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The status of women in the labor force
has changed in the last thirty years.
These changes include increased partici-
pation in the labor market, an increase in
hours worked per week and in weeks
worked per year, and a narrowing of the
wage gap between male and female
workers, In addition, women are
making serious inroads into some male-
dominated occupations although they
still tend to work in female-dominated,
low-paying jobs. The reasons for these
changes and the policy implications have
been the subject of much recent research.
(See Gunderson (1989) for a review of
some of this literature.)

Table 1 presents evidence of the
change in labor force attachment of
women and men between 1955 and 1988.
Even more dramatic is the increase of
marricd women in the labor force. In
1960, 30.6% of these women entered the
labor force while in 1988, 56.7% were
employed or looking for work.!

During this same period, average
hours worked per week by women ages
25-54 increased from 35.7% in 1968 to
36.8% in 1986. In addition, the percent-
age of women working between 50 and
52 weeks per year increased from 55.3%
in 1966 1o 68.5% in 1986. (Shank, 1988)

Although women are more likely to
work today than in recent history, they
continue to work in the lowest paying
occupations and industries, The Bureau
of Labor Statistics (BLS) ranked 52 major
United States industries in 1982 and
calculated a strong inverse relationship
between the percentage of total workers
in the industry that were women and the
average hourly wage paid in that
industry. For example, the industry with
the largest percentage of women workers
-- apparel and other textile products --
had the lowest hourly wage at $5.18/hr.,
and the industry with the lowest percent-

age of female workers -- bituminous coal
and lignite mining -- had the highest
hourly wage at $13.05 (Norwood, 1982).
Women are most likely to choose
clerical and service jobs but, since 1970,
have significantly increased their
participation in certain male-dominated
white collar jobs such as accounting, fi-
nancial management, and sales. In 1970,
25%, 18%, and 39%of workers in these
three occupations were women; by 1988,
participation by women had increased to
50%, 42%, and 49% of all workers in
these jobs. Some occupations -- craft
(carpenters and mechanics, for example)
and operative positions -- are still
resistant to the participation of women.

Male/female wage gap

These changes in the labor force
commitment of women have begun to
reduce the male/female wage gap.
Table 1 presents data on median weekly
carnings of women and men from 1970 -
1988. Between 1970 and 1980, women
earned about 62% of men's carnings per
week., The failure of this wage differen-
tial to narrow during a period of rapid
change in labor markel activity of
women was a puzzle lo cconomists and
prompted feminists to call for more
government interference in the determi-
nation of wages through comparable
worth policies. However, in the 80s the
wage gap began to narrow. The most
recent BLS statistics find women eamning
70% of what men earn. In a 1984 study,
Smith and Ward forecast this change in
the wage gap and projected a further
narrowing (to a female - male eamings
ratio of 74% or more) by 2000.

Why was the wage gap constant for so
many years and why should we expect it
to narrow in the near future without
government action? Smith and Ward
center their explanation on human
capital changes among the group of
women workers; human capital is the
stock of job-related skills, such as a

worker's education and (raining. As the
labor force participation of women
increased, cohorts of increasingly
inexperienced women entered the
market. This lack of job experience kept
average wages of workers low. Belween
1950 and 1980, they estimated that
working women fell behind working
men in education by one year, on
average, but only increased their markel
experience by half of a yecar. After 1980,
however, the increase in experience of
working women as well as an increase in
their average level of cducation com-
bined to produce the increase in the
female/malec eamnings ratio. This wage
gap reduction occurred despite the
reduced enforcement of affirmative
action policies by the Reagan administra-
tion. Continued commitment to work
and investment in job skills by women
will lead to future increases in the wages
of women relative to men.

While progress is being made in
narrowing the male/female wage gap, il
is unlikely that in the foreseeable future

(continued page 1wo)

Table 1. Employment status of civilian
noninstitutional population 16 years and
over and earnings of workers by sex.
Year Labor force Median wk
participation  carnings
rale
1955
M 86.2 --
F 351 --
1960
M 84.0 --
F 37.8 --
1970
M 80.6 $151
F 434 94
FM - 62
1980
M 78.0 317
F 51.7 200
M -- 63
1988
M 76.2 449
F 56.6 315
F/M - 70
Source: “*Employment and Eamings,”
Bureau of Labor Statistics,
January 1956 - January 1989.
Notes: M=male, F=fcmale
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