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Women, Work and Wages in Mecklenburg County:
An Economic Impact Assessment

Executive Summary

The primary purpose of this report is to estimate the economic impact of equalizing male-
female workforce diff erences in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina. The report addresses 
two major questions: 

• If women living in Mecklenburg County received the same earnings from work as men, 
how much more earnings would they realize and what economic impact would it have 
on the county? And 

• If women living in Mecklenburg County participated in the labor force at the same rate 
as men, how much more additional earnings would accrue to them, and what impact 
would it have on the county economy?

Motivated and patt erned aft er a similar statewide report performed in South Carolina, we fi nd 
that although women in Mecklenburg fare bett er in the labor market than state or national 
averages, male-female diff erences in the labor market persist. Removing these barriers and 
inequalities would have a signifi cant impact on women and the Mecklenburg economy.

A brief profi le of working women in Mecklenburg County reveals:

• Among full-time wage earners in 2005, women had median earnings of $34,171 
compared with men’s median earnings of $45,048.  Therefore, women’s earnings were 76 
percent of men’s median earnings (i.e. 24 percent lower).

• Women’s labor force participation, though rising, is still well below that of men.  In 
2005, women in Mecklenburg had a labor force participation rate of 66.9 percent versus 
81.8 percent for men.

• Overall, women, especially African American women, had lower rates of educational 
att ainment than men which contribute to higher overall rates of poverty in the female 
population.

• Women’s lower earnings contribute to poverty which is highly correlated with 
educational att ainment.  Over 60 percent of women in poverty have no education 
beyond high school.

Highlights of the economic impact associated with eliminating gender-based diff erences in the 
workforce suggest:

• If women currently holding full-time jobs had comparable earnings to men, they would 
receive $1.7 billion more in earnings each year.

• If women’s labor force participation were equal to that of men, there would be 26,112 
more women employed full-time earning a total $1.2 billion annually.  Further, an 
additional 16,910 women would be working part-time earning an additional $212 
million.  Total new earnings from closing the participation gap would amount to nearly 
$1.4 billion.
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• Aft er accounting for taxes and out-of-county spending, new consumption expenditures 
fueled by women’s new earnings would expand the county’s economic output by 
$3.1 billion, create 28,887 new jobs and generate nearly $1.1 billion in additional 
earnings to Mecklenburg households.

• Based on these estimates, complete closure of the earnings and participation gaps 
would generate about $160 million in tax revenue to the city of Charlott e and 
Mecklenburg County annually.

• Even modest, incremental improvements in the status of working women would 
generate signifi cant economic benefi ts.

The report concludes that:

• Closing the gender gap in Mecklenburg County is feasible but policy makers in the 
public and private sectors need to be involved.

In the short-run, private sector initiatives might focus on policies that provide on-the-• 
job training, skill acquisition, fl exible work schedules, on-site or near-site day care and 
before-tax contributions to child care funds. Employers might realize benefi ts from 
worker training cost savings, added productivity and engendered worker loyalty.

• As part of a long-run solution, public policies might focus on programs that help women 
gain more formal education and training, especially in high-wage occupations and 
industries where women are currently underrepresented.

Interruptions in work history disproportionately aff ect women to the detriment of their • 
seniority and accumulated work experience. Hence, employers might also explore 
strategies to smooth the transition back to work aft er periods of leave. Such strategies 
might include workplace re-entry seminars or periodic workshops that prepare 
returning workers aft er a period of leave.

• The greatest and most equitable approach to closing the gender gap would be to target 
policies and outreach to African American and Hispanic / Latino women who experience 
the largest discrepancies in the workforce.
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A slightly more detailed look at educational att ainment in Mecklenburg County is shown in 
Table 2. The table refl ects a higher propensity for males to drop out before completing high 
school, and an elevated tendency for women to att ain Associate’s degrees from community 
colleges (included in “College 1–3 Years”).  However, men, on average, are more likely to 
att ain the highest levels of education (Bachelor’s degrees and advanced, professional degrees 
including the Master’s). While recent trends in college matriculation appear to work in women’s 
favor, the present population of women is over-represented at the Associate’s degree level and 
somewhat under-represented at higher levels.  These patt erns are especially pronounced when 
we account for race and ethnicity (Figure 13).  While 44.5 percent of White women have earned 
at least a Bachelor’s degree, only 22.8 percent of African American women have done so.  Recall, 
that African Americans also have the highest labor force participation rate among women 
and relatively modest full-time earnings.  This indirect evidence suggests that many African 
American women have signifi cant need (as evidenced by high labor force participation) but 
insuffi  cient means (from low educational att ainment) to put their earnings on par with White 
women, much less White men.

