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Abstract 

In this review article, I focus on the changing trends and main explanations of gender wage 

inequality in the United States. First, I briefly describe the most prominent trends in gender 

wage inequality since the end of the 1970s. I then summarize theoretical explanations of 

these trends at both the individual level and the structural level. At the individual level, 

neoclassical human capital theory highlights the sharp increase in women’s educational 

attainment as the reason for the narrowing trend in the gender pay gap, while using the 

gender differences in educational and work experience to explain the persistence of this gap. 

An emerging debate about the human capital explanation is whether the observed gender 

disparities in educational and work experiences are the result of individuals’ personal choices 

or the consequences of social construction. I subsequently numerate three main sociological 

theories—gendered socialization, statistical discrimination, and social capital—to show how 

social values, conventions, and systems shape individuals’ “free” choices. At the structural 

level, I emphasize the fundamental shift in the industrial structure and employment 

arrangements driven by the skill-biased technology change (SBTC) and globalization. I 

conclude this article by summarizing both the positive and the worrisome trends in gender 

wage inequality, and by outlining policy implications for achieving gender equity in the 

future development of the U.S. labor market. 

 

INTRODUCTION  

Until the late 1970s and early 1980s, the female-to-male earnings ratio—the ratio of the 

median annual earnings of women who worked year-round, full-time and the median annual 

earnings of comparable men (Roos and Gatta 1999)—had remained constant at around 60 

percent in the U.S. labor market (Blau and Kahn 2007). Since then, the ratio has changed 

dramatically. Despite some variation in the pace of change, the past three decades have 

witnessed a significant increase in the ratio of women’s earnings to men’s earnings. 

According to scholarly observations (Blau and Kahn 2007; Leicht 2008), the overall gender 

gap in earnings decreased by approximately 20 percent from the end of 1970s to the first 

decade of the current century, as women’s average earnings increased from around 60 to 80 

percent of men’s average earnings during this period. Decoding the recent trends in gender 

wage inequality is important because it facilitates an understanding of the intricate, 

multi-faceted change in the labor market in recent decades, particularly in the context of the 

deepening inequality in the U.S. labor market (Blau and Kahn 2007). 

In this review article, I first highlight the most prominent trends in gender wage inequality 
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since the end of 1970s. I then explore the possible theoretical explanations of these trends at 

both the individual level and the structural level. At the individual level, the dominant 

explanations derive from human capital theory, which describes two factors that affect these 

trends. First, in the United States, the number of bachelor’s degrees awarded to women has 

outpaced the number awarded to men since the early 1980s (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006), 

indicating that higher education has indeed played an important role in the narrowing gender 

pay gap. However, gender differences still exist in the selection of colleges and universities, 

public versus private educational institutions, and more importantly, majors. As a result, the 

different educational paths resulting from these selections channel men and women into jobs 

with different starting salaries, and also lead them to different opportunities to access 

on-the-job training. An emerging debate among proponents of the human capital theory 

centers on whether the observed gender disparities in educational paths and on-the-job 

training opportunities are the result of individuals’ personal choices or the consequences of 

discrimination. 

At the structural level, the skill-biased technology change (SBTC) and globalization have 

triggered fundamental changes in the industrial structure, employment relations, and skill 

requirements of occupations. Accompanied by the sectoral shift from manufacturing to 

services, permanent employment (which was prevalent before the 1970s) has been 

increasingly replaced by flexible employment arrangements in the form of part-time, 

precarious jobs. Unionized blue-collar jobs in the manufacturing sector, which were once the 

basis of the formation of a large middle class, have declined significantly. The polarization of 

job opportunities in the United States has become increasingly evident, as jobs have 

expanded in both high-skill, high-wage occupations and low-skill, low-wage occupations 

(Autor 2011). This pattern was strengthened during the Great Recession as traditionally 

“good” jobs in the automobile industry and related manufacturing sectors disappeared to a 

great extent (Kalleberg 2011). Changes at the structural level have both positive and negative 

impacts on gender wage inequality, which will be articulated in this review. 

In the concluding section, I summarize both the positive and the worrisome trends in 

gender wage inequality reviewed in this article. I also outline policy implications for 

achieving gender equity in the future development of the U.S. labor market. 

 

OVERVIEW OF RECENT CHANGES IN GENDER WAGE INEQUALITY  

Scholarly investigation of the gender wage gap usually focuses on full-time workers in order 

to compare male and female workers who are as similar as possible. Using government 

statistics, Blau and Kahn (2007) computed the female-to-male earnings ratios of full-time 

workers using both annual and weekly earnings, as shown in Figure 1. Both data series tell 

the same story; namely, on average, women earned around 60 percent of men’s earnings from 

1955 to the end of the 1970s. In the following decade (the 1980s) the ratio increased 

noticeably, and by the end of the 1980s, both the annual and weekly earnings ratios had 

reached 70 percent. During the 1990s, however, both lines flattened, indicating a slower 

increase in women’s earnings (relative to men’s) in this period. Data from the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (BLS) on the annual earnings of full-time workers reveal a similar trend. In 

1955, women workers earned 64 percent of men's salaries; the ratio fell slightly to 59 percent 

by 1975, and then rose to 71 percent by 1995 (Roos and Gatta 1999). The female-to-male 

earnings ratio continued to rise in the early 2000s, especially during the Great Recession. 

