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During a radio address on January 30th of 1999, President William Clinton stated that women only make 75 cents on the dollar compared to men.  This was used as justification for putting forward a bill to increase pay equity.  This was also used to justify an attempt to increase the minimum wage. This statistic is misleading and counterproductive to the efforts to fight gender discrimination in the workplace.  This is misleading because it gives the impression that women working similar jobs with similar educations and experience make only 75 percent of what men make; this is not what it represents.  This runs counter to the experience of educated men and women in their everyday lives, and is counterproductive.  There are many issues that need to be addressed surrounding how different genders are compensated for their contribution to society, but using a misleading statistic is not going to achieve these goals.


To discuss this statistic it is important to understand where it comes from.  The statistic comes from a comparison of the median income of all full-time year-round workers.  That is, take a list of every man’s annual income and a list of every woman’s annual income and extract the center values.  Then compare these two values to one another.  This may sound like a reasonable approach, but in reality it is anything but.

This completely disregards levels of work experience.  Even though we are coming closer to reaching parity, women still lag behind men in terms of work experience.  This quote demonstrates one facet of the disparity:

“In 1996, women had less years of tenure than men in virtually every age group and differences were most significant when women were in their prime-working years. Women who have been out of school for six years have accumulated 30 percent less work experience than men, and after 16 years they have worked half as much.” (EPF)

In the modern workplace people are rewarded for their increased level of experience.  It would be unfair if people with less experience were paid an equal amount.


Another area disregarded by the statistic is level of education.  According a 2002 Census report, while 84 percent of both men and women over 25 have a high school diploma, only 25 percent of women have a bachelor’s degree or more, this compares to 29 percent for men (Spraggins 3).  Again, it would be unfair to pay people with less education more.


There are other areas that are disregarded as well; these include both industry and union status.  Women are more likely to work in fields that pay less and these fields are less likely to have union representation.  In 2000:

Over half of men 16 and over (59 percent) worked in four occupational groups: precision production, craft and repair (18 percent); executive, administrators, and managerial (16 percent); professional specialty (14 percent); and sales (11 percent).

Among women in the same age group, 73 percent also worked in four occupational groups: administrative-support, including clerical (23 percent); professional specialty (19 percent); service workers (except private household, 17 percent); and executive, administrative and managerial (15 percent). (Spraggins 3)

This disparity in industry has a dramatic effect on the wages of women relative to men. Additionally, the largest category for men is “precision production, craft and repair,” fields commonly associated with union labor.

Finally, this disregards the fact that full-time female workers spend less time in the workplace than their male counterparts.  “Full time women worked an average of 41.3 hours in a week in 1997, compared with 45 hours for full-time men.” (EPF)  A study conducted in the 1980s concluded that when the factors of industry, experience, occupation, and union status are taken into affect, the gender gap narrows to 13 percent (EPF).  That study was conducted in the 1980s, it has been shown that since then the gap has been narrowed even further.

If all this is true then why continue using this statistic?  William Clinton used the statistic because he was trying to push a policy agenda, and by using this statistic he could generate support for his initiatives.  Other organizations that use this statistic have their own agendas.  

Unfortunately this has led people away from the real issues.  There are several social issues that should be considered.  The first issue is that of industry and occupational choice for women.  It is noted above that men dominate the “precision production, craft and repair” category, with 91 percent of that category being men (Spraggins 3).  The question that should be asked here is: are there gender based barriers to women entering this field, or are a significant number of women simply choosing not to enter this field?

With the numbers being this high, the conclusion is that women face barriers to entry in the “precision production, craft and repair” category.  An effort should be made to encourage women to move in to these higher paying fields.

Another field where there is a large gender imbalance is “service workers”.  In this field the imbalance is in the other direction: there is an abundance of women.  Here the question is: why are so many women choosing to go into these low-paying jobs.  This issue is complicated, but some of the reasons include the fact that working in the service industry requires less experience, and has a more flexible schedule than working in the more career orientated fields.  This works well for women who wish to raise a family and still work.  There is no practical reason that many traditionally office based jobs can’t be made more flexible with the new introduction of technology.  With technologies such as telecommuting and video-conferencing women (and men) can enjoy a more flexible schedule while still being able to pursue a career.  This should also make it more accessible for men to stay home and pursue their career, allowing for their spouses to partake in careers that are less flexible or require more of a physical presence.

A major challenge facing society today is the question of how we value the role of mothering in our society.  This is the central fulcrum of many of the issues surrounding the pay gap.  As a society we need women to produce children, and someone needs to take care of these children once they are born.  Without this, we will cease to exist as a species.  In a capitalistic society, where we do not reward the role of the caregiver in the family, this challenge will continue to exist.  We must look to a creative solution to this problem.  One possible solution would be a tax incentive or tax break given to mothers that stay home with their children.

The fear with using the statistic “women make 75 cents on the dollar when compared to men” is that it paints to broadly a stroke, and when it is rejected, we run the risk of ignoring the issues that need to be addressed in this society.  We already have laws that protect women from being discriminated against as far as pay goes in the workplace.  We need to concentrate on encouraging women to diversify into other professions, and we need to evaluate how we treat mothers and fathers that take time away from their careers to produce children.  Only by looking at these issues will we create a just and fair society.
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