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AUTHOR’S NOTE



To best understand the ways women in sports are shaping our cultural conversation, I interviewed dozens of athletes, academics, and activists. Unless otherwise cited, the information in this book is drawn from those conversations.
















INTRODUCTION


Twenty-three women set out to get a raise. They were outperforming their male colleagues—had been for years—despite unequal working conditions, lackluster promotional efforts, and performance bonuses nothing short of pathetic. They wanted more. To be paid fairly. Equally. But to those in power, equality often feels like a threat. The women were met with a firestorm of resistance. Their bosses claimed publicly that the pay gap was all in their heads, that they deserved to be paid less because their job was easier, that really, they, and not their male counterparts, were the lucky ones. They were gaslit, condescended to, told to keep quiet and simply be grateful for what they had. And through it all, they were expected to keep doing their job: winning.


By the time the twenty-three women of the US Women’s National Soccer Team (USWNT) stepped onto the field for the 2019 World Cup final, they had come to represent the ambitions and frustrations of every woman who’s ever been told she’s worth less—less money, fewer opportunities, less acknowledgment. Their fight drew a big crowd: 1.1 billion viewers globally tuned in to their World Cup run (including 22 percent more US viewers for the final match than the men’s World Cup final attracted the year prior).1 Politicians and celebrities from Barack Obama to Tom Brady tweeted their support. Almost overnight, the women had become global icons of gender equality. And when the team clinched the championship title, a stadium filled with fifty-nine thousand men and women spontaneously erupted into chants of “Equal Pay!”


These women had played by all the rules and succeeded. And still, they didn’t get paid.


Most women, whether they’ve ever seen a soccer game or not, know this story. They know it because they’ve lived it. Across industries, women are expected to make a living under the constant pressure that they’ll have to do more with fewer resources—and then settle for a smaller paycheck with a smile. It’s about money, but it’s also about what the money represents: power and respect. In going public with their fight for equal pay, the USWNT had touched a primal nerve. These women had done everything that was asked of them and more: They had become the best women’s soccer program in global sports history, overcoming subpar training conditions and ignoring misogynistic media coverage that downplayed their skill. They’d won a record four World Cup titles—the most in women’s soccer history—bringing glory to their country at a time when the United States’ global reputation felt especially precarious. And as a thanks, their employer hired lobbyists to argue against their case in Congress and filed embarrassing court documents arguing the women had their own biological inferiority to blame for the pay gap.2


What more do women have to do to be valued equally? And why did it feel like it was up to a group of men to decide?


As Megan Rapinoe told me, “That’s bullshit.”3


I first spoke to Rapinoe the morning after the team’s pay negotiations with US Soccer imploded. I was a senior editor at Glamour, profiling Rapinoe as a 2019 Woman of the Year. She had, in the span of a summer, become one of the most recognizable voices in the history of the fight for equal pay, crossing firmly from the arena of soccer fan fame into the cultural zeitgeist, becoming a pink-haired, champagne-popping, Twitter-trending feminist icon. She and her teammates were fresh off their World Cup victory, which had ended in a crescendo of public support for equal pay. At the team’s victory parade in New York City, just a few days prior, there had been a palpable sense of optimism in the air. The streets were more packed than I’d ever seen them (despite it being the middle of a workday in the Financial District), filled with men and women, boys and girls, who had all shown up in starry-eyed support of their team. In a speech in front of New York’s City Hall, US Soccer’s then president Carlos Cordeiro said, “In recent months, you have raised your voices for equality. Today, on behalf of all of us at U.S. Soccer, I want to say, we hear you. We believe you. And we’re committed to doing right by you.”4 It felt like a turning point. But just weeks later, news broke that the negotiations between US Soccer and the women of the USWNT had fallen apart after just two days. It was a gut punch.


By this time, it was already clear that the team’s fight was much bigger than a pay dispute in soccer. But the rage so many women were feeling at this latest insult was a sign of just how closely linked the fight for women’s equality in sports was becoming to the fight for women’s equality more broadly. Women were pissed—including Rapinoe. By the time I met her and her entourage before her Woman of the Year photo shoot, she had already done the rounds on the morning shows; it was barely 10 a.m. and she’d already had to defend her value on Good Morning America, CBS This Morning, and the TODAY Show. She seemed weary. It all felt very familiar. We know the stats: In the United States, women make just 83 cents for every dollar men bring home—for Black women it’s just 63 cents, Native and Indigenous women bring home an estimated 60 cents, and for Latina women it dwindles to an abysmal 58 cents. As a group, Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander women bring home 95 cents to the dollar, but that number varies widely by ethnicity: Vietnamese women earn 64 cents, Cambodian women 60 cents, and Burmese women just 50 cents to the white male dollar. When you include full- and part-time workers, capturing more women in economically insecure and low-wage jobs, the pay gap widens to 77 cents earned to the dollar of white men.5


The gender pay gap hits LGBTQ women particularly hard. Women in same-gender couples bring home less than hetero couples, despite the fact that they are more likely to be dual-income households. Research on the pay gap for transgender women specifically is limited, but one recent analysis found transgender workers overall make 32 percent less than their cisgender colleagues, even when they have similar or higher levels of education.6


In sports, where the money is big and the bias against women even bigger, the gender pay gap grows exponentially. In basketball, for example, the NBA’s highest-paid player Steph Curry earned a $48 million salary in the 2022–2023 season. In the WNBA, the league’s highest-paid players made just $228,000 (a historic high).7 So for every dollar Steph Curry brought home, the Seattle Storm’s star power forward Breanna Stewart earned less than half a cent. Half. A. Cent. Put another way, the combined salary of all 144 WNBA players—the majority of whom are Black women—was less than a third of what one single NBA player made.
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The fight for equal pay in sports got under my skin. Before I began covering the USWNT’s road to the World Cup in 2019, I wouldn’t have considered myself a die-hard sports fan. But as a lifelong athlete, I knew the power of sports in my own life, and as a journalist I had always been interested in challenging the biases and taboos that held women back. I began to think of sports not just as entertainment, but as a mirror of what’s happening in other industries. The more I learned, the more inequalities I saw reflected.


Sports are particularly good at illustrating the gender gap when it comes to the resources invested in women, for example. In other industries, the lack of capital and support granted to women can be easy to obscure—you don’t see the women-led businesses that never get funded, rarely hear about the women who don’t get promoted. But in sports, the investment gap is as obvious as the arenas women play in and the uniforms on their backs. While their male counterparts fly private, train in state-of-the-art facilities, and enjoy multimillion-dollar marketing budgets, women in sports wear hand-me-down uniforms, play in public parks, and fly back from championships in economy. In sports, we see a glaring reflection of the lack of women in leadership positions, the worst of sexist media coverage, the penalty women pay for trying to become moms while having a career. We’re subject to routine debates about women’s supposed biological inferiority. There isn’t a single facet of the fight for women’s equality that isn’t currently playing out in the world of sports, where equal opportunity and equal pay are impossible to separate.