According to Blau and Kahn’s (2007) calculation using data drawn from the Panel Study of 

Income Dynamics (PSID), for example, the wage differential between male and female 

full-time workers was 20% at the beginning of this century. This gap has further narrowed to 

18 percent in 2009, as shown in the AAUW’s (American Association of University Women) 
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2012 report (Corbett and Hill 2012). BLS data released in June 2009 also show that women’s 

employment rate exceeded men’s by 2.5 percent. However, scholars think that it is too early 

to tell whether this recent increase indicates “a strong, long-run trend towards convergence in 

male-female earnings” (Blau and Kahn 2007:9; see also Roos and Gatta 1999:95). This is 

because women’s higher employment rate during the recession does not necessarily reflect 

their earnings gains relative to men’s, particularly if women have a higher employment rate 

because they are more willing to take precarious contract positions (Zhang 2011). 

Figure 1. Female-to-Male Earnings Ratios of Full-Time Workers 1955-2003 

 

(Originally from Figure 1, Blau and Kahn 2007: 8. Blau, Francine, and Lawrence M. Kahn. 2007. 

The Gender Pay Gap: Have Women gone as Far as They Can? Academy of Management 

Perspectives, 21(1): 7-23.) 

Regardless, the narrowing trend of the gender wage gap is undeniable. As Blau and Kahn 

(2007) noted, women’s relative pay gains were initially concentrated among younger women, 

and then spread to women of all ages, although the gains may still be a bit larger for younger 

women. As the authors stated, “less-educated women have narrowed the pay gap with 

less-educated men and highly educated women have narrowed the pay gap with highly 

educated men.” (Blau and Kahn 2007:7) By examining BLS and Census Microdata from 

1970, 1980, and 1990, Roos and Gatta (1999) found that the gender earnings gap changed at 

different paces for different groups. With regard to racial differences, the gender earnings 

ratio for whites declined slightly between 1970 and 1980, and then rebounded notably 

between 1980 and 1990. For blacks, the earnings ratio was significantly higher than for 

whites in each census year, and increased monotonically between 1970 and 1990. By 1990, 

white women were earning 64 percent of their male counterparts’ earnings, while black 

women were earning 81 percent of what black men earned (Roos and Gatta 1999:98).  

Regarding age, Roos and Gatta (1999) observed that the gender gap widened as workers’ 

ages increased. Women between the ages of 16 and 24 earned nearly 87 percent of what 

comparably aged men earned, whereas the ratio was 67 percent for those 35 to 39 years old, 

and 58 percent for those 50 to 54 years old. The earnings ratio increased slightly at retirement 

age, with women at 65 years old and older earning 67 percent of the male wage. 

Scholars have also analyzed the gender wage gap by education. In a report by the AAUW, 

Corbett and Hill (2012) noted that only 11 percent of women ages 25 to 64 in the civilian 
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labor force in 1970 had attended college for at least four years, but by 2010, 36 percent of 

women in the same age group were college graduates. Indeed, the report found that in the 

present labor market, working women between the ages of 25 and 64 are more likely than 

their male counterparts to have a college degree (36 percent of women compared with 33 

percent of men) (Corbett and Hill 2012:8; originally from Table 9, the U.S. Department of 

Labor 2011). However, the gender wage gap persists among those with high levels of 

education: female college graduates still earn, on average, less than their male counterparts. 

Among those working full time, women earned $35,296 on average, while men earned 

$42,918 on average. As Corbett and Hill (2012) documented, one year after college 

graduation, women’s earnings had already fallen behind men’s earnings. In 2009, women 

who were one year out of college and working full time earned, on average, 82 percent of 

what their male peers earned. Carnevale and her collaborators (2011) estimated that over the 

course of a lifetime, college-educated women working full time earn more than a half million 

dollars less than their male peers. The historical pay gap has contributed to a gender poverty 

gap among the elderly, with 11 percent of elderly women, but only 6 percent of elderly men 

living in poverty in 2011 (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2012). 

In short, gender wage inequality remains, although the gap has narrowed significantly in 

recent decades. The trends in gender wage inequality reflect not only the changing individual 

characteristics of men and women in the labor force, but also complex shifts at the macro 

level, such as changes in the industrial structure, labor market structure, occupational 

structure, and employment relations. In the following sections, I review individual-level and 

structural-level theoretical explanations of the trends outlined above.  

 

INDIVIDUALIST EXPLANATIONS: HUMAN CAPITAL THEORY 

The Central Role of Education: Women’s Inroads into High-Paying Jobs 

Scholars have reached a consensus about the unprecedented importance of education for an 

individual’s career prospects in the era of the “knowledge economy” (Bell 1976; Card and 

DiNardo 2002). According to the skill-biased technology change (SBTC) hypothesis, skill 

polarization resulting from the emergence of new technology has been the main force driving 

wage inequality in the past decades. While economic returns to education continued to rise, 

the real wages of poorly educated workers continued to fall (Chusseau et al. 2008; Leicht 

2008; Neckerman and Torche 2007). From 1979 to 1994, the real weekly earnings of U.S. 

college graduates rose by 5 percent, while the earnings of U.S. high school graduates fell by 

20 percent (Morris and Western 1999). In 1963, the hourly wage of the typical college 

graduate was approximately 1.5 times the hourly wage of the typical high school graduate. 