Table 2.  Educational Att ainment of the Population Age 25+ by Sex, Mecklenburg 2005 (%)

Female Male
< High School 10.6 11.7
High School Graduate 22.1 21.2
College 1-3 Years 30.1 26.2
Bachelor’s Degree 27.1 28.1
Advanced 10.1 12.8
Source: Author calculations are based on US Census Bureau, 2005 American Community Survey, Table B15002.  
Note: “College 1–3 Years” includes those with some college and those with Associate degrees. “Advanced” includes 
Master’s, Professional and PhD Degrees.

Figure 13. College-Educated Women Age 25+ in Mecklenburg by Race/Ethnicity (%), 2005
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Poverty and Education 

The observations above are supported in Figure 14 and Table 3 that present poverty rates 
for men and women, and women’s poverty rates by race/ethnicity.  Nationally, 13.6 percent 
of women over the age of 16 were in poverty in 2005 and were 40 percent more likely than 
men to experience poverty.  At the state level, women were 46 percent more likely to live in 
poverty.  The good news from Table 3 is that poverty rates among women in Mecklenburg are 
substantially lower than state or national averages; but Mecklenburg women are still nearly 
37 percent more likely to live in poverty than men in the county.  Further, most susceptible to 
poverty conditions are African American women whose poverty rates are approximately three 
times that of White women. 

Figure 14.  Poverty Rate of the Population Age 16+, 2005

9.7
10.7

8.2

13.6
15.6

11.2

0

5

10

15

20

US NC Mecklenburg

Pe
rc

en
t

Male Female
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Table 3.  Poverty Rate of Population Age 16+, 2005 (%)

US NC Mecklenburg
Male 9.7 10.7 8.2
Female 13.6 15.6 11.2

White 11.1 11.5 6.8
African American 24.9 26.3 18.9
Asian 11.7 14.6 NA
Other 23.3 36.5 NA
Hispanic 22.7 31.8 17.3
Source: Author calculations are based on US Census Bureau, 2005 American 
Community Survey, Table B17001A-I
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Once, again, relative to other women in the state, women in Mecklenburg generally face lower 
poverty rates (Figure 15).  Lower poverty rates are seen in large swaths of the Piedmont that 
hold the states most industrialized and urbanized counties.  Small pockets of low poverty 
rates found south of Asheville refl ect affl  uent retiree communities in Henderson, Polk and 
Transylvania Counties, while a disproportionate number of women live in poverty on the Inner 
Coastal Plain. So, while Mecklenburg women are more likely than men to live in poverty, their 
poverty rates are not as alarming as in other parts of the state where as many as one-quarter of 
all women live below the poverty line.

Figure 15.  Women in Poverty (%), 2000 

The connection between poverty and education is made explicit in Figure 16. Dropping out of 
high school is disastrous for the earnings potential of men and women in Mecklenburg.  Simply 
fi nishing high school reduces the chances of living in poverty by about 50 percent.  Among 
those women who dropped out of high school, 25.5 percent live in poverty while only 13.6 
percent of high school graduates live below the poverty level.  For men in Mecklenburg, there 
is an interesting feature revealed in Figure 16—with each increase in educational att ainment 
level up through the Bachelor’s degree, poverty is reduced by about 50 percent.  For women, 
the major jump comes between having some college education (including an Associate’s degree) 
and having a degree from a four-year institution.  Among those with community college 
educations or 1–3 years of college, 9.5 percent of women live in poverty.  With a Bachelor’s 
degree, that rate drops to 2.5 percent.  This is perhaps the most signifi cant result of this study.  
A community college education, or simply att ending a four-year college (without graduating), 
is a necessary but insuffi  cient condition for improving the economic status of women in 
Mecklenburg County.  It is not enough just to fi nish high school.  It is not enough just to att end 
community college.  Even modest levels of economic security require a college education.  On 
average, those women obtaining Bachelor’s or Graduate degrees faced poverty rates of only 2.5 
and 2.1 percent—lower rates of poverty than is found comparably educated men, and poverty 
rates that are 4.5 times lower than the average for women overall.
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Figure 16.  Mecklenburg Poverty Rate by Educational Att ainment, 2005 (%) Population Age 25+
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Looking at only those in poverty, Figures 17a and 17b tell a supporting story about poverty and 
education: Very few poverty-stricken women have high levels of education.  

