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Demographics

She Can Win was founded in 2013 by Jasmine Sessoms. The organization has
empowered and supported nearly 1,000 Black and Brown women in their efforts
of running for elected office. It has excelled within the political realm. She Can
Win’s training program is nationally acclaimed and will continue to be one of our
essential programs. As we expand our programming, we found that to ensure
civic leadership can be obtained by all Black and Brown women, research must
be provided to showcase the areas in which we excel and where we require
assistance and more resources. This white paper is one of the ways we aim to
provide adequate programming that is both meaningful and substantial. 

State of Black Women in Pennsylvania Report

INTRODUCTION

Data Collection Method

The data collection method for this paper mostly consisted of the use of scholarly journals and
articles as well as reports released from state departments in Pennsylvania. We also used key-
informant interviews from elected officials in the commonwealth, community organizers, and leading
field experts. We used reports from peer organizations such as the National Domestic Workers
Alliance, Novo Foundation, and the Ford Foundation as references. Lastly, the demographics data was
obtained through EDay App, Inc. which is a nonpartisan, women of color organization based out of
Philadelphia.

In 2016, Black women made up 5.5 percent of Pennsylvania’s population. According to the United
States Census Bureau, in 2019, there were approximately 740,345 Black or African American women
in Pennsylvania; compared to 5.25 million white women. In 2020, EDay App, Inc. found there were
407, 029 Black women registered to vote – 377,488 registered as Democratic – 4,104 registered as
Republican. Out of the number of women registered to vote in the commonwealth, there were 127,395
Black women recorded as married; 317,493 listed as single; and 69,010 as divorced. The remaining
226,537 would be classified in the census categories of never-married or widowed, the distribution
remains unclear at this time. Compared to Black women, white women are nearly 3 times more likely
to be married – with approximately 1,174,730 white women registered in the commonwealth as
married. 

According to The Status of Black Women report, in Pennsylvania, the percent of married-couple
households with children with a female breadwinner for all households was roughly 38 percent. The
percentage of Black households with children with a Black female breadwinner is approximately 55
percent. The percentage of breadwinner mothers who are single mothers in Pennsylvania is 49
percent for all women. Black women make up 78 percent of single mothers who are breadwinners.  
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EDUCATION
State of Black Women in Pennsylvania Report

Black girls need access to education to improve their lives and the lives of others within their
community. Black girls strive to become leaders more than any other group of girls. Over 200 Black
girls were surveyed in a local study performed by several middle schools in Pennsylvania. The
findings consisted of 53 percent of Black girls expressing a desire to become leaders in comparison
to 50 percent of Hispanic girls and 34 percent of white girls. The survey also found that 42 percent of
Black girls are likely to consider themselves as leaders and are more likely to have leadership
experience than any other racial group. It is imperative that Black girls get access to programs that
foster their self-esteem and provide them with meaningful leadership opportunities.

Black Girls and Classroom Suppression

Women and girls of color face additional challenges in their schooling experiences based on their race
and gender. According to the United States Department of Education, National Women’s Law Center
(NWLC), and The Education Trust, Black girls are five times more likely than white girls to be
suspended at least once and four times as likely as white girls to be arrested at school. Black girls are
often overrepresented in discipline referrals and graduate at rates below their peers due to this
inequity. 

Black Women and Higher Education

The percentage of Black women in Pennsylvania with a bachelor’s degree or higher is 18.5 percent. In
the United States, the risk of living in poverty is six times higher for women who have not completed
high school than those who have a bachelor’s degree. More than one in five Black women hold a
bachelor’s degree. Black women are nearly 4.5 percent more likely to hold a bachelor’s degree in
comparison to Black men. Between 2004 and 2014, Black women aged 25 and older with a bachelor’s
degree or higher increased by roughly 24 percent, making them the group of women with the second-
largest improvement in the attainment of higher education in a decade. Despite these amazing
strides, The Status of Black Women report ranks Pennsylvania in the worst third for percent of women
with a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

ECONOMICS
There are many ways to define economics; for the purpose of this brief, we are going to examine
economics through the lens of generational poverty, equal access, minimum wage, glass ceilings, and
entrepreneurship. The intersections between the four target areas of this report can be seen when
analyzing the economic conditions Black women face in Pennsylvania. Better job opportunities and
income inequity in healthcare and education can be addressed by opening access. Additionally, once
better educational settings are accessible it can be argued there will be a direct correlation to
lowering the number of Black women in the criminal justice system. 
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In 2014, Black women made up roughly 60 percent of the labor force, earning a median income of
$38,000, but only making up roughly 34 percent of managerial or professional occupations. The median
annual earnings for Black women working full-time is $27,000 for women with a high school diploma only
and $50,000 for women with a bachelor’s degree or higher. Representative Joanna McClinton points out,
“We see so Black women either underpaid or underemployed, and as a result, Black women end up not
having the same savings, the same investments, and the same ability to plan for the future.”