By 2009, this ratio had risen to 1.95. The entirety of this 45 percentage point rise occurred 

after 1980 (Autor 2011). 

Given the traditional male predominance in blue-collar jobs, the SBTC might be expected 

to have benefited women more than men. According to Buchmann and DiPrete (2006), the 

number of bachelor’s degrees awarded to females increased steadily from 1959 to 2004, and 

women have earned more bachelor’s degrees than men since the beginning of the 1980s. In 

2004, the number of women who held bachelor’s degrees was almost 20 percent higher than 

the number of male bachelor’s degree holders. As Leicht (2008) summarized, women have 

surpassed men in college enrollment, and are at or near parity in representation in most 

professional schools. Morris and Western (1999) also found that while the number of women 

completing college has risen continuously in the postwar period, the college degree 

completion rate for men peaked and then declined after the 1980s. In addition, the finding 

that women are more likely to use computers at work suggests that women as a group may 

have benefited from computerization more than men, particularly because computers have 
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restructured work in ways that de-emphasize physical strength (Blau and Kahn 2007; 

Weinberg 2000).  

Consequently, while women’s overall real earnings have increased due to their increasing 

participation in the labor market, the greatest real wage increases were concentrated among 

the college educated, according to Leicht (2008). In 2006, 38 percent of working women 

were employed in management, professional, and related occupations, while only 32 percent 

of working men were in those occupational categories in the U.S. labor market (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics 2006). As Leicht noted, “the hiring of new associates for under-represented 

groups (and especially women) is no longer a significant barrier to equality in the 

professional labor market" (Leicht 2008:248). In short, because the SBTC has multiplied the 

economic returns to higher education, women’s increasing participation in high-status, 

high-pay professional and managerial positions was a primary reason for the decrease in the 

wage gap between men and women.    

 

Persistent Gender Wage Inequality: Neoclassical Human Capital Explanations 

Nevertheless, the pay gap between men and women persists. Within each educational level, 

male workers consistently out-earn their female counterparts. As Roos and Gatta (1999) 

documented, in 1990, college-educated women earned $25,000 per year on average, an 

income comparable to that of high-school-educated men, and only $5,000 more than a male 

high-school dropout. The most highly educated women (those with advanced graduate 

degrees) had the lowest earnings ratio relative to comparable men (64 percent). Women with 

the least amount of education (no schooling) had the highest ratio (80 percent), though this is 

largely attributed to the very low earnings of men with no schooling. 

From the perspective of human capital theory, labor economists have argued that some 

groups are paid less because these groups have relatively low productivity, as indicated by 

their lower levels of human capital (Becker 1993[1964]; Card and Lemieux 1994; Darity and 

Mason 1998; Gill 1994). Thus, within this framework, women’s lower wages (relative to 

men’s) are seen as a measure of their lower productivity.  

First, although women are more likely than men to enroll in and complete higher education, 

gender differences remain in multiple dimensions of educational experience. Women are 

more likely than men to graduate from colleges rather than universities (36 percent of women 

compared with 29 percent of men). Men, however, are more likely than women to graduate 

from “very selective” colleges (34 percent compared with 30 percent) and from public 

universities (51 percent compared with 45 percent) (Card and Krueger 1992; Corbett and Hill 

2012). In addition, there has been little change in the fields in which men and women study 

(England and Li 2006). In the 2007-2008 school year, women comprised the majority of 

bachelor’s degree recipients in fields of health care (88 percent) and education (81 percent), 

but were a distinct minority in the fields of engineering and engineering technology (18 

percent) and computer and information sciences (19 percent) (see Figure 3, Corbett and Hill 

2012:12). This difference in undergraduate majors may explain why women are more likely 

than men to work in business support and administrative assistance occupations and as 

teachers, social services professionals, as well as nurses and other health care providers. Men, 

in contrast, are more likely than women to work in business and management, computer and 

physical science occupations, and as engineers. Given the differences in pay between these 

types of jobs, graduates who earned degrees in female-dominated majors tend to obtain jobs 

that pay less than the jobs held by graduates who earned degrees in male-dominated majors. 

Second, on average, women have significantly less work experience than their male 

counterparts. Mincer and Polachek (1974) highlighted the role of labor market experience in 

the gender pay gap. Due to the traditional division of labor by gender in the family, women 
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tend to accumulate less labor market experience than men. Using data drawn from the PSID 

in 1998, Blau and Kahn (2007) found that, on average, women had 3.5 fewer years of 

full-time work experience than men, which explained 11 percent of the gender gap in wages. 

Further, because women anticipate shorter and more discontinuous work lives, they have 

lower incentives to invest in market-oriented formal education and on-the-job training 

(Becker 1993[1964]). Using data about college graduates in the 2007-2008 cohort, Corbett 

and Hill (2012) found that differences in the number of hours worked also affected earnings 

and contributed to the gender pay gap. One year out of college, in 2009, women in full-time 

jobs reported working 43 hours per week on average, while men in full-time jobs reported 

working an average of 45 hours per week. Beyond that, women are also more likely than men 

to relocate for their spouses’ jobs, and thus interrupt their work experience (McKinnish 

2008).  