Figure 17a.  Educational Att ainment of Men in Poverty, Mecklenburg 2005
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Figure 17b.  Educational Att ainment of Women in Poverty, Mecklenburg 2005
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Poverty, Work and Children  

It comes as no surprise that women who work full-time, year-round earn more each year and 
are less prone to poverty.  Shown in Table 4, only 9.4 percent of women in Mecklenburg County 
who work full-time live in poverty.  It also comes as no surprise that women who do not work, 
especially single women, face much higher poverty rates (44.8 percent in Mecklenburg).  More 
disturbing is that women working part-time are more likely to live in poverty (45.8 percent) 
than women who do not work at all and the rate of poverty among Mecklenburg women 
working part-time is higher than state or national averages.

Table 4. Work Status of Women in Poverty Age 16+, 2005 (%)

Female US NC Mecklenburg
Worked full-time, year-round 6.4 7.5 9.4
Worked part-time or part-year 36.6 39.1 45.8
Did not work 57.0 53.4 44.8
Source: Author calculations are based on US Census Bureau, 2005 American 
Community Survey, Table B17004

The impact of poverty among men and women is also felt among their children.  As shown in 
Table 5, a higher proportion of children live in poverty than the population as a whole.  While 
Mecklenburg children are less likely to live in poverty than children at the state or national 
levels, the impact of family structure and marital status is clear.  Nationally, 33.5 percent of 
children in poverty live in two-parent households.  In Mecklenburg County the comparable 
fi gure is 29.9 percent.  These are children of intact families of the working poor.  However, 
children of single mothers (“female householder, no husband present”) are twice as likely to 
experience poverty.  Single mothers are obviously not insulated from poverty by the earnings 
of a husband, frequently work part-time, or fi nd themselves under-employed. Ironically, the 
choices some women face are lose-lose choices: Work longer hours to raise the family out of 
poverty and risk neglecting their children; or reduce work hours and earnings to provide the 
care and guidance their children require and risk living in poverty.

Table 5. Children In Poverty, 2005

US NC Mecklenburg
Number 13,008,489 438,097 32,769
In married-couple family (%) 33.5 28.9 29.9
Male householder, 
no wife present (%) 7.4 6.7 6.2

Female householder, 
no husban present (%) 59.1 64.3 63.9

Overall Child Poverty Rate 
(%) 18.2 21.0 15.8

Source: Author calculations based on US Census Bureau, 2005 American Community Survey, 
Table B17006
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How women make these choices is a personal matt er, but women’s travel time from home to 
work suggests some of the conditions they face.  Figure 18 shows cumulative commuting times 
for all men and women working outside the home in Mecklenburg County. The steeper slope of 
the curve describing women’s travel time to work refl ects their shorter drive times overall.  As 
discussed in Hanson and Pratt  (1988),7 shorter commute times do not refl ect their great fortune 
to work close to home but rather refl ects the necessity for many women to be near home, school, 
aging parents, etc. to take care of domestic responsibilities.  Indeed, shorter commute times for 
women refl ect constraints on their activities including work place—constraints imposed by their 
traditional role as primary caregiver to their children.

Figure 18. Cumulative Commute Times, Mecklenburg 2005
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Profile Summary

Relative to women in other regions, the economic status of women in Mecklenburg is 
reasonably positive. Like their counterparts in other regions, there exist signifi cant diff erences 
between women and men in the Mecklenburg workforce.  The discussion above reveals that:

• Among full-time wage earners in 2005, women had median earnings of $34,171 
compared to men’s median earnings of $45,048.  Consequently, women’s earnings were 
76 percent of men’s median earnings (i.e. 24 percent lower).

• Women’s labor force participation, though rising, is still well below that of men.  In 
2005, women in Mecklenburg had a labor force participation rate 66.9 percent versus 
81.8 percent for men.

