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Overview 

For 30 years, The Women’s Foundation of Colorado has
worked to help women and their families achieve economic
security. As part of the development of our 2017-2021 
strategic plan, we asked stakeholders across Colorado to 
help us identify two things: 

‘ Top priorities to help women achieve 
economic security

‘ Where women face gaps in accessing
essential resources

What we learned from nearly 1,300 diverse Coloradans
throughout our state is that livable wages, equal pay,  
employment opportunities, child care, and higher 
education are top priorities for our work to help women
achieve economic security. Input from this broad pool of 
stakeholders also identified significant gaps in resources 
necessary to improve economic outcomes for women and
their families in Colorado. Significant alignment of the 
priorities for advancing women’s economic progress and 
recognized gaps in accessing those resources indicates the
key areas in which change is needed, especially around 
earning a livable wage, securing employment and equal pay
regardless of social identity, and accessing higher education
and child care.  

Colorado Context

When considering the top priorities for improving economic
outcomes for women and their relationship to gaps in 
essential resources and services, the context in Colorado 
is also important.

What we learned from nearly 1,300 
diverse Coloradans throughout our
state is that livable wages, equal pay,
employment opportunities, child care,
and higher education are the key 
resources women need to achieve
economic security.
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‘ Colorado’s Pay Gap

Colorado women earn less, on average, than men, 
which makes it more challenging for women to support
themselves and their families. Data from 2016 show 
annual median earnings of $41,690 for Colorado women
working full-time, year-round, compared to median 
annual earnings of $50,898 for men who work full-time,
year-round. Women were paid 82 cents for every dollar
paid to men and the gap was greater for black women
and Latinas in Colorado, who earned 64 cents and 54
cents, respectively, compared to white, non-Latino men.i

‘ Cost of Living

In our state, the minimum income required to meet a
family’s basic needs, including housing, food, healthcare,
taxes, child care (for those with children), varies county by
county and by family type, as does the gap between the
cost of living and minimum wage. A 2015 analysis found
the greatest gap for a single parent with one child in
Pitkin county, where the difference between the hourly
wage required to meet basic needs and the minimum
wage was $18.36. The gap was greater than $17 per
hour in Summit, Eagle, and Boulder counties, around $15
in metro Denver counties, and lowest for counties on the
eastern plains, at about $13. Put another way, in even the
most affordable parts of our state, workers need to earn
at least $13 per hour more than minimum wage to meet
their families’ most basic needs without public or private
assistance. Women comprise the majority of the minimum
wage workforce in Colorado and are breadwinners in
nearly half of Colorado households with children under
age 18, so improving career pathways for women is 
essential to strengthen family economic security in 
our state.



‘ Colorado’s Growth Economy

In Colorado’s growing economy, five key areas are
  projected to experience employment growth (listed with
2015 average annual wages): construction ($55,120);
professional, scientific, and technical services ($85,748);
health care and social assistance ($43,360); management
of companies and enterprises ($113,984); and 
administrative and support and waste management and
remediation services ($36,972).v Those that offer the
highest earning potential generally require some level 
of higher education (e.g. certificate, associate’s, or 
bachelor’s degree). By 2020, 74 percent of all Colorado
jobs will require some level of post-secondary education
or training, compared to a national average of 65 percent,
which ranks Colorado third nationally for education and
training needs.vi In Colorado, the unemployment rate is
highest for individuals with less than a high school
credential (6.4%), followed by high school graduates
(4.8%), some college or an associate’s degree (3.8%),
compared to 2.1 percent for those with either a 
bachelor’s degree or a graduate or professional degree.vii

As the training needs for Colorado jobs continue to
increase, career-focused education and training are vital
for increasing women’s earning potential in our state.

‘ Child Care in Colorado

Child care is an essential resource for women with 
children to participate in the workforce, but Colorado 
consistently ranks among the least affordable states
when median income is compared to the costs of care. 
In 2013, the annual cost for center-based infant care 
in Colorado was $13,143 and center-based care for a 
four-year-old in Colorado was $9,871.viii Affordability
challenges are compounded by availability. Licensed child
care capacity is sufficient to serve only 23 percent of the
children in our state, and capacity and costs both vary
widely by geography. For example, child care costs are 
85 percent higher in Vail than in Alamosa.ix Child care 
access and affordability must be improved because
insufficient capacity and unaffordable prices are barriers
to employment for Colorado women.

Child care access and affordability
must be improved because 
insufficient capacity and unaffordable
prices are barriers to employment 
for Colorado women. 
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Methodology

As the first stage of the strategic planning process, 
The Women’s Foundation of Colorado (WFCO) and Joining 
Vision and Action (JVA), strategic planning partner to The 
Foundation, completed a discovery phase, in which input 
and insights were gathered through surveys of external and
internal stakeholders, key informant interviews, and 
research on demographics, issues, and effective models 
for community impact. 

