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Equal Pay for Equal Value/ Comparable Worth

Occupational segregation and equal pay 

• Occupational and industry segregation is a key feature 
of the labor market

• 38% of women work in occupations where women are at 
least 75% of workers; 39% of men work in occupations 
where women are fewer than 25% of workers. 

• Women are 78% of workers in the Health Care and Social 
Assistance but just 11% of workers in Construction Industry 

• Occupational and industry segregation explains over 
half of the wage gap between women and men

• The U.S. is the only high-income country where equal 
pay laws are limited to prohibiting unequal pay for the 
same work: 

• ILO Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100): 
Equal pay for men and women for work of equal value or 
comparable worth (beyond equal work)



How to Operationalize Comparable Worth
• Job evaluation is a the systematic (and well established ) process for 

determining the relative value of different jobs as part of designing 
compensation schemes. It compares jobs on generic components.

• Historically, job evaluations have often undercounted typically female job 
characteristics  (care work, administrative work, responsibility for people).
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Full study Wage Equity Study Team, 2023. “Wage Equity for Non-profit Human Services Workers: A study of work and pay in Seattle/King County.” 
Seattle, WA: University of Washington: https://www.realchangenews.org/sites/default/files/UW_SocialServicesWorker_WageStudy.pdf

Note: 
no points for 
educational 
attainment 
independently 
of the direct 
knowledge 
needed for the 
job

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5410d51fe4b01475ae262210/t/63f663d82997bb3273b414aa/1677091802512/UW+Report+with+forward+2.22.23.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5410d51fe4b01475ae262210/t/63f663d82997bb3273b414aa/1677091802512/UW+Report+with+forward+2.22.23.pdf
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Full study Wage Equity Study Team, 2023. “Wage Equity for Non-profit Human Services Workers: A study of work and pay in Seattle/King County.” 
Seattle, WA: University of Washington: https://www.realchangenews.org/sites/default/files/UW_SocialServicesWorker_WageStudy.pdf

Teaching Assistant (child care) scores higher (404 v. 370 points) but is paid 
much less (51%) than public sector administrator/project manager  in Seattle

 Seattle Wage Equity Study

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5410d51fe4b01475ae262210/t/63f663d82997bb3273b414aa/1677091802512/UW+Report+with+forward+2.22.23.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5410d51fe4b01475ae262210/t/63f663d82997bb3273b414aa/1677091802512/UW+Report+with+forward+2.22.23.pdf


How Can We Use Comparable 
Worth Principles to Increase Pay 
for Human Services Workers

• Is this helpful beyond making a moral case? 

• Can we use ‘equal pay for equivalent work’ 
elements in state equal pay laws?

• Can this inform bargaining? (Can we move 
beyond the same employer)

• Can we integrate such a perspective into public 
procurement processes & budget allocations? 
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Thank you!
 Ariane Hegewisch hegewisch@iwpr.org
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NASW’s Blueprint of Federal Social Policy Priorities 

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net18

▪ Actionable recommendations to the Administration and 
Congress

▪ 21 issue areas, organized using the Grand Challenges for 
Social Work
▪ Workforce 
▪ Social Justice

▪ Endorsed by the American Academy of Social Work and 
Social Welfare

▪ Social policy: many opportunities, under any administration 
and regardless of which party controls Congress

▪ https://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Policy-Issues/2021
-Blueprint-of-Federal-Social-Policy-Priorities 

https://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Policy-Issues/2021-Blueprint-of-Federal-Social-Policy-Priorities
https://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Policy-Issues/2021-Blueprint-of-Federal-Social-Policy-Priorities


Social Work Workforce
• Social Workers are one of the largest providers of mental health and social care 

services in the nation.
• Social workers are licensed and credentialed at the Bachelor’s, Master’s, DSW 

and PhD levels. 
• Approximately 700,000 Social Workers nationwide.

– About 250,000 are Clinical Social Workers, who are required to be licensed and have a 
Master’s degree to practice independently.

• Social Work is a female majority profession and new Social Work graduates are 
increasingly racially and socioeconomically diverse. 
– In recent years, nearly 90% of MSW graduates have been women. And more than 22% of 

new social workers are Black/African American, and 14% are Hispanic/Latino. These 
percentages are much higher than in most health professions.

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net19



Social Work Workforce 

– Many new Social Workers are the first generation in their families to graduate 
college. In 2019, for example, more than 46% of the MSW graduates were the 
first ones in their families to graduate college.

