
Builders (nalcab.org), National Council of La Raza (nclr.org), National Women’s Law Center (nwlc.org), New America
Foundation (newamerica.net), United for a Fair Economy (faireconomy.org), Woodstock Institute (woodstockinst.org),
Women’s Institute for a Secure Retirement (wiserwomen.org)
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Teaching Resource: Rose, S. J. 2007. Social Stratification in the United States: The American Profile Poster, Revised and
Updated Edition. NY: Free Press. (Focuses on income but poster also provides a striking representation of wealth inequality.)
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Additional Information: Website containing fact sheets and other information about wealth inequality, including differences
across demographic groups and details on the types of assets and debts owned: www.mariko-chang.com/wealthdata
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