As a result, women may avoid jobs requiring large investments in skills that are unique to a 

particular enterprise, because the returns to these investments are reaped only as long as the 

individual remains with the same employer. At the same time, employers may be reluctant to 

hire women for such jobs because the firm bears some of the costs of firm-specific training, 

and may fear not getting a full return on their investment. Based on an analysis of CPS data 

series from 2004 to 2009, Zhang (2011) calculated that while the average return on 

investment (ROI) ratio for education was consistently higher for women (1.35) than for men 

(around 0.87), the economic returns to experience were much lower for women than for men 

(around 0.007 versus 0.02). Using data drawn from the PSID in 1998, Blau and Kahn (2007) 

also found that, on average, women’s work experience was 3.5 years less than men’s work 

experience, which explained 11 percent of the gender gap in wages. 

 

The Sociological Adaptation of Human Capital Theory 

Neoclassical human capital theory seems to imply that the gender wage gap is fair, because 

women themselves choose majors that lead to lower-paying jobs, and choose to limit their 

investments in work experience due to their family obligations (Becker 1993[1964]). 

However, the “free will” associated with the choices women make is shaped by social values, 

conventions, and systems. Namely, the aforementioned differences in educational and work 

experiences between men and women result from socially constructed gender roles, rather 

than biological differences between the two groups. Among others, three 

approaches—gendered socialization, statistical discrimination, and social capital—represent 

the sociological understanding of the sources of gender differences in labor market 

performance.  

Gendered socialization 

Human capital theory emphasizes individual investment choices, indicating that people 

make decisions about the investment of human capital based on rational calculations of the 

costs and benefits. In other words, it is women’s own preferences for lower-paying but less 

intensive, more flexible, and “family-compatible” jobs that lead to women’s inferior status in 

the earning hierarchy.  

Sociologists are interested in the underlying mechanism that drives women to “prefer” 

lower-paying jobs, and have found that women’s seemingly free choices are essentially 

shaped by the process of gendered socialization imposed by patriarchal culture (Acker 1990, 

2004; Reskin and Roos 1990; Smith 1994). To explain why females are more likely to obtain 

“female” jobs, for example, Jacobs (1989) noted that gendered socialization occurs 

throughout life, from early family education to school education, and to formal and informal 

training in the labor market.  

Using the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS-88), Correll (2001) 
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developed a supply-side model of gender differences in early career-relevant decisions. 

Correll focused on high school students’ perceptions of their mathematical competence and 

how these perceptions, controlling for actual ability, influenced the decisions made along the 

path to careers in professions that require quantitative skills. Her findings show evidence of 

widely shared cultural beliefs about boys’ and girls’ abilities to fulfill quantitative tasks (i.e., 

mathematical questions). During the socialization process, these cultural beliefs contribute to 

the construction of gendered views, which lead males and females to evaluate their 

competence at career-relevant tasks differently. While males are inclined to overestimate, 

females are inclined to underestimate their own mathematical abilities. Because females are 

less likely than males to perceive that they are good at solving mathematical problems, they 

are more likely to reduce their efforts toward as well as interest in activities requiring 

quantitative skills. Consequently, women are less likely than men to persist on a career path 

that requires competence in mathematical tasks. 

Using data from the 1957 and 1992 waves of the Wisconsin Longitudinal Survey, Halaby 

(2003) found that men are less risk averse and express stronger preferences for high-return, 

high-risk “entrepreneurial” job values, while women are more risk averse and express 

stronger preferences for low-return, low-risk “bureaucratic” job values. According to Halaby, 

this difference emerges because the socialization process men experience is oriented toward a 

future of economic independence rooted in the labor market, whereas the socialization 

process women experience is oriented toward a future of economic dependence rooted in a 

stable marriage. 

In sum, the theory of gendered socialization asserts that while men and women have 

different preferences in terms of the selection of undergraduate majors and subsequent career 

paths, these seemingly “free” choices reflect the social expectations attached to gender roles.     

Statistical discrimination 

Although measurable differences in human capital explain a large portion of the gender 

pay gap, about one-third of the gap remains when all human capital factors are controlled 

(Corbett and Hill 2012). In their analysis of PSID data, Blau and Kahn (2007) found that if 

women had the same human capital characteristics (including education and experience), 

racial composition, industry and occupational distribution, and union coverage as men, the 

adjusted female-to-male earnings ratio would still only reach 91 percent.  

In intra-occupational comparisons, women also earn less than men (Tomaskovic-Devey et 

al. 2006). Based on BLS data and census data from the 1970s through the 1990s, Roos and 

Gatta (1999) observed that in male-dominated occupations women earned significantly less 

than men. For example, female air traffic controllers earned 67 percent of the earnings of 

their male counterparts, and female physicians earned only 52 percent of what male 

physicians earned. The pay gap also existed in female-dominated occupations. Among dental 

hygienists, women earned 79 percent of men’s salaries; and among licensed practical nurses, 

women earned 87 percent of men’s earnings. 

