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How the Confluence of Generational Wealth
Gaps, Gender and Racial Pay Gaps, and the
COVID-19 Pandemic Exacerbated Student
Loan Debt for Women of Color
In the summer of 2021, the American Association of University Women (AAUW) contracted with the public opinion
research firm Ipsos to investigate the impact of the pandemic on women’s economic insecurity1 in New York City. That
survey found that women were in a financially precarious position well before the pandemic pushed them over the edge.
In April 2022, AAUW conducted another poll of 1,521 women in New York City to learn more about their experiences with
student loan debt during the pandemic.2 These results indicate glaring disparities in who accumulates student loan debt,
with women of color encountering the greatest challenges due to the combination of wealth gaps, gender and racial pay
gaps, and the economic instability caused by the pandemic.
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Moreover, Black women (41%) and Hispanic women
(43%) are far more likely to pay for school with federal
student loans than white women (28%). After graduation,
the combined effect of the gender wage gap and the racial
wealth gap make it harder for Black women and Hispanic
women to repay their loans. Interest accrues. Gaps widen.
These inequalities map to other markers of economic
insecurity. A recent AAUW report7 highlighted that many
women are trying to find room in their budget for student
loan repayments on top of child-care costs—not to mention
saving to buy a home or setting aside money for their
children’s college educations.8 Our most recent poll with
Ipsos revealed that, due to the cost of higher education for
themselves or loved ones, about one in three (31%) New
York City women is working more than they want to work.
Roughly a quarter of respondents reported putting living
expenses on a credit card (27%), delaying buying a home
(22%) or buying less food (22%) because of education
costs. This is true at a higher rate for Black and Hispanic
women than white women: 27% of Hispanic women and
24% of Black women state that they are not buying as
much food as they or their family need because they need
those funds to pay for education, while just 14% of white
women in New York City report the same.
Figuring out how to pay student loans is an important
piece of achieving economic security. Since the beginning
of the pandemic, the median monthly student loan
payment has dropped sharply for New York City women,
decreasing from $150 per month to $2 per month. This
is largely due to the federal government’s student loan
payment pause. Yet, since March 2020, many women
are reporting that they are defaulting on at least one loan
(26%), cannot make their payments (16%), or are struggling
to do so (24%). Women struggled with repayment prior to
the pandemic, but these challenges worsened over the last
two years and became more pronounced based on race.

This demonstrates another consequence of generational
wealth. Higher borrowing rates for women of color lead to
more debt and less ability to pay it off. Moreover, women of
color are more likely to take out loans for someone besides
themselves. Of the women in New York City who have
student loans, 20% of Black women and 16% of Hispanic
women carry loans for a child, grandchild or other relative,
compared to only 9% of white women. This all adds up to
more tenuous economic security over a lifetime, including
retirement savings.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Despite these grim findings, there are clear steps that
individuals and policymakers can take to reduce these
burdens.
For those who lack sufficient funds to pay for their
education, fellowships and grants—such as those offered by
AAUW—can alleviate some of the costs.9 Since 1888, AAUW
has been one of the largest funders of women’s graduate
education, providing women with financial resources to
increase access to education across disciplines and training
to pursue a multitude of career paths.
After graduation, as women begin to tackle their student
loan debt, they are immediately confronted with the gender
pay gap in the workplace, and women of color bear the
additional burden of a racial pay gap. While negotiation
doesn’t eliminate discrimination, women can learn some tips
and tricks to maximize their earnings. AAUW Work Smart
and Start Smart10 salary-negotiation courses, in-person
or online, teach individuals to successfully advocate for
themselves.
Policymakers can and should work to provide meaningful
debt relief and make college more affordable. According to
our survey, for those New York women who are currently
not making monthly student loan payments, the vast
majority (83%) attribute it to the federal government’s pause
on student loan repayments.
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repayment programs.13 In addition, the income-driven
repayment formula should be reconfigured to protect a
greater portion of a borrower’s income, and the discretionary
income threshold should be increased to 400% of the federal
poverty level. Until these measures are put in place, the
payment pause should continue.
In addition to debt relief, policymakers should act to make
college more affordable to all. The federal Pell Grants are
critical to many students’ success in higher education, but
the program’s purchasing power is the lowest it has been

in decades. Congress must ensure that the maximum
Pell Grant is doubled and indexed to inflation to ensure
that aid covers a greater share of the total cost of college
attendance.
These actions at the individual, state and federal levels
will help stem the impact of generational wealth inequities
and pay discrimination, allowing the most vulnerable
populations—women of color, and low-income and lowwealth individuals—to have a better chance of achieving a
financially secure future.
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