Women athletes fight the same discrimination women are facing in all levels of work every day. But they do it with something most of us don’t have: influence. Women’s sports are the literal arena in which we see women’s ambition and skill on display, and witness their fight for equality play out. When women athletes call bullshit, it’s often from a big platform. But making sexism and misogyny concrete and visible isn’t the only thing women’s sports have to offer in the fight for gender equality. The more I talked to women athletes, and the more I followed their campaigns for equal pay and equal treatment, the more I came to realize that sports aren’t just the way to understand the problem—they’re a way to solve it.


Sports are perhaps the most powerful tool our culture has for defining gender roles. “There are few institutions that are more revered and more ubiquitous than sport,” says Mary Jo Kane, director emerita of the Tucker Center for Research on Girls and Women in Sport at the University of Minnesota. They give us heroes to worship and rivalries to cheer, help define our shared values, and shape our understanding of gender roles, positioning men as the playmakers and women as the cheerleaders standing on the sidelines. When the modern Olympics began in 1896, women were not allowed to compete because it would be “impractical, uninteresting, unaesthetic and indecent,” according to Baron Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the International Olympic Committee. The Olympics were all about male excellence, he said, with “female applause as a reward.”8


But while sports have historically enforced sexist stereotypes—men are strong, women are irrelevant—that same culture-defining power is also what makes sports a compelling agent of change in the fight for gender justice. “Sports provide an arena that can completely destabilize our notions of women’s physical, mental, and emotional competence,” says Kane. Watch Simone Biles, the greatest gymnast of all time, defy perceptions of what the human body is capable of; watch runners Allyson Felix and Alysia Montaño win championships after becoming mothers; watch gymnast Aly Raisman powerfully testify before Congress on behalf of sexual abuse survivors—and the sexist stereotypes about the competence of half the population immediately wither. “Sport can be a force to amplify women’s voices and tear down gender barriers and discrimination,” said Lakshmi Puri, former UN assistant secretary-general and deputy executive director of UN Women. “Women in sport defy the misperception that [women] are weak or incapable.”9


The reality is, sports are less like a mirror and more like our social media feeds; they reflect our attitudes and our biases, but they also have the power to shape them. They tell us through testosterone-pumped Monday Night Football promos how to see men as dominant, God-like rulers of the universe and through second-class stadiums how to see women as less than. Sports influence us. It’s time to use that to women’s advantage.
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I wrote this book during a particularly hard time for women. A global pandemic forced millions of women out of the workforce, causing a generational setback for women’s economic equality; transgender rights became an increasingly frequent target of right-wing persecution, stripping trans women and girls of their personhood; Roe v. Wade was overturned, which makes having a uterus in America a life-threatening liability. Nearly every woman I interviewed for the book spoke about the greater significance this moment in history had given her work; she may have just been playing basketball, or fighting to run a race according to her gender identity, or working to make sure pregnant women didn’t lose opportunities, or hustling to get women athletes more media coverage, but her work in sports was often about something bigger. It was about the belief that securing more power for women in one corner of the world would have ripple effects everywhere.


Signing your daughter up for Little League or buying season tickets to your local WNBA franchise won’t solve centuries of systemic discrimination against women. But decades of research shows it will help, beginning with the personal effect playing sports has on girls’ sense of power. Girls who play sports have more confidence and higher self-esteem. They are more likely to graduate and more likely to end up in the C-suite. Sports give girls ownership over their bodies, providing a space to test their limits and forge their identity on their own terms. “As a girl competing in the sport I loved, it was a way to tune out all the noise in my head and just be free,” says CeCé Telfer, an NCAA Division II champion runner. “Taking to the track showed my full potential. I was like, oh my gosh I do well under pressure. This is my place. This is where I live, where I am.” The liberation in sports is so powerful that author and former pro basketball player Mariah Burton Nelson wrote in her book The Stronger Women Get, the More Men Love Football that there is “an actual fear on the part of many men that women’s growing athleticism somehow threatens not only men and men’s sports but the very nature of things: men on top.”10


I’ve experienced the emancipating effects of sports in my own life. I grew up as a competitive dancer and in my twenties took up running. Like CeCé, and so many women before and since, it was here I too found something radical. Running was about what my body could do, not what it looked like. Any success I found on the pavement or track was due to my effort and my effort alone. When I pushed harder, I was rewarded. No one could tell me my body was inferior or incapable or not my own. Running became a place to challenge all the assumptions I had about myself—and that changed the way I showed up in the world.


I am by no means unique here. There are as many stories about personal liberation in sport as there are women who have ever played. And more importantly, those intimate revolutions have impacted entire communities. In Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula, an indigenous women’s softball team—Las Diablillas, the “Little Devils”—barefoot and in traditional Mayan dresses, have completely redefined gender norms in their town (and won global recognition in the process). “Here a woman serves the home and is not supposed to go out and play sports,” Fabiola May Chulim, the team captain and manager, told the New York Times. “When a woman marries, she’s supposed to do chores and attend to her husband and kids. We decided a few years ago that’s not going to impede us anymore.” Their team has shaped family dynamics and changed the perceptions of women in the community. “I used to really only leave the house to help my husband with our crops. Now, thanks to softball, I have permission to leave the house, enjoy myself with friends and visit new towns,” said pitcher Alicia Canul Dzib. “It motivates me to keep playing and set an example for my daughter.”11


Women’s sports have the power to be deeply subversive, challenging the most basic perceptions of how women should show up in the world. So intimidating is the power of sports that in some places, playing can be life-threatening for women. When the US-backed government in Afghanistan fell to Taliban rule in 2021, women athletes emerged as some of the most endangered, fleeing the country in fear. “Our names and photos are on social media,” cyclist Sediqa Sidiqi told The Lily after a Taliban official told international media that women in the country would no longer be allowed to play sports. “If they find out that we are cyclists, they will kill us.” Sidiqi had been the captain of the Bamiyan Women’s Cycling Team, finding freedom and a precarious sense of equality in the ability to do something as simple as ride a bike to school. In the wake of the Taliban takeover, Sidiqi’s father took a photo of her many medals and cycling certificates—a single piece of digital proof of the many accomplishments of her cycling career—before planning to burn them out of fear. “I worked so hard and had such big dreams,” she said. “Now I have only a picture.”12


[image: image]


This is a book about power and the unique role women’s sports play in shaping who has it. In these pages, we’ll examine how women’s sports influence culture and widen our understanding of what’s possible for women and others whose genders have been marginalized. (A note on terminology: Not everyone playing women’s sports necessarily identifies as a woman, though they suffer from the sexism that impacts women’s leagues regardless. Throughout this book, unless as part of a direct quote or in reference to a nonbinary individual, I’ll use the term “woman athlete” rather than “female athlete” to recognize the diverse spectrum of bodies and gender identities who identify as women in sports.)


