FEBRUARY 15, 2022

For a Healthy Economy, Strengthen
Marylanders’ Rights in the Workplace
Position Statement in Support of Senate Bill 449
Given before the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee
Every Marylander deserves the chance to get a good job that pays enough to support a family – regardless of their
race, ethnicity, gender, or any other aspect of their identity. However, the labor market we have today is far from
this ideal. While the majority of workers of all backgrounds have seen poor wage growth over the last half century,
our policy choices have pushed the greatest harms onto workers of color, women, workers with disabilities, and
workers belonging to other marginalized groups. These harms are the result of an array of stacked, structural
barriers – and at the same time, straightforward discrimination by employers remains among the most important of
these barriers. The Maryland Center on Economic Policy supports Senate Bill 449 because it would strengthen
Maryland’s protections against discrimination in the workplace.
Maryland’s labor market offers deeply unequal opportunities to workers based on their race, ethnicity, gender,
disability, or other aspects of their identity: i
▪

On average, 7.5% of Black workers in Maryland were unemployed in 2021 – meaning that they were actively
seeking a job but unable to find one. In comparison, 4.7% of white workers in Maryland were unemployed
in 2021. Single-year unemployment data are not available for other racial and ethnic groups.

▪

In 2019 (the most recent year for which relatively complete wage data are available), typical Black workers
in Maryland took home $18.42 per hour, compared to $26.33 per hour among typical white workers. Latinx
workers typically took home only $16.63 per hour.ii

▪

In 2001, typical Black workers took home 17% less for each hour worked than their white counterparts; in
2019, they took home 30% less than typical white workers.

▪

In 2019, men in Maryland typically took home $24.92 per hour, compared to $20.48 among women.
Women in Maryland typically took home 10% less per hour than men in 2009, but as of 2019 they took
home 18% less.

▪

Across nearly all demographic groups, Marylanders with disabilities have a higher unemployment rate than
those without a disability. This means that a larger share of workers who want a job are unable to find one.
For example, the unemployment rate among men with a disability in Maryland is 13.0%, compared to 4.5%
among men without a disability.

▪

When workers with disabilities do find a job, they typically take home less than workers who do not have a
disability. For example, employed Latinx workers with a disability typically take home $26,100 per year,
compared to $32,400 among those who do not have a disability.
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Among working-age adults, American Indian Marylanders are most likely to have an identified disability,
followed by Black and multiracial Marylanders. Asian and Latinx Marylanders are less likely than those in
other racial groups to report a disability.

These unequal opportunities hold back even highly educated workers:
▪

Workers of color – especially, but not only, Black workers – have a harder time finding any job than white
workers with the same level of education.

▪

Workers of color who have a four-year college degree have a harder time than white workers in finding a job
that matches their qualifications.

▪

Workers of color typically take home less than white workers, even those with the same level of
education and working in the same occupation.

▪

The combination of race-based and gender-based pay discrimination takes an especially large toll on
women of color. For example, Latinx women with a four-year degree who worked in an occupation
requiring a four-year degree typically took home only $69,000 between 2015 and 2019, compared to
$107,000 among white men.

Hiring and pay discrimination are important contributors to these structural barriers:
▪

Employers pervasively discriminate against workers of color in hiring decisions, according to two recent
comprehensive literature reviews. In fact, research shows that discrimination against Black job applicants
has not declined at all over the last 25 years, while discrimination against Latinx applicants may have
modestly declined.

▪

Black applicants are less than half as likely to get a call-back as otherwise-similar white applicants, and in
fact Black applicants without a prior criminal conviction are no more likely to get a call-back than white
applicants with a conviction.

Maryland’s civil rights laws can provide an important protection against workplace discrimination, but they can
only be effective if they are well designed and robustly enforced. Maryland falls short on both counts today:
▪

Both funding (adjusted for inflation and population growth) and staffing at the Maryland Commission on
Civil Rights have fallen steadily since the early 2000s. These declines are partly, but not entirely, driven by
federal funding trends. However, the state’s hands are not tied – to protect workers of color, women, and
workers with disabilities from unlawful discrimination, the state should increase its own investment in the
commission to ensure adequate staffing.