The above studies suggest that the portion of the gender pay gap that cannot be explained 

by human capital theory may be due to discrimination. Under the statistical-discrimination 

model, because it is costly to measure individual productivity before hiring, employers use an 

estimate based on formal and/or informal data gathering to predict how individuals will 

perform. Given those assumptions, profit-driven employers will therefore reserve jobs with 

high replacement costs for members of the group with the greater expected productivity 

(Bielby and Baron 1986; Budig and England 2001). Indeed, a common explanation given by 

employers for gender differentials is that men and women differ with regard to abilities that 

may not always be measurable or observable, and employers need to assign men and women 

to different jobs based on their average productivity. Using data on 290 economic 
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establishments in California collected by the California Occupational Analysis Field Center 

of the US Employment Service between 1964 and 1979, Bielby and Baron (1986) 

demonstrated that even within the same occupational category, it was a common practice that 

employers assigned different job tasks to male and female employees.  

Empirical studies, however, show that statistical discrimination does not serve as a proper 

measurement of men’s and women’s average productivity. In a case study of the top five 

symphony orchestras in the United States, a switch to a blind audition policy substantially 

increased the probability that a woman would advance out of the preliminary rounds and be 

the winner in the final round. According to Goldin and Rouse (2000), this switch explained 

25 percent of the recent increase in the proportion of women in these symphony orchestras, 

from less than 5 percent of the musicians in 1970 to 25 percent in 1996. 

The case of Lucky Stores described by Blau and Kahn (2007) supported Goldin and 

Rouse’s (2000) finding about the ineffectiveness of using statistical discrimination to measure 

employee’s productivity. Sex discrimination was found to be the standard operating 

procedure “with respect to placement, promotion, movement to full-time positions, and the 

allocation of additional hours” in Lucky Stores (Blau and Kahn 2007: 14). Although there 

was little difference in the wages of male and female workers within each type of job, women 

were much more likely to be assigned to lower-paying jobs, even when they had the same 

level of education and experience as their male co-workers. A store manager testified that this 

difference was due to employees’ own preferences and choices. However, after the company 

lost the lawsuit and affirmative actions were enforced in the workplace, job segregation 

between men and women declined significantly. This example casts doubt on the assertion 

that women choose poorly paid jobs solely out of self-interest (Blau and Kahn 2007:15). 

Statistical discrimination also leads to gender differences in employees’ access to 

on-the-job training opportunities. Using data from the 1989 North Carolina Employment and 

Health Survey, Tomaskovic-Devey and Skaggs (2002) demonstrated that women lacked 

access to human capital advancement after they entered the labor market because on-the-job 

training was usually conducted informally, based on the employer’s and co-workers’ 

perceptions and expectations of the new employee. If the employer and co-workers perceived 

that a female employee should take a “female” job, this female employee would be very 

unlikely to be trained for a “male” job. A study of law school graduates from the University 

of Michigan (Wood et al. 1993) is a helpful illustration in this regard. Wood and his 

collaborators found that the pay gap between women and men was relatively small at the 

outset of their careers. However, female lawyers were less likely than their male co-workers 

to take part in career-building cases, which were usually perceived as men’s jobs, and 

therefore women accumulated less work experience than men. As a result, 15 years into their 

careers, female graduates earned only 60 percent as much as male graduates. 

Social capital 

The social capital explanation of gender wage inequality is based on social closure theory 

and homosocial reproduction theory. The social closure explanation posits that male 

employees attempt to monopolize privileged positions in workplaces (Reskin 1988; Tilly 

1996; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993); consequently, social closure occurs within the workplace 

and limits women’s access to the desirable positions that lead to high wages, promotions, and 

further skill advancement. Many sociologists have found that the formation of the gender 

wage gap can be understood as a process of rank segregation in which positions of higher 

skill, opportunity, or authority are monopolized by and for men (see Reskin’s 1993 review). 

The homosocial reproduction theory, in contrast, focuses on the employer side. According 

to Kanter (1977), positions that are higher in the organizational hierarchy are associated with 

a greater degree of uncertainty and interdependence, and thus require more rapid, accurate 
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communication about less concrete matters (e.g., relationships between organizational means 

and ends, or criteria for performance evaluation). These job characteristics, in turn, place a 

premium on discretion and trust among workers selected to advance in the power hierarchy 

(Kanter 1977). The most effective way to maximize these traits and make an otherwise 

uncertain environment more predictable is to maintain relative social homogeneity among the 

employees. Kanter (1977) noted that because (white) men have historically had more power 

in U.S. workplaces, they benefit most from these universal tendencies toward in-group 

favoritism as they move up the organizational hierarchy, while women, as out-group 

members, face increasing inequality. 

Based on the above-mentioned theories of social closure and homosocial reproduction, 

sociologists have developed a broad literature depicting the disadvantages women face as 

they seek to access “helpful” social contacts. Studies have found that women are likely to 

have lower entry salaries than men because women's network assistance is not as good as 

men’s (Fernandez and Fernandez-Mateo’s 2006; Fernandez and Sosa 2005; Marini and Fan 

1997; Petersen et al. 2000; Reskin and McBrier 2000). 