We’ll start with the money. It’s how we indicate value, and as long as we live in a capitalist society, closing the pay gap will remain a vital part of closing the power gap. In Part I, we’ll look at the biggest pay battles being waged by women athletes, including the USWNT’s ultimately successful campaign, and about how the fight for equal pay in sports mirrors the frustrations of women across industries. We’ll also look at the gulf in investments in women, from venture capital checks to sports sponsorships, and how women-led endeavors are redefining value and return on investment, building an impossible-to-ignore case for investing in women. Finally, we’ll face the motherhood penalty, digging into the very real costs of motherhood (for actual moms and for women without children, who suffer from an assumed motherhood penalty). Through the stories of women whose bodies are their jobs, we’ll challenge assumptions of what the birthing body is capable of and follow the caregiving revolution being led by moms in sports.


In Part II, we’ll see exactly how influential the fight for equality in women’s sports is in shaping our perceptions of power—starting with an up-close look at how labor movements in basketball and hockey have harnessed the power of the collective voice to build new, more equitable systems. We’ll learn how women coming together to fight for their own economic rights makes them damn good at fighting for other social justice issues, influencing elections, bringing down abusers, and fighting for transgender inclusion. And we’ll explore why athletes make such effective leaders—there’s a reason 94 percent of all women C-suite executives once played sports—and why seeing women in ownership positions in sports and across industries has the power to rebalance the scales.


After money and power comes the final piece of the equity puzzle: respect. In Part III of this book, we’ll look at the stories we tell about women and how they check women’s potential. We’ll start with the impulse to sexualize women and how the objectification of women in sports undermines us all. We’ll tackle the myth of women’s so-called natural inferiority that we routinely see in the not-so-ancient rules barring women from athletic activity; in the comments of endless internet dickheads who claim that they could definitely take twenty-three-time Grand Slam champ Serena Williams in a game of singles (really?); and, apparently, explicitly stated in legal documents filed by a major US employer. It’s the idea at the core of gender discrimination, and we’ll take it down once and for all.
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When I started writing this book, I asked Rapinoe why she thought her team’s fight for equal pay had set off a broader women’s movement, their team motto “LFG”—Let’s Fucking Go—becoming a rallying cry. Without hesitation, she said that by waging their fight for equal pay so publicly, the team had made women across industries feel seen. In a country where wage discrimination is technically illegal, it’s easy to think that closing the pay gap would be as simple as presenting evidence that a male counterpart was making more and getting the raise you deserve. But “that’s not how inequality works,” says Rapinoe. She and her team had called bullshit on the idea that women should patiently wait for change and issued women the world over an urgent summons: “Don’t ever underestimate the power of people holding on to power,” Rapinoe says. “You have to pry it from their death grip.”


So… LFG.
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PART I



MONEY


The secret point of money and power in America is neither the things that money can buy, nor power for power’s sake but absolute personal freedom.


—Joan Didion

















CHAPTER 1


EQUAL PAY FOR EQUAL PLAY


Missy Park was twelve when she first realized her rights as a woman were being decided, not just on Capitol Hill or in a court of law, but on the tennis court. It was 1973, and tennis superstar Billie Jean King was playing former world number one Bobby Riggs in the Battle of the Sexes—a spectacular showdown of men’s vs. women’s skill. The outcome wouldn’t just give the winner the ultimate tennis bragging rights, it would either confirm or challenge the most deeply ingrained assumptions about women’s power and worth: Were women really the weaker, less valuable sex? Millions of girls like Missy, a sports-loving tomboy from South Carolina, were watching closely.


The climate was ripe for this kind of head-to-head, winner-take-all gender face-off. Women were entering the workforce in record numbers, the Supreme Court had just codified a woman’s right to bodily autonomy with the passage of Roe v. Wade, and Title IX—the landmark law that banned discrimination on the basis of sex in federally funded programs—was about to go into effect. But there was a long way to go: women still couldn’t get a credit card in their own name, could be fired for getting pregnant, and earned just 56 cents for every dollar men made. So when Bobby Riggs—a fifty-five-year-old retired tennis pro and self-proclaimed “male chauvinist pig”—approached King about playing an exhibition match to settle the question of who was the stronger sex once and for all, she knew it would be about far more than tennis. “My job in the match, and I remember this being very clear, was to change the hearts and minds of people,” King later said.1 King had been a vocal supporter of women’s equality throughout her career, but she knew that laws and policies don’t necessarily change people’s biases or behaviors. She saw the Battle of the Sexes as key to validating and celebrating what was happening legislatively in the United States and rooting equality firmly into cultural consciousness.


As the palatable poster girl for the women’s liberation movement, King was perfect for the job. While fighting for equality in tennis, she’d become an icon in the fight for women’s rights while initially avoiding calling herself a feminist—a term then loaded with stigma. “At that time, people thought it meant you hated men, which was so far from the truth,” she tells me nearly fifty years later. Toeing the feminist line to avoid alienating people made her “crazed,” she says, but it worked. As a kid, Park wasn’t exactly thinking about these nuances, but she knew how she felt about Billie Jean King—the tennis superstar wasn’t one of those “angry” women but “a woman making her way in the world.” And Park liked that. King, for her part, knew she had a rare platform as a popular athlete, and she intended to use it to reach as many people as she could. “If someone is too uncomfortable, they usually don’t hear you at all,” she says. “I never wanted to lose my audience—ever.”


The Battle of the Sexes drew one hell of an audience. King and Riggs (mostly Riggs) hammed it up when they arrived for the match, held at the Houston Astrodome, leaning into the pageantry of it all. Riggs entered the stadium in a rickshaw pulled by a pack of “Bobby’s Bosom Buddies” (local Houston hotties who had been chosen for the occasion in a contest that included measuring their bust size) wearing a jacket emblazoned with the logo of his new sponsor: Sugar Daddy lollipops. King arrived via a feather-festooned golden litter carried by a hunky male harem à la Cleopatra. It all made for extremely good TV. (ABC paid $750,000—nearly $5 million in today’s dollars—for the broadcast rights.)2 Park was one of a record ninety million people watching. “I remember my parents and I were invited to this huge watch party at somebody’s house,” she recalls. “There were TVs in every room playing the match—even in the bathroom—and the men all wore little snouts, you know, because they were male chauvinist pigs.”