▪

Policymakers have not adjusted the caps on compensatory damages – monetary recompense for harms
caused by discrimination ranging from psychological harm to health problems to reduced future earning
potential – since the General Assembly first authorized this measure in 2007. iii Consumer prices have
increased by 30% in the intervening years.iv

Senate Bill 449 would improve Maryland’s employment nondiscrimination protections in two ways:
▪

The bill increases the cap on compensatory damages administrative law judges may award when they find
that an employer has illegally discriminated against a worker. The initial increase would approximately
restore the purchasing power of the 2007 caps, and subsequent adjustments would prevent the value of the

1800 North Charles Street, Suite 406 Baltimore MD 21202 | mdcep@mdeconomy.org | 410-412-9105

2

S H O R T E N E D

T I T L E

O F

T H E

R E P O R T

caps from eroding over time and gradually strengthen protections.
▪

The bill allows collection of back pay for up to three years before a worker filed a complaint, versus two
years under current law. This is important because an employer that is willing to engage in illegal
discrimination is also likely to use intimidation tactics to prevent or delay workers exercising their rights.

For these reasons, the Maryland Center on Economic Policy respectfully requests that the Senate
Judicial Proceedings Committee make a favorable report on Senate Bill 449.
______________________________________________________________________________
Equity Impact Analysis: Senate Bill 449
Bill summary
Senate Bill 449 would increase the caps on compensatory damages in employment discrimination cases and extend
the maximum period for which employees can receive back pay.
Background
The Maryland General Assembly in 2007 authorized administrative law judges in employment discrimination cases
to award compensatory damages for “future pecuniary losses, emotional pain, 20 suffering, inconvenience, mental
anguish, loss of enjoyment of life, or nonpecuniary losses.” The 2007 law capped compensatory damages at
$50,000 per worker at companies with up to 100 employees, increasing to a maximum of $300,000 for companies
with more than 500 employees. These caps remain in effect today, despite a 30% increase in the consumer price
index between 2007 and 2021.
Both funding (adjusted for inflation and population growth) and staffing at the Maryland Commission on Civil
Rights have fallen steadily since the early 2000s. These declines are partly, but not entirely, driven by federal
funding trends. However, the state’s hands are not tied – to protect workers of color, women, and workers with
disabilities from unlawful discrimination, the state should increase its own investment in the commission to ensure
adequate staffing.
Equity Implications
Maryland’s labor market offers deeply unequal opportunities to workers based on their race, ethnicity, gender,
disability, or other aspects of their identity:
▪

Workers of color and workers with disabilities in Maryland face persistently higher unemployment rates –
people who are actively looking for a job but unable to find one – than their white and able-bodied
counterparts.

▪

Workers of color, women, and workers with disabilities in Maryland typically take home lower wages than
their white, male, and able-bodied counterparts.

▪

These unequal opportunities remain even among highly educated workers. Even among those holding a
four-year college degree, workers of color in Maryland are more likely to be unemployed, are more likely to
work in an occupation that does not match their qualifications, and typically take home lower wages than
otherwise-similar white workers.
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Policymakers have not adjusted the caps on compensatory damages – monetary recompense for harms
caused by discrimination ranging from psychological harm to health problems to reduced future earning
potential – since the General Assembly first authorized this measure in 2007. Consumer prices have
increased by 30% in the intervening years.

Hiring and pay discrimination are important contributors to these structural barriers:
▪

Employers pervasively discriminate against workers of color in hiring decisions, according to two recent
comprehensive literature reviews. In fact, research shows that discrimination against Black job applicants
has not declined at all over the last 25 years, while discrimination against Latinx applicants may have
modestly declined.

▪

Black applicants are less than half as likely to get a call-back as otherwise-similar white applicants, and in
fact Black applicants without a prior criminal conviction are no more likely to get a call-back than white
applicants with a conviction.

Senate Bill 449 would increase the maximum compensation available to workers who have faced illegal workplace
discrimination and would strengthen employers’ incentive to obey the law.
Impact
Senate Bill 449 would likely improve racial, gender, disability, and economic equity in Maryland.

i See discussion in Christopher Meyer, “Budgeting for Opportunity: Maryland’s Workforce Development Policy Can Be a Tool to Remove Barriers
and Expand Opportunity,” Maryland Center on Economic Policy, 2021, http://www.mdeconomy.org/budgeting-for-opportunity-workforce/
ii Economic Policy Institute of Current Population Survey microdata.
iii See Ch. 177, Maryland General Assembly 2007 regular session.
iv MDCEP analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics consumer prince index data.
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