• Overall, women, especially African American women, had lower rates of educational 
att ainment than men which contribute to higher overall rates of poverty in the female 
population.

• Women’s lower earnings contribute to poverty which is highly correlated with 
educational att ainment.  Over 60 percent of women in poverty have no education 
beyond high school.

7  Susan Hanson and Geraldine Pratt  (1988). “Reconceptualizing the Links Between Home and Work in Urban 
Geography,” Economic Geography, 64: 299–321.
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III. The Economic Impact of Gender Inequality

Our discussion thus far indicates that while the economic position of Mecklenburg women 
is relatively strong, there remain signifi cant gender gaps in the local work force.  From an 
economic impact perspective, two important dimensions of these gender-based gaps are 
diff erences in annual earnings and diff erences in labor force participation.  Closing these 
“gaps” would raise the economic status of women.  Equalization of earnings and labor force 
participation would also produce broader benefi ts to the Mecklenburg economy.  As a direct 
result of closing labor force gender gaps, women’s consumption expenditures would rise, 
placing new demands on local fi rms and creating yet more income and jobs in the local area.  
The purpose of this section is to quantify the magnitude of the combined eff ects of closing the 
male-female earnings gap and the gap in labor force participation.

Below, two scenarios are outlined—an earnings gap scenario and a participation gap scenario. 
The earnings gap scenario eliminates male-female diff erences in earnings by making the median 
annual earnings of existing full-time female workers equal to men’s earnings, thereby closing 
the earnings gap.  That is, holding all other factors constant, we estimate the added earnings to 
existing female full-time workers if their earnings were made identical to full-time earnings of 
men.  The participation gap scenario is applied to the earnings of new full-time female workers.  In 
this scenario, we estimate the magnitude of additional earnings to new full-time female workers 
if their labor force participation equaled that of men. In this second scenario, we also equalize 
male-female wages for the new female members of the labor force.  The sum of added earnings 
from both scenarios (a) represents all the added earnings that would accrue to women if all 
gender-based labor force gaps were eliminated and (b) forms the input information to be used 
in the economic impact analysis.

The Earnings Gap

As shown in Figure 1 above, median annual full-time earnings for Mecklenburg women were 
$34,171 in 2005.  In 2005, median earnings for men were $45,048.  Thus, in 2005, women earned 
about 75.9 percent as much as men. While there are many reasons for this gap, it is safe to 
say that if this gap in earnings were eliminated, the median woman working full-time could 
expect to earn an additional $10,877 each year.  As shown in Table 6, there were 159,632 men in 
Mecklenburg working full-time, who, in the aggregate, earned nearly $7.2 billion in 2005.  The 
117,054 full-time working women earned nearly 4.0 billion in total.  However, if these women 
received the same median earnings as men, they would have earned about $5.5 billion. Thus, 
at current employment rates, women’s earnings trail those of men by $1.7 billion solely because 
their earnings were 24 percent lower than earnings for men. We confi ne our analysis of the 
earnings gap to full-time workers because such gaps do not exist among part-time workers.8 

8  According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, for example, in 2006 median weekly earnings for men age 16 and 
above were $192; women aged 16+ earned $213.  For the bulk of the part-time labor force, age 25 and above, the 
diff erence was even smaller with men earning $255 per week compared to $253 for women. See Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Median weekly earnings of part-time wage and salary workers by selected characteristics. Available at 
htt p://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat38.pdf 
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Table 6:  The Gender Wage Gap in Mecklenburg County, 2005

Men Women
Full-time Median Annual Earnings $45,048 $34,171
Full-time Employment 159,632 117,054
Total full-time Earnings $7,191,102,336 $3,999,852,234
Total full-time Earnings @ $45,048 $7,191,102,336 $5,454,785,072
Aggregate Earnings Gap $1,736,317,264
Source: Author calculations are based on US Census Bureau, 2005 American Community Survey, Table 
B17004

The Labor Force Participation Gap  

Equalizing earnings between men and women would provide a substantial boost to women’s 
economic welfare.  In the aggregate, however, lower overall earnings for women are not 
only related to the wage gap, but lower rates of labor force participation (the percentage of 
the civilian, non-institutionalized population age 16 and above who are either employed or 
unemployed but actively seeking work; see Section II). While the male-female gap in labor force 
participation has been converging over the last several decades, there remain signifi cant gaps in 
labor force participation between men and women.  Even without removing the earnings gap, 
women’s economic status would improve with increasing att achment to the labor force.