It was a fantastically entertaining spectacle, but there was an edge to the campy excitement. The idea that a tennis match would decide the future of gender equality was hyperbolic, sure, but it wasn’t baseless. Riggs spent the weeks ahead of the match trashing women, saying women belonged “in the bedroom and in the kitchen” and bragging about the fact that his certain victory over King would “set the women’s lib movement back about another 20 years.” He questioned whether women were constitutionally fit to be athletes and even showed up to a prematch practice (packed with reporters) wearing a T-shirt with holes cut out to expose his nipples, quipping that the style would look much better on Billie Jean.3 The nation was balancing on a knife edge in the fight for women’s economic and social rights—and millions of women and girls were looking to King to push them forward.


For Park, it was the first moment in her life that all the times she’d felt less than because of her gender suddenly fell into context. “It was like, Oh my gosh, I’m not the only one that’s treated like this,” she says now. “I realized this thing that I thought was a personal problem was actually a much larger problem.” She was growing up at a time where women were beginning to loudly challenge a system in which they were second-class citizens, but it wasn’t until she saw Billie Jean King taking on the patriarchy that night in 1973 that she realized the sports she loved so much were “a stand-in for a larger fight,” she says. Sports, “the last bastion of male power,” could do something that no law could, she realized: they could change people’s beliefs.


It was a “moment of truth,” King says. “I thought about what would happen if I won. I thought about what would happen if I lost. I visualized the realities. I knew this match could change the hearts and minds of people. I knew it was a moment in time that could maybe help women have a better life.” She would never have an audience this big again. “This was my one chance,” she says. “I had to win.”


King prepped for the match like her liberation depended on it, doing two hundred sit-ups and four hundred leg extensions every day and meticulously studying Riggs’s game.4 “He was one of my [tennis] heroes, so I knew a lot about him,” she says. Riggs, in all his chauvinist bravado, didn’t show King’s game the same respect (“So typical,” she says) and showed up totally unprepared for what he was about to face. It was a bloodbath: King trounced Riggs in straight sets: 6–4, 6–3, 6–3.


King’s overwhelming victory proved that women were not the weaker sex, were not less valuable, and were capable of many things outside “the bedroom and in the kitchen.” In winning a tennis match, King had changed hearts and minds. “In just under two hours, she forced a reexamination of what it meant to be female and an athlete,” feminist historian Susan Ware wrote. As the New York Times would later put it, “In a single tennis match, Billie Jean King was… able to do more for the cause of women than most feminists can achieve in a lifetime.”5 In the fifty years since the match, not a single day has gone by that someone hasn’t told King about how the Battle of the Sexes impacted their lives, she says.


For Missy, King’s victory gave her permission to play to her full potential. Playing tennis, basketball, and running track with boys growing up, there was always one question weighing on her mind, holding her back: Was it okay to beat them? “Because they had the power,” she explains. “If you beat them, it could be very tricky.” Not only had Billie Jean beat the boys in dazzling fashion, but she’d earned national adoration and respect as a result. The way Park—and millions of other women and girls—saw her place in the world began to shift.
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For all King has accomplished to change perceptions of women’s value and worth, she likely won’t see the final fruits of her labor—equal pay—in her lifetime. Neither will you or I. It will be another 151 years before the global gender pay gap is closed, according to the World Economic Forum (WEF).6 If nothing changes to accelerate the glacial pace of the gap closing, your children and your grandchildren will still be fighting to see women receive equal pay for equal work.


Pay is just one piece of the global gender gap—the complicated web of systemic biases that hold women back simply because they are women. The WEF counts four metrics in its measure of global gender equality—political empowerment, economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, and health and survival—but pay proves to be a particularly impactful piece of the puzzle. Globally, 2.4 billion women of working age are without equal economic opportunity; there are still ninety-five countries that don’t guarantee equal pay for equal work and eighty-six countries where women are restricted from certain jobs, according to the World Bank. “In every type of work in every sector, every occupation and every country, women are paid less than men; every source of pay information, collected by every method, ends in this conclusion,” writes economist Linda Scott. It adds up to an economic chasm between men and women—globally, women are valued at just 65 percent of the average man—one that isn’t easily solved, even by laws that mandate pay equity.7


In many parts of the world, such laws have technically been on the books for decades: Iceland mandated equal pay in 1961, the United States passed its Equal Pay Act in 1963, and by 1980, at least six other countries, from Australia to India, had followed suit.8 It has been illegal, in other words, to pay a woman less than a man for the same work in much of the world for over half a century. And yet, here we are, still miles away from parity.


The most obvious problem with equal pay laws is that they are nearly impossible to enforce because there’s typically no one who is actually responsible for doing so. This places the burden on women to be their own watchdogs and advocates. “Even if you know it’s happening, do most women have the time, bandwidth, financial stability, and career stability to file a lawsuit?” asks Megan Rapinoe. “I doubt it.” Even for women who do have the resources to identify a pay gap in their salary and hire a lawyer, taking your employer to court can often prove to be a fruitless endeavor. In the UK, for example, “the employer’s risk [of penalty] is so minimal that it makes economic sense to pay women lower salaries and bet that nothing will ever come of it,” Scott writes. It wasn’t until very recently that lawmakers around the world began making an effort to close these gaps with a second round of antidiscrimination laws that mandate pay gap reporting and enforcement: The US Paycheck Fairness Act, passed by the House of Representatives in 2021, would increase penalties for companies in violation of federal equal pay laws and ban employers from retaliating against employees for seeking equal pay. The European Union proposed similar enforcement measures, which would ban companies from asking for a prospective employee’s salary history and require those with over 250 employees to publicly report the difference in pay between men and women.9


The main reason pay equity laws haven’t closed the pay gap—as Billie Jean King knew so acutely as she prepared for the Battle of the Sexes—is that there is a difference between policy change and cultural change. To understand this fully, it helps to understand what causes the pay gap in the first place. It’s not as simple as a hiring manager shaving off 17 percent of the approved salary for a given role as soon as a woman walks into a job interview instead of a man (though such explicit bias does play at least some role). The pay gap is a far more slippery thing to measure, driven by a set of nuanced, stubborn, and often interconnected factors economists lump into two creatively named categories: explained and unexplained.


In the first category, we have all the systemic variables that “explain” the fact that women working full-time make cents for every dollar full-time working men make. These include education level, experience, age, hours worked (particularly relevant as women are more likely to work fewer paid hours as they take on the burden of caregiving responsibilities at home), and occupation (relevant because women tend to be clustered in lower paying industries).10 These are what some economists call “nondiscriminatory” factors—terminology that implies these things rationalize the pay gap (though, as we’ll see throughout this book, sexism and misogyny are alive and well here, too). By this reasoning, if a woman steps back at work to have a baby or care for young children, for example, it is perfectly logical that it would impact her earnings. Likewise, if a woman chooses to go into a low-paying industry, it’s no mystery why she’ll make less than her male classmate who opted to go into a more lucrative job. In other words, if women are making less money, it’s because of the choices they have made.