Within the workplace, women also gain less assistance via informal networks (Bridges and 

Villemez 1986; Campbell and Rosenfeld 1985; Podolny and Baron 1997). Research has 

found that work-related networks help workers gain skills, acquire legitimacy, and climb the 

promotional ladder (Lin 1999). These resources are important because most job training and 

career development are the result of informal instruction rather than continuing education and 

explicit on-the-job training (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics 1996). Using data from 

the Multi-City Survey of Urban Inequality (MCSUI), Elliott and Smith (2004) demonstrated 

that women who lacked network assistance were less likely to be promoted and earn higher 

wages in their careers, even if they had a high level of human capital at the entry stage. 

Research has shown that social capital is as important as, if not more important than, 

human capital for an individual’s success in the labor market. Despite women’s remarkable 

advancement in educational achievements, their disadvantages in social network resources 

have remained significant. Thus, the social capital perspective improves the scholarly 

understanding of the persistence of the gender income differential.  

 

STRUCTURAL EXPLANATIONS OF GENDER WAGE INEQUALITY 

While individual-level factors such as education, statistical discrimination, and social capital 

explain a significant portion of the gender wage gap and the changes in this gap over time, 

these explanations do not depict the entire picture. A comprehensive understanding of gender 

wage inequality within the broader societal context is crucial in order to fully describe, 

evaluate, and predict these changing trends. In this section, I focus primarily on the ways in 

which contextual factors have shaped the changing trends of gender wage inequality.  

 

The Sectoral Shift and Occupational Polarization 

The term “post-industrial society” has been widely adopted to distinguish the current era 

from those before World War II (Bell 1976). The American labor market (as well as other 

industrialized labor markets) has undergone remarkable growth in service sector employment, 

and has witnessed a continuous decline in manufacturing sector employment. During the 

period from 1950 to 1995, the share of the labor force working in all types of service jobs 

increased from 60 to 80 percent, while the share working in the manufacturing sector 

decreased from 40 to 20 percent (see Morris and Western 1999:637 [Figure 4]). By 2009, 

more than 85 percent of people in the United States worked in service industries (Kalleberg 

2011). 

The SBTC has been one of the main forces behind this sectoral shift. Along with the rapid 
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diffusion of computerization and information technology, jobs that entail repetitive 

production tasks and require individuals to follow precise, well-understood procedures have 

increasingly been codified in computer software and performed by machines. In addition, 

because the growth of service industries has also accelerated the trend of globalization, many 

of these jobs are sent electronically to worksites in developing countries to be performed by 

comparatively low-wage workers.  

Using Census IPUMS 5 percent samples from 1980, 1990, and 2000, Autor (2011) showed 

that during the 1980s (1979 to 1989), employment growth by occupation rose almost 

uniformly with occupational skill: Occupations below the median skill level declined as a 

share of employment, while occupations above the median skill level increased. In the 1990s, 

however, a distinct pattern of polarization emerged. Employment growth was most rapid at 

the highest skill levels, but was also modestly positive at low skill levels (10th percentile and 

lower) and modestly negative at intermediate skill levels. The trend changed again at the turn 

of the century: From 1999 to 2007, employment growth was heavily concentrated among the 

lowest three deciles of occupations. Autor thus summarized that “the structure of job 

opportunities in the United States has sharply polarized over the past two decades, with 

expanding job opportunities in both high-skill, high-wage occupations and low-skill, 

low-wage occupations, coupled with contracting opportunities in middle-wage, middle-skill 

white-collar and blue-collar jobs” (Autor 2011:12). Based on his analysis of census data, 

Autor (2011) found that from the 1980s onward, employment and earnings rose in both 

high-education professional, technical, and managerial occupations and in low-education 

food service, personal care, and protective service occupations. Conversely, job opportunities 

declined in both middle-skill, white-collar clerical, administrative, and sales occupations and 

in middle-skill, blue-collar production, craft, and operative occupations, as shown in Figure 

2.  

Figure 2. Smoothed Changes in Employment by Occupational Skill Percentile,  

1979-2007 

 
(Originally from Figure 1, Autor 2011: 12. Autor, David. 2011. The Polarization of Job Opportunities in 

the U.S. Labor Market: Implications for Employment and Earnings. Community Investments, 23(2): 

11-41.)  
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In the last several decades, as middle-skill, middle-class-paying jobs have been either 

replaced by new technology or outsourced to developing countries, services and retail 

trade—the sectors offering the lowest median weekly earnings—have been the fastest 

growing sectors (Morris and Western 1999). Services and retail trade are also characterized 

by lower rates of health and pension benefits, and higher rates of part-time work (Morris and 

Western 1999). The increase in services and retail trade became even more pronounced 

during the Great Recession. As Autor (2011) observed, job and earnings losses during the 

recession have been greater for low-education males than low-education females, and these 

losses have been most concentrated in middle-skill jobs. Employment fell by 8 percent in 

white-collar sales, office, and administrative jobs and by 16 percent in blue-collar production, 

craft, repair, and operative jobs. In contrast, there was essentially no net change in total 

employment in either high-skill professional, managerial, and technical occupations or in 

low-skill service occupations between 2007 and 2009. Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that 

the decline in middle-skill jobs has reduced the earnings and labor force participation rates of 

workers without a four-year college education. The impact of this decline is even more 

pronounced for men, because the job opportunities available to men displaced from 

middle-skill jobs are primarily in lower-paying service occupations.  