Table 7 shows that women’s rate of labor force participation in Mecklenburg County is 66.9 
percent compared to 81.8 percent for men.  If women participated in the labor force at the same 
rate as men, the female labor force would expand to 248,072 (an addition of 45,277).  Holding 
full-time employment rates constant, the number of employed full-time women in the county 
would expand by 26,112 while the number of women employed part time would increase by 
16,910 with the remaining 2,255 unemployed.9 

If each new full-time working woman earned the same as men currently earn ($45,048), total 
earnings would increase by $1.176 billion.  Further, increased earnings from additional part-
time working women would amount to another $212 million, holding their median earnings at 
their current level. Thus, aggregate earnings for all new women in the labor force would increase 
by nearly $1.4 billion if the participation gap were closed.

9  The number of unemployed assumes the same 2005 county-wide unemployment rate of 4.9%.
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As shown in Table 7, the combined eff ect of closing the wage gap and the labor force participation gap 
would elevate the earnings of Mecklenburg women by $3.1 billion.

Table 7.  Labor Force Participation Gap, Mecklenburg County 2005

Male Female
Civilian Noninstitutional Population, Age 16+ 287,704 303,267
Labor Force 235,305 202,795
Labor Force Participation Rate 81.8 66.9
Full-time Employment 159,632 117,054
Full-time Employment for Women if Participation 
Rate = 81.8 143,166

New Female Full-time Workers 26,112
New Female Full-time Earnings if New Workers 
Earned $45,048 $1,176,286,480

New Female Part-time Workers 16,910
New Female Part-time Earnings if New Workers 
Remain at $12,545 $212,136,001

Total New Wages from Closing the Participation Gap $1,388,422,482
Total New Wages from Closing the Wage Gap (from 
Table 6) $1,736,317,264

Total New Earnings from Closing Both Wage Gap and 
Participation Gap $3,124,739,746

Source: Author calculations are based on US Census Bureau, 2005 American Community Survey, Table 
B17004

Economic Impact to Mecklenburg County

The economic impact to Mecklenburg County does not stop with the addition of $3.1 billion 
in earnings to women.  Much of these earnings will be spent in the local economy, placing 
new demands on local businesses.  In turn, as local fi rms experience growing demand, they 
will put new demands on their suppliers, who will place new demands on their suppliers, etc. 
stimulating an economic chain reaction, or “ripple eff ect” throughout the local economy. The 
strength of economic ripples refl ect the connections between fi rms and their suppliers (fi rst tier, 
second tier, etc.).  These connections are linkages, or inter-industry transactions, and economic 
models called input-output models are designed to capture the various tiers, or “rounds,” of 
spending that emanate from an initial stimulus.10 The local economy will expand to meet the 
demands of an initial stimulus. The amount of this expansion is summarized in the multiplier 
eff ect.

10  In this report, we use the IMPLAN input-output model calibrated for Mecklenburg County.
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The most important step in conducting an economic impact analysis is the accurate 
identifi cation of the direct eff ect.  In this case, the direct eff ect is the initial stimulus to the 
Mecklenburg economy that results from the added earnings of women.  We should note, 
however, that not all of the added earnings will be spent in the local economy.  Some earnings 
will be taxed by local, state and federal governments; some earnings will be spent outside the 
county.  Thus, the $3.1 billion should be reduced to refl ect these amounts  (see below).

Once the direct eff ect is clearly defi ned, the input-output model captures the additional eff ects.  
These additional eff ects are called indirect eff ects and induced eff ects. Indirect eff ects represent 
all the production-related “spin-off ” economic activity that results from the spending of 
women’s added earnings. Because businesses throughout the county are connected to each other 
through inter-industry linkages (purchases and sales of supplies, etc.), economic impacts in one 
sector of the economy ripple through other sectors. This creates further rounds of spending, 
generating  yet higher volumes of local business sales, stimulating employment, and expanding 
wages and salaries paid to employees in the county.