Not even these “explained” factors, however, account for the entirety of the wage gap. The second set of factors contributing to the pay gap is made up of unmeasured variables and labor market discrimination, which typically takes two forms, economists Fatma Abdel-Raouf and Patricia M. Buhler explain in their book The Gender Pay Gap: wage discrimination (a woman with the same skills in the same job is paid less because of her gender) and occupational segregation (a woman with the same skills is pushed into lower-paying jobs or roles with less responsibility because of her gender).11


When economists adjust for the explained factors of the pay gap—hours worked, type of job, etc.—the wage gap, measured in median earnings, narrows. The “adjusted” or “controlled” gender pay gap, as it’s sometimes called, was about 1 cent in 2022.12 If you compare the earnings of men and women in general, in other words, women earn around 83 cents to men’s dollar, but if you were to compare the median earnings of men and women in the same job, with the same resume, working the same hours, women would earn 99 cents to men’s dollar. This is useful for pointing out the fact that there is some portion of the gender pay gap driven by the pure belief that women are simply worth less. But the adjusted gender gap can also be a harmful and misleading way to talk about discrimination. The “explained” variables captured in the unadjusted gap are vitally important, each shaped by discrimination in their own way, and factoring them out makes room for the argument that women are to blame for their own economic subordination.


This complex ecosystem adds up to a whole lot of lost cash for women—$1 million in lifetime earnings for college-educated millennials, according to an analysis from the Institute for Women’s Policy Research. (Since the size of the pay gap varies by race, so do the total estimated losses in lifetime earnings, with Latina women losing somewhere in the ballpark of $1.2 million, Black women losing $946,000, and white women missing out on $555,000 in earnings, according to data from the National Women’s Law Center.) The pandemic drove up these costs significantly. As women were forced out of the workforce by the millions, a new variable in the gender gap emerged. Time out of the workforce is a particularly pernicious driver of the pay gap; real-time lost earnings are compounded by less tangible losses women face during time off, including training and experience, as well as opportunities for promotion. For the average American woman earning a median wage of $47,000 pre-pandemic, these pandemic-induced losses alone could add up to an eye-popping $600,000 in total lost lifetime earnings, according to an analysis by Center for American Progress economist Michael Madowitz published by Newsweek. Women making six figures pre-pandemic stand to lose an additional million on top of what they were already losing to the pay gap. Collectively, Newsweek reported, women in the United States will lose $885 billion.13
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Every day that women get paid less, they are worth less—financially but also culturally. “The pay gap is sending the wrong message to women about who they are, and how they’re valued, and what they can or cannot become,” NBA player Steph Curry, the highest paid athlete in the league and the father of two daughters, wrote in an essay for the Players’ Tribune. “I want our girls to grow up knowing that there are no boundaries that can be placed on their futures, period. I want them to grow up in a world where their gender does not feel like a rulebook for what they should think, or be, or do. And I want them to grow up believing that they can dream big, and strive for careers where they’ll be treated fairly. And of course: paid equally.”14


Curry’s dream for his daughters acknowledges that the pay gap is about more than what shows up in paychecks. As women continue to be undervalued, they lose something else: time. As women get paid less, they are able to invest and save less, creating a significant wealth gap—11 percent for customer-facing workers, 31 percent for women in technical and professional jobs, and 38 percent for women in senior and leadership positions, according to the WEF. The wealth gap leads to a retirement gap, putting women in the position to either work longer or retire with less—35 percent less when it comes to pensions and 20 percent less in Social Security income. “When we talk about what the pay gap costs us, let’s be clear,” Abby Wambach, the two-time Olympic gold-medal-winning soccer legend said in her viral 2018 commencement speech at Barnard College. “It costs us our very lives.”15


After the 2015 women’s World Cup, Wambach walked off the field and into retirement with sports god status. She’d cemented her team’s legacy as the greatest in the sport and its players as champions in the fight for women’s equal pay. When she stood onstage at the 2016 ESPYs to receive the Icon Award alongside Kobe Bryant and Peyton Manning, she’d earned the right to be there. “We had just won the World Cup. We had been received like champions back here in the United States, and I kinda fancied myself. I was like ‘Wow, we’re really doing it, us women,’” she said at ESPNW’s Women in Sports Summit in 2020. But as the lights turned off and the three sports icons turned to walk offstage, reality hit. “Their biggest concerns were where they were going to invest their hundreds of millions of dollars—that they rightfully earned—but my biggest concern was how I was going to find a new job to pay a mortgage. This was the moment I realized I am not immune to the things all women experience.”


Wambach was lucky not to have to worry about this until her playing career was over. She made enough money to be able to focus solely on soccer, but that’s not the case for many professional women athletes, who—like all women—are more likely to have to supplement their income to stay afloat. In the United States 3.7 million women work multiple jobs to make ends meet, and thanks to the pay gap in sports, a surprising number of professional women athletes are among them.16 Kendall Coyne Schofield is a three-time Olympic medal‒winning professional hockey player—but most people she meets assume that must be more of a hobby than a career. “I am getting tired of standing next to my husband [NFL player Michael Schofield] and no one asks what his [real] job is,” says Coyne Schofield. She gets asked all the time. Being a professional athlete is of course a full-time job—Coyne Schofield puts in at least six hours of training a day to stay on top—it just doesn’t pay like one. So as degrading as it may feel, most professional women athletes have to find a second stream of income, which can range from coaching or broadcast gigs to working retail. In addition to being the captain of the US Women’s National Hockey Team, Coyne Schofield works as a player development coach for the NHL’s Chicago Blackhawks.


Jessica McDonald, a member of the 2019 World Cup–winning US Women’s National Team squad, has spent most of her career as a professional soccer player hustling in second and third jobs to make ends meet. In her first few years in the National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL) she was making about $15,000, she says—far below minimum wage. “I probably could have filed for food stamps, honestly,” she says. As a single mom, she did everything she could to provide for her son while continuing to work toward her dream of making the US National Team. Any time she wasn’t training, she was coaching, running soccer camps, training kids on the side. One year, she got a full-time job in an Amazon warehouse. She would train in the morning, clock in for an eleven-and-a-half-hour shift—“You’re on your feet all day packing boxes, scraping tape off the floor,” she says—and then sometimes train again at night. “I was exhausted,” McDonald says. “Those were some brutal times.”