The Cycle of Poverty

The percent of Black women living below the poverty line in Pennsylvania, aged 18 and older is about 27
percent. The percentage of all women living below the poverty line is about 13 percent – meaning Black
women are twice as likely to experience poverty in the commonwealth. The cycle of poverty is a
framework that helps one better understand how growing up in poverty has generational impacts. In their
report, Robert Lee Wagmiller and Robert Adelman (2009) states: 

“Social and economic deprivation during childhood and adolescence can have a lasting effect on
individuals, making it difficult for children who grow up in low-income families to escape poverty when
they become adults.” 

In 2012, NPR released an article referring to Reading, Pennsylvania as the poorest city in the country. At
the time, 41.3 percent of its population, specifically 53.9 percent of women, were living below the poverty
line. Growing up in poverty has long-lasting impacts on these children. Researchers found children
exposed to poverty are more likely to be poor in early and middle adulthood. Roughly 19 to 30 percent of
Black people are poor when exposed to low to moderate levels of poverty compared to 4 to 11 percent of
whites. When exposed to high levels of poverty, Black children are 42 to 51 percent more likely to
experience poverty in adulthood compared to 25 to 40 percent for whites.

Pay Equity

In 2020, Black Women’s Equal Pay Day was August 13th. Black Women’s Equal Pay Day is the
approximate day a Black woman must work into the new year to make what white non-Hispanic man-
made at the end of the previous year. The American Community Survey found that nationally, women
working full-time make about 82 cents for every dollar a man makes. Women in Pennsylvania make 79
cents to every dollar a man makes - Black women make roughly 66 cents compared to the 78 cents of
white, non-Hispanic women.

When comparing surrounding states, Pennsylvania is the only state using the federal level of the minimum
wage ($7.25 per hour). The minimum wage in Pennsylvania has not been raised in more than a decade.
The last time minimum wage was increased was in 2009 when the federal minimum wage increased
because of an amendment in the Fair Labor Standards Act. Under this current minimum wage, a full-time
worker who works year-round would earn $15,080. This is less than the federal poverty threshold for a
family of two. During the interview with Kadida Kenner of the Pennsylvania Budget and Policy Center,
Kenner explains that people hold a false belief that minimum wage only impacts teens. In Pennsylvania,
about 32 percent of minimum wage workers are 40 and older and about 59 percent are 25 and older.  

ECONOMICS (Cont.)
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ECONOMICS
In 2020, Governor Tom Wolf proposed a minimum wage increase for the sixth time. His proposal sought
to increase the minimum wage to $12 with a pathway to $15. This change would have a direct impact on
one million workers and would make 82,000 workers eligible for overtime pay. Kenner states, “about 40
percent of Black households would see a significant increase in income if the minimum wage was
increased.”

Paid Sick Leave

The National Partnership for Women & Families (2013) discusses the need for a paid sick day standard for
women of color. Pennsylvania House Representative Donna Bullock, 195th districts, stated, “women of
color are the backbone of our families and communities.” Approximately 42 percent of Black women are
unable to earn enough sick days to recover from an illness or take care of a sick child or relative. Black
women are often the primary source of financial support for their families. More than three million Black
families are led by Black women in the United States. Additionally, unpaid days off often lead to a
devastating reality. If a woman takes three and a half days off without pay it is the same as losing a
month's worth of groceries. Extended time off can result in losing a position and the long-term impacts of
exposure can lead to moderate or high poverty in childhood. A proposed solution is setting a national
paid sick day standard which was introduced in the Healthy Families Act (H.R. 1286/S. 631 in the 113th
Congress but continues to sit idle in the Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions. 

In Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Councilmember-at-Large Kendra Brooks introduced legislation to address
paid sick leave in the city. In September of 2020, Philadelphia City Council enacted an amendment to
Philadelphia Code entitled Promoting Healthy Families and Workplaces. While the bill focuses on leave
time for public health emergencies, it is a great model for the steps that can be taken to support working
families, particularly Black women-led families.