As production-related impacts of the direct and indirect eff ects work their way through the 
economy, employers expand payrolls and pay wages and salaries to their employees, further 
increasing household income.  Consumption-related household spending of wages and salaries 
represents another source of new demand known as the induced eff ect.  The sum of direct, 
indirect and induced eff ects equals the total eff ect, or total economic impact of eliminating 
gender-based diff erences in the workforce.

All the economic eff ects above can be expressed in terms of industrial output, employment or 
earnings.  Industrial output is a broad measure of the value of all goods and services produced 
in the region.  It includes production for fi nal consumers as well as production used by other 
fi rms.  Employment impacts are simply expressed as the number of jobs (full-time and part-
time) that result from the expanded output of fi rms.  Of course, new jobs generate wages and 
salaries and these comprise the earnings impacts.

Economic Output Impacts  

As noted above, new earnings accruing to women by closing the gender gap could reach $3.1 
billion. However, not all of these wages will be available for consumer spending.  First they 
must be reduced to account for taxes, yielding an estimate of disposable income. Then, we must 
account for some portion of disposable income that will be spent outside the county.  To account 
for taxes, we multiply total new earnings of women by a disposable income factor of 0.803 
which yields disposable income of $2.5 billion.11 According to the IMPLAN model, about 25 
percent of household consumption expenditures are spent outside the county.  Thus, disposable 
income available for local consumption is reduced by an in-county consumption factor of 
0.767 which yields a grand total of $1.924 billion in added earnings that would enter the local 
economy via closing the gender gap. 

11  According to the Census of Governments, the City of Charlott e and Mecklenburg County levy combined taxes 
of $0.038 per dollar of income and the state of North Carolina levies $0.068 per dollar of income.  According to the 
Offi  ce of Management and Budget, average federal taxes per dollar of income are $0.091.
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The direct eff ect of expanding Mecklenburg consumption expenditures by $1.924 billion would 
generate an additional $595 million in production-related indirect eff ects, and $612 million in 
induced eff ects (Table 8).  In total, direct, indirect and induced economic output would increase 
by $3.1 billion.  That is, local businesses should expect to see an increase in sales totaling $3.1 
billion if both the wage gap and labor force participation gap were eliminated.

Table 8.  Economic Impact of Closing the Gender Gap in Mecklenburg County

Direct Indirect Induced Total
Output($) 1,923,626,570 594,981,090 611,919,582 3,130,527,262
Jobs 19,444 3,853 5,590 28,887
Earnings ($) 692,758,788 165,111,129 206,574,730 1,064,444,644
Note: Monetary values at 2005 price levels

Employment Impacts

To accommodate the increase in business output, many fi rms would hire new employees.  
Quite apart from the 43,022 new jobs associated with women’s increased labor force 
participation, 19,444 new jobs would be directly created by the initial spending of $1.924 billion. 
Indirectly, an additional 3,853 jobs would be created through production-related inter-industry 
linkages while the spending of employee wages would generate 2,484 jobs through induced 
eff ects.  In total, 28,887 jobs would be generated by closing the gender gap. These jobs are 
created by the spending of higher women’s wages and are in addition to the number of new 
jobs associated with increased female labor force participation.

Household Earnings Impacts

Along with the jobs created by women’s new consumption spending are wages and salaries.  
The direct creation of 19,444 new jobs is estimated to generate about $693 million earnings 
beyond those associated with the gender gap.  Indirect and induced eff ects amount to $371.7 
million for a total impact on Mecklenburg wages and salaries of $1.064 billion.  As above, these 
impacts are derived from the spending of women’s new earnings but do not include the new 
earnings themselves.  Adding new earnings of $3.1 billion associated with closing the gender 
gap to those generated by their spending in the local economy ($1.064 billion) raises total 
household earnings in Mecklenburg County by $4.2 billion or about 12 percent over 2005 levels.

Tax Impact

The Census of Governments reports detailed expenditure and revenue information for both 
Mecklenburg County and the city of Charlott e.  As noted above (see footnote 11), total tax 
revenue for the two jurisdictions combined amounts to $0.038 per dollar of income.  Most of 
this involves local property taxes and general sales taxes.  Both tax streams are closely related 
to income levels.  Applying this tax factor to $4.2 billion in total household earnings yields an 
estimated return to city and county governments of $160 million annually.