External Feedback Survey

The external feedback survey was designed to hear from 
individuals throughout Colorado regarding the resources
needed to advance women’s economic security and their 
experiences with and perspectives on gaps in resources and
services. With the recognition that all social identities (e.g.,
race/ethnicity, age, education) come together to create unique
experiences and shape how each individual is impacted by
social issues, the external survey was designed to be attuned
to multiple social identities and utilized an intersectional lensx

to better understand how priorities and gaps might differ
and/or converge based on individual social identities. 
The external feedback survey was offered online in both 
English (n = 1,569) and Spanish (n = 19), and a link was
shared through direct outreach by WFCO grantees to those
they serve (n = 302), direct outreach to former and current
JVA clients with a request to further share with those they
serve (n = 525), via social media posts (i.e., through WFCO,
JVA, and personal networks; n = 755) and also through a
press release shared with select newspapers around the
state (n = 6). These outreach strategies resulted in 1,588
unique “clicks” on the survey, with 1,299 individuals 
completing at least part of the survey (82%). With the 
sample size of 1,299 and assuming a total Colorado adult
population of 3.8 million, the response rate provides a 
strong ± 2.72 confidence interval.



Demographics 

External survey respondents were asked to indicate several
aspects of their social identities, including their genders,
races/ethnicities, age ranges, sexual orientations, whether
they identify as differently abled, education levels, 
geographies, marital and parental statuses, and whether 
they consider themselves to earn livable wages. The answers
confirmed a very diverse respondent pool, as shown in 
the following figure. The survey respondents reflect the 
demographics of our state closely with regard to race/
ethnicity, specifically when comparing to the Colorado 
population over the age of 18: Colorado American
Indians/Alaska Natives: 1%, Colorado Asians: 3%, Colorado
Blacks/African Americans: 4%, Colorado Latinos/Hispanics:
18%, Colorado Whites [non-Hispanic/Latino]: 73%, Colorado
multiple races: 2%).xi The survey sample also aligns well with
the estimated rate of Coloradans over the age of 21 who have
a disability (~10.5%).xii Individuals who identify as members
of the LGBTQ community are somewhat over-represented in
the survey sample, compared to an estimated 3.2% of the 
Colorado population overall who identify as LGBTQ.xiii

Those with at least a college degree and women were
also over-represented in the survey sample compared to 
Coloradans overall.

Figure 1.  Demographics of External Survey Respondents

COLORADO REGION
l 73.3% Denver Metro
l 9.0% Southwest
l 7.1% Northwest
l 5.1% Southeast
l 3.4% Northeast
l 2.1% Central Mountains

RACE/ETHNICITY
l 73.4% White (non-

Latino/Hispanic)
l 13.6% Latino/Hispanic
l 6.3% Multiple
l 4.7% Black/African 

American
l 1.0% American Indian/

Alaska Native
l 1.0% Asian

GENDER
l 93.6% Female
l 5.7% Male
l 0.5% Transgender male 

to female
l 0.2% Transgender female 

to male
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In even the most affordable parts 
of our state, workers need to earn 
at least $13 per hour more than 
minimum wage to meet their 
families’ most basic needs. 



Figure 1. Demographics of External Survey Respondents, continued…

PARENTAL AND
MARITAL STATUS
l 43.7% Married/partnered

parent
l 20.8% Married/partnered,

no children
l 18.9% Single, no children
l 16.6% Single parent

GEOGRAPHY
l 49.1% Urban
l 36.9% Suburban
l 14.0% Rural/frontier

EDUCATION LEVEL
l 45.6% Graduate/

professional
l 34.7% Bachelor’s (and 

some graduate)
l 13.1% Less than 

2-year degree
l 6.6% Associate’s or

technical degree

IDENTITY OF 
DIFFERENTLY ABLED
l 89.1% No
l 10.9% Yes

SEXUAL ORIENTATION
l 90.7% Other
l 9.3% LGBTQ

AGE RANGE/GENERATION
l 36.5% Gen-X
l 35.1% Millennial
l 24.7% Boomer
l 3.7% Greatest
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Livable Wage

Among this diverse pool, when asked if they felt like they “are
able to provide for yourself and for your family [if applicable]
on the amount of money” they earn, more than a third
(36.2%) selected “no.” Those who indicated that they do not
earn livable wages were significantly more likely to report
being paid hourly, significantly more likely to be paid less than
$18.00 per hour, and significantly more likely to report an 
annual household income of less than $25,000. In contrast,
those who report earning livable wages were significantly
more likely to report earning more than $24.00 per hour if 
paid hourly and if not, to report an annual household income
of more than $50,000. With this significant overlap between
objective and subjective measures of socioeconomic status,
livable wage is used as a proxy for income throughout 
this report.

Figure 2. Livable Wage Rate of External Survey 
Respondents

   

The nearly 1,300 external survey respondents were asked
about priorities for advancing women’s economic security. 
Respondents were also asked to rate the importance of
resources and services to themselves and their families, 
as well as how easy it would be to access those resources 
and services if they wanted to.   