• Median pay for Social Workers is approximately $55,350 per year in 
2022.

• The mean starting salary for Social Workers with MSWs is $47,000.
•  Social Workers have substantial student loan debt:

– MSW graduates have a mean total student debt of approximately $67,000. 
– Debt from their social work education is substantially higher for new social 

work graduates who are Black/African American (averaging $92,000 for 
attainment of both bachelors and master’s degrees) and for Hispanics 
(averaging $79,000).

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net20



 Limitations in Medicare and Impact on Providers 
and the System
• Reimbursement rates in Medicare for Clinical Social Workers are very low.  

– CSWs are reimbursed at 75% of the Physician Fee Schedule for Psychotherapy. The CSW rate is 
less than reimbursement for other non-physician providers and substantially less than 
Psychologists.

• CSW scope of practice is also limited and has not been reevaluated since 1989 when 
CSWs became Medicare providers.

• Medicare is not required to comply with parity requirements  of the Mental Health 
Parity and Addiction Equity Act.

• NASW has been working to advance the Improving Access to Mental Health Act for 
over a decade. 

• The Mental Health Access Improvement Act passed in December of 2022 which 
allows MFTs and LPCs to become Medicare providers. It took over 20 years to pass 
the bill.

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net21



State of Play- Recent Federal Advocacy Progress 

118th Congress, 2nd session (Jan. 3, 2023 - Jan. 3, 2025)
• Two of the Improving Access to Mental Health Act provisions were 

included in the Better Mental Health Care, Lower-Cost Drugs, and 
Extenders Act, which passed the Senate Finance Committee in late 
2023. 

• CMS included in the PFS final rule that clinical social workers will be 
able to bill for HBAI services beginning January 1, 2024. 

• NASW served on the negotiated rulemaking committee for Student 
Loan Debt Relief (Oct. – Feb. 2024). We are now awaiting proposed 
rules from the Department of Education.

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net22



State of Play- Recent Federal Advocacy Progress 

• Congress passed a spending bill to avoid government shut down, but 
many of the health provisions were not included.

• President Biden’s budget includes many mental and behavioral  
health priorities. 

Prior progress to note:

• In 2020, Congress passed provisions of the Employer Participation in 
Repayment Act.

• Department of Education implemented many reforms to the PSLF 
program, including a PSLF waiver.

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net23



Recommendations:

• Policy that supports recruitment and retention of human services, 
mental health and social care workforce. 
– Sufficient reimbursement and valuation of services.
– Providers practicing at the top of their license.
– Sufficient salary/compensation. 

• Budgets will need to be increased.

– Student loan debt and scholarship support that are not taxable.
– Reforms to higher education that allow for non-traditional student pathways to 

attain required education, training and credentials. 
– Addressing unpaid internship requirements, cost of supervision and licensing. 
– Adjust caseloads and workload to reduce stress and burnout.

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net24



NASW’s Policy Resources

• NASW’s Blueprint of Federal Social Policy Priorities 
https://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Policy-Issues/2021-Blueprint-
of-Federal-Social-Policy-Priorities 

• NASW Legislative Alerts 
https://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Legislative-Alerts 

• NASW Comments, Statement and Letters 
https://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Sign-On-Letters-Statements 

• NASW Policy Updates
    https://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Policy-Updates

©2018 National Association of Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.                                             …strengthening America’s social 
safety net25
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For more information, see 
https://socialwork.uw.edu/wageequitystudy



Multivariate analysis of American Community Survey data for full-time, 
full-year workers ages 18-64.  Analysis controls for worker characteristics and 
time trends.  Source: Appendix 3, Exhibit H.

Industry and sector wage penalties, Washington 
state



Findings: 
non-profit 
human services 
workers are paid 
less for jobs that 
are as or more 
demanding than 
other jobs



Short-term recommendations
1. Raise real wage rates by a minimum of 7% for 
non-profit human services workers in the near 
term. 

2. Adjust for inflation separately.

3. Maintain or improve benefits and job characteristics. 
 
4. Consider wages in racial and gender equity work.



Longer-term recommendations
5. Substantially increase wages for non-profit 
human services workers to align with those of 
workers doing comparable work in other sectors 
and industries.

6. Create a salary grade system. 

7. Use public contracts to further wage equity.



For more information, see 
https://socialwork.uw.edu/wageequitystudy





















Q&A



Stay connected to the conversation using
the following hashtags:

#CareConference
#CareEconomy

#IWPResearch

Thank you!

@IWPResearch   |    @AU_PGAE