According to Blau and Kahn’s (2007) calculations, sectoral and occupational variables 

explain 53 percent of the gender wage gap; specifically, 27 percent of the gap is due to 

differences in occupational structure, 22 percent is due to differences in industry, and 4 

percent is due to differences in union status. Thus, due to the polarization of the occupational 

structure, men’s earnings losses might have contributed to the narrowing of the gender pay 

gap as much as, if not more than, increases in women’s earnings. 

 

Flexible Employment Arrangements  

Employment arrangements have also changed to match the characteristics of the sectoral shift 

to the service economy. The organization of work has shifted toward more flexible 

arrangements. By adopting flexible work arrangements (including hiring temporary and 

part-time workers), firms have improved productivity and performance and reduced labor 

costs, thereby increasing profits. In addition, subcontracting and outsourcing non-essential 

functions have allowed firms to concentrate more on their core competences, and thus use 

their resources more efficiently (Kalleberg 2003). As Kalleberg (2003) noted, under a flexible 

work arrangement, managers internalize the members of their workforce who are highly 

trained and skilled by offering them full-time job positions and high pay, and externalize 

other activities and/or workers via transactional contracts. Using 1994 Employment Cost 

Index data collected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Lettau (1994) found that the average 

hourly earnings of part-time jobs were only 65 percent of the average hourly earnings of 

full-time jobs, and the difference in benefits (e.g., insurance) between the two types of jobs 

was even larger. Undoubtedly, there is a small but significant portion of non-standard jobs 

that provide workers discretion, autonomy, and high pay. Although workers in these 

non-standard arrangements were less likely to have fringe benefits than workers in standard 

arrangements, some of them earned higher wages than regular full-time workers in standard 

jobs (Kalleberg et al. 2000). However, on average, part-time employees still fare worse than 

their full-time counterparts (Kalleberg 2011). 

Despite the instability and insecurity they entail, non-standard jobs meet women’s needs. 

Part-time work provides a degree of balance between the demands of home and the paid 

workplace. Working part time maximizes women’s ability to manage their lives, which are 

fragmented into distinct stages defined by the number and ages of their children, as well as 

other family obligations. In addition, most service jobs do not have high skill requirements, 
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making it easier for women who have taken a leave from the labor force to raise children to 

re-enter the labor market (Smith 1994; Tilly 1996).  

If flexible employment is a “pull” factor that attracts women who seek balance between 

work life and family life to enter the labor market, there are also “push” factors that affect the 

gender composition of the labor force. As mentioned above, men have continued to lose 

life-long, full-time, unionized, low-skill, but middle-class-paying jobs in the manufacturing 

sector. Those who remain in the manufacturing sector have also faced significant declines in 

pay. Sustaining middle-class living standards has become increasingly difficult for families 

following the traditional “sole breadwinner” family model. In addition, the economic 

insecurity of married women has also contributed to their move into the paid workforce. 

According to the BLS report on women’s earnings in 2009 (BLS 2010), women comprised 

66 percent of the part-time workers in the U.S. labor force. Of the women working part time, 

74 percent were married. 

Although flexible employment arrangements have increased the opportunities for women, 

particularly married women, to participate in the labor market (which, in turn, significantly 

contributed to the narrowing of the gender pay gap), these flexible employment relations have 

also strengthened gender wage inequality. According to Kalleberg (2001), flexible 

employment has further segregated peripheral, precarious jobs that are predominantly filled 

by women from the core, permanent jobs that are usually held by men. While some part-time 

workers have permanent contracts, they may still be excluded from promotion opportunities 

and may not be protected by human resource policies designed to encourage low turnover 

among core employees (Kalleberg 2001; Tomlinson, 2006). Those precarious positions thus 

serve as “buffer” jobs to shield core employees from job loss. The buffer-versus-core 

distinction became evident during the Great Recession. Using survey data collected in the 

United Kingdom from 2007 through 2011, Rubery and Rafferty (2013) showed that in 

business services, such as the financial and insurance sectors, women lost significantly more 

jobs than men, indicating that in these sectors women were more likely to work in buffer jobs 

while men were more likely to work in the core. A thorough search of the literature did not 

reveal any similar studies in the United States. However, because the United Kingdom and 

the United States share similar levels of economic development, an examination of the UK 

case can provide a basis for a reliable understanding of how the impacts of the recession vary 

by gender and by industrial sectors in American society. The trend described in the UK case 

shows that what drives current gender inequality in developed countries is not direct 

competition between the sexes, but rather “quantity changes in female vs. male sex-typed 

jobs” (Rubery and Rafferty 2013:416); namely, the extent to which women are more likely 

than men to hold precarious buffer jobs. 

This trend relates to Jacobs’s revolving-door theory (1989), which describes the 

coexistence of an enduring gendered and segmented labor market and the mobility of 

individual women. Using data from the 1986 Social Change and Economic Life Initiative 

(SCELI) in the United Kingdom, Chan (1999) modified this theory by distinguishing 

“female” occupations (female-dominated jobs with opportunities for upward mobility) from 

“heavily female” occupations in which the primarily female workforce has no promotion 

opportunities. Chan’s findings reveal the existence of cumulative disadvantages in “heavily 

female” occupations. The longer an individual works in these occupations, the more difficult 

it is for the individual to move up in the occupational hierarchy.  