Incremental Improvements

As noted in the introduction, how gender gaps in the labor force are closed is beyond the 
scope of this study.  However, it is safe to say that removing all gaps would require signifi cant 
expansion in the local economy.  For example, in 2005 there were 515,326 non-federal jobs in the 
county.  The addition of 43,022 full-time and part-time jobs associated with closing gender gaps 
would represent an 8 percent inrease in local employment. In terms of the economic impact 
discussed above, however, 28,887 would be fueled by the added purchasing power of women 
if gender-based workforce gaps were eliminated. More plausible are incremental changes that 
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move the labor force in the direction of earnings and labor force participation equalization.  
Table 9 provides an indication of what incremental improvements in the status of women 
might imply for the local economy.  What is immediately evident in Table 9 is that even small 
improvements can have a signifi cant impact on women and the local economy.  For example, 
closing gender-based gaps by just 10 percent improves women’s earnings by more than $300 
million and total household earnings by more than $400 million.  Given that Mecklenburg 
County generates 10,000-15,000 new jobs in a typical year, closing the gender gap by 25 percent 
is entirely plausible. A 50 percent closure could be achieved in as litt le as three years of average 
growth.  Thus, while the impact of equalizing male-female workforce att ributes is large, they 
are not out of reach.

Table 9.  Economic Impact of Incremental Gender Gap Progress

Degree 
of 

Closure

Women’s 
Earnings 

$Mill

Economic 
Output $Mill Jobs Total Household 

Earnings $Mill

City and County 
Tax Revenue 

$Mill
10% $312.5 $313.1 2,889 $418.9 $16.0
25% $781.2 $782.6 7,222 $1,047.3 $40.0
50% $1,562.4 $1,565.3 14,444 $2,094.6 $80.0
100% $3,124.7 $3,130.5 28,887 $4,189.2 $160.0
Note: Monetary values at 2005 price levels

Impact Summary

Removing the gender gap in earnings and labor participation would potentially have a 
signifi cant impact on working women in Mecklenburg.  The added purchasing power 
associated with gender equality would produce substantial impacts on the local economy.

• If women currently holding full-time jobs had comparable earnings to men, they would 
receive $1.7 billion more each year.

• If women’s labor force participation were equal to that of men, there would be 26,112 
more women employed full-time who would be earning $1.2 billion annually.  Further, 
an additional 16,910 women would be working part-time earning and additional $212 
million.  Total new earnings from closing the participation gap would amount to nearly 
$1.4 billion.

• Aft er accounting for taxes and out-of-county spending, new consumption expenditures 
fueled by women’s new earnings would expand the county’s economic output by $3.1 
billion, create 28,887 new jobs and generate nearly $1.1 billion in additional earnings to 
Mecklenburg households.

• Based on these estimates, complete closure of the earnings and participation gaps 
would generate about $160 million in tax revenue to the city of Charlott e and 
Mecklenburg County.

• Even modest, incremental improvements in the status of working women would 
generate signifi cant economic benefi ts.
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IV. Summary and Conclusions

The preceding analysis indicated that women and men have very diff erent experiences in the 
labor market.  In 2005, the gender gap among full-time working Mecklenburg women and 
men was 76 percent (women earned 24 percent less than men); female labor force participation 
was 66.9 percent compared to 81.8 percent for men.12 While there are many reasons for these 
gaps, there is no doubt that the status of women would improve and the local economy would 
expand if women’s earnings and labor force participation were equal to that of men. 

In many ways, the analyses in this report are hypothetical. Hence, the reported impacts should 
be considered illustrative rather than defi nitive.  Given various caveats, the impacts of closing 
the gender gap are profound. Completely equalizing the gender gap in Mecklenburg County 
would add $3.1 billion to women’s wages, $1.9 billion of which would be spent in the local 
economy, generating an additional $1.1 billion in wages.  In all, total household earnings could 
expand by nearly $4.2 billion if all gender-based diff erences where eliminated.  As many 28,887 
new jobs would be created in Mecklenburg, producing $3.1 billion in gross business sales.