Glass Ceilings and Leadership

Black women are making strides in education, but upward mobility remains stagnant, especially when it
comes to opportunities to receive leadership roles. The Women and Public Policy Program at the Harvard
Kennedy School released a report on the effects of organizational performance on leaders. Their article,
Failure is not an option for Black Women claims Black women experience greater discrimination due to
being part of two marginalized groups - Black and female. The article finds that Black women leaders are
judged more critically when an organization performs poorly due to perceived status as atypical leaders.
As mentioned, Black women make up roughly 34 percent of managerial or professional occupations in
Pennsylvania. In comparison to white women, who make up approximately 42 percent of managerial and
professional occupations. 

(Cont.)
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ECONOMICS
Entrepreneurship

In 2018, Black women were ranked the fastest-growing demographic of entrepreneurs in the United
States. Business applications in Pennsylvania increased significantly in September 2020 rising to 15
percent with 8 percent of those businesses being likely to hire employees. Roughly, 0.15% of Black
women in the commonwealth are business owners. 

Business ownership can bring Black women increased control over their working lives and create financial
opportunities for themselves and their communities. Even with the increase in entrepreneurship among
Black women, Black women face many challenges, such as having less access to credit and lower
personal wealth than other business owners. Due to a lack of access to capital, Black women-owned
businesses are smaller and less profitable than other businesses. According to the Institute for Women’s
Policy and Research, in 2012, more than one in three businesses owned by Black women did not have
start-up capital. Also, in 2012, the average business sales for Black women-owned businesses were
$27,753. This is the lowest among all racial and ethnic groups of women. 

(Cont.)

CRIMINAL JUSTICE
There are 96,000 Pennsylvanians in state prisons, local jails, federal prisons, juvenile detention, or
involuntarily committed and there are a total of 380,000 Pennsylvania residents who are involved in the
criminal justice system with the biggest portions being those on probation (178,000) and those on parole
(106,000). In 2010, Pennsylvania’s incarceration rate showed great disparities between racial and ethnic
groups. Black Pennsylvanians were incarcerated at almost nine times the rate of their white counterparts
- with Black people at a rate of 3,269 per 100,000, Whites at 375 per 100,000, and Hispanics at 2,001per
100,000. Imprisonment rates for Black women throughout the United States have decreased by 60
percent between 2000 and 2019 (205 per 100,000 imprisoned women to 83 per 100,000). However, the
incarceration rate for white women increased by 41 percent going from 34 per 100,000 to 48 per
100,000. Despite the decrease in incarceration for Black women and the increase in imprisonment of
white women, Black women are still incarcerated at twice the rate of white women. 

The Shackling of Pregnant Women

The shackling of pregnant women was first brought to the attention of She Can Win by La’Tasha Mayes
of New Voices for Reproductive Justice. Shackling refers to the use of restraints on an incarcerated
pregnant woman during transportation, labor, or delivery. The practice of shackling has been banned in
Pennsylvania since 2010, through the Healthy Birth for Incarcerated Women Act, yet non-compliance to
the law continues due to exceptions listed in the act. Exceptions involve concerns about a woman
endangering herself or others. This has resulted in wardens citing safety and security as reasons to
continue shackling pregnant inmates. In 2020, Representative Cephas alongside Representative Tina
Davis and Representative Mike Jones introduced bipartisan legislation that aims to help incarcerated
women. It is called The Dignity for Incarcerated Women Act. This act improves the conditions for women
in prison by ending the shackling of pregnant women and providing access to free feminine hygiene
products. 
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(Cont.)CRIMINAL JUSTICE
Mental Health in the Pennsylvania Prison System

In Pennsylvania, the two, state ran prisons have a larger population of women who experience severe
mental health illnesses than the state’s largest psychiatric hospitals. In 2015, experts found that 7 out of
10 women in Pennsylvania prisons suffered from a mental health issue – 67 percent of the women in the
system on an average day (compared to 22 percent for males). Those with severe mental health issues,
such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, experience even greater disparities with 29 percent of
women experiencing a severe mental illness compared to 7 percent of the male inmate population. 

The Beginning of Reform

The Justice Reinvestment Initiative I (JR1) is a project that took an evidence-based approach to reform
criminal justice. The Council of State Government and other Pennsylvania stakeholders used best
practices seen in other states to reduce corrections spending, reinvest savings, and reduce recidivism.
The project generated savings that were used to improve the corrections system leading to a decline in
the incarcerated population. In December 2019, the Justice Reinvestment Initiative II (JRI 2) was passed
as part of Senate Bills 500 and 501. It works to create better access to drug treatment, automatic parole
for non-violent offenders with short terms, and improve data sharing.