Stories like McDonald’s are common in sports, where the pay gap is several times larger than the one most women face. In golf, for example, the average man PGA golfer makes ten times the average woman LPGA player. In soccer, men MLS players make nine times what women NWSL players make. Women in those sports have it good. In hockey, NHL players make ninety-four times what Premiere Hockey Federation players make. In baseball and softball, the pay gap skyrockets: men in the MLB made 705 times what women in the National Professional Fastpitch League made (before the women’s league folded in 2021). And of course you’ll recall the ridiculous pay gap in basketball, where legend and five-time Olympic gold medalist Diana Taurasi, who makes the WNBA’s supermax salary of $228,094, earns just marginally more at the pinnacle of her epic career than the mascot for her city’s NBA franchise, the Phoenix Suns.17


The WNBA is a particularly potent example of how we as a society value women. The league (which is half owned by the thirty franchises of the NBA) is one of the most popular and successful women’s major league sports: the league boasts household names like Sue Bird and Candace Parker and in recent years has seen a “massive jump” in viewership. Yet the pay gap women in basketball face at every level remains enormous, and the way it manifests often feels like a slap in the face to the extremely talented and hardworking women who make up the league. Take, for example, the story of Miami Heat player Duncan Robinson, who by all accounts started his career as a fairly mediocre basketball player. Robinson had no Division I offers to play college basketball (he played for a Division III school before eventually transferring to Michigan’s DI program) and went undrafted by the NBA, playing for the NBA’s minor league after graduating. In the underdog story of the century, Robinson worked hard on his game and eventually signed a $90 million five-year contract with the Miami Heat—the largest in history for an undrafted player.18 That’s awesome for Robinson—it’s a great story about perseverance that coaches will share with kids for generations. Go Duncan.


But also, what the hell. So many WNBA players have better resumes. So many women did get DI offers, did have standout college careers, did turn pro as first-round draft picks. So many women have been exemplary in every moment of their career. And the same industry that funded Robinson’s $90 million deal gives them crumbs. In 2022, the NBA’s number one draft pick Paolo Banchero signed a four-year $50 million contract for an average annual salary of $12.5 million. The WNBA’s best rookie player Rhyne Howard, meanwhile, got a three-year deal with an average yearly salary of $75,000, meaning Banchero will make more playing one-half of a game than Howard will earn in her entire season. That astronomical imbalance persists all the way up to the highest levels of the league, regardless of the skill of the players in question. In 2020, basketball icons Sue Bird and LeBron James both won their fourth championship—but James did it while earning a $38 million salary while Bird only brought home $215,000. Over her epic, nearly two-decade professional career, Bird had reportedly only gotten a 1 percent raise before the WNBA’s most recent contract bumped salaries by over 50 percent.19


If there is a silver lining in the state of pay in women’s sports, it’s tennis, where athletes have the opportunity to earn equal prize money—key compensation in a sport that offers no salaries—at all four of the sport’s Grand Slam events. This is thanks in large measure to Billie Jean King, who was instrumental in organizing women tennis players in the 1970s to create their own tennis tour, giving them unprecedented leverage and laying the groundwork for equal pay in all sports. In 1973, the US Open became the first major tournament to offer equal prize money to men and women (Wimbledon, the last Grand Slam to close the pay gap, did so in 2007). Pay still isn’t entirely equal in tennis—some lower-tier tournaments still offer men bigger prizes—but thanks to this legacy, women tennis players, even those who are relatively unknown, now have the opportunity to earn more in a single Grand Slam than King did over the course of her thirty-one-year professional career. In 2022, Elena Rybakina, ranked seventeen on the tour, took home $2.5 million for her first win at Wimbledon (same as men’s champion Novak Djokovic), earning nearly 30 percent more in one tournament than King did over thirty-nine major championships.20


Today, it’s easy to look at how financially flush women tennis players are—until 2021 when women athletes in diverse sports started to get more global name recognition, almost all of the highest-paid women athletes were tennis players—and forget exactly what it took to get here.21 Enter women’s soccer, with a forceful reminder of just how ugly things can get when women fight for more.


The fight for equality in soccer has been simmering for decades. From the moment the US Women’s National Team was created in the 1980s, players were expected to accept a laundry list of insulting inequalities and to do so with a thank-you-I’m-just-so-happy-to-be-here attitude. Their pay was particularly laughable: “When we won the World Cup in 1991, we made $15 a day. That was the per diem, no salaries. No bonuses,” said former USWNT player Linda Hamilton when she was inducted into the National Soccer Hall of Fame. Before 2007, there was no prize money for the women’s World Cup; today’s women do compete for prizes, but the gap remains enormous.22


Things incrementally improved over the years, but the women were still playing on a vastly unequal field (literally—synthetic turf at women’s games, which can increase the risk of injury compared to real grass fields, has been a point of contention for years). In 2016, the women of the USWNT reached a breaking point. They were underpaid, underresourced, and underwhelmed by the fact that their exploding popularity after their 2015 World Cup win hadn’t changed anything. (Sound familiar? History has a way of repeating itself in US soccer.) Frustrated with the lack of progress, five of the most recognizable players in the world—Megan Rapinoe, Alex Morgan, Carli Lloyd, Hope Solo, and Becky Sauerbrunn—decided to make their grievances public, filing a complaint with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)—a necessary first step in the path to filing a gender discrimination lawsuit.23


While the complaint worked its way through government administration, it was time for the players to negotiate a new collective bargaining agreement (CBA)—the contract between a federation and a players’ union that dictates the terms of their employment. Despite the growth of the women’s game, and the growing cultural conversation on the pay gap, “equal pay just wasn’t an option” at that point, says Becca Roux, the executive director for the US Women’s National Team Players Association. “[US Soccer] wasn’t going to agree to it.” The new CBA, ratified in 2017, made incremental gains. “It was not a loss. We closed the gap dramatically,” says Roux, including successfully negotiating the right to a share of revenue. But even those piecemeal gains were painful to obtain, the entire process feeling “hurtful” and “personal,” says Roux. “Negotiations in 2017 were mean,” she recalls. The experience was enlightening. So many women are met with gaslighting and brutality when they fight for equality. “I had this naive, probably privileged, perspective that if you just show them data and be like, ‘Look, you’re being discriminatory assholes. Let’s change.’ that maybe they would,” Roux says. “You always had to have some sort of hope that there will be some sort of change. You keep fighting and you keep pushing and trying to find the angle.”


In the meantime, the gender discrimination complaint filed by some of the players was working its way through the EEOC process, passing through an independent investigation of the players’ claims and an attempted mediation between the parties. In 2019, the EEOC told the players they had a “right to sue” their employer.24 So on March 8, 2019—International Women’s Day—that’s exactly what they did.