Disadvantages in working in “heavily female” occupation have increasingly shown in 

developed countries, including the United States, particularly in the context of globalization. 

As Browne and Misra (2003) argued, global restructuring has played a key role in creating a 

pool of female immigrant workers who perform housework and childcare for extremely low 
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wages. At the same time, globalization has created more high-paying professional jobs in the 

United States, stimulating the demand for low-paying jobs that serve the needs of 

professional workers (Anderson 2000; Chang 2000; de la Luz Ibarra 2000; 

Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Momsen 1999; Morris et al. 1994; Parrenas 2001; Sassen 1998). 

Once primarily filled by American-born racial and ethnic minority women, these low-paying 

jobs are now increasingly filled by immigrants, particularly immigrant women (de la Luz 

Ibarra 2000; Lopez-Garza and Diaz 2001; Sassen 1988; Vernez 1999). 

In sum, the flexibility and low job requirements of the service sector have offered poorly 

educated women and women who prefer part-time work the possibility of labor market 

participation, which directly contributed to the sharp increase in women’s labor market 

participation during the past 30 years. However, the pace of the decrease in the gender wage 

gap has not matched the increase in women’s labor market participation. Part of the reason 

for this discrepancy is that women are more likely than men to work part time. According to 

BLS data, from 1970 to 2006 the percentage of working women who worked part-time 

remained around 25 percent, while the percentage of working men who worked part time was 

consistently around 10 percent (BLS 2006). Another factor underlying the persistence of the 

gender wage gap is likely that extremely low-paying, dead-end service jobs are more likely to 

be filled by women, thus dragging down the overall distribution of women’s earnings (Blau 

and Kahn 1996).     

 

CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Since the 1970s, women have made tremendous progress in labor market participation and 

earnings. While men’s real wages have generally declined since the 1970s, this has not been 

the case for women. According to Morris and Western (1999), women at the 50
th

, 70
th

, and 

90
th

 percentiles have all experienced real-wage increases to varying extents. Even those at the 

bottom of the distribution of women’s earnings held their ground and did not experience a 

decline in real wages. Women’s economic independence has increased significantly, which 

has in turn increased their power in both the household and the public arena (Duffy and Pupo 

1992). Even immigrant women at the bottom of the labor market report that their economic 

situations have improved relative to their pre-immigration situations (Sassen 1998). 

Nevertheless, gender wage inequality persists. First, gendered socialization plays an 

essential role in shaping boys’ and girls’ perceptions of their abilities, interests, and career 

paths. One way to reduce the effects of gendered socialization would be to offer early-stage 

training and coaching programs in the K-12 educational system, to guide children and youths 

to discover their potential talents that lie beyond gender stereotypes, and to prepare them for 

postsecondary education.  

Second, women’s work performance should be evaluated fairly, independent from 

statistical discrimination. Fair evaluation requires transparent promotion and pay systems. 

Practices in the public sector have shown that women can benefit significantly from gender 

equity policies, such as publicizing employees’ income information and adopting blind 

review procedures in promotion evaluation processes.  

Third, if family roles prevent women from accessing on-the-job training opportunities and 

accumulating work experience, family-friendly policies should be implemented. For example, 

parental leave, especially paid leave, as well as part-time work and child care policies, have 

been found to increase the proportion of mothers who re-enter the work force (Hofferth 1996; 

Joech 1997; Kim 2013). Moderate-length paid parental leave and publicly funded child care 

can also increase earnings for mothers (Budig et al. 2012).  

Fourth, to eliminate gender wage differentials resulting from sectoral and occupational 

segregation, equal opportunity employment policies must be more strongly enforced both 
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across sectors and within each type of occupation.  

Finally, unionization should be increased in part-time jobs. Given the rise of the service 

sector, including health care, education, and other sectors in which women often work, 

increased unionization in those jobs would improve women’s wages and further narrow the 

gender pay gap. 

It is important to note that while the gender pay gap has narrowed, overall wage inequality 

has increased in the past three decades. The declining earnings of men contributed 

significantly to the narrowing of the gender wage gap. As Morris and Western explained, 

“while the decline in the gender wage gap was widely seen as heralding a new era of progress 

for women, the sharp polarization in earnings among women, as among men, made it clear 

that the benefits of this new era were going to be distributed more unequally than before” 

(Morris and Western 1999:630). Among women workers, college-educated women “have 

enjoyed real economic gains and opportunities over the past few decades,” while 

non-college-educated women “have fallen behind in both absolute and relative terms” 

(McCall 2001:146). These recent trends indicate that reducing gender wage inequality—as 

well as wage inequality in general—will require continued commitment and effort. While the 

average wage gap has narrowed, the gap between the richest and the poorest has widened 

significantly. Thus, achieving gender wage equity is still a distant goal. Future studies and 

policy analysis may focus on not only the average wage gap between men and women, but 

more importantly, also the gap between the richest men and poorest women.  
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