State Representative Morgan Cephas and her colleagues in the Pennsylvania Legislative Black Caucus,
introduced a legislative package in 2019 that would create additional support for incarcerated women.
Representative Cephas during her interview stated that she plans to introduce two bills: 1) would create a
women and girls committee within the Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency; 2) requires
the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections to submit an annual report on healthcare screenings and
care services they provide to the House Health and Human Services committees and the Senate Health
and Human Services Committee. Representative Cephas’ colleague, Representative Donna Bullock
introduced a legislative package that would offer a free monthly phone call to incarcerated parents.
Lastly, Representative Joanna McClinton sponsored legislation that would expand benefit programs to
incarcerated people reentering society. Other proposed legislation included establishing an ombudsman
and reentry mentoring program; requiring state prisons to provide free feminine hygiene items to all
female inmates; providing alternative sentencing for pregnant women, and requiring trauma-informed
care for incarcerated people. 
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HEALTHCARE
The Pennsylvania Office of Health Equity released a report in 2019, listing health impacts faced by
residents in Pennsylvania and how to address health inequity. The report also included an action plan.
Pennsylvania’s population is majority white (82 percent), but Black residents have far worse health
outcomes, lower life expectancy, and are dying at significantly higher rates compared to their white
counterparts. Health impacts mentioned in the report for residents include infant and maternal mortality,
disease prevalence (high blood pressure, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, etc.), sexually transmitted
infections, and HIV/AIDS. During her interview, Representative Donna Bullock stated, there are many
health concerns for Black women that are not often discussed such as cysts, fibroids, cystic fibroids, and
sickle cell because there are no resources. She also shared that Black women are not represented in
health studies to show how we are experiencing or having worse health outcomes than our counterparts.

Maternal/Infant Mortality in Pennsylvania

In 2016, the infant mortality rate in the United States was roughly 5.9 deaths per 1,000 live births. The
infant death toll was at 6 percent for Pennsylvania but more than doubled for Black infant deaths at 15
percent. Infant mortality is highest among mothers between the ages of 15 and 19 (8.9 per 1,000 live
births), followed by mothers who are between 40 and 44 (7.9 per 1,000 live births). Among racial/ethnic
groups infant mortality occurs at a higher rate when the child is Black (11.6 percent) in comparison to
white identified children (5.1 percent) and Hispanic/Latino children (6.4 percent).

The Pennsylvania Department of Health established a goal of less than or equal to 6.0 (rate for every
1,000 live births) infant mortality deaths by 2020. Data from 2014 to 2018 shows that 25 of the 67
counties in Pennsylvania did not meet this goal. During this time, there were several counties with an
infant mortality rate as high as 15.4 per 1,000 live deaths.

In 2016, the maternal mortality rate for Black women was more than 27 percent, which is triple the
maternal mortality rate for white women which is approximately 9 percent. A report from the Gender and
Equity Commission in Pittsburgh, PA argues Pittsburgh is one of the worst places for Black people across
the country to live due to racial inequalities. One of their key findings highlights that “Pittsburgh’s Black
maternal mortality rate is higher than Black mortality rates in 97% of similar cities.” 

There are many factors impacting the stark differences in infant and maternal mortality rates. Impacts
include: 1) lack of prenatal care – 37 percent of Black women had no prenatal care in their first trimester
in 2016 compared to 22 percent of white women, and 2) medical racism. The United Health Foundation
cites numerous factors that have negative impacts on infant mortality ranging from housing with lead risk,
residential segregation, frequent mental distress, multiple chronic conditions in the mother, and more. 
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HEALTHCARE
The Jewish Healthcare Foundation argues countries that have integrated midwives in the birthing
process have lower maternal mortality rates. Incorporating midwives in the birthing process could
prevent more than 80 percent of maternal and newborn deaths worldwide. Pennsylvania ranks 13th
regarding low midwife integration in the healthcare workforce. Representative Cephas stated in her
interview the importance of incorporating doulas and midwives into the Pennsylvania healthcare system.
She shares there are only one of three categories of midwives certified in Pennsylvania. She argues there
is a need to ensure the other two categories are certifiable to create greater access and options for
pregnant women evaluating their choices. 