Results demonstrated significant convergence around 
perceptions of key resources and perceived and experienced
resource gaps. Combined with the strong confidence interval,
this convergence suggests that results from this survey are
highly representative of our state’s priorities for advancing
women’s economic security.

Findings

Input from women and men across Colorado helped to 
identify the highest priorities for WFCO’s work to advance
economic opportunities for women, and to also better 
understand gaps by rating 1) the importance of resources 
and 2) the ease of accessing those resources in their 
communities. When input from individuals across Colorado
was compared with perspectives from stakeholders very 
familiar with The Women’s Foundation of Colorado’s work 
to advance women’s economic security, five top priorities
emerged. There was great convergence on the relative rated
importance of these issues across social identities, indicating
that the following five priorities are important to Colorado
women, regardless of identity, geography, or background:

‘ Livable wages

‘ Equal pay

‘ Employment opportunities

‘ Child care access (rated similarly to access to 
higher education)

‘ Access to higher education (rated similarly to 
child care access)

By rating the importance of resources and services to 
themselves and their families and indicating how easy it
would be to access those resources and services if needed 
or desired, responses identified resource gaps, which were
ranked according to their relative importance. The following
list identifies resources ranked as important, as well as 
difficult to access:

1. Livable wages

2. Affordable child care

3. Housing to own

4. Behavioral health care

5. Housing to rent

6. Quality early childhood education

7. Career/technical skills training

8. Employment advising

9. 2-Year degree/technical training/certifications

l 63.8% Yes
l 36.2% No
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Results Rooted in Community

Results of statistical analyses examining for differences 
between and within groups demonstrate that for the most
part, more vulnerable (underrepresented) populations 
perceived greater gaps, particularly in livable wage, housing,
career/technical skills training, and two-year degrees. 
For example, those who indicated they do not earn a livable
wage reported significantly greater gaps with regard to 
access to two-year degrees, career/technical skills training,
employment advising, housing, and behavioral healthcare.
As shown in Table 1, there were also differences in perceived
gaps by education level and race/ethnicity. Those without a 
college degree perceived greater gaps in several areas, 
including access to livable wages, career/technical skills 
training, two-year degrees, employment advising, housing, and 
behavioral healthcare. People of color reported significantly
greater gaps regarding access to livable wages, quality early
childhood education, housing, career/technical skills training,
and two-year degrees.

Table 1.  Interesting Intersections: Significantly Greater 
Perceived Resource Gaps by Aspects of Social Identity 

Comparing Generations

‘ Boomers reported significantly greater gaps in 
access to career/technical skills training and livable
wages than Millennials.

‘ Boomers also perceived greater gaps in access to 
two-year degrees than Millennials and Gen-Xers. 

‘ Millennials who indicated they do not earn livable
wages reported significantly greater gaps in access to 
affordable child care compared to those in the same 
generation who reported earning livable wages.

Geographic Differences

‘ Those living in the metro Denver area reported 
significantly smaller gaps in access to livable wages
than those southeast Colorado and the central 
mountains.

‘ By generation

‘ In urban areas, Boomers perceived greater gaps in 
access to livable wages than Millennials.

‘ Gen-Xers in rural areas reported greater gaps 
with regard to livable wages than those living in
urban and suburban areas.

‘ By race/ethnicity

‘ People of color in urban and rural areas 
perceived greater gaps in access to career/
technical skills training compared to whites in 
urban and rural areas. 

‘ People of color in rural areas reported greater 
gaps in access to career/technical skills training
compared to people of color in urban and 
suburban areas.  

Perceived Resource Gaps Social Identity

Livable Wage Status: Education Level:       Marital &               Race/Ethnicity:    Geography: Physical Ability:      Sexual Orientation:
Not Earning Livable Wage     Less than College     Parental Status:    People of Color    Residents of Rural   Differently Abled     LGBTQ

Education Single Parents Communities 

2-Year Degrees

Affordable Child care

Behavioral Healthcare

Career/Tech Training

Employment Advising

Housing

Livable Wage

Quality Early Childhood Education
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Examining the relationship between perceived gaps and 
priorities reveals significant alignment; many of the perceived
gaps are directly connected to one or more priority issue
areas. Specifically, there is significant overlap between 
earning equal pay regardless of social identity, earning a 
livable wage, finding gainful employment, accessing higher
education, and accessing child care.  

To improve economic outcomes for Colorado women and 
their families, access to education and training that lead to

employment opportunities offering livable wages and 
supports (such as access to affordable child care) to secure
and maintain good jobs must be improved. This input from
members of communities across Colorado helped to inform
and shape our strategic plan. In the years ahead, The
Women’s Foundation of Colorado will focus and align our
efforts to address these priorities, working to ensure that 
access to essential resources improves to help advance and
accelerate women’s   economic progress throughout
Colorado.xiv
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