The lawsuit called out various forms of alleged gender discrimination, including unequal working conditions and promotional efforts, but the most glaring issue was pay. A key point of contention was that the men’s and women’s teams were paid via completely different structures; the men earned money through game appearance fees and performance bonuses—no salaries—while many players on the women’s team earned guaranteed salaries, prioritizing stability while the professional women’s soccer landscape remained shaky. (The Players Association agreed to this structure in their 2017 CBA, alleging in their lawsuit that US Soccer refused to offer them the same bonus fees offered to the men in an alternative structure.) The result, the players of the USWNT alleged, was that in some cases they were being paid just 38 percent of what their male counterparts would have made if they were as successful as the women.25 (The lawsuit doesn’t address the astronomical pay gap in World Cup prize money, a related but separate issue controlled by FIFA, the global governing body of the sport.i)


While they were playing under a structure they felt limited their earning potential, the USWNT was actually generating more revenue for US Soccer than their male counterparts. Reporting by Rachel Bachman for the Wall Street Journal revealed audited financial reports from US Soccer showed the revenue gap—a critical part of US Soccer’s defense in the lawsuit—had all but evaporated. In 2016, following the USWNT’s World Cup win, the women’s team had generated $1.9 million more for their employer. In the three-year post–World Cup period from 2016 to 2018, the women’s team generated a total of $50.8 million for US Soccer to the men’s $49.9 million.26


We know what happened next: the women of the USWNT won their fourth World Cup in 2019 in such glorious fashion that they became their own global movement for women’s equality. Their employer publicly toasted their victory and then promptly turned around and hired not one but two lobbying firms to convince lawmakers in Washington that the women’s claims of unequal pay were inaccurate, refusing to move forward with an equal pay structure at the negotiating table.27 “It was just a gut punch,” says Roux.


In 2020, it got worse. Federal judge R. Gary Klausner dismissed the team’s claims of unequal pay on the grounds that the women had earned more total compensation than the men (by being more successful and thus earning more prize money) and that, more importantly, the women had agreed to this pay structure. “The [Women’s National Team] was willing to forgo higher bonuses for other benefits, such as greater base compensation and the guarantee of a higher number of contracted players,” Klausner wrote in his decision. “Accordingly, Plaintiffs cannot now retroactively deem their CBA worse than the MNT CBA by reference to what they would have made had they been paid under the MNT’s pay-to-play structure when they themselves rejected such a structure.”28


By dismissing their suit, Klausner had essentially said that “pay is equal if a woman can obtain the same amount of money as a man by working more and performing better.… The women had to be the best in the world to make about the same amount per game as the much less successful men,” according to a subsequently filed appeal. The sexism of blaming the women for their own economic suffering was so blatant even the US Men’s National Team, who have been supportive of the women’s fight for equal pay, spoke up. In the appeal, USMNT players argued that the women had been “pressured” to accept the unequal pay structure, adding that they had been “stunned” that US Soccer hadn’t granted the women equal pay when they negotiated their 2017 collective bargaining agreement. “The women deserved better from the Federation,” lawyers for the men’s team wrote. “And a lot more money.”29
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This is typically the part where some dude chimes in with all the reasons why women in sports don’t deserve equal pay: they couldn’t last two seconds in a competition against men, no one wants to watch them play anyway, they generate less revenue. For these men, fighting for equal pay, opportunity, and respect isn’t just illogical, it’s an idiotic thing to suggest. As one of the many men who take the time to write to me with their misogynistic musings recently put it, “It is only possible to reach the plane your [sic] on through institutionally induced brain damage.” (Thanks for your input, Tim.)


We’ll address the flawed thinking and simple-minded misogyny behind the first two arguments—biological inferiority and weak viewership numbers—in detail throughout this book, but it’s important to understand the revenue argument up front. Of all the reasons opponents use to justify the pay gap, this one probably seems the least objectionable. It’s easy to dismiss guys like Tim, who make blatantly sexist pronouncements about the capability of women, but harder to brush off those who argue that most men’s sports generate more revenue for sponsors, leagues, and teams, and, therefore, their players deserve to make more money. It’s not sexist—it’s just business, right?


Not so fast. “The revenue differences all go back to sexism,” says David Berri, a sports economist who specializes in gender issues in sports. As we’ll see throughout this book, women’s sports are shortchanged in almost every way possible—women athletes receive fewer opportunities to play, fewer resources to play with, and fewer chances to reach potential fans through media coverage. “When you’re talking about equal pay in women’s sports, the rebuttal is always, ‘But the revenue!’ And my response is always, ‘But the investments!’” says Roux.


The most fundamental flaw in the men-generate-more-money-so-they-should-make-more-money argument is that men’s sports have had decades to develop, grow fan bases, and build up multimillion-dollar revenue streams, while women’s sports are just getting started. “We’re in our infancy. Men’s sports have gone through all these growing pains that women’s sports have not been allowed to,” says Billie Jean King. From a sports economics standpoint, you just “can’t make the comparison” between a league that’s twenty-seven years old (like the WNBA) and a league that’s seventy-seven years old (like the NBA), says Berri. It takes patience, time, investment for a league to get off the ground. “Let’s put it this way,” he says. “If you go back in time to when professional football started it was the middle of the Great Depression—investing in a football franchise was a very bad way to spend your money.” In the early days, the NFL seemed doomed—the majority of new teams failed within a few years, and the league certainly wasn’t making any money, Berri says. Had investors pulled the plug or blamed the players for the league’s lack of early financial success, “a league—an industry—that is now worth $11 billion in annual revenue doesn’t exist,” says Berri. The NBA has a similar story. “Initially, the NBA was this little rinky-dink league on the East Coast of the United States that didn’t have any fans—they were putting games after high school games because they figured someone would show up for the high school game [and then stay],” Berri says. “You have all these men saying, ‘Well, we earned it.’ But they are winning a race that they were given a giant head start with.”
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Considering the amount of attention given to equal pay in recent years, it seems like the pay gap should be on its way toward extinction. There are more women than ever leading Fortune 500 companies, and athletes like Naomi Osaka are setting all-time earnings records in women’s sports. A 2022 report from the Pew Research Center even suggested that millennial women had vanquished the pay gap in their demographic. Their analysis of US cities found that in twenty-two metropolitan areas women under thirty made just as much if not more than their male colleagues.30


But while there is much to be hopeful about, progress in closing the pay gap has been achingly slow—since the Equal Pay Act was passed in the United States in 1963, the gender wage gap has narrowed by less than half a cent per year, according to the National Committee on Pay Equity. And while some groups are making notable gains, we’re a long way from meaningful systemic change. The flipped gender gap identified in the Pew report, for example, likely won’t last for many of the under-thirty women who currently benefit. It’s well documented that the pay gap widens as women age, thanks largely to a motherhood penalty that limits women’s wage growth—whether they choose to have kids or not.31


By allowing the pay gap to persist, we collectively lose a lot.