All this assumes, however, that 43,000 additional women could be absorbed into the labor 
market.  How can this happen?  First, as illustrated in Table 9, the gender gap does not have 
to close all at once. Gradual incremental changes, coupled with human capital investments, 
could markedly improve the economic status of women over time.  Second, three to four years 
of normal growth in Mecklenburg County would be suffi  cient to absorb 26,000 full-time and 
17,000 part-time (women) workers.13  Thus, the magnitude of required change is plausible.  The 
important point is that even a gradual closing of the gender gap would produce signifi cant 
gains to women and the larger economy.  Third, the above analyses have been restricted to 
Mecklenburg County alone.  Inter-county commuting is prevalent in this region and some 
(as much as half) of increased female labor force participation could be accommodated by job 
growth in adjacent counties.

However, it is unlikely that the gender gap will close without changes in the labor force itself 
and labor practices, generally.  Section II of this report highlighted many gender-related 
diff erences the labor force that can be either directly remedied over time with appropriate 
public policy, or addressed immediately via workplace policy.  Over the long run, there is a 
clear need to improve the human capital endowment of women. Not only does education and 
training directly aff ect earnings, but lack of human capital was shown to be highly correlated 
with poverty, especially among women.  This appears to be especially true for non-White 
women whose median earnings are 50–60 percent that of men.

There is some good news, however.  Women who fi nish high school and att end college or 
university now have higher rates of graduation than men.  In the long run, this will help solve 
some of the problems associated with the gender gap.  However, in the short run, there are 
many women currently in the workforce who, for a variety of reasons, cannot return to formal 
education.  For them and others, increasing training options in higher-wage occupations and 
industries, especially those where women are underrepresented, should be a high priority.  
Some training could be provided by the public sector; much of it could be provided by current 

12  While this gap is “normal” by national standards, many believe it underestimates the magnitude of diff erence 
in earnings between men and women.  Ross and Hartman (2004), for example, show that because women’s work 
histories are oft en punctuated with periods of labor force withdrawal, the gender gap in wages can drop to 38 percent 
over a 15-year period.
13  We should also note that employment growth also stimulates population growth and in the short-run, about 
half of all new jobs are typically fi lled by newcomers.  See Greenwood, M., Hunt, G. and McDowell, J. (1986) A Migra-
tion and Employment Change: Empirical Evidence on the Spatial and Temporal Linkage, Journal of Regional Science, 
26(2):223-234.
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employers, on-the-job, in the private sector.  Why would an employer do this? Employers might 
fi nd it advantageous to supply training for existing workers because (a) it is expensive to hire 
and train new workers; (b) on-the-job training enhances earnings prospects and engenders 
worker loyalty; and (c) added worker productivity plus cost savings might make such a strategy 
good for the “bott om line.”

Family responsibilities also impose diff erential eff ects on women.  They are more likely to take 
primary responsibility for children and, increasingly, aging parents or relatives. This suggests at 
least three complementary “family friendly” strategies for employers.14  

To accommodate women’s roles as mothers, on-site daycare or before-tax contributions to 1. 
a child care fund, should be a high priority.  It would also be feasible for several employers 
to pool resources and provide “near-site” daycare. 

Implementing fl exible work schedules might decrease labor force detachment and increase 2. 
workforce continuity for many women and their employers.  Further, employers could 
encourage men to utilize family leave for situations that typically fall to women.

Strategies to smooth the transitions back to work aft er a period of leave should be 3. 
explored so that senority an accumulated experience are not completely lost. Such 
strategies might include workplace re-entry seminars or periodic workshops that prepare 
returning workers aft er a period of leave.

Frequently tied to family responsibilities, women’s geographic labor markets tend to be 
constrained.  Improving women’s earnings would lower the relative cost of commuting and 
open a wider range of employment possibilities.  Given the constrained nature of female labor 
force experience, there is also a clear need to improve the quality of part-time employment 
(bett er wages, access to benefi ts, training, etc.).

The fact that labor force experience and outcomes for women vary by race and ethnicity is, 
perhaps, underemphasized in this report.  Distinct disadvantages experienced by non-White 
women in the work force were shown in Section II.  While all women face earnings and 
participation gaps, the gap is particularly acute for African American and Hispanic/Latino 
women who comprise a large proportion of the local work force.  Whether through targeted 
public/private policies or educational outreach, improving the employment prospects of 
minority women will achieve the greatest, most equitable progress toward eliminating the 
gender gap in Mecklenburg County.

14 Ross and Hartman (2004),
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