HIV/Aids

Black people are disproportionately impacted by HIV/AIDS. Although many people in the United States
with newly diagnoses HIV/AIDS cases are men, women of color are also significantly affected by
HIV/AIDS. Black women’s HIV/AIDS rates are higher than any other ethnic group in the country. The total
number of HIV cases as of 2018 is approximately 62,200. Between 2013 and 2018, people between ages
20 and 29 were the highest proportion of new diagnoses. Black people accounted for 49 percent of
cases of HIV with Black women comprising 59 percent of cases. There are 15,302 women living with HIV -
Black women make up 9,007 of those cases compared to 3,288 white women. 

Access to Care

After the passing of the Affordable Care Act in 2013, many states saw reduced disparities in health
insurance coverage. Between 2013 and 2018, the rate of uninsured Black adults dropped 11.6 percentage
points to 10.2 percent. Despite these changes, Pennsylvania ranks eighth in the United States with the
highest number of uninsured kids. Approximately 128,000 children do not have access to health
insurance. The number of Black women between the ages of 18-64 with health insurance is 83 percent
but compared to all women is slightly below average (88 percent). This is significant because access to
healthcare is typically influenced by age, poverty level, race, ethnicity, and geographic location. 
Improving the Healthcare System in Pennsylvania

The State of Health Equity in Pennsylvania report listed socioeconomic status, education, racism,
discrimination and geographic isolation, access to food and nutrition, housing, built environments, access
to quality healthcare, environmental health hazards, and safety and trauma as the contributors to the
negative health status of Pennsylvanians. The Pennsylvania Department of Health reported Black
Pennsylvanians have a higher percentage than white and Hispanic populations in these categories related
to social determinants of health:  

(Cont.)

Considers their neighborhood to be unsafe or extremely unsafe  
Felt stress in the past 30 days  
Did not remember when the last time they purchased groceries
Typically, do not have enough money left over to make ends meet at the end of the month  
During the last 12 months, they were unable to pay their mortgage, rent, and/or utility bills 
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HEALTHCARE

In 2020, Governor Tom Wolf released a health reform plan that he hopes is a comprehensive reform plan
that will focus on physical/behavioral health, promoting affordability, and accessibility and value in health
care. Governor Wolf stated during a press conference for the release of the plan:  

“I am proposing a health reform package that will make healthcare more affordable, hold
health care corporations accountable and tackle the health inequities resulting from
systemic racism. True reform means focusing on every aspect of a person that contributes
to their health. Even before the pandemic, there were warning signs that Pennsylvania’s
health care system wasn’t working for everyone. Many Pennsylvanians found it hard to
pay their medical bills due to rising health care costs, including families who have health
care coverage and often have to pay higher premiums and more out-of-pocket costs
every year.” 

Provide Commonwealth-wide leadership to advance health equity. 
Formalize and maintain community relationships and mutual partnerships to advance health equity across
current and emerging communities. 
Invest in the collection, analysis, meaningful use, secure sharing, and accessible translation of data to
advance health equity. 
Continuously raise awareness of current and emerging health disparities. 
Address and remediate structural inequities that have resulted from discriminatory policies and practices. 
Improving living conditions where people live, learn, work and play. 
Advance health equity across sectors. 
Establish OHE by statute. 
Expand current health equity initiatives. 

The office created a Health Equity by 2030 Action Plan that includes recommendations to address the
inequalities and disparities discussed throughout the report. These recommendations are:

(Cont.)
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CONCLUSION
Black women in Pennsylvania are making significant strides. As She Can Win continues to expand our
mission and programming, we wanted to provide a well-researched resource that could be used by other
organizations to expand, include, and uplift Black women in the commonwealth. In 2014, Pennsylvania
was ranked either “middle third” or “worst third” in significant areas but was ranked “best third” in areas
such as Black women’s median annual earnings for full-time, Black women in managerial or professional
occupations, and health coverage among Black women. Though Black women face many roadblocks they
are constantly breaking the glass ceiling and excelling with little to no help from their community and
government. As breadwinners for the majority of Black households, it is important that research is shared
to show where resources lack so we can uplift all women into becoming leaders not only in their homes
but in their communities and around the commonwealth. 

This policy paper was written and prepared by Saraya Louissaint, Theresa Spencer, and LaDeshia
Maxwell. LaDeshia Maxwell, co-board chair to She Can Win, edited the white paper along with the help of
the She Can Win Board of Directors. 
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