The gender pay gap costs the global economy $160 trillion in lost wealth every single year, according to the World Bank. That’s twice the global GDP.ii One hundred sixty trillion dollars left on the table because markets refuse to pay women equally even when it’s in their own economic interest to do so. The US alone could add $4.3 trillion to the country’s economy by 2025 if it supported women attaining full gender equality.32


Securing the economic rights of women in minority groups has the power to be even more impactful for the global economy. In 2020, economist Dana Peterson, moved to action by the murder of George Floyd, combed through decades of data to quantify the cost of racism. She found that closing racial gaps over twenty years would have added $16 trillion to the US economy. “It is the sum total of what Black Americans might have spent on goods, services, and housing, as well as what Black-owned business might have earned in profits if racial barriers to housing, education, equal pay, lending, and access to credit were not present,” Peterson explains. That’s nearly the size of China’s entire 2021 GDP.33 “The metric that most people in the world of finance understand is GDP growth… so putting dollars and cents to social endemic problems is one way to speak to this group who hold the keys to the kingdom in terms of access to money, investments, savings and wealth,” Peterson says. “People can usually grasp money left on the table.”


Black women’s labor is a particularly important part of the unaccounted-for value being left on the table. “I have a theory that if someone were to try and account for the exact amount of labor Black women have forcefully and freely contributed to the U.S. economy and culture, if America had to match us cent for sweat drop, it would be a number so great it would bankrupt all of this country’s resources,” poet and author Camonghne Felix wrote in her powerful 2021 profile of Simone Biles for New York Magazine. According to the work of economist Nina Banks, former president of the National Economic Association, she’s not wrong. Banks has devoted much of her work to highlighting the unpaid and unrecognized labor of Black women—specifically, the community work and activism that Black women uniquely face when government and public policies fail to support racialized populations. Banks argues that economists should be accounting for Black women’s collective community labor—everything from publicizing issues facing minority communities, to organizing neighborhood patrols, to lobbying elected officials—the same way feminist economists have begun to quantify the unpaid labor women perform in the home. “If these community activities were channeled through the market—if other people were paid to do them—they would be counted as ‘work’ and their value included as part of national income accounting,” Banks argues.34


As Peterson puts it, “this has been a problem for a long time and we’re wasting money and missing out on growth that could benefit all people by allowing these gaps to persist.”
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In a capitalist system where money equals value, women getting paid is a revolutionary act in itself. “I think women should get all the money that they possibly can get, every single bag,” says Rapinoe. But closing the pay gap would also have profound effects beyond getting more cash into women’s pockets. “If the global community chose to dissolve the economic obstacles facing women,” writes economist Linda Scott, “an unprecedented era of peace and prosperity would follow.”


More than an individualistic pursuit of women’s wealth, paying women lifts communities. “In many cultures, women are the predominant breadwinners of their families, so access to capital is not just access to capital for them, but also for their children and for their households,” says Sarah Marchal Murray, chief strategic partnerships officer at Kiva, a microfinance nonprofit that connects women around the globe as lenders and borrowers. “When you think about economic development goals and the ways in which we talk as a society about wanting to evolve, it all comes back to starting with the woman at the center of communities.” Women are in fact more likely to invest their earnings in their communities, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.35


So, why not just pay women equally? If the gender wage gap is costing the global economy trillions of dollars each year, and closing it would benefit us all, why don’t we just agree to pay women?


In a word: power. Keeping women and other marginalized genders down is priceless for the group in power. “When women’s sports has been kiboshed, it was because somebody felt threatened,” says Roux. She points to the infancy of women’s soccer, which was actually banned in England for decades because the sport became too successful in the early 1900s. As women stepped into roles traditionally held by men during World War I, women factory workers began playing soccer against their male colleagues during breaks, according to soccer historian Gemma Clarke. One group, the Ladies of the Dick, Kerr munitions factory, began gaining notoriety, attracting crowds of thousands to their games and raising money for wounded soldiers. The Football Association was not happy about this. The women were becoming “too powerful, too political, and worst of all, too popular,” Clarke wrote, so the FA began waging a campaign to push women out of the sport, even hiring medical experts to “make detailed public statements declaring that soccer did terrible things to women’s bodies, that women were not biologically designed to play soccer… and that it was inherently dangerous.” When that didn’t work, they prohibited women from playing in professional stadiums—a ban that stood until 1971.36


Rapinoe was right when she said gender equality needs to be pried from the “death grip” of those in power—a feat the USWNT finally accomplished in 2022, six years after filing their gender discrimination complaint with the EEOC. Through all the obstacles—the lobbyists, the failed negotiations, the public claims that they didn’t deserve more—the players never wavered from their commitment to equality. In February 2022, they got it, reaching a $24 million settlement with US Soccer in their lawsuit and signing a new CBA with the Federation that guarantees the players equal pay with the men’s team through 2028. The deal creates a new compensation model for both the men’s and women’s teams, featuring an equal revenue-sharing structure, and pooling all future prize money won by either team to be split evenly, cutting the women into the huge prize pool enjoyed by all teams who qualify for the men’s World Cup.37


The settlement was a victory for the team, but it’s not the everything-is-peachy win for women that headlines made it out to be, says Rapinoe. “Ultimately we had to file a lawsuit for gender discrimination against our employer, which is a national governing body—that’s terrible,” she says. The USWNT may have finally gotten paid, but did the culture of the sport really shift? Did hearts and minds really change? The very public resistance to paying the women equally, the attempts to undermine them in the media (and in Congress)—“those things don’t just go away because we had a civil rights uprising and reached a settlement,” Rapinoe says. She’s left wondering if things will really be different, if her employer really believes she’s equal. “When the top brass is around the men’s game, their fricking hair is falling out [in excitement]. They’re having the time of their life,” she says. “That’s what I see as equality. It’s not just in the numbers. It’s not just in how much we’re paid. It’s in the attitude and the way both teams are taken care of on and off the field.”


Like Billie Jean King, the women of the USWNT know their fight is bigger than them. They’re after culture change—not paychecks. And on that front, “I mean, literally all of the work needs to be done. That’s how I look at it,” says Rapinoe. “I feel like this is the beginning.”


Footnotes


i The pay gap in prize money, which is set by FIFA—the global governing body of the sport—is immense. And growing. In 2014, the winners of the men’s World Cup took home a cool $35 million—more than double the entire prize pool for the women’s World Cup a year later. After the world cried “bullshit,” FIFA doubled the total prize pool for the 2019 women’s championship, adding $15 million in funds (for a total of $30 million)—only after they upped the 2018 men’s prize pool by $42 million, widening the gap. For the 2022/2023 World Cup cycle, men will compete for a total prize pool of $440 million while the women compete for a meager $60 million.


ii For econ novices, GDP, or gross domestic product, is the total amount that households, businesses, governments, and individuals spend in a given economy. Think of it as a measure of an economy’s overall health. Inequality is hugely impactful for GDP—when any given group experiences income and wealth discrimination, it lowers their spending power and, therefore, brings down the overall GDP.
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